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Mortality Fatigue

About Me
My hospital shift this week was, even more than most are, full of
Susan Palwick
reminders of mortality: two patients who'd come to us from home
hospice care; a patient who'll soon be in hospice care; a patient grieving SF/fantasy writer. English professor.
the recent death of a beloved spouse; a patient, initially cheerful, who  Episcopalian. Licensed lay preacher.

began weeping with worry over a son in Iraq; and a code (although that Volunteer ER chaplain (but not clergy).

patient was alive when | left the hospital). And a few other things, less easily labeled.

In August, I'm going to be the guest speaker at a three-hour med- The title of this blog is a phrase John Clute

school seminar on end-of-life issues. I'll be talking to the students used to describe the plots of my first two
about grief and leading them in some writing exercises about the novels. It both amused and annoyed me,
subject. This shift was definitely material for that, but right now, I'm  and I finally decided to reclaim it as a

merely numb, unable to extract teaching moments. I'm glad that I have hadge of honor. Would you prefer rickety

a few months before the seminar. contrivances of doing bad?

I keep reminding myself that there was balance in the shift, too: lots of ey my complete profile
cute little kids who loved the stuffed animals | gave them. I'd gone to

the dollar store and stocked up on teddy bears and bunnies and

My Books

handpuppets, and put each in a individual plastic bag so it would stay

clean in the ED. I gave lots of those away, and the nurses gave some . Shelter (forthcoming)
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away, too. . The Fate of Mice

Also, many patients requested prayer, and were exceptionally grateful . The Necessary Beggar

for my presence. So in that sense, it was a good shift. . Flying in Place

But I've been beating myself up over an unfortunate interaction |

should have avoided. Near the end of the shift -- actually, a few
The ED Sonnets

minutes after | should already have left -- the family member of one of

the dying patients asked to talk to me. This family had asked to see the + ED Christmas Sonnet

chaplain when they arrived, and had repeatedly thanked me for my The First Four ED Sonnets

prayers whenever one of them saw me in the room or in the hall. So . Two More ED Sonnets

when the relative motioned me into a relatively quiet hallway, | was

. Room1

ha to oblige.
PPy d . Chapel |
"ls anyone in your church pro-life? I'm very involved in that, and we're . Room 3

always looking for new people.” . Hall Beds 1 and 3

I shouldn't have let myself get pulled into a discussion, but | was tired, « Room 4

and | felt closer to this family than | have to many others. | should have . Room 5

said -- what should | have said? "It's not appropriate for me to discuss Cookie Break
politics here"? "I'd love to talk, but I'm past due to go home"? |

. Hall Bed 6, Room 6.1
honestly don't know.

. Room 6.2
Instead, | tried to explain as respectfully as possible that a) | don't . Room 7
know where most people in my parish stand on the issue and b) while
peop yp ) . Room9
I'm profoundly ambivalent about the issue myself, I'm simply not
. Room 10
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comfortable denying legal access to safe, low-cost abortions. . Code, CCU Waiting Room, Chapel I

Predictably, this unleashed a barrage of statistics from the relative, who * Room 11
wanted me to know just how many babies have been Killed since . Rooms 12 and 13
abortion was legalized. I tried to explain that my focus tends to be on

what we aren't doing, what we need to do, for kids who've already been

born: homeless kids, hungry kids, uninsured kids. I talked about what <"

astruggle it is for even my affluent friends to find affordable daycare. | gogtstrap Productions

This developed into an intense, moderately heated discussion, as - Chrysalis Dreams
medical staff walking past gave us mystified looks. It stayed respectful, . Cinerati

though: we agreed that it's an incredibly complicated issue, and . Claw of the Conciliator

reassured each other that God loves all of us. Both of us tried to
. Influx Transposer

understand the other's point of view. At the very end, | told the relative, ) )

. Knocking From Inside
"Good luck. You're facing something very hard right now," and only

. Making Light
then did it occur to me that at least some of the urgency about saving

) . Memory Machine
the unborn came from the relative's powerlessness to save the beloved

patient. . Nickie's Nook

. Om Trekker
Duh. Brilliant, Susan.

. Paine's Law

And how would I have responded differently if I'd realized that sooner? . .
. PS121is My Friend

Probably I would have said, "It's awfully hard not to be able to save
. PT Pastor
people, isn't it?" That was the subtext of the conversation anyway, but

) o ) ) ) . Re:Maines (Postcards from the Religious
if I'd recognized it earlier, | might have been able to get the relative to

Left)
talk about the more imminent loss, the immediate loss, and about the
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theological issues it raises for this very devout family. . Roadnotes

. . . . . Small Boy, Big Cit
Is this a teaching moment after all? The presentation of deferred grief Y, BIg MY

in the relative of a dying patient? - Sowing Mild Oats

. Sun and Shield
Instead, | feel like I fell flat on my face and did a really bad job for

someone in pain, although at least | learned from it. (Gotta love that

20/20 hindsight.) I'll be far more sensitive to this sort of dynamic in )
Favorite Medblogs

the future. That doesn't make me feel better about this interaction,

. . . Anxiety, Addiction and Depression
though. I just have to trust that another chaplain, somewhere down the y P

. . . . Treatments
line, will be better at getting to the core issue.

. Digital Doorway

Posted by Susan Palwick at 11:17 AM [ DisappearingJohn RN

Labels: chaplaincy, hospital, loss . Doctor Anonymous
. Dolittler (vet blog)

. Donorcycle
8 comments:

. Drug-Induced Hallucinations

Anonymous said...
. Dust in the Wind

Wow, and | thought | was hard on myself! Cut yourself some slack,

. Emergiblog
Susan. You were technically done for the day, you were tired, and you
y ¥y y . ERnursey
got into a conversation on a subject filled with sinkholes. | mean this in
. GruntDoc

a good way: you can't help everyone, all the time. You did good work
. head nurse

for many people during that shift, and just because you didn't "get"
. Medical Humanities

what the minefield of that last conversation was about, you beat

. Movin' Meat
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yourself up? Nuh-uh, I don't think so!
. Nursa Minor

Best, . Nurse Ratched's Place
Jeff . PixelRN
12:32 PM . Protect the Airway

. RN Wannabe
Anonymous said... . Salad Tongs, Anyone?

Susan, you are a very, deliberately caring teacher who worries that any . Tales of a Bohemian Road Nurse
of your comments do no harm. | know that's the same kind of chaplain . Tigspeaks
you are. Is there some way you can learn to treat yourself as you . Universal Health

actually treat others.

I'm pretty bad about beating up on myself, but nothing compared to Chaplains on the Net

you. Jeff is right, cut yourself some slack. In other words, show Susan

. Episcopal Chaplain at the Bedside
the same mercy Susan shows others.

. Pastoral Report

Sharon . Pet Chaplain
5:47 PM . PlainViews

. Sum of the Parts
N=1 said... . Velveteen Rabbi
Oh, Susan-
You were real and present with her, and you were tired and Homes
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. The University of Nevada, Reno
dispel frustration, anxiety, anger and disbelief - she was anticipatory

. UNR English Department
grieving. You were right there and allowed her to do the work she

. St. Stephen's Episcopal Church
needed to do. It didn't have to be perfect. You loved by being present

) o . The Episcopal Diocese of Nevada
and allowing communication that was open and respectful to occur.

The content probably didn't matter very much. You could have argued

about cheese - swiss or cheddar - it would have served the same Hangouts

purpose for her.
. NY Times Most E-Mailed

((((Hugs)))) . Anglicans Online

Hope you found some comfort, too! + Cute Overload

. Folk Alley
6:03 PM
. Image: Religion and the Arts

. . . Locus Online
Susan Palwick said...

. Real Live Preacher
Thanks, Jeff and Sharon. The issue is really that I shouldn't have gotten

. The Daily Office
embroiled in the conversation in the first place; in retrospect, | couldn't

. The Episcopal Church and Visual Arts
have realized what the subtext was much before I actually did.

. The Lectionary Page

The situation pushes my buttons because, as a volunteer chaplain, I'm
particularly open to charges of "unprofessionalism," and I'd hate
Labels

anyone to think less of volunteer chaplains because of how I handled

that situation. . aging (3)

. animals (51)
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topic, and who went to some trouble to seek me out to do so. At least |
honestly engaged with the issue, which may have been more respectful
than brushing it off may have been. But I need to figure out a way to

redirect the political into the personal if this happens again.

6:07 PM

Susan Palwick said...

And thanks to N=1, too (with whom I've discussed this over e-mail)!

6:52 PM

Marshall said...

You know, | appreciate as much as anybody the value of the verbatim
(for the unfamiliar, the specific case study tool used in training
chaplains). But the experience is consistent for all of them: there's

always something to critique.

So, when you look back you wonder how you might have done this
better. First, | concur with others: "better” may well have been an
unreasonable expectation of yourself. You were on your way out, both
physically and emotionally, and you got ambushed. Oh, the intent

wasn't evil; and it probably was an effort to find some good in a
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hopeless situation ("at least | found access to some new allies); but it
. Nevada (8)

was an ambush nonetheless. Could you have handled it better?
. poetry (27)

Perhaps; and I'll get to that. Could you have done a lot worse?
. preaching (34)

Absolutely. You were respectful, treating this grieving person like a real
. rickety contrivances (21)

person and not an enemy or a stereotype. You were pretty calm
. stigma issues (36)
yourself. You reached a reasonable position on which to part, and

. teaching (25)
maintained some sense of an appropriate relationship. There's a lot in

. travel (46)
that to appreciate.

. TV (19)

How might you have done it better? | don't know: let me think. Here, .
. Wiscon (4)

far away in my hospital office, my first thought of a response is, "You o
. writing (63)

know, I've been focused things here, and | just can't think right now of
anyone that might connect. | do know folks in my church have access
to the National Organization of Episcopalians for Life, and I'm sure Blog Archive

others know that, too. Now, how do you think the rest of the familyis . ¥ 2007 (179)
o ¥ June (13)

ing?" Which hen | "And h ‘e
doing ich can then lead to, "And how about you . The Chronicle of

Or perhaps that's too wordy (one of my faults). How about, "Oh! Gosh. the Sacred

. . H hi
Well, no, not right now. Sorry that I can't help you right now. So, how andwashing

= Doug Henr
is your family doing?" 9 y

Update
Those are some thoughts; but they are not to suggest that you were a . 2007 Mythopoeic
poor chaplain in that circumstance. Award Finalists

« TenYearsin Reno
11:15 AM
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Susan Palwick said...

Thanks, Marshall! | always appreciate your thoughtful comments, and
this one is especially helpful. I agree with you (although | hadn't quite
been able to articulate it) that the "ambush" was the relative's attempt

to salvage something from a bad situation; that's one reason I felt an

Carnival of Hope:
Volume 1, Number
10

Majorly Bummed
Art and Prayer
Sonnet Cycle Draft

Completed!

obligation to respond seriously. But you suggest useful phrases for - Updates, with Cats

graceful disengagement, and I'll keep them in mind for the future! - What God Does

With Water

7:22 AM o

= Vigil

« Doug Henry
Omnibus Driver said... L.

. Publication Blues

You know, you just may have given a distraught family member a

» May (34)

useful outlet for his/her frustration, rather than having all that L > April (35)

frustration channeled back at the patient. Sometimes people need to
ustratl pat IMes peop 5 » March (31)

blow off steam, and, when they are distraught, they just might do it in
o P February (28)

very inappropriate ways.
o B January (38)
Maybe -- just maybe -- you actually gave that family member enough of | p 2006 (192)
an outlet for that frustration that he or she will be able to take a deep
breath and deal with their loved one's situation in a more rational

. Site Meter
manner because you reacted the way you did.
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We are all human. Please don't take all of the responsibility for this siternetervhilh

unfortunate situation on yourself.

12:46 PM
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