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Dumc-r ‘rmmcmc ABOUT death or mdlt‘cct thmkmg about staymg alive and
: avmdmg death'“ occupies mote of man's time’ than any other ‘subject. Man is
¥ an tmctu dnimal With the sarme instinctual dwaréness of death as the
i - of:lifé; He' follotf.rs thie’ same prcdnctabie iristinctual life pattern
{Héis'born he i grows'ty matunty, he reproduces, his life
e dies: In‘addition; he is-a: thinking animal with a brain
that®é ables m'to-reason; refléct,’and think’ abstractly Wnth iis intellect he
‘Has’ devised philosophiiés‘and’ beliefs about the 1 meanirig of fife and death
_thét'tend:to ‘deny Hiis: plac:e in‘nature’s plan: Each individial fias'to’ define his
“-'owii:pldce it the ‘fotal” scheme and aecépt the“fact that he will:die and be _
feplactd by succcedmg géneranons ‘His' ﬂlfﬁculty in ﬁndmg a llfc ‘plan for
- hithself is-complicated by the fact-that: his lifeis’ int:matcly mterwoven with

- the lives ‘abott ‘him This i prescntation is: dlrected :6 deéath as‘a part of the
s otal fam:lym wh:c he lives s @ woan gy

] ’deScnbe mai 4s 'part of the relatlonshxp around
16re (B wen' 9?8) I havé presan' ' own way of" conceiving

ridividual’ and; “also)": as part of ‘thé“em idnal-social

ﬁ'jnajgam “in WhICh tie lives:. Accordmg to miy thccfry.‘ a hlgh peércentage of

!f:'lnsnnctual emo-




80 ' Living Beyond Loss

tional forces than by intellect. Much intellectual activity goes to explain
away and justify behavior being directed by the instinqmal—emotiomfccling
complex. Deathis a biological event that terminates a life. No life event can
stir more emotionally directed thinking in the individual and more emotion-
al reactiveness in those about him'I have chosen the concept of “open” and
. “closed” relationship systems as an effective way 10 describe death as a
fariily phefiomienait. ;- o ST L

Arr “open” rélationship” system is one-in which an individual is free to
communicate a high percentage of inner thoughts, feelings, and fantasies to
another who can reciprocate. No one ever has a completely open refation-
.ship with-another, but it is a healthy state when a person cah have one
" relationship in which a reasonable degree of openncss is possible. A fair
‘percentage of children have a reasonable version of this with a parent. The
most open relationship most people have in their adult livesisina courtship.
After marriage, in the émotional interdependence of living together, each
spouse becomes sensitive to subjects that upset the other. They instinctively
avoid the sensitive subjects and the relationship shifts toward a more
“closed” system. The closed communication system is an automatic emo- .
tional reflex to protect self from the anxiety in the other person, though
most people say they avoid the taboo subjects to keep from upsetting the

other person, If _pgogtg.’c_ould follow. intellectual knowledge. instead of the

ain somie control over: their ownl Teactiveness to anxi-.

automatic reflex and 7

ety in the other, they. would be able to talk about taboo subjects in spite of
" the anxiety, and the :e,la,t;_ipnsih_ip..woul_q‘;rio'v,e toward.a more healthy open-
ness:. But. people :are huin;n,'-,{;he.—fembliona\ -reactiveness operates like a
reflex; and by the time the.average-person recognizes. the problem it can be
. impossible:for two. spouses. to reverse ‘the process themselves. This is tie
pointiat which a trained professional.can function-as.a third person to work

“the magic of family therapy toward apening a closed relationship.

" Chiéf among ail taboo subjects is death. Ahigh percentage of people die -

. aloné, locked into their- own thoughts, which they:cannot communicate to

~ others. There areé at least two processes in operation, One is the.intrapsychic
" process.in self which always inyolves some derial of death. The other is the

‘closed relationship system: Peaple cannot. t:gmr;}uni:cate_,':g_he==;ho.’ughts they

_do have, lest they.upset the family.or others: There are us

ually;at least three

" the patient. From experience, every terminally i patient has'some awareness
_of impending death and .2 high-percentage have an extensive amount of

private knowledge they..do-not. communicate to anyone: Another closed

- .closed systems operati around the t_g_rminql_,ly,ilt person..©ne operates with

system is the family. The family gets its basic information from the physi-
cian, which is supplemented by bits of information from other sotrces and
is then amplifiéd, distorted, and reinterpreted in conversations at home. The
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. patient

medical emotionality and the cffort to put the correct 'cmphasgs ont
” ncws” or? good, 16w th

: ‘cqmatose patlen;s Tcruu" aliy i ‘pec

;,;commumcatlo
- .Aexpress the

Family Reac':fon to Death 81

fam:ly has xts ‘own carefully plarmed and ed1ted medlcal commumque for the -
is. based -on;the, famrly mtcrprctauon of the reports and.: modlﬁed
10, avoid’the patient's rcacuveness to anxi Other versions of the cemmu-
nique ; arc wh:spercd within the heanng the: pauent when the fa.mlly thinks

the patient is sleeping of unconscmus. Paucnts are: oftcn a.lert to- whxspcrcd

| -.communications. Thc phys:clan and the mcd[c} taff have anothc closed
. system »fq" commumcanon. supposc:c:u)r bascd 01 .,mcdlcal facts; whrch is
A _:mﬂuenced by emotional réactivity to: ;hc family-and w1thm thg‘staff ‘Physi- |

cians attempt to do. factual; reports-to the -t'aimxly “which- are:distorte

4 Themorc rcacu

3 7_ness‘ot' the fahulyx tmspcrcepuon of hlS tqe_ssage. .'l"hc morc anxious the
sl hysmlan the:more: the. farmly asks; for spcmt' ic dct:uls the physnc:axr ‘cannot

answer. Phys:clans commonly rcply to speaﬁc quesuons with: overgencrah-
zatxons that miss the poinit. The physxc:an has:anather: level: of communica-

: t.wn t0: the pauent. Eventhe phys:cxan who agrees’ with; the pnncxple of

telling: the. patient: “facts” can:communicate: thg:m with so:much anxiety that

- the- paucnt is rcspon,dmg to the: physzman .mstead -of .the cdntent of what is
. being s sa.ld Problems oceur whcn the: closed‘commumcanon system of:medi-
.:cine meets the agc—e!d closed system between thc patient: and the: fanuly, and
ey anx:ety lS hclghtencd by.the: threat of. tcnmnal 111ncss. .

ience. with death. goes back' somie 30: yca.rs to detalled
death'with suicidal pancnts. They:were eager to talk.to an _
] W d:not have:to correct their way:of t_hmkmg‘ Then [
vere ;;that al] semusly Al peoplc, and even those who: are not sick, are
grateful for an opportunity to talk about death. Over the years I have tried
to do.such discussions wn_!]_senously ill people in my practxce, with friends

and’ people 1 hiave Known gocially, 4nd with meénibers of 't my éxtended fami-
lies;.I; have never seen:a: terminally ill person-who was not strengtheréd by

:, such’a tal 'I‘Iru' ntra.dlcts formcr behcfs .about: the ego. bemg too-fragile

forthis-in. cértail

uations. I havc even. doue this with- a- spectrum of

ple: often pcrrmt,themselvcs to 5hp into

air pcrcentage can pull:t] -mseh'res out of the coma for i 1mportant
ions: Lhave. had such, pceplc o_me out long: eneugh to talk and

hanks for the he.lp and nmmcdxately slipback.- - .o

- Until ‘the mid;. 19603 A majomy of; physmaus were: opposed £0: telhng

. , paucnts they had-a: temunal illness. In Lhe past decade the prevailing:medical

dictum about this has changed a great deal, but medical practice has not
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kept pace with the changed attitude. The poor communtcatlons between the
‘ physmlan and: the: pattent, ‘between thé phystctan and the family, arid be-
" tween.the farmly and'the pattent aré still Very ‘much as. they were-befare! The

‘basic prob[em is an emotional' one, and'a change in rules does not automati- .

. -cally change the emotional” reactmty “Tlie physician: can'believe ‘he gave
" factual mformauon to the panent, but i the emotion’ ‘of the'mometit; the
"_'abruptness and vagueness in'the commumcatton, and the emotional: process

* i the. patient;:the: pauent- hear.™ The patient ‘and the
'.pretend they have dealt clearly with ‘each -Other without ‘either- betng eard

: through the ality.’ [n’my family therdpy 'pracut:e within“a médical

i center, I am {requently tn'contact wnth both 'he pauent and the t‘amtIy.

"*and the fatmly is greatenough at be ;

‘bétween ‘the; physmtan and the t‘amﬂy and ‘between the' physmtan and the .

: 'pattent is the greatest problem; There liave been repeated sittfations in‘which_
the. physwtans thought the e}'commumcattng clearly. biut: the ‘family
either mtspercewed or dtstorted" the messages. -and-the- famtly thinking
- would be: workmg ‘itsélf toward malpracttce anger at-the physncxan* Inall of
these. the: surgtcai ‘and“médical’ procedures were adequate; and the famxly
wa.s reacttng to terse, brief speeches by the physician who thought ‘he'was
_ _commumcatmg ‘adequately. In these, it is fairly easy t to do snmpie mterpreta-
tions of the'physician’s statements’ a.nd avert the malpractice thmktng
I believe the trénd- toward telhng pattents abou ricurable illness‘is one of
. -the healthy changes in. medtcme, but closed syste ms do'not become’ open
- when -the surgeon huiriedly blurts out tense Speeches about the ssitudtion.
Experience indicates: thidt: phys:c:ans and’ surgeons havé either to learn’ the
‘fundamentals of closed system emouonahty in the physmtan-fatmly-pattent
tnangle, O they might’ avaﬂ themselves of professnona[ expertise in:family
therapy . hey lack the time and’ mouvatton to miaster this for themseives.
& chmeal exa.mple of closed system emottonahty wtll be presented latet.

F;wuty EHO‘HONAL quﬁfimrtm .u'm THE Enanom S’t{ocrc’ WAVE
This: sectlon will deal w:th an’order- of ‘évents ‘withir the? fam:ly that'is not
dtrectly related ‘to” open and’ elosed system cornmumcattons -Death, or
threatened death is only-one. of many events ‘that:can disturb a famtly A
_ farruly umt is'in ‘functional equ hbnum when'it-is:¢alm and each member is
functxomng at reasonable effic; ney ‘for that, period. The ‘equilibriurit of the
unit is disturbed' by either’ the ddition of a-new: member or: the lossiof a
member. The intensity of the emotmnal reactiot is governed by the func-

ttomng level, of emottonal mtegratton in the- famiily at the titne'or by the '

functional 1mportance of the one who'is: added to the farmly or IGSt to the

o
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The Death of Roy Kahn
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D. Andrew Macfirlan, MD

Earlyiville, Virginia

-As L sitwriting this, my fédl;r—inriéw 1'_3;3; -féc_xz :;Wa){,-xlyi_ng

in bed.in a2 coma; in his last hours oflife. He is 81 years old
and has.widespread cancer. It was diagnosed dess than a

month -ago, and:less than. 3% weeks -ago, he was still
driving around .in. his car that:-he just:made his last pay-

“ment ong He:was. a. crusty guy of German: descent, a

war-era man whose life was shaped by the Depression, by
‘World War II in which he served in General Patton?s tank
corps;and then by:years of factory work, keeping equip-
ment operating in‘alarge: steel mill. He hung'on through
layoffs.and- stuck: with. his: family.; For 46 yéars he was
married to’ Rita, a nurse; whé died-a-quick and peaceful
death of pneuronia; 514 years ago.-He has two childien,
bothunurses; one of whoin is my wife, Roxie: He Has seven
grandchildren. _ o o
Roy is now passing on right in front of my eyes. His

spirit-andselfare in the process of leaving the house that -

is his earthly’body, soon: to inherit heavenly body unen-
cumbered by poor lunigs, oxygen tubes, morphine drip
pump; drid Foley catheter. I din honored té be part of his
passing ard delivéry into etérnal life. Rarely do family
members get to experience death with theit loved ories
these days. Many dre aftaid; mafiy cannot et go; midny do
ot know they can; or-How tich and goodand. deep an
éxperiéiice it can bé. But kidre is Roy in ‘our house, in a
room'given up b oti¢:of my'sons for his grandfather's list
days; sutrounded by pictitres of his loved ones, and ‘thé

of his farily: : . o

ROy was chidracteristic of his time. Straightforward,;
even blunt, not full of sélf—cxa_f_l}i_naﬁqn,_ not touchy-feely.
He was 4 woi o ti id gréat dedication afid commit-

"knO“:' edgrient t6 God buit didn’t
al'sverteligion. ~ .0 ¢ -

L1

TG days o, T was talking to Roy as ic fay in bed,
eyes' closéd; : ed him'i e Would: do nything
differerit: if Hie'¢odid dg i tover, anid he mumbléd out, in

Eram. Exrlvmville Faniily Eleale Conich, [ Edtlysville, Virginia. Reguests for re-
Prints should be addressed t6 D, Andrer Macfarlan, MD, Earlysville Family Health
Center, Ine, Routes 743 and 660, Earlymille, V4 22936,

ISSN 0094-3509

t pride (if not effiisive praise) for

his midwestern way, “Well, sure!” | said, “Well, Dad,
what would you.do diﬁ‘crcnt-?,"ﬁ_gHg thought a-minuté and
said, “Goldarn, you ask too many damn hard questions!”
I smiled and backed off a little. “OK, what are you most
proud of inyour life?” I asked. He answered immediately,
“My family,” keeping his eyes closed. That was all. No
pondering, no brain-racking. Just ani’ expression of what

had been the center and highest priority of his life. The

answer most of us would Want to give,

Roy was not a man who had great material success in
life, nor someone of whom people would say, “He made
a great mark in'this world,” but by the measure of his
family relationships, he stayed the course. His main pur-
pose for 46 years was Rita, and his.last 515 years of life
were dedicated to his kids, his grandchildren, and hijs
big-screen TV. . . _

I was recently asked -to write an article on chj
rearing for the parents’ section of our local Virginia new.-
paper. While reflecting on_ this and reviewing my own
experience as a parent and my 13 years as a physician, I
reaffirmed my belief that healthy adult velationshipsare the
currency of successful child- rearing. Unfortunately, there
is a pervasive sense in the work world that we are more
responsible to our tasks than to our people, that our jobs
take precedence over our relationships, and that our
achievements tather than our character ‘measure our
worth. . L o :

The example of my father-in-law js in peaceful con-
trast to the tyranny of life’s urgencies. His'death in our
house, while not acknowlcdgcd‘bcyond d small circle, was
a celebration of relationship. . He was aided by a. few
friends, family members, medical professionals, and Hos-
pice personnel. With pain, struggle, and success, it all fit
together. When the hour of his death came, we were
rewarded rather than shattered. o

My wife felt anxious at her father’s side as he
breathed heavily. Although unconscious, he seemed to be
laboring. She left the room for a while. Three of Roxie’s
best friends were in the room with me, helping us, sup-

 porting him, touching him. Roy suddenly opened his eyes

wide. One of our friends let out a gasp, and we all had a
sense of great awe and anticipation. There was 3 murny )

The Joumnal of Family Practice, Vo, 39, No. 1(Jul), 1994
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fe sees something!™ He was very peaceful. Even the
" perennial furrow was gone from his brow. I brought
Roxie back to the room, and her tender heart opened
wide, no longer anxious or afiaid. Roxie spoke through
tears as a loving daughter, “I know it’s Mom you see, Dad
« .. and Jesus is welcoming you...Iloveyou...Ilove
you. .. Ill beall right . . . I'll miss you. . . .» All of us in
the room were sobbing with loss, joy, love, and hope. All
in community with “the saints.” Roy seemed to relax, and
after a few minutes of spéaking to him, Roxie quietly and
- firmly wiped her eyes, piilled ‘out 2 song from her music
book and began to sing in a strong, beautiful voice this
song called “You Are Mine:2* . - . N

i

. Iwillcome 10 yos in the silence,
Lwill Iifs you from all vour fear.

You will bear My voice, 5

I claim you as My choice; be still and know I am bere.
Iam 'lmpefof all who ave bope-less,

‘ . L am eves for alf who long to seé.
In the shadows of the nighs; I will be your light, come and rest
g P :

” " (Refriin)
Do not be afraid, I am with you.
Y L have called you each by name,
J . Come and follow Me, I will bring you bome;
' 1 love yoir and you nre Miiie, :

T am strength for all the despaiving,
healing for the ones who diwell in shame.
All the blind will see, the lame will all run free,

‘ and all will know My Name. . :

I am the Word that leads all to freedom,
T am the peace the world cannot give.
T will call your name, embracing all your pain,
O stand up, now walk, and live,

' (Refrain)
Do not be afraid; I am with you.
- Lhave called yoir each by riame.
Come and follow Me; L will bring you hoine;
I love you and you are Mine, o
—David Haas

Copyright © 1991 by GIA Pk Ine., Chicaga, Th. AW vigims vermoci Used with

T

Jacob’s ladder seemed to descend from the Héavcns
as the veil between the matetial and spirjtual worlds
parted in our presence. There was'light iri Roxie’s song,
and it was escorting Roy. We were in holy place, and we
all knew it. Roy’s eyes gradually closed andhis breattiing

~ slowed to a stop as he “walked home” into eternal life. He

Was gone from here; the shell of his body clearly no longer
housed Aim. We all sobbed gently in sadness, in relief for
him and in-celebration of his life. ‘ '
- One of our close friends, Barb, a' mothér of three and
‘nowd nurse‘in-training, looked:over:at me and, through
bright sparkling wet eyes and tear-washed cheeks, whis-
‘pered; “Look.'what Kevorkian is -stealing “fror - peo-
ple... ..»” She spoke from the expetiénce of losing orie of
her ovwm children in infancy to a slowly progressive facal
illness. . : L
- We had all experienced somethitig: more than e
could have ever- planned for; yet-we knew it was not
unique. Roy’s death, awfully wonderful,was a- foreshad-

owing that all humans: could experience. The. Elements

that helped make this death such a-deeply fulfilling human
experience are available, to everyone: faith, forgiveness,

family, friends, and the help of professionals, especially

Hospice. . wi o
These things didn’t take away the real, daily details of
pain, fear; loneliness, blocked :bowels, sleepless. nights,
yelling out, bedpans, crying fits, fighting kids, medica-
tion, side effects, or exhaustion. But they did help make
them manageable and meaningtul, anid they have the po-
tential to make death a blessing rather than.a curse.. We
had all experienced the blessing, : R
After he died, several of us took.care of Roy’s body
respectfully. Tubes were removed, hair was combed, and
the bed was arranged. The kids continued to run in and
out of the house and play with nejghbors in the yard, Our
close friends ordered dinner, and four couples.sat around
our kitchen table, over Chinese food, sharing stories and
feclings about Roy’s life and death. He would have really
liked that, ~ d s, g 4 ol
The funeral home helpers came, and, as we were al
packed in the front hallway, mioving Roy’s body out to the
hearse, my 12-year-old son said, “Po you guys /ike your
job?” Yes, they did, and they, too, wqrg‘;"go@,ql_.'_at.:fl#l-pihg,
The body was flown to Illinois and buried on.a beau.
tiful summer day, in a cemetery nestled bétween €Xpan-
sive cornfields. He was accotded military honors and a
21-gun salute. His body rests in the’ ground next to the
body of his wife, Rita. His spirit is free to'meet the Lord
face to face, and his life here is carried on in us and'in all

those he touched. This is the way it was meant to be.
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