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Living Wills

and

A Christian Death

The hour of death is a critical moment in our life as Christians.  As sheep of Christ's flock we pray continuously to God for a Christian end to our life.  As members of modern American society we must clarify our wishes so that they can be better un​derstood by our doctors and others who provide medical care to us.  In accordance with the Patient Self-Determination Act of 1991, health care institu​tions such as hospitals and nursing homes are required to inform patients of their rights to appoint someone to make health-care decisions and to write down their wishes regarding possible medical treatments. These surrogates or written directives take effect if a person becomes unable to make decisions for themselves, and are generally respected in medical practice in accordance with state law.  Such documents are called Health Care Proxy (Durable Power of Attorney) Statements and Living Wills (Advanced Directives).  Many guides and sample forms are available but may not directly ad​dress spiritual matters.  The aim of this brochure is to point out some considerations particularly relevant for the Christian to consider in estalishing a Health Care Proxy, drawing up a Living Will, and making health care decisions in general. 

Points to Consider:

1. As Orthodox Christians we wish above all to have our spiritual needs provided for.  

2. In advance we should select a doctor who understands and re​spects our convictions.  We should explain our spiritual con​cerns and practices to our doctor who, naturally, participates in treatment decisions (state law may prohibit the patient's doctor from being the health care sur​rogate.)

3. Because we have a moral responsibility to care for our bodies we seek support from the medical profession in preventing ill​ness and avoiding habits, foods, medicines, etc. which endanger our health.  We should ask to be informed about the side effects of drugs prescribed to us, about dietary rules we should follow when taking medication, and alternative methods of treatment.  

4. We assert our right to request second opinions and to seek other forms of health care and to make our own informed choices concerning them.

5. We wish to be informed concerning any condition of illness which may lead to death.

6. We should see prayer, fasting and the Sacraments as a neces​sary part of treatment from the beginning of the treatment of any illness, not as a "last resort."  We wish that our Pastor and family be notified about any serious illness or change in our condition.  In the event of a crisis, our pastor must be informed immediately, so that he can provide for our spiritual needs.    

7. We wish to be as lucid and free as possible from mind-affect​ing medication in order to make a good confession, to pray, re​ceive Holy Communion, and consciously prepare for death.  Medical provision for our comfort and pain-relief, as well as life support and resuscitation attempts should be administered with this in constant con​sideration.

8. We reject euthanasia, assisted suicide, or any procedures which involve the occult or which are contrary to the teachings of the Orthodox Church.

9.  Any decision about the termination of life support or the re​fusal of medical intervention must be made by persons whom we specify.  If our close relatives do not share our convictions we should draw up a legal documents (Durable Power of Attorney and Advance Directives) en​trusting such decisions to a person we trust, who knows and un​derstands our convictions and wishes.  Our pastor and doctor should know about any such document and its contents.

10.  We believe in the sanctity of life but do not fear death.  We believe that God provides for each person at the hour of death.  We should consider that life support measures may be used to give our pastor every opportunity to administer Confession, Holy Com​munion, Unction and otherwise allow for repentance and prepa​ration for death even if our condition, (including loss of con​sciousness) seems to be ir​reversible.  On the other had we re​serve the right to refuse any medical intervention which we feel would interfere with our spiri​tual preparation for death, or need​lessly prolong the dying process.

11.We should discuss these matters with persons close to us so they will know what to do in case of any emergency.

12. We should realize that we cannot make legally binding direc​tives regarding the disposition of our bodies once we are dead, but should make every effort to arrange for a Christian burial, specifically rejecting cremation. 

Orthodox Christians have always faced death as members of Christ;  with the pledge of eternal life.  This is what we must learn to do in our day and age just as our forefathers learned in the course of their earthly—and spiritual—life.  Here follow some relevant say​ings from the Holy Fathers for consideration:

“God makes the earth yield healing herbs which the prudent man should not neglect;  was not the water sweetened by a twig that men might learn His power?  He endows men with the knowl​edge to glory in His mighty works, through which the doctor eases pain and the druggist prepares his medicines... My son, when you are ill, delay not, but pray to God, who will heal you...then give the doctor his place...for you need him too...and he too beseeches God that his diagnosis may be correct and his treatment bring about a cure”  Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach 38:1-15.

“Medicine is an example of what God allows men to do when they work in harmony with Him and with one another.”

St. Gregory of Nyssa, Pauperibus.

“God's grace is as evident in the healing power of medicine and its practitioners as it is in miraculous cures.”  St. Basil the Great, Regulae fustus tractatus, interogatio 55.

“Because God gave them (physicians) a special talent, to save others from pain and sometimes death, they have an urgent re​sponsibility to share their talents.”  St. John Chrysostom, De Perfecta Charitate.

“In Caesarea I felt much better and more at ease, because here I made use of the medicines and advice of the very best and most famous physicians who treated me not only with medicine but much more with sympathy and friendship towards me.” — St. John Chrysostom, Epistle 12 to Olympiada.

“When you fall ill, put all hope of recovery in God and entreat Him with reverence and humility. But also do not neglect what is in your power: summon a physician, keep a diet, take medicine, do not reject treatment.  God is both the physician for your ill​ness and the one who grants you health.  But He grants you health and life only when you do not reject what you need for your recovery.  This is what King Hezekiah did:  he hoped in God that he would recieve from Him healing of his terminal ill​ness and he beseeched Him with many fervent tears for both life and health.  However, he did not refuse to grind up figs and place the plaster made from them on his boil, on the advice of the Prophet Isaiah who told him:  Let them take a lump of figs and lay it for a plaster upon the boil, and he shall recover (Is 38:21)” — Nicephorus Theotokis, Archbishop of Astrakhan,  Homily for the Second Sunday of Great Lent.
“He that sins against His Creator falls into the hands of the physi​cian.” (Sir 38:15).  “That is, he submits to the treatments of the doc​tors as it were as chastisemsnt for his sins, for illnesses are the result of sin.” — Elder Hilarion of Optina,  Optinskii Starets Ilarion,  Platina CA, 1979, p 216.

“It must be said that many times God permits the virtuous to be tempted... He allows many evils to rise against them from every side.  He smites them in their bodies, like Job, and brings them to poverty, causes them to be repudiated by mankind, and strikes them in what​ever they possess; their souls alone are not ap​proached by harm.  For it is not possible, when we are faring on the way of righteous​ness, for us not to encounter gloom, and for the body not to travail in sickness and pains, and to remain unal​tered, if indeed our love is to live in virtue.  But the man who of his own will lends himself to the slaying or the destruction of his own life or to anything else that is harmful, is under condemna​tion.” — St. Isaac of Syria,  Ascetic Homilies, Boston MA, 1984, p 289. 

“Let us not then tremble at death.  Our soul hath by nature the love of life, but it lies with us either to loose the bands of nature and make this desire weak; or else to tighten them and make the desire more tyrannous.  For just as we have the desire for sexual intercourse, but when we practice true wisdom we render the de​sire weak, so also with regard to life.  God has joined carnal de​sire to the generation of childern to maintain a succession among us, without however  for​bid​ding us from traveling the higher road of continence;  likewise He has implanted in us the love of life, forbidding us from destroying our​selves, but not hindering our despising the present life.  And it be​hooves us, knowing this, to observe due measue, and neither to go at any time to death of our own accord, even though ten thousand ter​rible things possess us; not yet, when dragged to it, for the sake of what is pleasing to God, to shrink back and fear it, but boldly to strip for it, prefer​ring the future to the present life.” — St. John Chrysostom, Commentary on the Gospel of St. John, homily 85 § 2.

“Do not despond in the time of violent temptation, affliction, of sick​ness, or at obstacles arising from the disturbance of the en​emy;  all this is the reproof and chastisemsnt of the righteous Lord, Who tri​eth the hearts and reins, for your cleansing, arous​ing, and correction, for burning out the thorns of carnal passions.  And therefore do not complain if you sometimes suffer greatly.  Do not think of the suf​fering, but of the blessed consequences of this chastisement., and the health of the soul.  What would you not do for the health of your body?  Still more must you bear ev​erything for the health and salva​tion of your soul, which has eternal life.” — St. John of Kronstadt, My Life in Christ , Jordanville NY, 1984, p 404.

Every person is different both in life and in death, and God provides for each in an individual and special way.  Decisions cannot be made beforehand for all circumstances, nor uniformly en​forced for all people.  Each Christian, in departing from this life must focus his attention on the eternal life he will be entering, on the spiri​tual health of the soul, as the body ceases to function.  In our technologically biased society a person who is ill is likely to face many questions about what the spiritually best course is to take.  To help pre​pare for these struggles it is prudent to dis​cuss these concerns with one's pastor, family and health profes​sionals.  

Sample Advance Directive and Health-Care Proxy forms are pro​vided to aid those wishing to complete such.  The list of possible medical interventions to be considered is very long, but the most important may include:


Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation, 

Intubation and Artificial Respiration, 

Renal dialysis,

Invasive Monitoring, 

Blood Transfusions, 

Intravenous Hydration and Nutrition, 


Placement of Feeding Tubes

Antibiotics

Chemo- or Irradiation Therapy for malignant diseases, 
use of Analgesics and Sedatives.

Organ Transplantation 

With hope in the Lord our God,

Monk Ioannikios, P Bushunow, J Demakis, J Johnstone, D Kriegel, M Sill.
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