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In Memory

			In memory of my beloved husband, soulmate, and best friend, Brad, for his lifelong legacy of love and marriage, family and faith, his presence and humanity, and our shared history. I will cherish him in my heart always. 

			See you in the morning, darling!

			



		

Dedication

			To all who mourn, those who have mourned, and for those who will mourn in future, may you be comforted by the One who weeps with you, who knows your heart and has a plan and purpose for you beyond the realms of grief. 

			To all those who walk beside those who grieve until the road ahead is manageable: what an inspiration you are!

			



		

Acknowledgements

			To Mike, there are not enough words to adequately thank him for his unending patience and generosity in formatting and editing my book, his acts of service and love to me, to honour a loving husband, father, brother, father-in-law, brother-in-law, grandfather, and friend. Heartfelt thanks to his soulmate, Greta, for urging him to complete this marathon! Considering all the stops and starts, for all manner of valid reasons, I count it a miracle that this book has come to fruition. Thank you, Mike, for being my extra pair of eyes, putting up with my vagueness, my mistakes, my meltdowns, and my computer inadequacies while I was writing. ‘Tis done! Now breathe a sigh of relief!’ 

			To Dan, who has handled my finances since Brad passed away, many thanks for your support in liaising with publishers, schedules, and sorting out formatting, music and marketing, which is beyond me. 

			Sincere thanks to my dear friends Reverend Campbell and Marcia King, who critiqued my work for theological accuracy while leading their own active lives. Their lives lived in the light of the Lord continue to be an inspiration to me. 

			Thank you to my awesome family, who gave me permission to use their stories, and who watch my back and keep me safe and sane. You are my ‘go-to’ place when needed. Thanks to Dan and Jay for assuaging my fears and doubts, being the voice of reason, sharing decision-making, sorting out my blunders, and generally making my life so much easier. To Paul and Beck and family, who provide a haven, quality time with board games (with which Dominic is the mastermind), and laughter whenever I need it. To Ben and Deb and family, who live close by, for just being ‘there,’ a reassurance in times of sickness and need; and Ben, for being my handyman. To Mike and Greta and family, a WhatsApp call away, who connect with me, for their amazing gifts of love, including lovely holidays in Hong Kong. And to Lisa and Abdul for check-ins, words of affirmation, delicious meals and homemade lemon curd, who manage to work through my list of jobs when visiting. 

			Bless you all for providing emotional, prayerful, and practical support, for being my brain’s trust, for filling the gaps in my ‘forgettery,’ and for double-checking the authenticity of my text. You gave me the courage to go on when life seemed at its bleakest. You continue to make me laugh and speak wisdom to me. You lighten my heart. You are my heroes! You gave me grandchildren, who colour my world and give my life meaning and purpose. I could not have been more lovingly carried on my journey. I love you all so much! 

			Special thanks also to my sister Sue and her husband Alan; my sister Jan and her husband Michael; Brad’s brother Alan and his wife Robyn, and their daughter Jen, for sharing my journey, for their emotional and spiritual support and encouragement, and for being part of my ongoing healing in so many practical ways.

			To my dear friends (you know who you are!) for all your ministrations, for taking me under your wings, and for committing to pray for me, communicating with me, particularly during those first 12 months; I offer my heartfelt gratitude. Special thanks to Andy, Brad’s close friend, who was there to assist me with so many practical jobs. You have been like ‘shining stars’ (Philippians 2:15).

			And lastly, but most of all, to my mighty Saviour and Lord, for walking beside me all these years and never leaving me to do life alone. I am looking forward to ‘[breathing] the air of heaven’ (Phil Wickham, Hymn of Heaven, 2021) when pain and death will be no more. Till then, I lean on His promises and His everlasting arms, for I trust Him to hold me and mine fast forever!

			



		

Quotes

			‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.’ Matthew 5:4 (CSB, 2017)

			‘We bereaved are not alone. We belong to the largest company in all the world—the company of those who have known suffering.’ We Bereaved, Copyright © by Helen Keller, 1929. Published by Leslie Fulenwider Inc. 

			‘Grief is not a disease or a sign of weakness. It is an emotional, physical and spiritual necessity, the price you pay for love. The only cure for grief is to grieve.’ Straight Talk About Death for Teenagers by Earl A. Grollman Copyright © by Earl A. Grollman, 1993. Reprinted with permission from Beacon Press, Boston Massachusetts.

			



		

Clarifications

			Brad and Brian

			In this book, the names Brad and Brian are used interchangeably to refer to my late husband. Throughout his childhood and teenage years, he was known by his birth name Brian, although in high school he was sometimes known as Braddles, as were two of our sons. His university colleagues knew him as Brian. However, when I first met him at Randwick Presbyterian Church, he was known simply as Brad. In post-Randwick years, most people have called him Brian, with some calling him Brad, due to my usage. I must admit it has raised questions and generated humorous conversations over the years, with mock aspersions cast on his parents for calling him ‘Brad Bradley.’ Let there be no aspersions; his parents had no say in it! 

			So, when you read ‘Brad’ in the text—for he will always remain my Brad—superimpose whatever name you know him as. Or as Mike titled his slideshow at his father’s thanksgiving service: ‘Brad or Brian, or whoever you think he is!’

			Music

			Although we attended an Anglican Church for most of our married life, Brad was a product of and a mix of the Methodist (now Uniting), Presbyterian, and Anglican traditions. In particular, he loved the old Methodist hymns and hoped that Christian musicians would adapt many of the scripturally based lyrics, now in the public domain, to modern music formats, so that they would become relevant to a new generation, while keeping many of the old favourites. 

			Thankfully, this has occurred, a testament to the great faith of saints, providing a substantial legacy to ongoing generations, which complements the plethora of original contemporary Gospel and Country Gospel music emerging over the last thirty years. Above all, he wanted church music to be singable, with notes not too high for men, edifying, biblical, and worshipful. 

			For these reasons, as a tribute to him and as an encouragement to you, I have incorporated both the hymns Brad loved most and some of the modern songs he loved singing imperfectly, as well as mine! I rejoice, that in heaven, God has now blessed him with a perfect voice to sing a joyful sound unto His Lord. 

			Reason for the Title

			Brad was a big fan of Charles M Schulz’s popular comic strip ‘Peanuts’. He especially loved the archetype Charlie Brown, the main character whose frequent response, when frustrated, was ‘GOOD GRIEF!’ So, when, as a lay preacher, Brad was asked to preach a thematic sermon on grief from a Christian’s perspective, he called it ‘Good Grief’ as a play on the words of Charlie Brown, but also in acknowledgement of the value of handling grief well. To my chagrin, the tape of that sermon deteriorated over time, and I no longer have a copy. 

			A few years later, Brad was asked to preach as part of an expository series on the Beatitudes. He was given the task of unpacking the verse, ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted’ (NIV, 2011, Matt. 5:4). He built on the previous sermon on grief, reworking and entitling it ‘Good Mourning, Good Morning’. His inspiration for the title came from the powerful movie A Man Called Peter1, which we had seen several years prior and was based on the book of the same name2. Peter Marshall was an amazing preacher who impacted many with his ministry. One night, Peter was taken to hospital in an ambulance due to pain from a suspected heart condition. As the ambulance was taking him away, his wife, Catherine, wanted to go with him, but Peter insisted she stay with their young son, reassuring her that he would see her in the morning. Unfortunately, Peter suffered a massive heart attack in the early hours of the morning and passed away, going home to be with the Lord whom he had served so faithfully. 

			Peter’s last words to her, ‘See you in the morning, darling!’ served to be prophetic because he joined the resurrection of the saints. Christ’s return is an event that is seen as a ‘Good Morning’ for those of us who believe, an assurance that Christ has gone before us. We will see our loved ones again in glory. Knowing this gives us comfort, for we have a living hope. And so, though Christians grieve too, we can mourn well. Hence the title, ‘Good Mourning! Good Morning!’

			Reason for the Bridge picture in each Chapter

			As an icon at the start of each chapter I have chosen the symbolism of a bridge, to illustrate the movement of one chapter of life to the next, and because Brad campaigned for, and (literally) built a bridge over an often fast flowing creek to our children’s school.

			



		

Foreword

			Brian Bradley was one of the most well-thought-out and practical Christians I have ever met. This practical wisdom, combined with his genuine concern for people of all persuasions, has left a lasting impact on numerous friends and acquaintances over the years. I am one of them. I first met Brian and grew to love him as a friend and support when, as a rookie minister, fresh out of college, I began ministry in the church he attended, St Mark’s Anglican, West Wollongong. Since then, whenever I faced a difficult problem, my thoughts naturally turned to Brian, who cared and whose wise counsel I could always rely on.

			Robyn has always shared Brian’s servant heart, and throughout their life together, they gave unstintingly of their time, resources, and knowledge of the Lord to strengthen and encourage anyone who came across their path and could use some help. This book is a testimony to that generous heart that characterised them both. Even while still suffering grief at the sudden loss of Brian in May 2020, Robyn is reaching out to those who may be undergoing similar suffering, hoping that through what she has learnt and experienced, others may be helped, comforted, and supported. Her struggles, her faith, and her experience of the Lord’s goodness towards her all shine through and offer a rich resource of wisdom and encouragement to others either experiencing grief themselves or seeking to minister to someone else in similar circumstances.

			The title captures what I understand to be the essence of Robyn’s goal: to find for herself and to point the way to a healthy form of grief, a ‘Good Mourning’ that, in time, issues in renewed hope and a new day. 

			I trust that all those who come to it to find help in navigating the distress of bereavement and grief will find that it does just that. 

			Campbell King

			



		

Preface

			In July 1985, dear friends of ours lost their eight-year-old son Ben3 when his bicycle collided with a car. Ben’s death sent ripples of shock and disbelief throughout our church, neighbourhood, friendship circles, and the local school. He was well-loved, but we could not imagine the devastation it brought to Ben’s family. Tragically, he lay for three days on life support before his parents made the agonising decision to say their final goodbyes and turn off the machines keeping Ben alive. In the months that followed, the faith of Ben’s parents and the prayers of family, friends, and church family comforted and sustained them. Both remain strong in the Lord today, but they could have chosen to blame God for what happened. Instead, they viewed it from a godly perspective, thanking Him for the gift of their son and the blessing he had been to them and their family while on earth. They were consoled by the fact that they would be reunited with their son in heaven. 

			Ben, along with his brother and sister, had been strong neighbourhood friends and playmates with our children, and they had deeply mourned his loss. It therefore seemed fitting that just four months later, Brad was asked to preach on a biblical approach to grief.

			As a preface and inspiration for this book, I have included these words from a bulletin message Brad wrote that November, almost 40 years ago, entitled ‘Good Mourning! Good Morning!’ To my delight, my son Paul found this message tucked away in a folder filing many of Brad’s past sermons. His message was meant as a brief take-home summary of a lengthier sermon delivered that Sunday. It speaks of Brad’s certain hope, a hope that is shared by so many others, in the resurrection to come, and in life beyond the grave. 

			From Brian’s Study         10th November 1985

			Good Mourning! Good Morning!

			We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, concerning those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve like the rest, who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, in the same way, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep. For we say this to you by a word from the Lord: We who are still alive at the Lord’s coming will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord, himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the archangel’s voice, and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are still alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we will always be with the Lord. Therefore, encourage one another with these words. (CSB, 2017, 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18)

			Dear Friends, 

			Bereavement is a shattering experience. The word ‘bereaved’ literally means to be broken up or torn apart4. This is recognised in our society as we speak of people who have been bereaved as ‘picking up the pieces’ or ‘putting their lives back together’. Grief is the emotion that comes with bereavement. It is not simple sorrow, although it is a life-shaking sorrow over the death or departure of a loved one. Plugged into the sorrow are other emotions. 

			In his book A Grief Observed, written after the death of his wife, C.S. Lewis says, ‘No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being afraid. The same fluttering in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I keep on swallowing. At other times, it is feels like being mildly drunk or concussed. There is a sort of invisible blanket between the world and me. I find it hard to take in what anyone says.’5

			As Christians, should we experience grief? How should we cope with it when it does come to us? Does it make any difference if the person who has died was a Christian?

			GOOD MORNING! 

			Reality

			The focus of the Bible on Christ’s return is that it is an event that is seen as a ‘Good Morning’ for those who believe. It is of no consequence whether we are dead or alive now, for believers will be gathered to Him, from the grave or from their earthly life. This ought not to surprise us, for Jesus said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me, even if he dies, will live. Everyone who lives and believes in me will never die. Do you believe this?’ (CSB, 2017, John 11:25-26).

			As Peter Marshall lay dying, he said to his wife, ‘I’ll see you in the morning, darling.’ He was confident in the reality of God’s promises6.

			Reaction

			If that is the reality, what is our reaction? Are we confident that our death (or Christ’s return) will be a glorious ‘Good Morning’ for us? Apart from the eternal implications of that question, how we will cope with the grief from the death of someone we love largely depends on how we feel about our own death. But there is also an aspect that concerns others. If what Jesus said is a reality, what are we doing to prepare our family and friends for their death? One of the emotions that comes with grief is guilt, the ‘If only’—‘If only, I had done this’ or ‘if only I had done that.’ We must be sure that we have done what we can to tell others that Jesus has gone before us, to prepare a place for those who believe.

			GOOD MOURNING?

			Reality

			The reality is that Christians will suffer grief. It is not un-Christian to feel loss. But the apostle Paul encourages us not to grieve as those who have no hope. There is a biblical response to grief. Christian grief, because it is based on hope, lies between the extremes of despair and unbiblical stoicism that stifles emotion. To assist in understanding the phases of grieving, we need to understand the ways grief affects us and others, and to understand our reactions in grief, and to the grief of others.

			Reactions

			Recognise the reality of Christian hope. ‘Good Mourning’ comes when we know that there will be a ‘Good Morning’. Not what happens to us, but how we deal with situations will determine the result. Grief does not run like a bushfire out of control. It can be intelligently managed. Amid death, this may require expert assistance. If we are not grieving, we can prepare… for our own death… for the death of others… by learning ways in which we can minister to those who are grieving.

			There is a biblical perspective on the reality of death and our reactions to it. The apostle Peter encourages us to take hope, through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ: ‘Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Because of his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you. You are being guarded by God’s power through faith for a salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.’ (CSB, 2017, 1 Peter. 1:1-5). Comfort one another with these words.

			Your servant for Jesus’ sake,

			Brian Bradley

			



		

Introduction

			Dying or the death of a loved one eclipses everything! It is never timely. Sometimes the process of dying is over an extended period. Sometimes it comes suddenly when you least expect it. But when it happens to a loved one, everything else stands still in that moment of time. Nothing else matters! The usual importance of your normal comings and goings feels insignificant. In that moment, your daily tasks count for nothing! If you are granted time to be with your loved one at their life’s end, you and your family are focused on simply being with that person, loving them, giving them comfort, and saying all you need to say, so that there are no lingering regrets. Last goodbyes and saying you love them are essential, both for you and your loved one, especially since hearing is one of the last five senses to fail. Speaking can be a huge comfort to your suffering loved one as they leave this world. Tactile interaction is important too, and if you are fortunate enough to have them respond with a hand squeeze, because they have lost the power of speech, then that is a precious gift remembered long afterwards by the recipient!

			Being in a hospital environment, whilst facing the impending death of a loved one, is a surreal feeling. In contrast to the catastrophic situation you find yourself in, there is a peace and serenity in the air as medical staff come and go unobtrusively, checking on monitors, attending to the patient’s needs, discomfort, and pain, answering your questions, and giving those who wait invaluable time and space. You feel the tangible presence of God as He ministers not just to the dying but to those present, keeping vigil in those last hours. And you are conscious of the privilege it is to be there peering into God’s waiting room, in those last moments, to be part of a bigger picture that you may never know on earth, as your beloved is lovingly carried through the valley of the shadow of death into the eternal presence of the beloved Lord.

			No one ever said that losing a loved one is easy. In truth, it is gut-wrenching, reaching down to the very core of your being. It breaks your heart, and the pain and deep loss linger for a very long time. A large piece of yourself is now missing and can never be restored. The aftermath demands resilience and courage to recover and adapt to a new normality. 

			This book is part of my grief journey, of coming to terms with losing my husband and life partner of over 50 years. But it is also interwoven with a story of a fulfilling life well-lived and well-loved, with added snapshots of our life together with one another and family, a tapestry that has enriched my life and given me such special memories to recall on tap, memories that continue to restore me and bring me joy; memories that time will never erase. Writing this book has been, in some ways, ‘my saving grace’, for it has been therapeutic, providing a process of healing and rebuilding, as I write while still being on this unique journey; a journey that others have been on, or will face one day. My ongoing prayer is that my story and reflections will bring some comfort to those who mourn. 

			Our Lord Jesus assures us that: ‘Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted,’ (Matthew 5:4, NIV, 2011). It is natural for us to mourn in grief. Jesus himself wept over Lazarus’ passing and the pain it caused Martha and Mary, but he also knew that the situation would glorify Jesus’ Father God (Most versions, John 11:35). Being assured of Christ’s presence and strength enables us to mourn well, knowing that we too will join the resurrection; that we who know Christ will meet Him in glory and be reunited with the saints who have gone before us. For that reason, it will be a ‘Good Morning’, where we will awake from death in the presence of our Lord, our earthly bodies transformed and fit for heaven.

			I am no expert on suffering and grief. I am not a grief counsellor or a psychologist, nor do I have any professional training or experience in this area. I am simply a person who, through what began as journaling, which was a means of seeking comfort and healing, has come to realise the power and the good of sharing my story. 

			This life-altering experience has made me even more dependent on a Father God who loves all of us with no boundaries and gives generously to His children. I have learned that grief can be good, building up resilience through accepting that God, in His wisdom and sovereignty, purposed tragedy for a reason and therefore will not leave us whilst we are steeped in despair. Instead, He will guide us out of it and show us a new way forward. 

			Sharing the grief journey with Him and other believers is a ‘game-changer,’ for His grace and love are sufficient to get us through to the other side, showing us there is a future and a hope. We learn that we do not walk alone in our grief but rather find comfort in His Word and the fellowship of believers. By His loving grace, He carries us, ministers to us, positions people around us when we need them, and gives us eternal hope now, tomorrow, and forever. Time is a great healer and, one day, you will discover the sadness has eased and the pain of losing your beloved has softened, although it never completely goes away. You may not think it now, but one day, you will look back and see how far you have come. 

			Life is short. We do not get to choose the time we will die, but we can choose where we spend eternity. And that can only be determined by what choice we make on earth. May we choose to live our lives with our Redeemer Jesus Christ, making that choice with urgency, so that life lived forever with Him is guaranteed. For the best is yet to come!

			



		

The First Day: Our Lives Are Changed Forever!

			God is our refuge and strength, a helper who is always found in times of trouble.

			Therefore we will not be afraid, though the earth trembles and the mountains topple into the depths of the seas, though its waters roar and foam and the mountains quake with its turmoil… Stop fighting, and know that I am God, exalted among the nations, exalted on the earth. – Psalm 46:1-4, 10 (CSB, 2017)

			I heard a deep sigh on the other end of the phone from Brad, as though there was some effort in speaking, ‘Yeah, Rob, can you ring when you get this message? Thanks. (Sigh) I’m at the tennis courts.’ On reflection, it was just like Brad not to specifically say what had happened, for he would not have wanted to worry me, nor would he have wanted me to break the speed limit trying to reach him, since he wouldn’t have known where I was. In his most desperate hour, Brad was still looking out for me like he always did. Many times, I was to replay that phone message to listen to every nuance and sigh, just to get a sense of where ‘he was at’. It comforted and reassured me to know that all that could be done at the time for Brad’s overall care was provided, and, in that respect, I am content.

			When I received Brad’s voice message, I had been out home-schooling our grandson and, as I often did, on the way home stopped at the local supermarket for some groceries. For some reason, it sounded urgent because my heart heard, ‘Rob, come quickly’ and in my heart, I answered, ‘I’m on my way, love.’ Within minutes, I was with him as he sat, slumped on the footpath, against the fence at the local tennis courts we had managed as volunteers for 12 years. Two of our neighbours, Sandra and Heath, working from home due to the COVID-19 pandemic, were already with Brad, after Sandra and Heath’s wife, Ruth, had both heard him call out for help. 

			How wonderful it was that they were there for him in that moment, for Brad had collapsed on the footpath, and lay unconscious for about half an hour. Caringly, they had ministered to him, providing a blanket, water, and a bucket (for he had been sick), and had called for the paramedics before I arrived just five minutes later. 

			It wasn’t until later that I realised the enormous effort it had cost him to pick up the phone and call me, let alone speak, for that brief conversation was laboured and he hadn’t hung up as you would normally do. I heard Heath and Sandra in the background asking how he was feeling, and he had replied that he was cold. In fact, he was in shock, and bleeding from a head wound, concussed and probably suffering from an enormous headache. Quite likely, he was in pain, too, but I guess the adrenaline running through his body was cushioning all that feeling, at least for the short term. He was lucid as I sat next to him, holding his hand, and asked him what had happened. ‘I had a fall,’ he said. When the paramedics arrived a few minutes later, just after me, he could also answer their questions, though only with effort. I was to learn later that it wasn’t the hard fall that had knocked him out, but a burst aneurysm, causing a slow brain bleed. 

			On the paramedics’ instructions, I rushed home to collect Brad’s medication, which the doctor would need to have, she said, and quickly packed an overnight bag. At the time, I thought it might be a brief stay for Brad. 

			Foreboding

			Arriving at hospital, I had a sense of foreboding when the emergency nurse met me at the entrance to the emergency ward and ushered me into hospital’s ‘family room’. When he mentioned that the neurosurgeons wanted to talk to me, my fear increased, along with a strong sense that the situation was beyond my control, replacing any other emotions I was feeling at the time.

			The neurosurgeons would, in turn, relay the shattering news about Brad that, after arriving at hospital, he had collapsed again, suffering from a cerebral haemorrhage; he had been put on a ventilator, never to regain consciousness. 

			Despite my feelings of shock and disbelief, I knew I was about to face life-altering decisions that would need to be made in the light of what the neurosurgeons revealed. 

			Reflection

			In hindsight, I am so grateful to have had those final conversations with Brad before he was rushed to hospital. I know he didn’t mention his fall on the phone because he didn’t want to worry me; possibly because he knew I was driving. I’m grateful he had someone with him all the time, so he wasn’t alone. And I am so grateful I saw him before he was transported to hospital; otherwise, I would not have those last memories of sitting beside him, holding his hand, hearing his voice for the last time. God knew what both Brad and I needed and allowed that to happen, so I am thankful!

			Prayer

			Sovereign Lord, remind us that, whatever the magnitude of what we are going through, you are our refuge and strength. And that, though the things of this world may change, you are our ever-constant. Amen.

			Music
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God Is Present in the Detail!

			For we know that if our earthly house, a tent, is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.

			And, in fact, we groan in this one, longing to put on our house from heaven, since, when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. Indeed, we who are in this tent groan, burdened as we are, because we do not want to be unclothed but clothed, so that mortality may be swallowed up by life. And the One who prepared us for this very thing is God, who gave us the Spirit as a down payment. – 2 Corinthians 5:1-5 (CSB, 2017)

			I look at the events leading up to our time in hospital and see God’s presence in the detail. How Deb, the wife of my son Ben, received a call from her brother William, who was the Emergency Ward nurse at Wollongong Hospital when Brad arrived, telling her to get hold of Ben quickly, as Brian’s condition was grave. How Ben, as the only one of our adult children who lived in the same town as Brad and me, was able to be with me in time to hear the two neurosurgeons, one at a time, talk us through the brain scan, the gravity of the cerebral haemorrhage, explaining the whys and wherefores, and the implications. The medical team was already prepared to take Brad to the theatre when I asked for the prognosis on his future quality of life. The neurosurgeons spoke professionally and frankly, but also with compassion, something I sensed they must be accustomed to doing yet understandably difficult for them as they deliver bad news. They went over everything repeatedly, patiently answering our questions. 

			I asked if Brad was comfortable and not in pain, and what would happen if we removed the life support ventilator, asking, ‘Would he have brain cognition?’ The neurosurgeon answered in the affirmative. I then asked a question that I probably should not have asked of medical professionals, placed in an impossible position at the forefront of human suffering. ‘What would you do if this happened to your father?’ I still remember him replying measuredly, ‘Robyn, I can’t answer that, but I know what I would do.’ On reflection, I knew that what I had to do was a foregone conclusion. 

			After this, Ben turned to me and said, ‘Well, Mum, you know what Dad always wanted.’ I knew that the decision that had to be made, though heartbreaking beyond comprehension, was inevitable. Turning to the remaining neurosurgeon, I said, ‘I want him to die with dignity, with his brain cognitive. There will be no operation.’ I remember that no sooner had I finished saying this than a senior surgeon joined us in hospital’s ‘family room’, where we had been sitting. He was prepared for surgery, as the medical professionals were, understandably, ready to keep Brad alive. To do this, the initial intention was to drain blood from his skull to relieve pressure from swelling tissue; the neurosurgeon then turned to him and said, ‘There will be no operation.’ Though feeling quite numb in that moment, I still remember the senior surgeon standing up, nodding respectfully to me, then leaving the room. 

			From there, events happened so quickly. Brad was taken to the Intensive Care Unit (ICU), where he would be lovingly cared for in his final hours. I was introduced to hospital chaplain, who led us to the ICU ward and waited with me as ICU staff prepared Brad, stabilising him with monitors to watch his vital signs, such as heart rate, breathing, and brain functions while he was still on life support. 

			Ben made necessary calls to his siblings and Brad’s brother Alan, who also lived in Wollongong. By this time, our son Paul and daughter Lisa had arrived, in a rushed 1.5- hour drive south from Sydney, and together with our sons Dan in Melbourne and Mike in Hong Kong, both on video conference, the neurosurgeons once again patiently explained to everyone Brad’s prognosis, and his likely condition if they were to operate. With empathy, they painstakingly went over the process and timeframe again, answering all our questions. It was clear that any operation would be the first of many, as the medical teams would need to repeatedly relieve the pressure building on Brad’s brain. It was also clear that irreparable damage had occurred, and the likelihood of living independently was close to zero percent; Brad would likely need a high degree of permanent care, something that we were unanimous in knowing he did not want.

			I wanted any decision to be a family consensus, and it was in this small ‘family room’, with some on video calls, that we agreed on the decision to turn off Brad’s ventilator. The ICU doctor spoke of the palliative care team, who would ensure minimal pain and discomfort for Brad, and that our wishes would be adhered to. Though in shock, our hearts breaking, we were all in agreement that this was what their father would have wanted, what he had always been adamant about: not to linger in life under the burden of illness, but to go on his terms. How could we not accede to his dying request? How could we not make that call on his behalf?

			Reflection

			The prospect of death for anyone can be scary and overwhelming, but Christians do not grieve as people without hope. They have the assurance of the resurrection, affirming that followers of Christ will enter the kingdom of heaven when they die. In the ICU, where I knew Brad would spend his final hours, I was feeling overwhelmingly sad and grieving, for I knew the outcome was that I would lose him from this life. Yet at the same time, I felt enormous peace, knowing that he was going to his eternal home. 

			As I reflected on these events later, I saw that God was present in the detail: the neighbours were home at the time of Brad’s accident and heard his calls for help; there was sufficient ambulance personnel on-call to reach him quickly, and attend to him right up to his arrival at hospital; I was able to reach him at the tennis courts and have one last, ever-precious, conversation with him while he was still lucid; in hospital, Brad was positioned with people, lovingly caring for him so that I was never alone, as the process of death took its natural course. And throughout all this, by simply being there, my family was ministering not just to me, but to Brad, and to one another. 

			Prayer

			Loving Father, we know that life’s journey sometimes leads us where we don’t want to go, through dark valleys, and that many are travelling that path now. Help us to remember that, however dark the valley is, you are the good shepherd who will carry us when wounded, sharing the burden and entering into our pain. Remind us that the valley of darkness will not go on forever, and that one day, we will step into the light and praise you!

			Music
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Shock & Disbelief

			God has wisely kept us in the dark concerning future events and reserved for Himself the knowledge of them, that He may train us up in a dependence upon Himself and a continued readiness for every event. – Matthew Henry, theologian, 1662-1714. 

			I could hardly comprehend what had happened in the space of a few hours. The morning of ‘that day’, Brad was alive and well, joking with me as usual. There had been no warning of what was to come. I wanted to rewind the clock back to those precious moments as I struggled to process the sequence of events. Like me, still in a state of incredulity and shock himself, Ben was my strong right arm. 

			It was a Monday, and just that morning, Brad and I had exchanged husband and wifely banter, as you do. I had asked him if he noticed anything different about my attire, for he never seemed to notice my new haircut, a new blouse, or whatever recent change I made to my appearance. Maybe that was a backhanded compliment, as he was always happy with how I looked, or so he told me. That was his fall-back excuse for not noticing! He looked at me, then answered: ‘You look beautiful?’ ‘Wrong answer, Brad,’ I replied, ‘Look more closely.’ (For on this occasion, I wore the same outfit as the day before, something I never did, but wanted to prove a point.) He thought about it, and ‘You look very beautiful,’ was his reply. ‘Focus, Brad! Focus!’ I encouraged. Then he pretended to have a brainwave: ‘Ah! You look even more beautiful!’ At that point, I gave up. For who was I to dissuade him on that score? Replaying conversations like these in your head can be bittersweet and, as I would come to appreciate in the months and years after Brad’s death, also provide a source of laughter in times to come.

			Later that morning, as I headed out to tutor one of our grandchildren, I had asked Brad to do something. We managed the local community tennis courts and had worked hard for 12 years, with the committee, to have the courts restored to a playable level, and build up local membership. After the courts had been resurfaced, the local council contracted landscapers to lay concrete footpaths, and plant a garden and shady trees to enhance the surrounds. As a temporary installation during this work, tall metal support stakes were placed on the embankment. However, left in place, they were an occupational safety hazard, so I asked Brad to follow up with the contractors to prioritise their removal, and I distinctly remember his words: ‘Rob, I’ll ring them right away, and if they can’t, I’ll remove them.’ 

			When I received Brad’s phone call at midday, that’s what he had been doing: pulling up one of the heavy metal stakes. We later learned the straining caused a surge of blood to his head strong enough to trigger an aneurysm, and he collapsed. The neurosurgeon explained that it could have happened at any time, for example, while Brad was driving or mowing the lawn. But miraculously, it had happened in a safe place. Later, our neighbour Heath, who was one of the first to find Brad, removed the metal stakes. Ironically, at that time, he was an Occupational Health and Safety officer with a local mine.

			Prayer

			Gracious God, we know that you bring good out of life-changing events in our lives, but at the time we just cannot see it. Help us to hang on to you, even by the fingertips, and have a firm trust in your goodness, for you desire to bring us through these times. Amen. 

			Music
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An Advance Care Plan

			Who among you is wise and understanding? By his good conduct, he should show that his works are done in the gentleness that comes from wisdom…But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peace-loving, gentle, compliant, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without pretence. – James 3:13, 17 (CSB, 2017)

			Making informed decisions is important! 

			What is an Advance Directive? It is a written directive by a person to their immediate family (or solicitor or doctor) not to prolong that person’s life should they be unable to make that decision for themselves. This would occur if the person was unexpectedly incapacitated, either mentally or physically—for example unable to talk, walk, or care for themselves, and thus no longer enjoying the quality of life they previously had done. Therefore, close family would need to step in and make decisions for that person on their behalf; this could include whether to let them live or die, through the withholding of intervention that would otherwise be provided to a healthy (and often younger) person.

			It makes sense to have conversations with our families about what happens when we are incapacitated, and obviously to do so before any such tragic circumstance arises; this also extends to organ donation. Understanding how your loved one wants to be treated when the situation is out of their hands provides clarity to their next-of-kin in that tragic moment. For we never know when death may occur, and this is particularly the case for older people. This realisation gave Brad and me clarity and wisdom, for we each wrote an advance care directive. It made the family’s decision so much easier to take Brad off life support when he suddenly and unexpectedly collapsed from a cerebral haemorrhage, was put on a ventilator, and never regained consciousness. Dying is a fact of life. We all die, but how much better for it to be a good death and on the patient’s terms. Brad achieved his desire to die with dignity on his terms. As Jamais Cascio said, ‘Foresight turns out to be a critical adaptive strategy for times of great stress.’7

			Our Brother

			We lost my brother Richard8 to metastatic bowel cancer in 2018. For ten months, he endured long bouts of toxic chemotherapy and experienced a poor quality of life. We saw his struggle and pain, more so my sister and her husband, who cared for him 24/7 in their Canberra home due to a lack of available beds in hospices, and after Richard’s bowel surgery in Sydney, which meant he could not return home. Even though it required a huge effort to undergo the chemotherapy, he did so in the hope of hanging on for his daughter, her husband, and their three sons. Based in Sydney, his daughter and her family made the six-hour return drive to see him when they could. Because of his relatively young age of 67 for his condition, no aged care facility in Canberra or Sydney would provide him with a bed. 

			The family watched grimly his gradual deterioration, the shortage of trained oncology nurses in Canberra Hospital during his short visits there, as he struggled to swallow and was eventually reduced to the status of a frail old man, in terrible pain and discomfort, a shadow of what he had been.

			Finally, Richard pulled the plug and said, ‘No more’ to chemotherapy. There were no beds available in the hospice in Canberra, and since, with treatment being stopped and Richard’s end time drawing near, he desperately wanted to be near his daughter and family in his final days. So, we requested a transfer to a Sydney hospice. Due to Richard previously being declined a bed, our son Paul utilised his experience working within the New South Wales health system to navigate the application process and ultimately have Richard transported by ambulance to an excellent palliative care facility in Sydney, closer to family. Many family members, including our grieving mother and friends were able to visit him there, where he died peacefully, without pain, a week later, with his daughter Amanda and son-in-law Brett sleeping in his ward each night. 

			Richard’s experience generated family conversations about ‘an advance directive,’ concerning end of life for us if and when we were ever in a position of not being mentally cognitive or responsive, so that the family would be clear about our wishes. 

			Our Mother

			For over four years, my sisters and I watched the health of our 101-year-old mother, who suffered from Alzheimer’s, decline more quickly, perhaps exacerbated by the death of our brother, who had been her primary carer. It was awful experiencing her initial hostility toward us for putting her in a nursing facility for her own safety. We witnessed her mental torture, gradual reduction in mobility and reliance on a walker, her feelings of abandonment, wanting us to stay with her and never leave her, and her paranoia. As she entered the final stages of life, at times semi-delusional, her brain shutting down, she had barely any recognition of family except her daughters. 

			We were asked to fill in an advance directive by her nursing home management. One of the questions was whether we wanted her moved to hospital in the event of imminent death. Our answer was an adamant ‘No,’ unless it was for a broken limb caused by a fall, because we didn’t want to move her away from her familiar environment, where she felt safe. Another question was whether to revive her if her heart stopped. Our thought was that defibrillation or CPR on her would be traumatic, particularly where there was a loss of oxygen to the brain. We wanted her to go quietly in her sleep, rather than lose any further quality of life. 

			My Husband

			Brad saw firsthand the emotional and physical toll on his mother Ivy, who had cared at different times for his two bedridden grandmothers until their deaths, and then for her sister, suffering from cerebral palsy and confined to a wheelchair. After surviving these challenges, tragically, just one month after we married, Ivy blacked out while driving and crashed into a telegraph pole. While on the operating table, she suffered a fatal heart attack. As she was only 56 years of age, Brad was convinced that being the primary carer of first her mother and mother-in-law, and later her handicapped sister, had contributed to Ivy’s heart failure.

			These memories impacted Brad so much that he was adamant about not leaving me to care for him in similar circumstances. This informed his decisions in later years regarding his father Jack, who lived with us for nine years in a granny flat, which Brad had incorporated into our newly built home. When Jack’s health was declining and he needed more care than we could give him, Brad arranged for him to go into full-time nursing care, where he died eight months later from brain cancer. 

			During the first wave of COVID-19, while socially isolating, Brad and I had more opportunities to hang out and talk, to have ‘deep and meaningfuls’. One of those conversations was on the Wednesday night before he passed away. Etched in my memory was his statement, ‘Rob, if anything happens to me and I cannot look after myself, I don’t want you to have to do it. I want you to pull the plug on me. I do not want to be in the position of being in care. If you prolong my life, I will be very cross with you.’ Perhaps he knew! Brad’s condition on the following Monday gave a new perspective on his oft-made statement, ‘Poor planning on your part doesn’t constitute an emergency on my part.’ In fact, as we sat in hospital, we were seeing clearly that careful planning and talking on his part were equipping us not to vacillate over a decision he had already made about his end time on earth.

			At around this time, Brad had been reading the book Letting Go: How to Plan for a Good Death by Dr Charlie Corke9, one of Australia’s leading intensive care specialists, and regional clinical leader for the Advance Care Planning program in Australia and New Zealand. In his book, Dr Corke wrote about ‘How to Plan for a Good Death’ from his perspective of viewing thousands of sick patients over many years. 

			Many were success stories in which people survived and recovered from life-threatening illnesses, a testimony to ‘the triumph of medicine’, as he called it. However, there were also those who were resuscitated with tragic results due to choices made in situations where the prognosis was poor and there was little hope for a high quality of life. These survivors were left in care for the rest of their lives by relatives who regretted initial decisions made. Dr Corke talked about how these choices were made to save the patient and prolong life when it would have been better to ‘let death happen,’ and ‘how poor choices can make the last bit of life so much worse.’ In these situations, he said, there was a need to do what was good for the patient, not for the surviving family members. Reading this reaffirmed Brad’s views, and from there it was a small step to sign the documents with our solicitor and inform our family. 

			Reflection

			I love the words from Immortal, Invisible, God Only Wise, based on 1 Timothy 1:17. They confirm the changelessness of our God the Creator, the giver of life and death, and the comfort these words bring to the human heart and spirit.

			To all, life thou givest, to both great and small;

			In all life thou livest, the true life of all;

			We blossom and flourish like leaves on the tree,

			Then wither and perish, but naught changeth thee.

			Prayer

			Heavenly Father, our hearts ache for those who find themselves having to make life-and-death decisions in the final death throes of their loved ones, and for the recipients of those decisions, as they, in some cases, live to regret their choices because of the ongoing suffering of patients and family members. May there be healthy decisions about advance care plans to avoid this heartache. Amen.

			Music
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