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When you have finished reading “Cradled all the while:  The unexpected gifts of a mother’s death”, this study guide offers a way to deepen your reflection on the universal themes about dying, caring, grieving and healing contained in the book.  This guide can be used for individual study or to stimulate discussion in a class or book group.

I. “It will be my undoing”

At the end of “Chapter 1: Arrested Forward Movement”, Sara reacts to the news that her mother’s cancer is incurable by silently wailing “It will be my undoing!”  As she anticipates losing her mother, she remembers the pain of her first significant loss—the death of her father when she was 18 (see Chapter 5:  “Vulnerability”).  The concept of “coming undone” can be taken literally as some sort of emotional or physical breakdown, or metaphorically as the deconstruction of present views of reality—a sometimes painful process that is necessary before a new vision of reality can emerge.  

· Reflecting on your own life, have you ever been afraid of “coming undone?”  What experiences evoked that fear?  What did you do?

As the story unfolds, we see that instead of “coming undone”, as Sara fears, she experiences a “coming into being.”  Old wounds are healed, new insights come, and she develops a more integrated sense of self, even in the midst of great turmoil.  This “coming into being” can happen at many levels—in one’s sense of self, in relationships with family and friends, in connection with the community or career, and in the realm of faith and the spirit.  

· Describe a time in your life, or in the life of someone close to you, when a difficult event planted the seeds for a “coming into being”?

Sara’s fear of “coming undone” gradually lessened as she allowed herself to become fully present—emotionally, physically and spiritually—to her mother’s dying and her own grieving.  Engaging difficult emotions enabled healing and transformation and set the stage for “coming into being”.

· Think about the endings you have experienced in your life.  In what ways did you avoid the emotions connected with the ending?  In what ways did you embrace these emotions?  What impact did your choices have on the next stage of your life?  Could you reclaim some of these unexplored emotions now?  

II. “Coming to Know”

Many people struggle with whether to speak openly about death to a loved one who is dying, or to speak only of healing and recovery.   In “Cradled all the while,” the surgeon chooses to fully and immediately inform the family about Jane’s condition, but to be very circumspect when speaking with her.  “Leave the telling to me…I’ll give her as much information as she wants—but only when she asks me” (pg. 25).  

· What do you think of the doctor’s way of approaching Jane and her family with bad news?  What do you consider to be pros and cons of talking about death with someone who is dying?

There are numerous occasions in the book when death is openly discussed (pgs. 50-51, 86-87, 121-122, 131-133, 148-149).  In some instances, Jane initiates the conversation.  In other examples, a family member, friend, doctor or pastor brings up the subject.   

· What impact do you think talking openly about death had on Jane?  On her family members and friends?

· If you had a terminal illness, how much would you want to know?  Who would you want to tell you and how?

· If someone close to you was dying, how would you feel about initiating a conversation about death?

III. Family Boundaries

When Jane comes to live with Sara for the last days of her life, the constellation of Sara’s household dramatically changes.  Family boundaries open to incorporate Jane’s friends and family who come from out of town to visit, there is greater traffic from Sara and Kenwyn’s friends and colleagues who stop by with flowers, food and words of encouragement, the hospice system descends upon the household with nurses, home health aids, social workers, volunteers and chaplains.  At the same time, the family boundaries tighten up.  Certain activities are put on hold and there is awareness of the need to protect the family against intrusions into privacy, and distractions from the essential work of dying and caring.  

One purpose served by these shifting boundaries is to create opportunities for people to connect with each other in special ways.  The realization that time together is limited may stimulate the person who is dying and his or her family and friends to confront unfinished business.  It has been said that the two most common emotions that a dying person wants to communicate with family and friends are “I love you” and “I’m sorry”.  

· Consider the most important relationships in your own life.  If you learned that one of these relationships would soon come to an end, what would you want to say to the person?  What would you want to hear?

IV. Burden of Dependency

Jane struggled with more than the average amount of worry about dependency and being a burden—polio, widowhood, post-polio syndrome, economic hardship and finally, terminal cancer.  Yet her concerns are universal.  The role reversal that occurs when adult children are called upon to care for an aging parent evokes a variety of reactions.  Some parents go to great lengths to avoid burdening their children with their care.  Some children struggle mightily with the question of whether to assume that burden.  

In “Cradled all the while”, Sara writes about the unexpected gifts she received in caring for her mother—unexpected because of the sadness of the circumstances, unexpected because of her long-standing struggles with how to respond to her mother’s needs, and unexpected because of the remarkable strength she saw in Jane’s “graciousness in receiving” (pg. 151).  One reader of “Cradled” remarked “I can’t wait to tell my mother that I am looking forward to taking care of her when she needs me that way.  She works so hard to guard against that possibility, and I want her to know I don’t want her to deprive me of the experience.”

· Reflect on your own ideas and issues about dependence versus self-reliance.  Who would you turn to if you learned that you had a terminal illness and needed significant help?  What would you have to consider in responding to another’s need for your help?  

V. Counseling or Pastoral Care for the Dying

Confrontation with death awakens our most profound questions about the meaning of life, faith and spirituality, life after death.  Hospitals and hospice programs anticipate the emotional and spiritual needs of terminally ill patients and their families and provide access to chaplains, social workers, volunteers and self-help groups.  Woven through “Cradled all the while” is Sara’s story of how caring for her dying mother led to a deepening sense of faith in God and Jane’s struggle with spiritual doubt and ambivalence.  Jane vehemently rejects contact with the hospital chaplain who comes to visit her after her surgery.  She is more open to talking with the hospice chaplain three months later, but keeps her guard up.  And finally finds comfort in several conversations with Margaret Ann, a female pastor from Sara’s church.  During their first meeting, they talk about Jane’s life and their ideas about women’s involvement in the ministry.   During a later meeting, Jane asks “What is the right way to die?” (pg. 148).

· Based on your own faith background and your current beliefs about spirituality, faith and religion, what questions might be on your mind if you were contemplating your own death or that of someone close to you?  What might you want to discuss with a Rabbi, Imam, minister, spiritual mentor or counselor?

VI. Children and Grieving

Sara and Kenwyn’s children, who range in age from 5-8 years old, have close contact with their grandmother throughout her dying months.  They visit her in the hospital after her surgery (pg. 48-50), spend their spring break with her (pg. 115-118), participate in preparing her room for her to come and live with them (pg. 124), and cope with the aftermath of her death (pg. 166-170).  Parents often worry about how to talk with their children about death and dying, and about whether to protect them or involve them in the process.  

· What do you think about the choices Sara and Kenwyn made with respect to exposing their children to their grandmother’s illness, death and aftermath?  

· Think about your own exposure to illness and death as a child.  What did family members do that you think was helpful?  What do you wish they had done differently and why?  

· Think about yourself as a parent.  How would you want to nurture your child through loss and grief?

VII. “My wounded heart was healed”

Sara differentiates between psychological healing and spiritual healing at the end of the book, saying “What I had learned in the past about recovering from grief…was limited to the psychological and the physical.  I had no idea that something greater was in store (pg. 171).” 

· What meaning does the concept of spiritual healing have for you?  Do you think there is a meaningful distinction between psychological and spiritual healing?  

· Reflect on your own experiences of healing or growth, or those of people you know.  How can these transformative moments be understood in psychological terms?  In spiritual terms?

VIII. Transformation

In the Prologue, Epilogue and Interludes, the story moves beyond Jane’s death to the process of grieving and healing.  In writing about her discoveries in the realm of figure skating, the author affirms the possibility of new life after devastating loss.

· Discuss the experiences or activities in your life that represent triumph over adversity, or new growth arising from the ashes of loss or failure.
