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Speaker 1 (00:01):
Hi everyone, and welcome to this episode of Ask a Doula Giver. My name's Susan O'Brien. This episode is How to Care for Dying Veterans, something that is very challenging and so vitally important. Welcome to this episode. I wanna start out by saying that veterans have been the most challenging end of life, uh, scenarios that I have been a part of. And we'll go into why in this episode and what you can do to support them. But I wanna start by sharing a story that I have of a veteran named Bob, and I was taking care of him. He had a wife and he had four adult children and he had served in the Vietnam War. Um, you know, and he had identified obviously very closely with that as a part of, of his identity and life. But at the end of life, what happens is, in general, so let's talk about in general, at the end of life, at the end of life, everyone's stuff bubbles up to the top.
(01:05):
So all of the traumas, all of the experiences that we didn't wanna deal with, right, that we didn't, haven't processed at the end of life organically, everyth bubbles to the top. And sometimes that can be a really tough order cuz here, here it all comes, right? We have this very limited window of opportunity, but for our veterans, our incredibly brave veterans who have done so much and gone through so much complex trauma on so many different levels, just trying to survive day to day after that, those experiences, I can't even imagine. And we know that it's very difficult. We know the statistics and we know we're not doing the right thing by them. However, at the end of life, when their traumas and when the stuff bubbles up to the top, it can be very complicated. So I had this gentleman, lovely gentleman named Bob, and as he was getting closer to his end of life and going through the journey, he was talking about how he had done things in the war that he thought he was definitely gonna go to hell for. And so it had weighed heavy on his heart. He had a lot of guilt and he had a lot of fear, and we can absolutely understand that. And so bringing in a social worker from hospice and helping to help him work through a lot of those things was really important. It didn't quite get there. And again, this is not our agenda. This is what we know end of life. Veterans are facing complex, deep rooted traumas and experiences that they probably cannot fully process in a short window of time. But we're gonna
Speaker 2 (02:58):
Help in any and every way we can. But also what tools can we use immediately and also for the families that are, um, involved as well. So Bob thought that he was definitely gonna go to hell for the things that he had done in the war, and it was really intense. Now I'm gonna tell you that there was, um, in within the family dynamics, which by the way, most families have dynamics, right? Let's just face that he had, um, a wife that he was caring for that he was the main caregiver for, and she had some, um, cognitive, some mental issues. And now that he was gonna be having his end of life, he was leaning on the four children to follow his wishes and care for her, let her live in the house and to take care of her. Well, this is what his wishes were.
(03:50):
But unbeknownst to him, in its totality, the children were divided. So two of the adult children said that behind his back when he dies, they are going to sell the house and put her in a nursing home. And two of the other children said, no, we wanna follow his wishes and keep her in the house and let her live here and care for her. So I honestly believe that it was a combination of Bob knowing that the family was not on board completely with what was gonna happen after she, uh, he died and he was worried about his wife and his fear of what was gonna happen to him going what he calls to hell after he died because of what he did during the war. I think it was the combination of these two things that had Bob hanging on and not dying for.
(04:38):
He lasted 11 days. And I wanna tell you that I have seen, I have been with over a thousand people at the end of life, been honored and privileged to be with over a thousand people at the end of life. And I have never in my life seeing somebody so thin, like I didn't even know it was possible. And I remember the last day I came to his house, he was in a sleeping coma. His one daughter was car caring for him. And I remember his back, his skin just separated on his back to start to rip open. And I just went home that night and prayed that he would die because this was going to lead to so much physical pain. And I've never seen that before. And he did die that night. But I also want to share with you, I feel like he was hanging on because of unresolved, obviously trauma and fear of what was gonna happen to him.
(05:31):
And this is probably not uncommon with veterans in general, having all of this trauma bubbling up or, or them really trying to keep all of this trauma down at the end of life. I mean, it's just as awful what they go through. And we, you know, they've served, they've served all of us selflessly, put their life on the line and really broken their life open in so many levels. And this is where they are when they get back. And this is where they are at the end of life. So from a non-judgmental point of view, we have to do everything that we can to support our veterans, not only at the end of life and their families, but obviously even, um, all during and after. So let's talk about the, the very specific needs of a veteran and how to care for them when they're dying.
(06:26):
Number one, in the first phase, you always wanna build trust. So if you are coming in as a family member, as a volunteer, as a doula giver, as a death doula, you want to build trust. And I think that, you know, trust is something that is gonna set the tone, obviously for your whole relationship with this person at the end of life and their family. But it's also critically there's another layer with veterans. I feel like they've been obviously through so much and they probably don't think that you can understand and you, you probably don't and will never understand exactly what they went through. But understanding that building that trust and how to do that is by being a, a solid support and being present and being non-judgmental and being a great listener and asking, what can I do for you? How can I help you, sir?
(07:19):
How can I help you, ma'am, this is exactly what we wanna do. And then ask them questions about, you know, where they served, how they served, you know, you can see that again, it's such a identifying part of their life and story and pride that allowing them to share might give you, again, some insight and, and allow to build that relationship. So building the trust by being present, being a, a great listener, but also knowing how, um, very deep the layers go and, uh, a complication of trauma that they've been through. And so whatever you can do to break those walls down and to create, again, that relationship is critically important to allow them to be able to express some of the traumas and things so that they can physically move that energy. Um, and but also again to, uh, give direction and help the family with suggestions.
(08:18):
And if people don't trust you, of course they won't, they won't do that. So building the trust with not only that person that served, but they're family. And then this is the very important place of the stabilization phase. So when we identify acute phase, acute issues like pain and exhaustion and nausea, and all of those are tech taken care of now and stable, right? So the hospice nurse, you told the hospice nurse that he was having pain and all of that, and they, they came back, they did a great assessment. Now it's sy tight symptom management and things are what you call stable. It's the perfect time to have conversation and it's within this window of opportunity where forgiveness is going to be instrumental for that veteran to not only forgive others, but to forgive themselves. And just like Bob said, the things that he did that he was asked to do, we asked you as a country, as an, as a, uh, as the leaders of your service asked you to do certain things to defend the people of the nation, all of that, you were asked to do those things.
(09:32):
So we wanna create a, a way where forgiveness can be utilized in shifting that heavy stuck energy. And I'm sure there's gonna be so many layers in so many areas, and I, and you probably won't even begin to get to all of them. But what I want you to know as that doula, giver, doula, family member caring for somebody at the end of life who is a veteran, is that it very much might require and usually does the help. And again, you have a very short window period of social workers of clergy, um, if their, um, veteran services support has their own even better because nobody can really know what a veteran goes through other than another veteran or somebody who works there. So if they have those specific support systems within it, but you may not have that accessible or you may not even might not have the timeframe for it.
(10:30):
So just know that forgiveness is the catalyst to helping veterans. Um, and, and we just, we wanna, you know, honor them so much in what they've given, not just in putting their life on the line, but it almost seems that all of them gave their life up because of the trauma that they had to endure in being, um, in the wars and doing the things they did. That even if they're still alive, they seem like a very different, it seems like a very different life that they live after. So it's almost giving up their, their past life for us. I mean, it's such an incredible selfless, um, act that they do. And so in this space of trying to acknowledge the forgiveness that's needed to give others forgiveness, that is so needed to give themselves, um, and releasing that, and some of the things that have been very helpful is again, acknowledging that you, you showed up with the highest level of courage and service and these things were asked of you, they were commanded of you, you followed the orders, you are released from any and all of the attachment responsibility, any of of that that took place.
(11:52):
And so this obviously is gonna be something that may take many, many sessions and it's something that should not just start at the bedside of those at the end of life. But this is where organically stuck trauma and energy does come up. It bubbles to the top and will prevent somebody from having a peaceful end of life. So we really wanna help our veterans with this. One of the things that I wanna bring up at this moment is the use and, uh, psilocybin with veterans at the end of life. And this is something that I feel from everything that I've studied, from everything that I've read, from everything that I have seen is a thousand percent a wonderful, wonderful treatment and therapy for our veterans is psilocybin is the psychedelic even before we get to the end of life. But especially if we don't, if we don't have that privilege of having it before at the end of life, if there is a way to access the psychedelics that help to release or it it, whatever it does in the body, it gets right to it.
(12:57):
It breaks open the consciousness awareness of it all, it, it allows the healing, it allows the trauma to be moved without having to try and go to the layers without having to try and go through the trenches of it without having to, you know, uh, sit and try and pick it apart or feel all of the terror, the body terror to feel all the body terror that is locked in side of that veteran that's associated with what happened during those periods of time. The psilocybin cracks it open to be able to be moved and looked at in the safety, in the love, in the higher perspective and wisdom space. This should be a part of every veteran experience, not just at the end of life, but after they serve, um, because it's having such high success rates. So again, at the end, we're talking about right now, cuz it's just not given everywhere and it's not everywhere, but taking care of your dying veterans, if there's a way to access and it's not just, uh, psilocybin, it's it's other psychedelic, uh, properties that can be administered so that you ha probably have a high probability of being able to access some of them, um, where you live.
(14:24):
So you wanna, you wanna know about this and also you wanna know that this is something that allows the person to remove, make sense release from those experiences without having to get into and feel all of the body terror, the mental terror, which they all seem to experience, which is just so heartbreaking. So in the stabilization phase, the use of psychedelics for therapy is highly recommended. Um, and also again, just allowing that forgiveness. And this can be used and needs to be used in combination. So if you don't have access to the psychedelic me therapies, then you'll have to use what you have. And but utilizing the power of forgiveness to release, to let that person understand that they were following orders, they're, they were of showing up to be of the highest service that they were just of course doing what with courage, what they were told, um, selflessly and releasing all the attachment energetically to all of those individual experiences that were part of that.
(15:28):
If we can have the psychedelic medicine, uh, and therapy as part of that, you will, it will be light years of transformation. So psychedelic, but also therapy. And if you can't get your hands on psychedelic, I would definitely be asking where you could, um, even set up this ahead of time. And then the utilizing the power of forgiveness is the most instrumental tool for having the best end of life, not just for veterans, but for every single person. And the third thing that I wanna share about how to care for dying veterans is to work with the veteran and the family to make this vigil period, this transition period. Um, this is their journey. This is, this is their experience and we're here to support them and make it the best, most beautiful experience possible. Who do they want to be there? What readings do they want?
(16:28):
What music do they want? Do they want to be dressed in their uniform? You know, all of it. Um, this is their sendoff, right in this life's experience. And they gave so, so much in the role that they played that we want to support that. And then with that being said, for the family, you know, again, if you can work with the individual person about what they would want for a memorial and their disposition would mean where they want to be laid to rest, of course we do that if it's not possible to work directly with them working with a family. So making, making this a sacred experience and honoring that role and the gift that that person played in this world for being such a selfless, um, individual that showed up to care for all of us, all of us. So maybe there's something that you want to again, help them with a special life celebration, memorial celebration, and then something that's ongoing.
(17:32):
So maybe on the birthday every year, on the birthday of that individual, you do a special, um, you know, event or something that honors them within the, you know, way that you want to be remembering them, but also that they want to be remembered the gifts that they have given. So it can go on and on. It's one of the most, um, selfless acts of courage is, is serving your country selflessly. And we ask of them so, so much. In fact, I feel like even beyond putting their life on the line, we ask them to give up their lives because it never seems to be the same after those experiences. So we want to know how critically important it is to show up to support our veterans, not just when they are at the end of life, but every minute that they need our support after they selflessly show up to serve us.
(18:26):
So if you would like to listen to our doula givers level one End of Life Doula, veterans Edition, specific Veterans Edition, it's an amazing webinar. You can access it now if you have a veteran that you know, or you know somebody that has a veteran, it will show you how to care for them at the end of life. It'll go into depth and d different areas of care. And also we have a beautiful expert that is on that webinar that is a veteran herself, um, Dr. Quinn Galloway Salazar. And she is just wonderful at sharing the importance of honoring our vets and where you can follow up to get more veteran resources. And again, these are the tools that you can specifically use when caring for veterans who are dying and they deserve everything that we can possibly show up to give them. Thank you all for serving, uh, we honor you and your families and are eternally grateful for your service. Thank you all for listening to this episode of Ask a Death Doula. Again, you can access the doula givers level one End-of-Life Doula, veterans Edition in the show notes. You can listen to it on demand, it's available right now. I thank you all so very much. Thank you for being here and we will see you in the next episode. Thanks everybody.
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