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Sunsets: Reflections for Life’s Final Journey strikes a delicate balance in the
treatment of an exceedingly sensitive subject. Most conspicuously, its intense
emotional impact is complemented by commendable controls of fact coming
from both medical science and the Scriptures.
The book is very well written. For example, Howard’s primary case scenario is recounted in historical increments so as to provide an organizational
framework for the book, not an arbitrary one but one that corresponds to the
common stages of dying and death. This development serves as a natural vehicle for not only describing the signs of each of these progressive stages, but also
for illustrating how the patient, the family, and caregiver often respond. At these
junctures Howard, speaking from knowledge and experience, delicately, lovingly, and humbly suggests how they should respond based upon medical and
scriptural realities.
This book will be of help to a wide-ranging readership, from physicians and
nurses to families facing an imminent loss. I am particularly recommending it
to pastors, counselors, and serving saints. Howard’s use of the Scriptures is quite
commendable. She is hermeneutically careful and theologically credible.
GEORGE J. ZEMEK, TH.D., professor and author
Deborah Howard has . . . shown in a discerning, lovely way that the grim realities of disease and death, the dreaded consequences of sin, can be faced with
dignity, peace, and hope through faith in Jesus Christ because of the love of
God. I know of no other book that so ably brings the reader intimately face to
face with the helpless agony of families confronted by a loved one dying and by
the ordeal of the one who senses that his own life is ebbing unalterably away.
Here we find sobering sadness. But above all, we find the joy to be had in the
One who said, “I am the way and the truth and the life.” This is a book for
everyone who loves anyone who may die, for everyone who someday will himself be confronting death.
BILL SIMMONS, Political Editor, Arkansas Democrat-Gazette
In Sunsets: Reflections for Life’s Final Journey, Deborah Howard has written a
book that I wish I had read early in my ministry, particularly before my family,
friends, and church members began to die. Knowledge of how to handle terminal illness is not something we are born with. As a result, most of us have stumbled around trying to do and say the right things.
Yet Deborah knows what she is writing about. As a hospice nurse who
daily attends to dying people and their families, she has the hands-on experience, coupled with a rich theological understanding, to give us an insightful and
thoroughly readable manual of things to do and to avoid (and the proper way
to think) when a person is dying. Her deep well of sound biblical convictions is
amazing for someone who has had no formal theological training.
Actual case studies make this book come alive for the reader. You will
grieve, laugh, and be thoroughly challenged to think through a whole range of
matters relating to death. At some point all of us will be involved with death—
of our loved ones, our friends, and our own. Get a copy of this book, live with
it, and you will be better prepared to deal with death when it does come.
CURTIS C. THOMAS, author and pastor

[Here is] firsthand experience and insight with true spiritual discernment for the
here and the hereafter. A comfort, a support, and a guide for the saint and the
sinner alike as “the shadow of death” closes in. The glory of God and the truth
of the gospel permeate these pages. The Lord will surely use them in many
lives—and many deaths.
DAN SHANKS, missionary to Dominica
Deborah Howard brings us a work about caring for the dying from the perspective of a Christian hospice nurse. Her book is about sharing the mystery,
the suffering, the spiritual growth, the beauty, the intimacy of the dying process
with those at the end of their lives. With touching case histories powerfully written, she brings the stories of her dying patients to life, illustrating the points
above, and acknowledging the privilege it is to attend one who is dying. This is
a book about being a Christian, but it is more than that. And it is a book about
being a hospice nurse, but it is more than that too. Ms. Howard uses her thorough knowledge of Scripture to discuss and defend her ministry to the dying.
The book is so comprehensive that it very nearly becomes a Christian apology
for hospice nursing. Her prose is clear, smooth, and engaging. Her thoughts are
well organized. She has a gift for the written word that makes her book very
readable, and a gift for nursing that makes her a healer even at the time of death.
A. REED THOMPSON, M.D., Director, Palliative Care Service
University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences
Medical Director, The Arkansas Hospice
I found myself facing the reality that a man who is eighty-two years old, with a
recent history of surgery for a malignancy and a long-standing history of
metabolic disease, might soon face the “inevitable becoming actual.” I found
comfort and reassurance for me and for my family when, in the benevolent
sovereignty of a loving Father, we experienced the scenario described in this
book.
CARL E. WENGER, M.D.
Deborah Howard, a long-time, faithful member of our church, has done the
body of Christ a great service in writing this excellent book on death and dying.
She writes, not from the perch of a distant and detached observer, but rather
from years of uniquely hands-on and intimate service as a hospice nurse. Much
more than that, she has ministered as a committed Christian whose heart of love
is evident as you read these reflections. She cares enough about her patients (and
their families) to both comfort them in their dying and to speak God’s Word to
them when appropriate. May God grant a wide audience for this book’s timeless and transcendent message that our only dying hope is in Jesus Christ.
LANCE QUINN, pastor, Bible Church of Little Rock, AK
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This book is lovingly dedicated
to my brother,
J OHN D AVID K OON
John accepted his challenge
with courage and faith.
His attitude of sweet submission
to the will of our sovereign Lord
has provided a godly
example for all to follow.
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FOREWORD
by Dr. D. A. Carson

OF THE BOOKS ON SUFFERING and dying there is no end. So why
should I endorse yet another one? Would I not be wiser to tell Deborah
Howard that there are enough volumes in print on this subject?
That kind of facile response presupposes that the many books on
this subject are all so much alike that there really isn’t space for
another. But books on this subject are extraordinarily diverse. Some
belong to the genre of theodicy—the attempt, in Milton’s words, to
“justify the ways of God to man,” to make sense of suffering and
death. Others take precisely the opposite tack: Suffering and death are
so outrageous, they argue, that either the existence or the goodness of
God must be called into question. Some of these books are subsets of
the philosophy of religion; others come from the pens of theologians;
still others present themselves as serious Bible studies. The books are
written at different levels: Some are highly technical works; some are
driven by clichés; still others evoke strong emotions but without rigorous thought—the polar opposite of cerebral books on this subject
that can discuss, for example, the Holocaust in dispassionate terms.
Some are designed to help Christians; some aim to destroy Christians;
still others try to lead people to become Christians. Most of these
books have their place, their own niche.
What does Deborah Howard bring us?
In some ways her book is more focused than many in this arena.
Her subject is not suffering in general, but death—the death of your
friends and loved ones (in which case you will be bereaved), and your
death (in which case you may suffer, and you will probably bereave
others). Nor has she written this book for unbelievers (though they are
certainly welcome to listen in). This is a book to help Christians come
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to grips with death—their own and that of others. And for four reasons, I am glad that Deborah wrote it.
First, unless the Lord Jesus comes back first, we are all going to
die. Yet for various reasons we live in a culture that focuses on the
present, on the unending “now,” not on the one thing that is more certain than taxation. Today death is not a popular subject for sermons:
We expect to be healed, medically or miraculously. So when death
arrives, as it inevitably does, it almost always seems too early. But considering how often the Bible looks at death squarely and demands that
we reflect on the afterlife, such a stance is at best shortsighted, and at
worst dangerous. So books that dare to bring up the subject of death
and reintroduce it to the “naked public square” of Christian discussion are doing a valuable service, quite apart from the concrete help
that they give to individual readers.
Second, Deborah Howard has managed to link narrative and
exposition. Most of the narrative books in this area tell a story, or tell
a lot of stories, and nothing more. Many other books provide doctrinal structures, but they are rather abstract. This book combines narrative and doctrinal exposition. Of course, that makes the book a little
long; for many readers, however, the combination also makes the book
more memorable. And apart from all the little stories, the ongoing narrative of Bachman is not one you are likely to forget.
Third, while some books are evocative and perhaps sentimental,
and others aim at faithful exposition of Christian truth, this volume
seeks to capture both your affections and your mind. For those who
want nothing more than a stirring of their emotions, it may prove too
abstract and doctrinal; for those who want orthodox exposition but
who are afraid to love and laugh and cry, this book will be thought
too sentimental. But for those who have witnessed loved ones walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, or who are beginning that
lonely journey themselves, this book will appeal to the whole person.
If it does not address all the hardest problems in theodicy, it turns
again and again to crucial biblical passages and to central Christian
themes and works out their practical value: God’s sovereignty, the
nature of Christian hope, the purposes of suffering in a fallen world,
the glory of the salvation won by Christ.

Foreword

13

Fourth, this book is written at a more popular level than many
pastors and scholars can achieve. If that means that it is poised to reach
a large number of people who may not read narrower or more technical literature, that can only be a good thing, for Deborah Howard
is as surefooted as she is compassionate, as biblically faithful as she is
tenderhearted. The combination is rare, and always to be cherished.
D. A. Carson,
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

PREFACE
Truly, I say to you, as you did it to one of the least of these my
brothers, you did it to me.
MATTHEW 25:40

IF EVER THERE WAS A motivator for service to others, the truth contained in this verse is the one for me. I can’t always rely on my heart
to be big enough, tender enough, to care deeply enough, to be reliable
enough to show me when and how to care for those around me. But
when I view my life and my service to others in the light of this wondrously sweet verse, my direction becomes clearer. This truth can overcome obstacles that would otherwise shipwreck my desire to serve. So
I thank God for giving me this passage and the calling to which He
has led me.
What motivates nurses to do what they do? Sometimes it is the
“bigness,” the tenderness of their hearts. Other times it is their value
system. For me, however, and for many other nurses, it may be a combination of reasons. For Christian nurses, the overriding motivation
comes, in many instances, in the desire to live a life pleasing to Christ,
who loves us and gives us eternal life with Him. We may not have
enough personal, tender love for patients to seek their highest good
and to care for them. But we do have that personal, tender love for
our Lord. In light of the above passage of Scripture, if we view our service to each other as rendering service to Christ, that’s all the motivation we need, isn’t it?
Ephesians 1:3-8 says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing
in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him.
In love he predestined us for adoption through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with
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which he has blessed us in the Beloved. In him we have redemption
through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the
riches of his grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and
insight.”
Service to the one who has done all that for us is a privilege. With
hearts of gratitude, we should seek to please Him by honoring and
obeying His Word. First John 5:3 says, “For this is the love of God,
that we keep his commandments.”
One of the ways we obey his commands is found in 1 John 3:1618: “By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we
ought to lay down our lives for the brothers. But if anyone has the
world’s goods and sees his brother in need, yet closes his heart against
him, how does God’s love abide in him? Little children, let us not love
in word or talk but in deed and in truth.” Then in 1 John 4:11, John
writes, “Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one
another.”
That’s how we can serve others—how we can put their needs
before our own. By our love and service to them, we are loving and
serving Christ Himself.
In his hand is the life of every living thing and the breath of all
mankind.
JOB 12:10

INTRODUCTION

FOR ME, BECOMING A hospice nurse was surrendering to a “tugging”
at my heart. A friend with whom I’d worked on the oncology floor
left the hospital to become a hospice nurse. She loved it and urged me
to come talk to her about the job. Finally I decided to give it a try. I
didn’t expect to fall in love with this specialty or with the patients I
would come to know. But that’s exactly what happened.
After I experienced the joy and sorrow of caring for and losing my
first several patients, I began to sense another tugging—to put into
writing those intense experiences. I wanted to try to help others deal
with the pain of losing a loved one or make sense of their own impending death. Thus the idea of this book was born, and through circumstances given to me by the grace of God, I have now been given the
opportunity to write it.
You will find several elements in this book. There is my own personal experience as a hospice nurse. Part of my job description is serving as a coach, of sorts, for this “death experience.”
Dealing with those who are dying is not an easy job. Though our
hearts are broken many times, we are willing to have our hearts broken for such a good cause. And that cause is what hospice is all about:
We lovingly care for patients who have a terminal illness and give them
the support they need to die at home with as much dignity as possible—without suffering and surrounded by those they love.
Through hospice I have encountered many situations, have been
inspired by wonderful people, and have been touched emotionally by
their stories. Now I want to share some of those stories. All the ones
under the heading “Case Study” are true. I have changed the names
in most to protect patient confidentiality. I hope these stories give you
a glimpse into what hospice is all about.
Another element you’ll find is the Christian perspective that brings
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comfort and acceptance through the very words of God to His people. I believe the only way we can truly know God and know what He
expects of us is to study His Word. I have been pleasantly surprised at
the number of Bible texts on death and dying and offering comfort to
those afflicted with the anguish of loss. I want to share some of those
verses with you and spread the news that God is a God of comfort and
restoration. He can heal broken hearts and put hope into lives touched
by the sorrow of death.
Much has been written on death and dying over the years. Few
subjects have undergone more transition in the eyes of society, and
few are as controversial. Even a hundred years ago, death and dying
might have been considered matter-of-factly as just another part of the
life cycle—people lived and they died.
Before modern medicine moved the process of dying to hospitals,
people died at home in their own beds. Inevitably they would find
themselves surrounded by friends and relatives. Even as they lay
dying, the comings and goings of the concerned and grieving (or even
the avaricious) made their bedrooms resemble Grand Central Station.
Later death became a taboo subject. If you had the bad manners
to speak of it at all, you certainly would not talk above a whisper.
People thought that if you mentioned death, you would somehow be
responsible when it happened. Believe it or not, I still see evidence of
that superstition at work today. But more and more it seems that we
are honestly and realistically trying to deal with some of the toughest
issues facing us today. Death is one of those issues.
Not only should we learn about death, but we must also prepare
for it. Since no one knows the day or hour of his death, it is best, in
the words of the Boy Scout motto, to “be prepared.” I hope this book
will help us learn more about death and give us the proper motivation
to prepare ourselves financially, physically, emotionally, and spiritually
for this inevitability.
I want to be absolutely clear when I say that I do not know all the
answers to the tough problems that arise with death and dying. I in
no way want to portray myself as an “expert” on the subject. I’m a
sojourner myself. But the more I learn about this subject, the more I
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want to share the information with others in hopes that it may be
helpful.
One of the best books I’ve read on finding peace and acceptance
in the face of adversity is Trusting God Even When Life Hurts by Jerry
Bridges. His beautifully expressed thoughts and feelings on this subject are exceedingly helpful, convicting, and comforting to those who
are hurting. I wish I could quote the whole book for you but will settle at this point for his statement of purpose:
I sincerely hope that none of the statements I make in the following chapters come across as glib and easy answers to the difficult
problems of adversity and suffering. There are no easy answers.
Adversity is difficult even when we know God is in control of our
circumstances.1

I would like to adopt this statement as a disclaimer for my own
work. I certainly don’t have all the answers to the difficult questions
I’ll introduce. But it is my hope that I can help other people, using the
biblical and practical answers that I do have.
I have had the privilege to love and comfort many who have gone
through this difficult time. A lovely truth is that no matter how much
I try to give, I always seem to get back more than I have given. It is my
prayerful desire to comfort, enlighten, and encourage many others.
This is not a book just for Christians. Rather, it is for anyone who
is dying, anyone who knows someone who is dying, or anyone who
wants to learn how to help and comfort those who are dying. May
God, who is the God of comfort, comfort and bless those who read
this book, giving them the eyes to see His truth and the mind to comprehend what He has to say about this important topic.
Blessed are those who keep his testimonies, who seek him with their
whole heart.
PSALM 119:2

