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My Experience as a Hospice Volunteer
Justin Sun
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In 2016, | started volunteering for a hospice in San Francisco. At first, |
struggled with this position as | was watching patients deteriorate and pass away, but it
developed into something so much more for me. My time as a hospice volunteer has
brought with it a lot of new discoveries, tough realizations, and enriching experiences,
all of which have changed my outlook on my relationships with friends, family, and
God.

| started seeing a patient in September of 2016 and would go see him once a
week for a couple of hours. My responsibilities as a hospice volunteer are to provide
companionship, assist with small tasks, and just be present with the patient. To protect
my patient’s identity, | will refer to him as Charles in this article. Charles was the first
patient that | was assigned. | still remember the first time | saw him. He was bedridden,
very frail, and could only mumble in a hushed voice when speaking. | sat with him and
tried to get to know a little bit more about him, but could only understand about 10% of
what he was saying. | left that visit feeling very challenged with the communication
barrier and not very hopeful in how much time he had left.

Regardless, | went to visit him each week. Though we did not do much other
than watch TV, just being in each other’s presence fostered a new relationship. Before
| realized it, a bond was created between us, and | felt like each week, | was going to
visit a friend.

We never spoke much about our personal lives and | think neither of us felt it
was necessary to discuss. It was strange for me to have a friendship with someone and
not know the details of their life, but what drew me to him was his kind and
compassionate heart. In his limited capacity, he always made sure that | could see the
TV and offered to share his favorite snack of Lays potato chips. He would thank me for
spending time with him and invited me to stop by anytime to watch a game. His
gestures of kindness touched my heart as | saw that even in his condition , he had
nothing to complain about and wanted to make sure that those around him were taken
care of. Even though | knew very little few details about his life, | felt | knew Charles’
heart and could see his kindness shine through the bleakness of terminal illness.

On a visit in February, | arrived at his room, saw that he was not there, and was
told that he passed away that morning. Though | knew this day would come eventually,
| was still stunned and overcome with emotion. As | walked out of the facility, | could not
process how | was feeling and went to chapel to be in God’s presence and seek solace.
There was no where else that | could have gone that would have given me the
consolation and clarity | was seeking. As | prayed and went through the various
emotional stages, the one emotion that kept coming back was gratitude. | thanked God
for bringing Charles into my life and sharing with me the heart of a compassionate
person.

Charles taught me a lot about life and relationships through his kindness. He
showed me that compassion is contagious and it can be present in even the toughest
environments. Maybe in a few years, | will forget the moments we spent together, but
what will stay with me is what | learned about the vast potential of connecting with
someone’s heart. | realized that is what God has been doing with me, constantly
reaching out to connect with my heart, and the way | can continue to expose my heart
to God is through kindness and compassion. This | will never forget and it is thanks to
the heart of a beautiful person.
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