CASE #2

Maybelle, fifty-seven year old African American woman was in an automobile accident eighteen years ago.  This had left her a quadriplegic.  She had been rehabilitated enough, however, to live on her own in an apartment with the help of a visiting nurse and her three sisters. She had even begun to earn a college degree at home using her computer.

She complained of having the chills for about a week and one day when one of her sisters went to see her, she found the apartment thermostat set to the highest setting and Maybelle unconscious with a body temperature of 108 degrees.  She was taken to the hospital where she was put on a ventilator and treated for pneumonia.  Diagnostic testing of her brain revealed little activity. After a week she was transferred to a complex care facility where you serve as chaplain and where she had remained for about a month. She was comatose on arrival and had shown little signs of improvement. She is on a ventilator and on a feeding tube.  

Meanwhile, in the absence of advanced directives, two of her three sisters had  become her legal guardians.  They had decided within the last two weeks that they wanted to remove her from the ventilator.  Each time the ventilator was removed, Maybelle could not breath on her own, and so it had been replaced. However, within these last two weeks, Maybelle had also been given Ritalin to stimulate her brain activity and she had begun to show signs of improved conscious activity. 

Her own attending physician agreed with her sisters and was ready to remove all life support.  Several members of hospital staff had seen improvement and weren’t comfortable with the plans.  The one sister who was not a guardian felt unsure about whether the decision was the right one.  

An ethics consultation involving the Hospital administrator, the Head of the Respiratory Therapy, the Nursing Administrator, you and Maybelle’s sisters is convened for tomorrow. Today you notice that all three sisters are in Maybelle’s room and you walk in to talk with them in preparation for the ethics consult.   
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