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Twenty years ago my sisters and I attended the first Hospice of Dubuque 
Tree of Life service at Clarke College. We were there to honor and 
remember our mom who had died in hospice care a month earlier. The 
actual date of Mom’s death was April 20, 1995; or to put it in another 
perspective, the day after the Oklahoma City bombing. People remember 
that date. What I remember of the bombing is our family being in a fog 
watching the stories unfold. It seemed so surreal. Oklahoma City was a 
senseless tragedy, yet this was our mom. This was personal.

Each year the Tree of Life ceremony brings back memories of those we 
love—another chance to reconnect with our loved ones. My memory 
of the first Tree of Life, as I looked around the atrium and watched the 
tiny lights flicker, was that I was not alone in my sadness. Each person 
in attendance had their own story and was in their own stage of grief. 
Yet there is a feeling of comfort in knowing you are not alone in your 
sorrow. I don’t remember the words spoken or the music played, but I 
know the ceremony spoke to me, not as a reminder of what we had lost, 
but more important, how we had been blessed. The Tree of Life stirs 
those same feelings and memories each time I attend the service. 

Memories. The ones we store away somewhere in the back of our minds 
for future use. They are treasures that never go away and may appear at 
any given time. Recently one of those special memories visited me as I 
rocked my grandson and found myself singing an old folk tune, “I Gave 
My Love a Cherry.” Before I knew it, tears were rolling down my cheek 
as the memory of my mom singing that song to my children played in 
my mind—I could almost hear her voice. Truly a lasting treasure.

Treasured memories
Linda Wolf, Community Relations Facilitator

The first Tree of Life 
memorial service and 
tree-lighting ceremony 
was held in the atrium 
at Clarke College in 
May 1995. An artificial 
Christmas tree was the 
backdrop for the lights 
representing remembered 
loved ones. That first 
Tree of Life sparked 
interest in establishing a 
permanent, living Tree of 
Life. Hospice of Dubuque 
is forever indebted to 
Dr. Eugene Coffman, a 

retired physician who then operated Ridge Road Nursery. 
Dr. Coffman specialized in uncommon plants and suggested 
the unique Katsura tree with its heart-shaped leaves for 
Hospice of Dubuque’s Tree of Life. He was integral to not 
only the selection of the Katsura tree, but also to its planting 
in Washington Park in downtown Dubuque in the spring of 
1996. Dr. Coffman died in Scottsdale, AZ on February 24, 
2015 at the age of 95. We extend sympathy to his family and 
lasting gratitude for his role in establishing the Hospice of 
Dubuque Tree of Life.

Planting memories
The New York Times non-fiction best seller list includes the title, Being Mortal—Medicine and What 
Matters in the End. The author, surgeon Atul Gawande, discusses how modern medicine has prolonged 
human life and allowed for “healthier, more productive lives than ever before,” and yet, in spite of the 
reality of human mortality, it has created a culture in which physical decline is viewed as a problem to fix 
or, if unfixable, a failure. 

Dr. Gawande points out that the practice of medicine has a larger purpose than just ensuring health and 
survival. He advises that medicine should enable well-being, which he defines as “the reasons one wishes 
to be alive,” and he asserts that those reasons matter throughout the continuum of life. Weaving together 
the stories of various patients, including his own father, the author shares how focusing medical care 
on individuals’ hopes and desires, results in good outcomes even in the face of tragedy and sadness. He 
states: “…whatever we can offer, our interventions, and the risks and sacrifices they entail, are justified 
only if they serve the larger aims of a person’s life. When we forget that, the suffering we inflict can be 
barbaric. When we remember it the good we do can be breathtaking.” 

Dr. Gawande calls for physicians to take the time to have the hard conversations with patients and their loved ones. He recommends the 
following questions “not just at the end of life or when debility comes, but all along the way.”

• What is your understanding of the situation and its potential outcomes?
• What are your fears and what are your hopes?
• What are the trade-offs you are willing to make and not willing to make?
• And what is the course of action that best serves this understanding?

Being Mortal is a thought-provoking read for those considering their own, or a loved one’s, end-of-life concerns. It offers guidance for 
having difficult discussions to discern the time “to switch from fighting for time to fighting for the other things people value.” For those who 
practice medicine, and anyone working in the field of healthcare, this book serves as a reminder that asking questions, listening to patients 
and understanding their needs results in true patient-centered care. And, that is what matters in the end.

In February, the PBS program, Frontline, featured a documentary on Dr. Gawande and his book, Being Mortal. 
To view the program, visit this link:  http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/being-mortal/

Being Mortal
Dr. Brian Sullivan, Medical Director and Lavonne Noel, Executive Director

Song is the perfect way to convey compassion and comfort to people who are struggling—some with living, some with dying. Threshold 
Singers of Dubuque is a group of women who volunteer to offer a calm presence with gentle voices, simple songs and sincere kindness to 
comfort, support and honor those at the thresholds of life—birth, death, illness, grief, transition, joy and more.  

How does it work? We visit in groups of three to five singers at a prearranged time and typically sing for 15 to 20 minutes. We can provide 
songs that are religiously oriented or not and we sing acapella. Our singing is offered as gentle blessings, not as entertainment, and we ask 
nothing in return.

It has been my privilege to be part of this group of women who are serving the community in a unique way. We feel the benefits of comfort, 
connectedness and harmony with each other when we sing together and are excited to share that with others. Many of our members have 
completed volunteer training at Hospice of Dubuque and are able to provide this service to patients near the end of life and their families 
upon request. We had the honor of singing for our first hospice patient in January and hope to sing for more who are interested.

If you would like more information about Threshold Singers of Dubuque, to become a member or request singing for yourself or a loved one, 
please contact Jennifer at 563.663.7316 or jen.cavanagh@yahoo.com.

Threshold Singers
Jennifer Cavanagh, Compliance Officer

Hospice of Dubuque is pleased to 
announce the transition of Diane 
Fasselius, RN, BA, from full-time 
Hospice Nurse to part-time Community 
Education Specialist. Diane has worked 
as a registered nurse, serving Hospice 
of Dubuque’s patients and families for 
the past nine years. In addition to her 
nursing background, Diane holds a 
Bachelor of Arts degree from Clarke 
University in psychology with a minor 
in religious studies and has completed 
one unit of Clinical Pastoral Education 
and has certification as a Faith 
Community Nurse. 

With an aging population and increased media attention on end-of-life issues, Diane is excited to help further Hospice of Dubuque’s 
community education efforts. Diane shares, “Having been on the nursing side of the bed has been one of the greatest gifts of my 
life, and having been on the other side of that bed has helped open my eyes to the realization there is more that may be needed to 
help people who are faced with life-changing, life-threatening issues. There are times when deep compassion, empathic listening 
and support are needed. In hospice, being able to provide the education, information and support along with the compassion and 
acceptance patients and their families need at the time, is profoundly important work.”

In her new role of Community Education Specialist, Diane is available to meet with tri-state community groups to discuss the 
challenges of end-of-life issues and the benefits of hospice and palliative care. If you are interested in having Diane present to your 
group, please contact Community Relations at community_relations@hospiceofdubuque.org or call the office at 563.582.1220.

Community Education Specialist
“To have any part in helping people on 
this ‘journey of a lifetime’ is a privilege 
beyond compare. I am humbled to be a part 
of this worthwhile effort and will strive 
to help achieve the Hospice of Dubuque 
mission of providing compassionate care 
for the terminally ill and their loved ones.  
I welcome the opportunity to speak to your 
group or organization to help those in our 
community understand more effectively 
the purpose of this mission.”

- Diane Fasselius

Since 2011, Hospice of Dubuque has participated in the national 
We Honor Veterans campaign, a joint venture of the National 
Hospice and Palliative Care Organization and the Department of 
Veterans Affairs. This program provides hospice workers with 
educational materials on veteran-specific end-of-life issues.

Hospice of Dubuque is honored to serve those who have proudly 
served our country. 




