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3 Steps to Leaving the Legacy Your Loved Ones Need
Elizabeth Turnage

In this month’s Numbering Our Days column, I’'m responding to a question from reader Dr.
Penny F., a friend and grief counselor. (Please send me your questions and thoughts. I'd love to
consider them for this column). Penny asked, “How should we prepare our children and
grandchildren for the end of our lives?” Great question, Penny. I’'m glad you asked.

As always, if you’re short on time, skim the bold to find what you need. Please share with
others who need it, and be sure to sign up to receive the monthly column in your inbox (Check
“Numbering Our Days” on sign up.)

Begin with your own preparation

The answer, as is so often the case, is to begin with ourselves. We prepare our children and
grandchildren for the end of our lives by preparing ourselves well. If you’re reading this column,
congratulate yourself, because you are already taking the first step to leave a legacy that will
richly bless your loved ones in their grief process.

We need to prepare ourselves spiritually, emotionally, and logistically for crisis or death. Today,
I’'m going to focus on logistics, because having walked through the death of both of my parents
in the past four years, | can assure you that a roadmap is a gift. My mother left a file called
“Emergency” in her filing cabinet and told her best friend where to find it. The day she died, he
sent me some pictures of documents in the file, beginning with a sheet entitled, “What to do
when | die.”

It may sound morose, but if you’ve ever had to figure out what to do when someone you love
has become incapacitated or died, you know what a gift it is to have clear instructions. Today,
I’'m going to walk you through some of the top logistical aspects that need to be addressed
sooner rather than later.

Beginning in September, | will be offering a 12-week workshop for people who want to create a
folder or binder like the one my mom had. This group is only open to a small number of people,
and because it is the first time through, it will be offered at a steeply discounted rate. Go here
for more info or contact me if you'd like to know more.

Three Big Steps to Preparing the Legacy Your Children Need
Step 1: Prepare with prayer and reflection.
Let’s face it. It’s normal to feel a little sad and fearful as you consider the end of your life. That’s

why it’s essential to prepare spiritually before you begin the logistical process.

1. Journal about your feelings as you begin this process.
How are you feeling about doing this? Hopeful for the peace that will come with completing it?

A little nervous or sad to contemplate your death?
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2. Strengthen yourself with Scripture.
The following passages may encourage you: Isaiah 65:17-25; Revelation 21:1-5; 1 Corinthians
15:12-58.

3. Pray.
Name your fears honestly to God. Ask God to encourage your heart, give you patience, and help
you through the challenging aspects of the process.

Step 2: Gather essential information your loved ones will need, put it in a safe place, and let a
trusted person know where to find it.

This step will take several weeks to several months, depending on how much time you devote
to it weekly. It mainly requires patience and discipline to complete. If you’d like to be part of
the workshop to have accountability, structure, and encouragement, contact me.

1. Prepare an Advance Directive.

I'll be honest—I had never given any thought to having an advance directive until | was fifty-five
years old and two things happened — first, my dad was diagnosed with terminal cancer, and
then our twenty-two-year-old son was diagnosed with a brain tumor. As caregiver to both, |
heard nurses ask them at each appointment if they had an advance directive. Each time |
cringed. | did finally get my dad to make an advance directive, but | never could bring myself to
ask our son to prepare one. That year, | prepared my advance directive so that none of my
loved ones would ever have to wonder what my wishes were if | became unable to express
them.

An advance directive helps to guide medical care decisions in the case of incapacitation. It
allows you to appoint a health care proxy or surrogate and to indicate what kind of treatment
you would wish for or decline in medical crisis. My husband and | have used Five Wishes to
prepare ours (no affiliation).

2. Give one trusted person access to all of your important passwords.

In a day in which our phones hold more valuable information than our homes, it’s essential that
at least one person know the password (and if you don’t yet have a password on your phone,
now is a good time to add one. If you need help, ask a millennial or check out instructions
online).

Additionally, gather all of your essential passwords. While my 83-year-old mother recorded
hers in a basic Word document, and that sufficed, most of us will need to use a password
keeper like Lastpass or 1Password (no affiliation) to more securely contain all of this
information.

3. Appoint a Durable Power of Attorney.
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Appoint someone who will have the legal power to act on your behalf if you are incapacitated.
My mother had appointed me as her power of attorney and put my name on her checking
account before she died. Thanks to her foresight, paying her bills after her death did not involve
jumping through legal hoops. It is often a good idea to make your durable power of attorney
and health care surrogate the same person.

4. Make a will and appoint an executor.
Make a will and appoint someone to be in charge of handling all of your affairs after your
death.

5. Gather essential information.

Not only will your family benefit if you gather all of the details of your life into one place, you
will. Can you imagine the peace of knowing exactly where to locate details about your medical
history, personal history, insurance information, titles, credit cards, bills and methods of
payment, etc.?

6. Create a spiritual legacy: stories, values, ideas you want to pass along to the next
generation. While I've listed this last, this is the gift that your loved ones will likely cherish most
for years to come. The other items provide a practical roadmap for the early season following
crisis or death, but a spiritual legacy communicates thoughts and stories that will be treasured
forever. You can begin creating and sharing your spiritual legacy now. Think about writing a
yearly birthday card or Christmas letter in which you share how your loved one has uniquely
blessed your life.

While it’s a good bit of work to gather these items, it’s doable. | went through the process for
the first time in 2017, after my father died. | used the AARP resource, Checklist for My

Family (affiliate link), and made appointments on my calendar to spend forty-five minutes
three times a week over a period of several months. Now | am updating my information and
using the NOLO resource, Get It Together: Organize Your Records So Your Family Won’t Have
To (affiliate link), which is a little newer and more detailed than the AARP resource. I've spent
about forty-five minutes three days a week, and I’'m almost finished after only three weeks. If
you’d like the accountability, assistance, encouragement of a workshop for going through this
process, sign up today to be part of the beta group for the 12-week workshop that begins in
September.

Step 3: Once you’ve begun the process of preparing your materials, discuss it with your adult
children and loved ones.

The best time to discuss your own death and dying is, as we told our kids recently when we had
this conversation, when you’re not sick or in crisis. Ideally, choose a time when you’ll all be
together. Let them know in advance that you are not expecting to die anytime soon, but even
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so, you’d like to discuss some things about the end of your life with them so that they will be
prepared if there is a crisis. Then, when you gather, give them the password to your phone and
password keeper (assuming you feel comfortable with all of them knowing), and tell them
where you will keep your binder or files (usually in a safe, for which they will also need the
code).

For Reflection

Have you benefited from someone else leaving you a legacy like the one described? What other
preparations would you like to make? What are the challenges? What do you think are the
benefits and joys?
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