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In his recently published book Burdened
Agency: Christian Theology and End-of-Life
Ethics, theologian Travis Pickell offers a
familiar distillation of the challenge at the heart
of contemporary ethical discussions surround-
ing end-of-life care: namely, that a society
bereft of traditioned moral resources struggles
to reconcile a desire for control with the reality
of embodied finitude (Pickell 2024). While the
core tension he describes may not be novel,
Pickell provides a nuanced account of the
ways that the potential for (and increasingly,
imperative of) agentic responses to impending
death create challenges that are at once unbid-
den and unavoidable. Through his characteri-
zation of the dual types of “burdens” created
by this paradox of agency and exploration of
distinct theological responses within the
Christian tradition, Pickell’s work helps to
cast the challenges around contemporary dying
in an insightful new light for practitioners,
patients, and the communities that support
them alike.

Pickell’s central claim at the book’s outset is
that, through a combination of technological
advancement, modern social understandings of
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personhood and identity, and the declension of
traditioned communities and practices sur-
rounding death, there exists an unavoidable
degree of “agency” that accompanies (or besets)
the contemporary dying person. Over against a
secular medical culture which might champion
any form of perceived control over one’s cir-
cumstances, particularly near the end of life,
Pickell is careful to term the peculiar challenge
facing the dying today as one of “burdened
agency.” Dying agents are burdened, he claims,
in two ways. First, there is the contemporary
“imperative to choose” that accompanies medi-
calized death today, rendering what was once
given now seemingly a matter of deliberation
(e.g., to continue with curative measures, to
enroll in hospice, to access medical
aid-in-dying). Second, there is the burden posed
by “reflexivity”—that such choices are now not
only present (and inescapable), but that they
often occur without recourse to traditioned com-
munities of wisdom and fall solely within the
deliberative ambit of individuals. Pickell’s
account of these two “burdens” astutely recog-
nizes that it is not the mere “paradox of choice”
that befuddles the dying today, but that the
dying (both secular and Christian alike) often
lack recourse to the shared practical reasoning
that traditionally allowed such paradoxes to be
teased apart (or made peace with). Such practi-
cal reasoning (what Thomas Aquinas termed
“prudence”), traditionally undertaken with a
moral community with a shared vision of the
good, is difficult to engage in amidst the increas-
ingly individualistic approach to healthcare
decision-making shared by Christians and
non-Christians alike today.

While he provides a brief account of how
advancements in medical technology serve as
important conditions for this modern problem
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of “burdened agency,” Pickell seems to charac-
terize the fundamental issue framing this chal-
lenge as one of anthropology. Drawing on
Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self, Pickell
argues that the core themes of “inwardness,” (a
reflexive examination of one’s internal moral
intuitions and beliefs in moments of uncertainty),
“affirmation of ordinary life” (a newfound
emphasis upon the physical and ordinary due
to the Reformation-based suspicion of a clear
divide the secular and profane), and “nature as
a moral source” (the post-Enlightenment and
Romantic/Transcendental view of nature as pris-
tine and intrinsically good, but not in a traditional
creation-contingent way) collectively contribute
to our contemporary understanding of death by
(1) foregrounding the expressive individual
as the sole arbiter of choice (and thereby,
truth) in such cases; (2) emphasizing a pos-
ture of control toward nature and the leverag-
ing of artifice to this end; and (3) contributing
to the primacy of “dignity” in such conversa-
tions, even if such terminology remains het-
erogenous and contested (Taylor 1989).
Pickell importantly references the so-called
“Baconian Project” described by Gerald
McKenny as likewise influential in this
anthropological and ethical account, wherein
humanity holds a moral imperative to har-
ness technology to mitigate suffering without
qualification (McKenny 1997). Given this
entrenched understanding of the person, the
body, and its relationship to power and tech-
nology, it is hardly surprising that we might
arrive at a moment where agency in the face
of death is experienced as both inexorable
and fraught with anxiety. What alternative
might there be to this default contemporary
framing?

To answer this question, Pickell turns to a
variety of Christian theological accounts that
offer differing (if potentially complementary)
moral resources. He begins by drawing on
two Roman Catholic responses to these ques-
tions, found in the works of Jesuit theologians
Richard McCormick and Karl Rahner. Pickell
argues that McCormick served as a sage exam-
ple of one who carefully considered the theme
of agency as it related to the Christian facing

death, especially in the particular questions
that arose in his writings surrounding the ordi-
nary/extraordinary means distinction and a
faithful approach to medical intervention near
the end of life. Pickell describes McCormick’s
emphasis on personalism and the expansive
(and nuanced) attention to circumstances and
vocation in questions of end-of-life care, over
against the strict physicalist reasoning of many
of his casuistic predecessors, as an example of
a thoughtful account of how Christians might
acknowledge their finitude while also arguing
against overzealous grasps at agency manifest
in physician-assisted suicide/euthanasia.

McCormick’s personalism is comple-
mented by Pickell’s skillful recapitulation of
Rahner’s “Theology of Death.” While a diffi-
cult text to summarize, Pickell deftly draws
out Rahner’s elegant argument that, in the
mode of Christ’s archetypal sacrifice on the
cross, Christians are invited to face death
with a “spirituality of martyrdom” which is
able to both make space for the inevitability
of death, and the rich opportunity for faithful
witness in the course of one’s approach to it.
This “spirituality of martyrdom™ offers an
important rejoinder to the default secular
understanding of death as something that is
isolated and bereft of intrinsic meaning, as it
allows those following Christ to re-envision
death as an occasion for both obedience and
pedagogy, holding together the agency and
acceptance that non-traditioned accounts of
death fail to reconcile.

Next, Pickell turns to how prominent
Protestant theologians have explored the ques-
tion of faithful approaches to death and the role
of agency within them. In what is certainly
(through no fault of his own) the most dense
section of his work, Pickell summarizes Karl
Barth’s complex theology surrounding (1) the
moral and ontological nature of death, and
(2) a faithful Christian response to finitude.
Drawing on Barth’s distinction between phys-
ical death and decrepitude and “empirical”
(spiritual) death borne of the fall, Pickell
adroitly distills Barth’s argument that death is
at once a reality and in some ways a “mercy”
which frees us from our broken and finite
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bodies while also a product of spiritual sunder-
ing that ought be deeply mourned and in cer-
tain forms, resisted. Pickell ultimately argues
that Barth’s work encourages a mode of
“receptive agency” for the Christian facing
death, manifest in recognition of the gift of
human finitude while also not seeking to exces-
sively ward off or unduly hasten the end we are
all called to face in faith. Such ‘“receptive
agency” differs from mere passivity and resig-
nation one may experience within the techno-
logical imaginary of modern medicine while
also resisting a response of control predicated
on the fear that no goodness exists beyond
our embodied experience.

Moving from the Jesuits to Barth, Pickell’s
final theological interlocutor is the notoriously
difficult to confessionally classify, Stanley
Hauerwas. Once again, Pickell’s skill of theo-
logical distillation is on display as he weaves
together Hauerwas’ emphasis on the narrative
and casuistic nature of ethics, his critique of
contemporary medicine’s hubristic attempt to
eliminate suffering, and his commitment to
nonviolence as the constitutive political char-
acter of the church to argue that Hauerwas
puts forward an “ethic of dispossession” that
might model a fitting response to the chal-
lenges of burdened agency today. Hauerwas’
account of the Christian life as one who,
formed by wisdom of the church community,
consistently forsakes the illusion of power
and control to pursue a life of radical kenosis,
and in so doing experiences true freedom,
offers a vision of agency oriented toward a
clearly defined telos which so often seems
absent in many discussions of end-of-life deci-
sion making facing patients, families, and cli-
nicians alike.

In closing, Pickell offers a brief account of
how the central sacramental practices of prayer,
baptism, and the Eucharist might allow for
Christian counter-formation within a culture
which otherwise ill-equips its denizens to face
the burdens borne by agency until they encoun-
ter them at the moment of crisis. It is these prac-
tices, Pickell argues in the Hauerwasian mode,
that form Christians to arrive at ostensible
“dilemmas” with years and decades of wisdom

accumulated through liturgical and sacramental
exercise that transform such situations from dis-
crete decision-points to natural extensions of
pre-formed character honed in a life of faithful
witness.

While Pickell’s preceding engagement with
the thought of McCormick, Rahner, Barth, and
Hauerwas offers a helpful (if eclectic) display
of theological responses to the dual burdens
of agency today, as a palliative care physician
I do find myself wishing that Pickell would
more directly explore how such thought might
inform how not only Christian patients but
practitioners envision fitting responses to the
“burdened agency” we witness in our patients,
and experience in our own way. Nevertheless,
Pickell’s thoughtful re-casting of the chal-
lenges borne of such agency, and the unique
moral resources found within the Christian tra-
dition to respond to them, serves as an impor-
tant first step in learning what it means to
recognize both the burden and gift of our fini-
tude, especially in a cultural context wont to
deny it.
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