
Experienced cancer care ministers will tell you that cancer 
patients seem to do better when surrounded by others 
who are actively loving, supporting and encouraging 
them than when they are left to battle their disease 
alone. But the fear and uncertainty surrounding a 
cancer diagnosis can often impact, complicate and even 
damage relationships.

It is not uncommon for some cancer patients to resist 
letting others get involved in their lives. They may 
withdraw and become introspective, disengaging 
from family members and friends. Some cancer 
patients feel overwhelmed by legitimate concerns 
related to their prognosis, their families, their finances 

or even the afterlife. They may feel embarrassed about 
their situation or any changes in their appearance. 
They may magnify their disease and become 
demanding, assuming their ongoing battle with 
cancer obligates others to prioritize their needs above 
everything else. They may grow passive or depressed. 
All of these reactions can impact relationships.

But there is hope! It is possible to fight cancer and 
sustain relationships. In some cases, relationships may 
even grow and deepen during the cancer journey. But 
it will take a deliberate and ongoing effort from all 
affected parties. 
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Cancer can ruin a marriage. While this happens 
infrequently, the concern is very real. Cancer patients 
may withdraw from their spouses or conversely become 
overly demanding. Healthy spouses may try to protect 
themselves from the pain of change and fear of loss by 
distancing themselves from the cancer patient. Over 
time, these couples may find that they have moved too 
far away from each other to sustain their relationship. 

Often, if a marriage was not solidly grounded before 
the cancer diagnosis, the relationship may not be 

strong enough to endure it. In cases like these, cancer 
can become a double-edged tragedy. But when 
couples unite against this common enemy, facing their 
fears together, seeking solutions, encouraging each 
other, treating each other patiently and kindly—their 
relationship can deepen.  
 
Together, they may discover that no weapon formed 
against them will prosper. But there must be an 
intentional effort to recognize and address the 
challenges.



The children of cancer patients often experience 
unprecedented levels of anxiety. Not only must 
they deal with the potential impact the disease may 
have on their family life, but they are facing all the 
usual challenges of childhood. Age-appropriate 
communication often helps reduce their fear of the 

unknown, particularly when truth is presented with 
hope and optimism. Children need the attention of their 
parents as much as ever during this difficult time, so it 
is essential that cancer patients continue to parent their 
children to the fullest extent they are able.

Children

It is possible to fight cancer and sustain relationships.  
But it will take a deliberate and ongoing effort from all affected parties. 
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Family and Friends

Family members and friends of cancer patients want 
to do something to help. This can be uncomfortable 
for some cancer patients who may not feel they need 
or want assistance. However, their resistance can be 
misinterpreted by loved ones. 

Allowing family and friends to help with practical tasks 
often is as therapeutic for the caregiver as it is for the 
patient. 

Naturally, family and friends are interested in how 
the cancer patient is doing. Answering the same 
questions over and over again can be disheartening and 
exhausting for a patient, particularly when there’s little 
positive news to report. Perhaps one person could be 
designated as spokesperson, so the patient only has to 
share the news once, and then that person informs the 
rest of the circle.
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Health, Hope & Inspiration is a weekly podcast, sponsored by Cancer Treatment Centers of America®(CTCA), designed to help 
people find answers to questions about cancer, cancer prevention and overall healthy living. One of the greatest gifts a person can 
enjoy is good health. A well-rounded lifestyle is the product of physical, emotional and spiritual health. These three things are 
interdependent, and that is the message of Health, Hope & Inspiration, as well as the basis of the integrative approach at CTCA®. 

For more information, visit our website at www.HealthHopeAndInspiration.com.
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Rev. Percy McCray Jr. has spent more than 20 years ministering to cancer patients and their caregivers at 
Cancer Treatment Centers of America® (CTCA). 

An ordained minister, Rev. McCray is a member of the U.S. Chaplain Association. He has been recognized as one 
of the “most influential African Americans in Lake County (IL)” by the Chicago People’s Voice newspaper for his 
religious and leadership roles within the community.

Cancer Treatment Centers of America® is a national network of five hospitals in the 
United States with expertise in treating patients who are fighting cancer.  We combine 
state-of-the-art technologies with an integrative approach to care in order to reduce 
side effects and maintain quality of life during cancer treatment. If you or someone 
you love has cancer, call 866-712-4673 or go to www.CancerCenter.com/Faith.
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For someone living with the uncertainty and stress of a cancer diagnosis, the love and support of others is invaluable. 
Certainly, no one would choose this dark journey, but on the other side, there may be a surprising discovery—the 
unexpected joy of stronger relationships, deeper relationships and even new relationships.

The Need for Relationships

The employees, employers and co-workers of cancer 
patients may be concerned about both the well-being 
of the patient and the impact the disease may have 
upon his or her work. If a patient is unable to work or 
works a reduced schedule during cancer treatment, 
this may increase the workload on co-workers, or it 
might even affect the patient’s continued employment. 

In situations where the livelihood of others are 
involved, regular updates will help keep things running 
smoothly and ensure both personal and professional 
relationships remain intact.  

Transparency can help, as can being present when 
possible, even if just to say hello. 

The Workplace
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“Though one may be overpowered, 
two can defend themselves. 

A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.” 
E CC L E S I A S T E S  4 :12


