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INTRODUCTION

“What do I say?” – Responding to Death as a Spiritual Caregiver

The chart said “Jewish” and armed with this knowledge and a comfortableness with Jewish beliefs, I knocked and went in. After a long and enjoyable conversation, I asked the patient if there was anything else I could do. The patient asked me to say a prayer, and as I mentally gathered my thoughts for a Jewish prayer, the patient pulled a large crucifix out from under her gown. I gave a little chuckle, and she asked “What?” I apologized and explained that her chart said “Jewish.” “Jewish? I’m Catholic!”

 

“What do I say? I don’t know how to deal with someone who is dying.” Many times these words are uttered by friends and family faced with the death of a loved one or even a distant acquaintance. Yet, the reality is that most people will be faced with this reality, if they have not already.

Death is inevitable, mysterious, and often confusing. At the deathbed, patients and those gathered seek meaning, and many long for a sense of the Spiritual. Yet chaplains and spiritual caregivers have minimal information by which they can determine how to provide support, limited time to develop rapport, and varying expectations from those of the people they serve. This study was designed to identify symbols and rituals that are generally accessible and relevant across traditions, that vary in personal meaning, and that assist a dying patient in feeling grounded and aware of the Spiritual.

Chaplains and spiritual care providers are challenged to develop relationships with patients at or near death when, many times, the information provided to them on an intake form may be limited to a brief, often single word description of the patient’s religious preference—usually a denominational attribution, a broad religious or spiritual category, or the ever-increasing “none.” Similarly many communicate, “I am spiritual but not religious” when asked about a faith background. Most chaplains are familiar with the use of this strategy to dismiss them based on the patient’s conception of what chaplains do and what services they can provide. Yet experienced chaplains seize this as the perfect opportunity to establish rapport and to connect.

A Pew Research Center poll finds that almost half of Americans believe they have had a “religious or mystical experience” and almost a third of those identify as having no particular religious affiliation.1 It would seem, then, that mystical experiences are more common than some would expect. Although the definition for this poll was very broad, “a moment of sudden insight or awakening,” the fact that people are recognizing and acknowledging these experiences is telling and helpful to those spiritual care providers who navigate the complex terrain of deeply personal conviction.

Popular media such as television shows and movies are packed with stories of ordinary people who have had extraordinary, mystical experiences, most attributed to some connection to the Spiritual2—ordinary people who do not consider themselves in any way to be religious. For example, television shows such as Saving Grace and Joan of Arcadia and movies like Dogma and Michael have storylines constructed in a similar pattern, ordinary people having visits from a spiritual being and, after that experience, they are led to make a difference in the world in which they live. Popular media is often a reflection of a constructed human reality. From this perspective it would seem that humans long for the connection to the Spiritual and seek that connection to make changes in their lives and the society in which they live.

These experiences are portrayed in media as a foundational realization that a mystical experience can transport the common person from simply being a creation in an ordinary world to actually having a part in the creation of an extraordinary one. Through a mystical experience with the Spiritual, the ordinary person becomes an extraordinary one and participates in changing the world through that experience.

These representations are broad religious interpretations. Mystical experiences, though common across traditions, are framed differently. In many religions, especially the Abrahamic religions, equating oneself with the Spiritual is a form of heresy. Yet when the mystic is brought into the mystical experience that is what happens.

Mystical experiences can be loosely defined as times when one feels as if the Spiritual is present, connected and united with the human, and the human feels a desire to effect a change because of this relationship. This union can take place in various ways and with various people and is often disconnected with knowledge or faith. Similarly, these experiences are independent of social standing, cross-cultural, and profoundly moving. As the Sufi mystics began explaining their experiences with the Spiritual, many were considered sinners. In an attempt to explain what was happening, Peter Awn writes of one Sufi mystic,

For Abu Yazid and other ecstatic mystics, however, these expressions were simply ways to communicate their experience of mystical annihilation (fana’) in the Beloved.3

These mystical experiences intersect with moments when life has reached a crisis, like the death of a loved one, reach into the deeper spirituality, and connect those present to the Divine, regardless of how it is interpreted or defined. That is where we begin the exploration of symbol and ritual and their role in connecting the person in crisis to the deeper reality and in making the experience a life-affirming, spiritual time, even as one is facing death.

Operating off of this assumption that at some level all humans are spiritual beings, chaplains and spiritual care providers enter each engagement seeking to support each patient in a personally and culturally sensitive manner. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin is quoted as saying, “We are spiritual beings having a human experience.”4 This core of spirituality, the human experiences of life and death that are universally shared, is what unites people as a human family regardless of spiritual beliefs, race, creed, or economic status. As early as the 1930s, in a time between the World Wars, John Dewey suggested that humanity was getting away from a religion mindset into a “common faith of mankind [sic]” set in the values outside the confines of “sect, class or race.”5 This core of spiritual faith and practices can be broadly classified as ”Common Spirituality.”

This Common Spirituality is reflected in the symbols and rituals that many people and cultures, religions, and communities recognize for their deeper metaphorical and often mystical meanings. Many of these symbols are present in and foundational to rituals that might be recognizable by outsiders and nonmembers as familiar, shared experiences for them, though the meanings assigned to them may be somewhat incongruent.

These rituals and symbols become increasingly and profoundly more important at the end of life. Hospice chaplains and palliative spiritual caregivers can acknowledge and leverage these important symbols and rituals in helping loved ones say goodbye and giving the patient a peaceful exit from this life—a respectful death.

Regardless of the religious background of the patient and loved ones gathered at the deathbed, there are elements of symbol and ritual that take on a more pronounced role, and indeed even greater importance as one is facing the end of life. As chaplains physically enter the space where the patient is, they have the opportunity to assist the patient and gathered loved ones to transition from being closed off, isolated, and insular. Through making intentional and purposeful connections to the symbols and rituals at the deathbed, those gathered can more readily connect with their spirituality and open themselves to the realities of the death experience. It allows them to consider life beyond death, and a transformed relationship with the patient, who will continue to live in the hearts and minds of their loved ones, and in their shared memories and stories.

Yet, to provide this assistance, the provider must have knowledge of these symbols and rituals and a heightened awareness of their commonalities to many cultures and spiritual paths and the contexts in which they are used. These symbols and rituals function as a bridge between different religions and can empower chaplains with resources to enrich the end-of-life experiences for those they serve.

Practically speaking, “deathbed” means the time when the patient realizes death is inevitable, and she and her family and friends are preparing for her departure, or, in the case of nonresponsive patients, when those gathered come to that same realization. The continuum of care explored and expanded upon in this project is inclusive of the patient and family from the realization that death is near, through death, memorial service, and time of grieving. Each step of this journey is seen as a movement from, through, and beyond the deathbed, and ritual is incorporated all along the way.

This study seeks to explore these symbols and rituals that can be present at the deathbed, first examining common symbols and then exploring how these symbols are integrated into rituals that can be used to make connections at the deathbed by chaplains and other palliative spiritual care providers. In what ways can a minister, chaplain, or other caregiver use these symbols and rituals in a spiritual action that can help family members, friends, and the dying feel connected to the spiritual experience without excluding anyone from the experience?

Context of This Project

This study is conducted through the vocational and occupational perspectives of a board-certified hospice chaplain with experiences in a large urban area in central Texas as well as a rural island community in northwestern Washington. The experiences range from pediatric palliative care to hospice care with predominantly geriatric clients and all those in between.

Contextually the pediatric spiritual care experiences were primarily in a clinical hospital setting, whereas the hospice experiences were provided in home or out-of-hospital settings. Originally these hospice services were provided under a home health arrangement and subsequently as a self-contained program inclusive of the certification of the hospice. These contexts are important to the breadth of the study inasmuch as chaplains and palliative spiritual care providers are informed by organizational structure, community expectations, and overarching goals and mission. Hospice chaplains serve the spiritual needs of patients, family, and staff. At times that means just a onetime visit or phone call, but other patients may request more regular contact such as weekly visits.

This study was conducted by an ordained progressive Christian minister in Metropolitan Community Church, who is able to offer sacramental services to patients, family, and staff. Chaplains have been asked to provide baptisms, Communion, anointing, and funerals for patients—often across religious traditions. Religious and spiritual traditions vary in populations regionally in the United States. In the Pacific Northwest persons are more likely to claim “none” when asked about religious preference. This is reflected in national demographic data about religious affiliation by region.

It is an important contextual note that although many patients and family members are not interested in religion, they still often express a need for spiritual support and request services. They may not be interested in prayer or sacramental support, but they may need someone to hear their story, fears, and celebrations without any discussion of the afterlife, salvation, or other discourse that they perceive to be “churchy.” Yet many express the desire for a spiritual discussion rooted in making meaning of their lives or their loved one’s life. This may extend into a request for a blessing for themselves or their loved one as death approaches. They may desire a connection to the Spiritual, without giving it a name or proclaiming an expressed dogma or religious identity. Many patients and family members want to talk about death and mortality but may be reticent to bring the issue up to a person they have yet to know.

The context for this study has been framed in this particular population: people identifying a spiritual need, specific or ill-defined, yet pronounced and requested. This work of recognizing the symbols and rituals that can unite individuals regardless of any religious connection opens the possibility for a broader range of service and comfort. The question regarding symbols and rituals that connect individuals to the Spiritual—and how those can be used in the time of crisis—form the impetus for this study. For the context of this project, that time of crisis is the full continuum of the death process.

This full continuum extends to the period of bereavement. Often chaplains follow the families of deceased patients for a period of time—perhaps up to a year—providing support through mailings, visits, phone calls, an annual memorial service, and grief classes. Grief classes also provide a chance to use symbols and rituals to connect the grieving to the Spiritual. As such this study includes rituals that can be used in the grief and bereavement phases of the deathbed continuum.

Two Clarifications

As this work progressed there was specific attention and ongoing awareness of any semblance of cultural appropriation or lack of sensitivity to the cultural/religious symbols being explored and employed. Great care has been used in being sensitive and appropriate in use of symbols. The symbols are from a basic elemental place that is shared among many cultures and religions throughout human history. With this in mind, the chaplain feels that the symbols are used appropriately and sensitively and in the most inclusive sense possible.

The psychological dimensions a chaplain might face in walking into the room of a dying patient also present challenges and sometimes concern. A chaplain might be faced with anger from the patient or family members, pain of past relationships with religion, or even denial of the dying process. This project is not designed to deal with these complicated issues and the chaplain is encouraged to deal with such situations sensitively and seek other professional assistance for the patient and family as necessary.

Toward a Common Vocabulary

Common vocabulary to describe the experiences at the deathbed is foundational to creating a framework that can be useful to chaplains and palliative spiritual care providers. It was necessary to create operational definitions for terms that are used throughout this study. These operational definitions seek to create a level of accessibility for those providing spiritual care at the deathbed and are not intended to substitute for the personal beliefs of the patient or those gathered.

Throughout this project female pronouns have been used for patients and many family members. There are two reasons for this. The first reflects the reality that many of the patients included in this study who were visited and accepted spiritual care were female. Comparatively speaking, men access spiritual care visits with less frequency than women. This is also true of family members who accept spiritual care or bereavement care. Many times they are female.

The second reason for the use of the female pronouns is that, although the male pronoun is used often to mean the collective, i.e., either “male or female,” it is an opportunistic praxis to use female pronouns to embrace the individualistic experiences at the deathbed.

In using pronouns for the chaplain, a decision was made to leave the pronouns male as that reflects the person who usually provided the service.

A Broader Definition of “Blessings”

Throughout the scope of this project as well as in the title, the word “blessing” is used. Though this word can connote religiosity, the term is used in a much broader sense: offering support, encouragement, and even permission. One might think of a young man asking for the blessing of the father of the woman he wishes to marry, a parent asking for a blessing on her children as she puts them to bed, or even the blessing of a boss as a worker leaves a job to pursue a new career.

Though these may seem like instances of one having power over another, they can be reframed as the mutuality of authority and the extension of communal relationship. Note that the blessings that are used and spoken of in this project are about giving life and connecting to the Spiritual in whatever sense that may have.

Expanding and Broadening the Concept of “the Spiritual”

This work is focused on a common, yet unique and deeply personal experience of the mystical at the time of death. Because terminology is easily misinterpreted or is usually approached with bias, it has been a great struggle determining what to call this mystic transcendent nature, the Presence that seems to unite people at this time regardless of religious beliefs or lack thereof.

In working to engage ritual and symbol to ease the suffering at the deathbed, those present often become aware of a deep Presence that is a unifying force—perhaps a common shared experience in the most humanistic perspective or a religious experience for others. For the purpose of this study, the term “the Spiritual” is used to encompass a collective and expansive experience, fully acknowledging that this is inherently limiting to the individual who may name this Presence by many other names—God, the Divine, the Sacred, the Goddess, Hashem, Allah, Anam Cara, Atman, the Buddha Nature, Peace, the Good, or simply Love. Engaging the Presence requires the chaplain to be present with the one being served and to approach that person in a manner that acknowledges the individual, a manner framed by the aggregate and informed experiences required of the spiritual provider, who is generally not from that individual’s tradition.

It is important to note that although some people feel they have no connection to the Spiritual, it seems that all people seek to find a meaning for their lives and their relationships. This seeking is also a connection that is fundamentally part of the spiritual journey for many. Helping a person along that journey is also a role that a chaplain might fill, especially at the end of life of the person or loved one.

The Patient

In this study “patient” is used to identify the person who is the main receiver of the care being given. At times this patient may be unconscious, nonresponsive, or even dead, but regardless, the patient is the person who serves as the locus of care.

Beyond the Patient—Family, Family Members, Loved Ones

The terms “family,” “family members,” or “loved ones” describe anyone who has gathered around the patient and is not a member of a paid care team. Family members do not have to be related by blood or marriage as much as by affinity, love, or care. That being said, there are times when paid caregivers have become so integrated with the family that they too may be classified as “family members.”

Chaplain

“Chaplain” is used to denote the spiritual care provider/leader involved in the death experience and may serve for the full continuum or for part of the experience. “Chaplain” in the most inclusive sense could describe a minister or clergy person, a palliative spiritual care provider, or even a friend who feels comfortable providing spiritual care.

Staff

Generally when the word “staff ” is used, it can be any member of the paid care team—nurse, social worker, volunteer (though not technically paid), or aide.

Scope of This Project

This study includes a descriptive analysis of symbols and rituals and how they have been used to connect to the Spiritual throughout ages, cultures, and religions. This analysis includes the following: cross-cultural connections, variations in meaning, common spirituality/inclusive discourse, illustrations from practice, and limitations.

This analysis will then yield a more focused awareness and create an operational context that is a necessary step to move from gestures that could seem empty to the outside observer to a connection to the Spiritual for those involved and aware. The study seeks to classify common symbols and the rituals according to the four common natural elements of water, fire, earth, and air. The illustrations used in this study will be examples of specific rituals that can be used at the deathbed, after death, and during grieving. These have been developed as tools to be used by those who are ministering to the dying and grieving (see the broad definition of chaplain noted above). In a true sense humans can offer each other support, healing, and blessing, and these rituals attempt to illustrate ways anyone can offer these benefits.

Included in this study, in appendices 1 and 2, are resources that chaplains and other spiritual care providers may find particularly useful. The first is a compendium of blessings, prayers, and readings from various faith traditions and sources that can be used in conjunction with the rituals or alone. The second appendix is a list of musical elements that can be used at the deathbed or during funerals and memorial services. Appendices 3 and 4 are examples of specific rituals that can be used after a death and are explained in the following chapters.
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