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Article Review
Spiritual Care at the End of Life:
What Is It and Who Does It?

Keith G. Meador, MD, ThM, MPH
NC Med J July/August 2004, volume 65, Number 4
Key Points
· Recent evidence indicates that both patients and their families consider spiritual care to be important in end-of-life care; however, the understanding of what this means varies considerably.
· The breadth of expectations expressed by the desire for spiritual care is expansive and ranges from emotionally-sensitive care of the human spirit to highly ritualized religious care incorporating specific rites for the dying.  

· While, the best spiritual care for the dying patient is most likely to be delivered through partnerships within the team of persons caring for the patient, the wide range of needs can be daunting to physicians, nurses and other health care providers.
· Vital to a palliative care team is the clergy member or the chaplain.  He or she provides pastoral services within the entire community surrounding the dying patient and fosters a sense of care for one another that acknowledges the interdependency of the providers, the family, and the dying person.
· In addition to providing last rites or prayer with the bereaved family near the time of death, the optimally-trained chaplain provides spiritual care that informs the practice of palliative care throughout the course of treatment.  This allows both the patient and the provider to release illusions of therapeutic entitlement to cure and at the same time honor the privilege of intentional and reverent caring for the dying.

· Spiritual care is still finding its place as a practice in healthcare. It should not be viewed as an optional luxury within palliative care, and must be supported by medical providers as an integral part of quality end-of-life care.
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