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I. Putting the Spiritual on the Agenda

know that for professionals the word “spirituality” can be
Ioff—putting. It sounds so vague, murky and esoteric with no
accurate definitions or valid scientific measurements.
Wait before you throw this article away. Many believe that
spiritual concerns are part of our human existence — yours as

well as our clients. So please read on.

History

In earlier times, healing was a spiritual act as a restoration of
right relationships between people and their gods. During the
Middle Ages, priests administered not only prayers but also
medicinal herbs to the sick. Monasteries proudly recorded
their radical medical remedies. Today, there are faith followers
who continue to believe that their holy people have the abil-
ity to heal and regenerate the incurables.

Spiritual concerns began to be relegated to a low priority in
the last century both in North America and in Europe. With
wonder drugs and revolutionary medical and surgical proce-
dures, the focus was shifted to that which could be
scientifically researched and documented. The clergy and
their institutions have now inherited the responsibility for
spiritual matters.

And then some sea changes occurred. Scientists sparked
renewed interest in spirituality, complementary therapies and
the mind-body connection. Thirty years ago, Dr. Herbert
Benson pioneered hallmark research in the power of belief and
the positive effects of such practices as meditation and prayer
in the patients’ enhancement of both physical and mental
health. When Dr. Cecily Saunders launched St. Christopher’s
Hospice in London, she stated as one of the aims, that there be
a relief of pain, encompassing the physical, emotional, social
and spiritual.

Why Spirituality?

Dying and death are perhaps the severest tests of our system
of theologies and philosophies. We had been taught to think
in logical terms, searching for rational explanations.
Spirituality is the quest: “After a death or other significant
losses, how do we make sense of a universe that now intrinsi-
cally makes NO sense?”

What is Spirituality?

Abstract definitions are baffling, like the word “love,” spiri-
tuality seems to be one of those terms so difficult to
characterize. Think of the quote of George Carlin: “Whenever
I hear someone referred to as a spiritual leader, I question why
the spirit would need leaders.”

The word “spirit” comes from the Greek root “pneuma”
which means “to breathe,” signifying the existential concerns
of every human being. Unlike religion, which has established,
definite systems, spirituality allows a simple questioning of
everyday life with meanings that may or may not be circum-
scribed by established structures. Spiritual dimensions
influence the responses to the enigma of existence, life and
death.

Dr. Rachel Naomi Remen, author of Kitchen Table Wisdom
and My Grandfather’s Blessings, teaches that she has learned
from her work as a physician that things often happen which
defy science. Life is best defined not by science, she says, but
by mystery — that which is unknowable. This mystery does not
require action but, rather, requires us to listen. Life is an
encounter with the unknown, and we need to learn to wonder
more and know less.

Spirituality has often been defined as one’s personal vision
that is connected to a disconnected world. s there any greater
mystery that leaves us so crushed, powerless, lonely and grief




stricken than the death of a loved one? Mourners search for a
sense of connectedness and even a hope that extends beyond
the grave.

Our goal is not only to assist our clients through their emo-
tional and physical distress but also to help them find meaning
in their trials and tribulations. How then to bring harmony
with the unseen mysteries of their lives, determine their need
for purpose and fulfillment, affirm their existence in relation-
ship to themselves, their communities and all which celebrates
wholeness? This may or may not include a transcendent
dimension.

[ commend to you a portion written by my dear friend, Dr.
Ned H. Cassem, both a Jesuit priest and a former chief of psy-
chiatry at the Massachusetts General Hospital. His spiritual
examination of the inner lives and philosophies of his patients
may be appropriate for professionals.

A. Objectives of the Counselor

e Wish to understand the clients better.

e Learn what is important to them.

e Discover the views of themselves, the world, others.

Probe into their lives within their world.

B. Questions That Might be Asked of How They

Would Describe Themselves

e “What sort of people?”

® “How would they like to be thought of by friends, mothers,
fathers, siblings, children, those they worked with, employ-
ees, those taught or monitored?”
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C. People

e “Who are the most important persons in their lives?”

® “Anyone they feel special kinship with? Identify with?”

® “Any heroes/heroines?”

® “Anyone whose life they have significantly influenced? For
good? For bad? Can this be re-affirmed? Improved? Corrected?”

® “Anyone whose needs they would put ahead of their own?”

¢ “Have any causes?”

® “Any sense of serving others? Nature? The world?”

D. Self

e “At their best, what are they like? At their worst?”

® “Anyone who sees them only at their best? Their worst?”

e “Any sense of their life changing? Evolving? Any direction?”
e “What sort of people do they want to be?”

E. Goals

® “Any goals in life? Dreams?”
e “Anything they want to achieve, get, improve?”
® “Anything they want to resolve? If not now, when?”

As a psychiatrist and priest, Dr. Cassem wants to understand
his patients’ mental, emotional and physical needs in addition
to their psychosocial concerns in his holistic consideration for
their spiritual concerns. So too is our goal to assist our clients
in helping them develop and deepen their sense of worthiness
in their discovery of their own unique sense of meaning.

The Greeks understood the power of the hidden side of life.
They bequeathed to us one of the most beautiful words in our
language — enthusiasm — “en theist” —a god within. So we must
be aware and open to the gods — the mystery within.

Future articles will address subjects that make many profes-
sionals uncomfortable — II. Allowing Religion on the Agenda
and III. When Thorny Religious Questions are Posed.

Dr. Earl A. Grollman, a pioneer in crisis management, is
internationally acclaimed as writer and lecturer. A recipient of the
Death Education Award by the Association for Death Education and
Counseling, his books on coping with bereavement have sold over
750,000 copies. A list of his award-winning books on grief and loss
may be obtained at www.amazon.com.

For further information, visit www.beacon.org/grollman

It is our hope that the information provided wit\-
in this newsletter will assist you in working with
families at a time of death. Your professionalism
and understanding are so important to a family
that has just experienced a loss.
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