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THE SPIRITUAL NEEDS OF THE DYING: 

 A BUDDHIST PERSPECTIVE
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================================

When considering the spiritual needs of the dying, the basic principle

is to do whatever you can do to help the person die with a calm and

peaceful mind, with spiritual/positive thoughts uppermost. This is

because it is believed that the state of mind at the time of death is

vitally important and plays an important role in determining what will

happen to the person after death.

So whether we are a doctor or nurse relieving pain and other

distressing symptoms and reassuring the family, a counsellor helping to

resolve emotional issues, a minister of religion offering spiritual

counsel, or a volunteer who offers companionship and support for the

dying person and their loved ones, we are all contributing

significantly towards obtaining this calm and peaceful state of mind. 

Within this basic principle, there are several ways we can categorise

people which will help to determine the type of spiritual support that

they need, namely:

        Is the person conscious or unconscious?

                - if conscious, you can do the practices with them or

get them to do them

  
  - if unconscious, you have to do the practices for them 

        Does the person have specific religious beliefs or not?

                - if religious, remind them of their religious practices
                - if not religious, encourage them to have positive

thoughts, or remind them of positive things they have done
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For a person with a spiritual faith it is beneficial to have spiritual

objects around them e.g. an altar, a rosary, photos of their spiritual

teacher, or to play spiritual music, or to burn incense, and so on -

whatever reminds them of their spiritual practice. It is good also to

talk to them about their spiritual practices, recite prayers with them

and so forth. For an unconscious person it is said to be good to recite

prayers, mantras etc into their ear.

If a person does not have a spiritual faith, it is helpful to remind

them of positive things they have done in their life, or of positive

qualities such as love and compassion and kindness.

It is important to avoid religious activities that are inappropriate or

unwanted by the dying person. Someone standing at the end of the bed

reciting prayers may be an annoyance, and I have seen a case of an

attempted deathbed salvation which greatly angered the dying person.

The basic aim is to avoid any objects or people that generate strong

attachment or anger in the mind of the dying person. From the spiritual

viewpoint it is desirable to avoid loud shows of emotion in the

presence of the dying person. We have to remind ourselves that the

dying process is of great spiritual importance and we don't want to

disturb the mind of the dying person, which is in an increasingly clear

and subtle state.
We have to do whatever we can to allow the person to

die in a calm/happy/peaceful state of mind.
