
What does it mean to give spiritual care? 
Emmerentia du Plessis 
 
The definition of spirituality provided by Solari-Twadell and McDermott (1999:47) as well as in 
the NMC handouts, provides guidance for what spiritual care means, namely caring for the 
spirit, the unique lived experience of the core of who we are and who we have been created 
to be. It further entails accompanying a person on his/her search for meaning and purpose in 
life, his/her search for a transcendental relationship and/or experience, healing in 
relationships and in the feeling of being connected with, and motivating his/her pursuit of 
values such as love, truth, and wisdom. 
 
Several authors describes the practical aspects of spiritual care. Benner Carson and Koenig 
(2002:21) point out that “being with” skills is essential, and quotes Griffin who said that FCN is 
a “ministry of presence”. Benner Carson and Koenig (2002:22) further discuss touching, 
praying, compassion, respect for privacy and confidentiality, consolation, remembrance, non-
judging listening, support and information as spiritual care. Westberg and Westberg 
McNamara (1990:49) emphasise that the FCN is a clarifier of the close relationship between 
faith and health. A patient‟s physical illness/need is often masked by the real reason for 
consultation. The FCN therefore needs to recognise cues to spiritual distress, and needs to 
be prepared and open to discuss faith and spiritual issues. Van Dover and Bacon (2001:26-
27) also mention nurses‟ readiness and preparation, by means of prayer and Scripture 
reading, to provide spiritual care, and the importance of recognising spiritual concerns. 
Cognitive and intiuitive skills are both necessary to asses the direct and indirect verbal and 
non-verbal cues of spiritual distress. The FCN should also gain experience in spiritual 
interventions, including the ability to “move dialogue with the patient into dialogue with God 
through prayer”. 
 
Similar to the above authors, Van Dover and Bacon (2001:26-27) discuss spiritual care as: 

 Prayer 

 Coaching or leading the patient and family in spiritual issues, such as exploration of 
spiritual distress, praying, establishing or re-establishing a relationship with God. 

 Physical touch 

 Linking patient/family with spiritual resources, such as books, persons. 

 Respect for patients‟ beliefs. 

 Willingness to address spiritual needs promptly. 

 Open communictioan about spiritual issues to uncover existing spiritual needs: how 
they perceive a situation and the meaning they attach to this situation in order to 
uncover spiritual needs. 

 Dialoque about needs, prayer, healing. 
 
Rev D Johnston‟s notes on spiritual care tools echoes this description of spiritual care, and he 
adds that home/hospital visit, phone calls, cards/letters, sharing a meal, reading, music, and 
serving sacraments are also part of spiritual care. 
 
From reading through this information, I have learned that the FCN needs to be prepared and 
open to address spiritual issues, needs to be accepting and non-judgmental, and to be 
available to listen to the real spiritual needs behind the presenting health problems/needs. 
She needs to be able to assess and identify spiritual distress/needs, and be experienced and 
willing to provide spiritual care such as praying, touching, listening and accompanying the 
patient/family on their life journey – a great privilege and responsibility.  
 
I have received such spiritual care from spiritual leaders in my journey through life. I also see 
the opportunity to provide spiritual care to nursing students. Providing psychiatric/mental 
health care nursing also touches on spiritual care. I worked at an outpatient facility for 
psychiatric patients. An unkown person visited the clinic. He just sat in silence for a while after 
I‟ve invited him into my office. He seemed very relieved to have someone just „being with‟ 
him, and after a few minutes he thanked me for allowing him to be there. He told me that he 
had considered visiting the clinic for weeks, but up to then did not have the courage to do so. 
Without discussing what his needs are, he greeted me, very relieved, and went home. He did 



not attend the follow-up meeting we arranged, but I was amazed at how much meaning he 
attached to just „being there‟ with someone. 
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