Catholic Spirituality and End of Life
The Catholic faith is part of the Christian religion
The Catholic Church is the largest single Christian denomination in Australia. Other Christian Churches
include Anglican (or Church of England), Orthodox, Baptist, Lutheran, Uniting and others. The Catholic
Church has particular religious rituals and practices that are important to people who are ageing or at the
end of their life.
Most Catholics would identify as “Roman” Catholic, but there are other different Catholic traditions or rites
which usually have a cultural affiliation – for example, Lebanese Catholics identify with the Maronite Catholic
rite with their own priest and Ukrainian Catholics identify with the Ukrainian Catholic rite with their own priest.

Not all people of Catholic faith will practice their faith in the same way
As with all faith traditions, there is diversity among people who identify as Catholic. When assessing the
spiritual needs of people who identify as Catholic, listen carefully for each unique story. Don’t assume,
always ask. Examples of questions you can ask or conversation prompts are:
I notice that you are part of the Catholic faith. Would you like to tell me about your faith? What is important to
you?
We have Catholic religious services here regularly, if you would like to come along and be involved you
would be very welcome. Just let me know.
The Catholic priest/pastoral practitioner/ pastoral volunteer visit here regularly, if you would like him/her/them
to call in when they are here, just let me know.

Many people of Catholic faith will appreciate contact with a Catholic Chaplain
The Catholic Chaplain to the community and the aged care home is usually the parish priest of the local
parish where the aged care service is located. Priests have a responsibility to pastorally support their
Catholic community and residents of aged care facilities, and enable the practices of the Church to be
available, particularly when people are facing death. Some Catholic parishes have parish pastoral ministers
who will visit local residential aged care homes. As with all volunteers, they require a current police check
before being able to undertake visits.

The Core Practices of the Catholic Church are called Sacraments
The Catholic Church holds seven Sacraments as central to its life and worship. A sacrament is a celebration
in which the faith community believes that God is present and active through the signs central to each
sacrament, giving life and hope to each member and to the community as a whole. While there are seven
sacraments (Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Matrimony, Holy Orders, Reconciliation and Anointing of the
Sick), the three most relevant sacraments you may be asked about are: Eucharist, Reconciliation and
Anointing of the Sick.

The Mass (also called Eucharist you-car-ist) is the most important form of worship
for Catholics
In residential aged care, where possible Mass should be scheduled with the priest at a time that does not
clash with other activities. It is best to discuss with the Catholic priest their requirements for celebrating Mass
especially if a chapel is not available. Staff should assist residents to attend Mass as needed. People at the
end of life may have difficulty attending Mass, but if it is possible and the resident would like to go, residents
should be assisted to do so.
Holy Communion refers to the consecrated bread (or wafer) and wine usually shared at Mass in which
Catholics believe to be the real presence of Jesus.
‘Special Ministers of the Eucharist’ (Extraordinary Ministers of the Eucharist) are Catholics from the local
parish or religious Sisters or Brothers or pastoral practitioner who have been specially trained and are given
the responsibility to take Holy Communion to people in their own homes or in aged care homes. For
residential aged care, it is best to let the resident know that a Special Minister of the Eucharist visits (if this is
the case) and to ask if they wish to be seen during these visits. Holy Communion in these circumstances is
usually just the consecrated bread.
Sacrament of Reconciliation (also known as “Penance” and “Confession”) is a very personal moment
in which a Catholic meets with the Catholic priest to receive God’s healing love and forgiveness for any
personal faults or failings (‘sins’). Residents/clients may request to participate in this sacrament, particularly
at the end of life and a Catholic priest will need to be called to administer this sacrament.
Sacrament of Anointing of the Sick (“Anointing” or some people may call it “Last Rites”) is for anyone
who is suffering from serious sickness, advanced age, frailty or prior to undergoing surgery. The Catholic
priest anoints the person with Holy Oil and prays with them that God will “save you and raise you up.” A
person does not have to be dying to receive this sacrament. Catholics believe that the sacrament of
Anointing offers those who are sick the spiritual strength for whatever lies ahead through the compassion
and prayers of the faith community.

Religious symbols
Religious symbols are used by many Catholics to support their faith and remind them of God’s love. Symbols
often used include a cross or crucifix, small statues of saints, a copy of the Bible, the Catholic Missal used at
Mass, rosary beads, a candle (usually battery operated candles are approved for use residential aged care)
and holy pictures. Some Catholics have particular devotions to Mary (the mother of Jesus) and Catholic
saints e.g. St Francis, St Teresa. At the end of life, these symbols may take on more significance and bring
comfort to the person.

When death is close
Check with the family if they would like the priest to be called. A resident (or a family member on their
behalf) may ask to receive the sacrament of Anointing (see above), and you need to call the Catholic
Chaplain. Depending on the person’s capacity, understanding and wishes, the priest may administer some
of the Catholic sacraments - Reconciliation, Anointing of the Sick, and Communion (known as Viaticum when
a person is dying). If a priest is not available, a pastoral practitioner or pastoral volunteer may pray with the
person and their family.
Check the Advance Care Plan if there are any expressed wishes around dying, and funeral arrangements.
When possible consult with the pastoral practitioner to ensure that the particular religious needs of Catholic
residents/patients are met.

For more resources and links to useful reading about Catholic Spirituality and End of Life, visit the Meaningful
Ageing website Member’s Zone.
With thanks to Michael Taylor, Mercy Health, and Catholic Health Australia for their assistance in preparing this
Consideration.
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