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Shiseikan (the View of Life-and-Death) and
Spirituality: from Case Studies of Hospital
Chaplaincy in Hawaii.

Yumi Furusawa

Chaplains are priests, ministers and other religious specialists who are
responsible for religious needs of people in prisons, hospitals, schools, or in the
armed forces. Chaplains who work in hospitals are called “hospital chaplains.”

Hospital chaplains have to be at patient’s deathbed, yet cannot treat patients
in the same manner as physicians or nurses. They take on roles such as
“counselors, social workers and (spiritual) coordinators” in hospitals.

There exists some scholarship about health care chaplaincy as a part of
medical care today in the United States. One prevalent viewpoint argues
that social changes in the past decades in the circumstances of people who
face sickness and death have affected the practice of chaplaincy. It has also
long been recognized that the emotional and spiritual care of patients,
families, staff is a very important corollary of medical care. Today in the
United States, hospital chaplains are recognized as specialists concerned
with the spiritual care of very ill patients.

The need for “spiritual care” for the sick exists beyond differences in
culture, society and religion around the world today. The most serious and
prominent need for spiritual care is that of patients who are suffering from
terminal illness and/or facing the fear of death in hospitals and/or hospices.
This need reflects the views of life and death among patients who have been
raised in various cultural backgrounds. From this viewpoint, I did
participatory observation in Hawaii as a hospital chaplain in the role of
caregiver in the context of spiritual care in hospitals. For the comparative
study of spiritual needs and spiritual care in hospitals between Japan and the
United States, I describe various forms of shiseikan and spirituality from
cases that I observed and exprienced in hospitals in Hawaii.
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