Poetry as a bridge of love and solidarity in palliative care
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In his message for the World Day of the Sick this year, Pope Benedict XVI repeated his invitation “to create bridges of love and solidarity so that nobody feels alone but near to God and part of the great family of his children.” This got me thinking about what bridges of love and solidarity I might be able to create in my own clinical practice as a palliative care chaplain, especially for those patients who are at greatest risk for social isolation near the end of life. 

As Patrick Clary (2010), a palliative care physician in New England, reminds us, poetry and metaphors can connect us to the seriously ill, and such connection is a central determinant of healing at the end of life. 

One elderly palliative care patient I met a few months ago suggested that poetry was a prime spiritual strength for her. In response I supplied her with a variety of pens and paper to write her poems. After a few weeks went by without any evidence of her poetry, the team and I began to wonder if we had misunderstood her. This patient spoke only Spanish, and, even with a Spanish-speaking physiotherapist on our team, communication with her was extremely difficult. Only rarely would family members visit and be able to translate for us. 

And then the poetry began to tumble out of her. She began to compose dozens of poems that were very rich in metaphors and symbols. Her poetry was extraordinary in its evocative mystical language. 


Take, for example, these two poems she gave to me, “Mas Alla” and “La gran plegaria”: 

Mas Alla

Mas all del Silencio, la Armonia.

Mas alla de las Formas, la Presencia.

Mas alla de la Vida, la Existencia

Mas all de los Gozos, la Alegria.

Mas alla de la Fuerza, la Energia

Mas all de lo Puro, la Inocencia. 

Mas all de la Luz, la Transparencia

Mas alla, mas alla, siempre adelante.

Mas alla, en lo Absoluto, en lo distante,

Donde la llama se aparto del leno

A fulgir, por si misma, en la figura

De un Infinito, va sin amargura.

Y mas all de lo infinito, el Sueno.


Beyond Silence, Harmony


Beyond Forms, Presence


Beyond Life, Existence


Beyond Pleasure, Happiness.


Beyond Force, Energy.


Beyond Purity, Innocence


Beyond Light, Transparency


Beyond, beyond, always forth


Beyond, in the absolute, in what is distant

Where the flame departed from the wood 

O, to glow, by itself, in the figure, 

Of an infinite, now without bitterness

And beyond the infinite, the Dream.

La Gran Plegaria

El tiempo es hambre y el espacio es frio 

Orad, orad, que solo la plegaria

Puede saciar las ansias del vacio

El sueno es una roca solitaria

En donde el aguila del alma anida:

Sonad, sonad, entre la vida diaria. 

Time is hungry, and space is cold

Pray, pray, only prayer can satisfy the craving vacuum

The dream is a solitary rock upon which the eagle of my soul is nesting

Sound, sound, an everyday life

In addition to what deeper meanings poems and stories might hold for patients, sociologist Arthur Frank (2010) focuses also on what stories do—how they hail or call us into relationships, for example. In this way, my patient called me into a very special relationship with her across language worlds with her poetry. From her isolation, she created a bridge of love and solidarity with me that I was then able to communicate to the team via my unique role as a chaplain. This bridge raised her from anonymity to reveal to us one of the most extraordinary patients we have ever cared for.  
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