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Praise for Felicity Warner and The Soul Midwives’ Handbook

‘A guide to help people prepare for death just as they might for a birth – and achieve a peaceful end to their lives.’

YOU MAGAZINE

‘A gift for bringing comfort and peace to those who are about to pass away.’

DAILY EXPRESS

‘Offers guidance and practical advice on how to offer support and care to those on the final journey.’

YOGA AND HEALTH MAGAZINE

‘In this moving book, Felicity has encapsulated the wisdom of the ages into practical examples of how to be with the dying; how to honour and hold that sacred space for everyone as they prepare to make the journey that we all must take.’

ANITA MOORJANI, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF DYING TO BE ME

‘End of life is an extraordinary opportunity for a profound experience of love, care and compassion. This requires mindfulness and insight. It also needs a practical understanding of the care that soothes and eases the transition. Felicity Warner is our most experienced practitioner and educator in this field. Her book is a treasure chest of wonderful and inspiring advice that will benefit everyone as they approach end of life.’

DR WILLIAM BLOOM, AUTHOR OF THE POWER OF MODERN SPIRITUALITY

 ‘It is wonderful that Felicity Warner’s Soul Midwives now have a handbook for practical use. As vigiling reclaims its rightful place at the bedside, The Soul Midwives’ Handbook emerges as a useful and timely tool for those who are called to this sacred work.’

MEGORY ANDERSON, PHD, AUTHOR OF SACRED DYING

‘The work of Felicity Warner and the Soul Midwives is absolutely crucial for those of us who believe that death is one of the most important moments of our life. By providing loving and gentle support, Felicity and the Soul Midwives support people to have the death that they want. What could be more important?’

JON UNDERWOOD, PIONEER OF THE DEATH CAFE MOVEMENT

‘Soul Midwives make it their mission to help the dying pass away with dignity and in peace.’

SUNDAY EXPRESS

‘The woman who wants to make dying more dignified.’

WOMAN’S WEEKLY

‘Felicity Warner has changed so many people’s perception of death and dying through her work as a Soul Midwife. The Soul Midwives’ Handbook is an essential companion for anyone who is facing the death of someone they love, so they can be present in the best way they can. I cannot put into words the relief I feel knowing that there are people who have trained with Felicity as Soul Midwives who are willing to sit with me as my life draws to a close. I don’t know of a gift greater than this.’

SUE BRAYNE AUTHOR OF LIVING FULLY, DYING CONSCIOUSLY

 ‘Well, don’t they do fantastic work? Not just for the dying, but for those left behind.’

BRIAN BLESSED, ACTOR

‘The concept of “being there” for someone at the end of life is central to the Soul Midwife and I applaud the role for this concept.’

CANCER NURSING PRACTICE

‘Felicity Warner's visionary work in founding the Soul Midwives’ movement has transformed the way we approach death and dying, creating a global community rooted in compassion and understanding. Her unwavering dedication to honouring the sacredness of life’s transitions has empowered countless individuals to provide heartfelt support to those at the end of their journey. Through her leadership, Felicity has cultivated a space where both practitioners and those they serve can find solace, connection and healing. By championing the philosophy of Soul Midwifery, she has not only changed lives but has also fostered a deeper appreciation for the beauty and significance of the dying process.’

TARRON ESTES, FOUNDER OF THE CONSCIOUS DYING INSTITUTE
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Preface
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When the first edition of The Soul Midwives’ Handbook was published 12 years ago, Soul Midwives and end-of-life doulas were still relatively new concepts in end-of-life care. While revising the book for this new edition, it’s been exciting to look back and see how far we’ve come in opening hearts and minds to realize the importance of a good death.

Soul Midwives and death doulas are now frequently found working alongside clinicians as part of a fully integrated team, recognized and valued for the skills they offer.

And while some Soul Midwives have salaried roles within hospitals, hospices and care homes, many play important parts in compassionate local community schemes, supporting people in their own homes.

You’ll find Soul Midwives running Death Cafes, advising in medical centres, health hubs and libraries, and speaking widely at conferences and events. Wherever there are dying people, there are Soul Midwives and end-of-life doulas, too.

Since I first wrote this book, there has been a huge shift in the public perception of how we ought to care for those edging towards end of life. This is partly due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, when thousands of people all over the world died in hospitals and care homes, isolated from their loved ones, attended to by exhausted staff dressed in hazmat suits and face masks.

One of the lasting truths we took away from this crisis was the importance of a comforting presence in our final days and hours, to guide us through the unknown journey towards death.

The pandemic was a brutal teacher, forcing us to grapple with the fragility of life. It exposed the stark reality of dying alone, amongst strangers and away from home. But on a positive note, this harrowing experience ignited a collective awakening and desire for change – a recognition that human warmth, kindness and empathy are essential components of a good death.

We all manage death differently, and there are as many versions of a good death as there are people on the planet, though generally most people welcome tenderness, presence and a compassionate person to sit with them at the end of life. This is why Soul Midwifery, with its emphasis on emotional, spiritual and practical support, is now central to a holistic approach to dying. Our work creates a gentle and therapeutic bridge between clinical and holistic care.

In 2017, I was named End of Life Care Champion by the UK’s National Council for Palliative Care, and the Soul Midwives’ movement was praised for our visionary, pioneering work and for the quality of ‘love’ that we bring to the bedside of the dying. Winning this award was a watershed moment in our development and created stronger links with hospitals, hospices and care homes, enabling us to widen our vision.

As the demand for our work grows, so too will the need for inspiring end-of-life education, including our own offerings at the Soul Midwives’ School. These programmes will ensure that Soul Midwives and end-of-life doulas are equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills to meet the evolving needs of an ageing population, and this handbook has become an essential guide in this work.

In the Introduction, my futuristic description of a death doula robot – speaking a recorded script to a dying woman in a sterile hospital room – aims to demonstrate how important human touch is as we die, but now seems eerily prescient in the light of COVID-19. It just goes to show that we never know what’s around the corner.

As I often say to my students, if we can help just one person at the end of their life to feel loved and heard, we have made a difference. If we can help five or 10 people, or more, we are helping to change the world. I hope this book provides you with knowledge and confidence wherever you might find yourself supporting someone at the end of life.

Blessings,

Felicity Warner

West Dorset, 2025




Introduction
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A middle-aged woman is curled up in a foetal position on a mattress on the floor. She doesn’t look up and is clearly very close to death. One of her skeletal arms is wired up to an electronic device which is plugged in beside her.

A doctor in a pristine white coat crouches down to check her vital signs before signing a form confirming that death is imminent.

Checking that there’s no more to be done, he quietly fiddles with some knobs and dials and sets the machines. A panel of lights comes on with a hiss of whirring dials. Without looking at the woman again, the doctor sets the volume control and leaves the room, shutting the door quietly behind him.

The LED lights up and displays the words ‘Detecting end of life’.

A second later, the machine switches on and a robotic arm begins to stroke the dying woman’s arm. Back and forth it caresses her and then an automated voice message starts:


I am the Last Moment Robot. I am here to help you and guide you through your last moment on Earth. I am sorry that your family and friends can’t be with you right now, but don’t be afraid. I am here to comfort you. You are not alone, you are with me. Your family and friends love you very much; they will remember you after you are gone.



Is this a chilling glimpse of palliative care in the near future?

Luckily not! It is an art installation called ‘Last Moment Hospital’ created by Dan Chen, an American artist, designer and engineer. It’s designed to shock; it hits you in the heart and makes you think deeply about intimacy and how we care for the dying.

The robot strokes the dying woman, trying to comfort her while its staccato electronic voice personalizes the recorded message with her name.

Dan Chen explains that his installation reveals the cruelty of life and the lack of human support and social connections that some people experience:


It also makes viewers think about the placebo effects of comfort… Is it better to have a robot talking to you as you die, or nothing at all? Ultimately, what is intimacy without humanity?



Approximately 100,000 people die every day, but how many of us have thought about how we would like to die? In the West, death happens mostly in hospitals, care homes and hospices. And, sadly, most of us are terrified by the thought of it.

The majority of people simply choose not to think about death until it literally stares them in the face. According to the UK organization Dying Matters:


Just 13% of adults say they’ve let a close friend or family member know where they want to be when they die (rising to only 15% among over 55s); fewer than one in 10 (8%) have put in place medical and/or emotional support for the end of their lives (dropping to 6% among over-55s); just three in 10 (31%) adults know how to make arrangements to ensure they die in the place they would wish to; and only one in five (20%) adults believe they will be able to control where they are at the end of life.*



Moreover, every year a fifth of NHS spend is on end-of-life care – one third of people in hospital beds are in the final year of their lives, and a third of them have conditions that medicine cannot help.*

What of those who have considered their own death? According to a report published by The Choice in End of Life Care Programme Board, most people would prefer to die at home.** Yet half of us will die in hospital or in a care home.

Happily, the tide is slowly turning. Many more people are talking openly about death, thinking about their own mortality and exploring the options facing them – determining to make it a better experience, not just for themselves but also for the loved ones left behind. More people are requesting to die at home, with their families around them, just as people did in times past. Soul Midwives are there to ease this journey.

A Soul Midwife is the very opposite of a dying-room robot. Our bedside care is tender, personal and very human. Instead of robots for the dying, we will find Soul Midwives in every hospice, hospital and care home within the next few years. Already you’ll find them in many care settings, as well as working with people dying at home. Although Soul Midwives have esoteric knowledge of certain aspects of dying, they are also practical and down-to-earth and work alongside medical teams. There are Soul Midwives who specialize in working with children, with people with learning disabilities, those with Alzheimer’s or other mental health problems, or in just about every situation you can imagine.

There have, of course, always been people who have sat with the dying. Traditionally, Soul Midwifery (although it didn’t have the name then) was a sacred service passed to adepts by their masters through outer and inner teachings based on an oral tradition. The techniques were practised by only the very highest initiates once they had proved their dedication to others and their self-mastery. This handbook draws on these ancient traditions and shares the outer teachings, with small references to the deeper levels of the work.

My own quest for knowledge has led me to wise elders, holy men and women, nuns, priests, musicians, healers, artists and celebrants. I have scoured every religion, from Buddhism to Islam, Paganism and various forms of Christianity, absorbing the wisdom of their traditions. I believe that many of the rituals and holistic practices observed for thousands of years by Indigenous groups to nurture and soothe the dying hold clues to helping us all to die well.

Above all, however, being a Soul Midwife is based on deep soul friendship. This is why I have given the name ‘friend’ to the people we serve.

I have sought the permission of the friends whose stories I tell here, except where so much detail has been changed that the subject cannot be identified. The intimacy of these stories contains a profound quality of truth which has proved time and again to me that death isn’t the end, just the closing of one chapter of the soul and the beginning of a new one.

[image: ]

This book is also the story of my own journey in unscrambling the lost knowledge of Soul Midwifery and fine-tuning it to provide a practical resource for today’s modern healthcare.

My work began over 35 years ago. At the time I was a health journalist covering hard-nosed clinical and surgical procedures in hi-tech hospital medicine. I was writing a series of in-depth articles about what it was like to die young. Several young women in the final stages of breast cancer offered to tell me how it was for them. Over time, as their health deteriorated, I got to know them all on a very deep level. Their experiences, which I describe in detail in my previous book, A Safe Journey Home, amazed and also saddened me. Their understanding of death and dying shone a light on their hopes and fears, but also on other people’s reactions and projections. From them I learned the practical difficulties of being ill and also the extreme spiritual challenges.

Although none of these women would have termed themselves spiritual in any way, each experienced a complex existential unfolding which brought with it profound spiritual insights. I watched them all adapt and grow into a deeper aspect of themselves. They became truly wise women, speaking their truth in a very liberated way as they journeyed out of life.

Working with these sharp, sassy, fearless women was an exciting time. I had no experience of offering spiritual companionship as such, but it seemed to develop as we swam together, exploring new territory which was characterized by deeply soulful exchanges. They told me how it really felt to be dying, and what they were experiencing underneath the surface. They wanted their deaths to be significant and inspiring. And they were – these women were the trendsetters for a new way of thinking.

After sharing their experiences and all the miraculous – and harrowing – events that came with them, I felt as if I had come home to myself and was involved in work that I had somehow done before. I began volunteering at a local hospice and sitting with others close to death.

It is now many years since I began working with the dying, but I’ll never forget the first time that I held a young woman’s hand as she slipped away. She’d been restless and terrified, and had no family or friends to comfort her. I had been asked to sit with her, as she was agitated and constantly crying out. All I could think was, What would her mother do if she was here? So I found her hand and told her that I would stay with her. She stopped crying and turned and looked at me, and I began to sing.

A warm cloak pulled in around us and I could feel her fear begin to ebb away. She knew she was dying and that there was no turning back, but her body – and soul – knew what to do. Feeling safe with someone holding her hand, she surrendered and grew calmer. Despite the pain and anxiety, there was also a feeling that all was well. And it was. She died very peacefully a few hours later.

Her death, an initiation for both of us, showed me how miraculous and rich a good death could be.

Gradually I began to see a pattern in the deaths around me. There were definite stages covering physical, emotional and spiritual shifts. I could see that on a very primal level there was a common experience of dying that was somehow being missed or overlooked in the busy medical context. I became curious to learn more.

One day, sitting and feeling rather spare and useless, I had a lightbulb moment and intuited (perhaps romantically) that there must once have been a body of knowledge, or an archaic system, that was the key to supporting, at a soul level, someone who was dying.

Suddenly, things began to fall into place. The clues were everywhere: in traditional and Indigenous societies, in the great Eastern religions, in medical traditions… There were many different practices – both simple and complicated – to respect the act of dying as a sacred time.

I began writing about my experiences and talking to anyone who would listen, and then people started finding me – doctors, priests, nurses, social workers, therapists and, most importantly, ordinary people with no special skills other than experience of life.

I learned some important lessons that totally altered my understanding of death:


	Death is an illusion. The body dies, but the soul does not.

	There is survival of consciousness.

	Death is a process involving mind, body and soul.

	A good death is a wonder. It is a healing experience for everyone involved – something to be celebrated.

	Dying is a process of shedding and releasing: each shift enables a different set of experiences to be resolved.

	We expect pain, fear and sadness amongst the dying, but there can also be a strong sense of the soul blossoming, a quickening and transformation, and a divine sense of grace.

	There is a divine rhythm to the whole dying process.

	When we make friends with death we are shown how to truly live.



Somehow, strangely, modern Western medicine had no concept of this.

Gradually, I became more confident at the bedside – sometimes offering gentle hand massage or simple healing, sometimes playing soothing music, but mainly just listening and being fully present.

After a few visits, the dying person often appeared to cheer up and feel a bit better. Was it that the atmosphere around them had changed? At that time I didn’t know much about energy medicine, but companionship, listening, holding hands and a little bit of singing seemed to work wonders. Something seemed to shift and the gloom would lift.

These interludes were brief, like bursts of sunshine in winter, but they raised the spirits and often gave my dying friends enough energy to see visitors or make important phone calls. I received many texts asking for ‘top-ups’, as my friends felt stronger and lighter after a visit.

But always, as death approached, their focus would shift from wanting to keep going as normal to needing a cocoon so that they could focus on their inner worlds. As time passed, they would enter a different, more serene space.

I made these visits in my spare time, often feeling quite overwhelmed afterwards by the intensity of the experience and the privilege of being able to help. And I wasn’t only helping the dying person – families, as I gradually got to know them, would ask me to be there to support them as well.

One day someone called me at home and asked to speak to the ‘Soul Midwife’. It was the first time my work had been given a name, and somehow it stuck.

I have now trained many Soul Midwives, both women and men, who have taken the work far and wide in Europe, America, New Zealand, Australia and Canada, working in hospices and care homes and people’s homes and at the heart of the community. These very special practitioners are devoted to easing the pain of others. They have extended my original vision, transforming it into something larger and braver than I would ever have dared to envisage by myself.

If you would like to be part of this new way of working with the dying, this handbook will guide you. In opening up your heart to the care of the dying you will be making a powerful change, not only to your own life but also to the lives of those for whom you care. Your journey will be incredible – hard at times, but always imbued with a sense of the miraculous.

__________________

* www.hospiceuk.org/latest-from-hospice-uk/thousands-dying-every-year-without-wishes-being-met-survey-reveals [Accessed 14 January 2025]

* Thomas, M. (2021), ‘End-of-life care in the age of integrated systems’, GGI: www.good-governance.org.uk/publications/insights/end-of-life-care-in-the-age-of-integrated-systems [Accessed 15 January 2025]

** The Choice in End of Life Care Programme Board (2015), ‘What’s important to me: A review of choice in end of life care’: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/407244/CHOICE_REVIEW_FINAL_for_web.pdf [Accessed 14 January 2025]




PART I
 The Tradition of Soul Midwifery

‘Death is but a doorway to a new life.

We live today. We shall live again.

In many forms we shall return to this Earth.’

ANCIENT EGYPTIAN PROVERB




CHAPTER 1
 Ancient Secrets and Sacred Rites
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‘Gently, gently… breathing, softly, in, gently, gently…

“You are doing so well,” she whispers, “so, so well.”

She sings to me… a tune my mother sang…

I am wrapped, held safe with her love.

She leads me to the sea of my heart.

The boat is waiting.

We sail together… to the far horizon.

“What can you see?” she asks.

“What can you see?”

Then she takes my hand

and I fall asleep.’

FELICITY WARNER

Although the title ‘Soul Midwife’ or ‘end-of-life doula’ is modern, the role we offer is as ancient as humankind. As a tribe, we have always known how to sit with the dying and soften the final hours. It has always been the work of Soul Midwives to ease the pain, to soothe the wound, to calm the breath, to feel the pulse, to keep the soul warm, to feed the hearth with sticks and logs. To sing the songs that ask the ancestors to guide the spirit of the dying one home. To pray and bless and wash the body, close the eyes, blend the oils, mix the herbs, stew the tea, calm the dog, protect the loved ones. To honour and release the bones, and wrap them in binding cloths to sleep in the soft dark earth. It is only in the last 60 years or so that we have lost touch with these skills, as dying people have been taken away to die in hospitals, hospices and care homes rather than in their own beds or in the heart of the home by the warming fire.

The art of dying well used to be taught widely. It was regarded as an important life skill in many civilizations – Egypt, Tibet, India and throughout Europe into the Middle Ages. The instructions, or ars moriendi (the art of dying), consisted of prayers and reflections, spiritual practices and, in some traditions, bodywork such as yoga and specific breathing techniques, and were designed to guide initiates through their dying in the hope of peaceful refuge in the afterlife. Many of my ideas and inspirations have been collected and adapted from a variety of sources that draw on these ancient traditions, including Indigenous communities, folk medicine, shamanic practice and the inner mystery traditions of several of the world’s great religions.

There are countless stories of early Soul Midwifery. In ancient Hebrew, Sumerian and Egyptian times, priestesses were trained in music, healing arts and high magic, using chant, sacred dance and healing herbs. These wise women carried great wisdom and knowledge, which was often viewed as a threat. During the 4th century CE, the Roman Emperor Constantine and the Council of Nicaea eventually decreed that women would be banned from speaking or singing in church, and gradually the healing traditions of women across the Mediterranean and Europe were forced underground.

Only scattered remnants of these traditions are left today, as very little was written down. The inner secrets of transition were carefully guarded, as knowledge without wisdom can be dangerous



	The first mystery is to be found in human consciousness. It is something we already know in our bones and in our collective memory. The path to remembering has to be intuited, however, and can arise only when an individual has begun deep inner questioning. This knowingness ripens on the inner planes and is not dependent on any outside teaching or being revealed by a master.

	The second mystery is that practising in accordance with the secret and its wisdom has to be righteous, morally lawful and in accordance with the rules of the cosmos and universal principles.

	Thirdly, it must be ‘pleasant beyond measure’. The secret and its wisdom must be life-enhancing, and above the pleasures and limits of earthly existence.






Traditions


The Egyptians





	The power of myth

	The use of symbols (for anointing, and as energy symbols such as those we see in modern Reiki)

	The use of anointing oils

	Energy techniques

	Initiations for mastery of the physical body



The Hathors






	How to work with sound, vibration and resonance

	How to spin the energy field

	The power of the human voice



Myrrhophores







	The esoteric science of working with sacred oils and energy to prepare people for transition

	How to work with the lightbody to rebalance the spirit and soul



The Essenes









	How to work with love, respect and humility

	How to create compassionate communities

	How to heal with hands and voices

	Advanced healing methods

	The importance of diet, cleanliness and spiritual practice for physical and spiritual wellbeing



Tibetan Buddhists









	The meaning of life/impermanence/suffering

	The cosmology of the soul

	The states of consciousness after death



The Shamanic Traditions






	How to support and make whole the soul of a friend

	How to work with people who are unconscious in the form of merging and journeying

	How to call in the ancestors to assist with transition



Celtic Traditions







	Vigiling

	Music

	Poetry

	Laments

	Keening

	Herbal medicine

	Myths

	The importance of working with beauty and the soul



Curanderismo






	That the divine is the healing force, not us

	The importance of treating the whole person – mind, body and soul

	The recognition that physical illness has its root in soul ‘dis-ease’

	That most diseases occur as a result of other people’s connection to us

	The value of combining healing with massage and ritual

	The importance of storytelling

	How to work with the help of our ancestors





The Soul Midwives’ Lineage





Mary Magdalene


Angels


Brigit


Healer/Teacher Figures


Hecate


Holy Men and Women


Morganna le Fay


The Northern Lights


Peter Pan


[image: ] LEARNING FROM SACRED TRADITIONS [image: ]




	Visit museums and study ancient sacred paintings.

	Explore other faiths to see how they support the dying.

	Talk to the elders in your community and ask them for their memories.




SUMMARY



	Since the dawn of humanity, people have been caring for the dying and easing their transition.

	Only remnants of these ancient traditions have come down to us today, but we can benefit from their wisdom.

	Soul Midwifery is a modern, soul-based way of raising awareness of gentle dying methods and bringing compassionate loving care where it is needed.

	Soul Midwifery has now found its place: sitting side by side with modern medicine.

	People from all walks of life and of all ages are welcome to join the growing number of people practising Soul Midwifery (although if you wish to offer your services as a professional, fee-earning Soul Midwife, you will need to be properly trained, insured and mentored).

	An affinity with a certain tradition or archetype can be a clue to gifts, skills and potential ways of working.

	The love and care that we can give at the end of life are among the most precious gifts we can share with one another.
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