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Abstract

In this letter to the editor, the authors tell their personal experience in the fight
against Coronavirus pandemic and call for more spirituality needed to battle in the
COVID-19 emergency. They commemorate the story of many Italian priests who
have died in this tragedy and claim that spiritual skills for healthcare workers are
especially important in a disaster scenario like this COVID 19 pandemic, to relieve
stress and psychic sufferance of the same healthcare professionals as well as of
patients and their families.
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Dear Editor in Chief,

I live in Milan, Lombardy, the most affected Italian region by the current COVID
19 pandemic, and work as an official medical doctor for the Italian State Police. My
wife is an emergency physician employed in one of the oldest hospitals in the centre
of Milan. We live with two lovely sons, Luca and Francesca, aged 12 and 9. I and
my wife are being both engaged in this health emergency, though in two different
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battlefields. We are both catholic and, in this extraordinary time, we are moving for-
ward with faith and spiritual resilience by remembering that “Lord is our strength
and shield” (Psalm 28:7).! In Italy, many of us are infected, and, as of April 10,
2020, 105 medical doctors and 28 nursed have died. But today, inspired by your edi-
torial (Hart 2020), we would like to commemorate the many Italian priests who have
died in this tragedy. They worked tirelessly and without personal protective equip-
ments to give spiritual assistance not only to the suffering people, but also to our
patients and their families as well as to our colleagues, who are now called ‘“health-
care soldiers” in the global war against this viral threat. During the First World War,
chaplains were assigned to military units, acting as a form of moral support. During
times of battle, especially before a known offensive, they went to the front to offer
final blessings and last rites to departing soldiers, known in our Catholic form as
General Absolution. During battle, they remained at the hospital awaiting the immi-
nent arrival of new casualties (Houlihan 2015). In the last weeks, in Bergamo, Lom-
bardy, bodies of the deceased have had to be taken to other Italian cities by military
trucks because there were too many to cremate (Mares 2020). Moreover, an emer-
gency national law banned civil and religious ceremonies, including funerals, to pre-
vent the spread of the virus (Larnaud 2020). However, officials have allowed priests
to say a prayer at burials attended by just a few of the bereaved (Larnaud 2020).
Unfortunately, an estimated 60 priests in Italy have died to date for the Coronavirus
pandemic (Mares 2020), and 16 of them were just resident in the hard-hit Bergamo
Diocese, which reported many more hospitalized priests (Cairns 2020). Newspapers
report that, at Treviglio Hospital, in agreement with the Bergamo church authorities,
nurses and doctors have been instructed by hospital’s manager to give the blessing to
those who want it and to those who are dying, due to the shortage of hospital chap-
lains.? This story has deeply touched our feelings. Thus, it has happened to one of
the authors of this letter, to give blessings during the medical assistance of COVID-
19 patients who were dying without their loved ones. That was shocking for us, but
led us to a new and deeper understanding of our job. As shown in literature, good
physicians should possess sufficient pastoral skills and, though there are differences
given by the different role, e.g. physicians are not in the position to provide religious
absolution, spirituality has been already recognized as an essential part in certain
medical fields like the palliative care (Pink et al. 2007). Now, we argue that spir-
itual skills for healthcare workers are even more important in a disaster scenario
like this COVID 19 pandemic, to relieve stress and psychic sufferance of the same
healthcare professionals as well as of patients and their families. For this reason,
spiritual skills should be recognized as “core” skills for healthcare professionals and
be implemented in all medical curricula. In this “war scenario” in which some of us
get infected by COVID 19 and received advance respiratory support, we witnessed

! Psalm 28:7. Retrieved from: https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+28%3A7&versi
on=KJV.

2 Coronavirus: Bergamo nurses give patients final blessing as 13 priests die. 21 March 2020. Retrieved
from: https://www.wantedinmilan.com/news/coronavirus-bergamo-nurses-give-patients-final-blessing-as-
13-priests-die.html.
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several religious conversions among our colleagues, which is probably the better sci-
entific evidence that the closer you are to death, the more you come closer to spiritu-
ality; for a believer the best proof that the life-giving and invigorating power of the
Holy Spirit does work better near the sufferance and the death. When all this is over,
probably we won’t be able to continue our job as before, because we and all those
involved in the healthcare process will have learned an important lesson of prayer
and spirituality from the Coronavirus pandemic.
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