ask a practitioner

So what’s it really like to be a

Death Midwife?

What does a death midwife do?
A lot of people are familiar with a birth
midwife, who supports a client during
pregnancy, guides her through the
experience, and does follow-up care.
That’s exactly what a death midwife
does with respect to a person’s death.
I can have minimal or maximum
involvement. I do everything from
helping people get paperwork in place
to planning a home funeral. A lot of
people haven’t even had a conversation
with their loved ones about what death
looks like to them or how they want to
see it happen. Death is a coyote; it’s a
trickster. It does not always come at
the end of a long, well-lived life surrounded by those we love.
What kind of training do you receive?
People definitely need training and education about
(their) state’s laws, rules, and regulations. I say you need a
minimum of six months doing the actual work, lots of peer
support, and you need to be exposing yourself as much as
possible to end of life. They say the art of becoming is being.
Is there a process that you follow in your work?
Different people need different things from a death midwife. Some people just want to get paperwork together. Some
say, “I just want to know how to handle this grief.” Or they
just want to know if they can bring a body home.
To prepare for a home funeral, we can hang tapestries,
put out pictures, flowers, play soft music, and try to make
the room almost like a temple. It’s really beautiful, so sacred
and profound, and people come away truly moved. Kids
totally get it. They’re not afraid of death at all. Society’s
taught us to fear death as a ghoulish, freaky weirdness.
Death isn’t done like this anywhere else in the world,
where everybody shows up in public, in clothes you’re
not necessarily comfortable in. You have to contain your
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behavior because you’re in public. You can’t scream or cry.
You take a few days off from work, come back, and everything
should be better.
Is there a case that sticks with you?
I had a patient, a very elderly man with paper-fine skin. I
was instructing his family in how to bathe, bless, and anoint
his body; the wife starts going in and out of laughter, crying,
laughter, crying. I couldn’t figure out what was up with her.
She finally looked at me and said, “It’s been a year since I
could touch him without him screaming out in pain.” How
simple, and what a little thing. But so meaningful.
Can anyone have a home funeral?
Not every family makes a good fit. I have to assess the physicality of place, the logistics. There are details people don’t
think about. For example, I educate people about handling
dry ice, which is totally legal in all states for refrigerating the
human body.
I’ve heard your work also involves helping spirits
cross over?
I have definitely helped people cross over the threshold.
When we build a relationship, we get the chance to have
those conversations. The thing I’m more conscious of is not
holding someone back. But I’m also not always there when
someone crosses over. —Brittany Sh o ot
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