
Creating your

Sensory 
Sanctuary



Imagine 
a time you felt 
truly alive. 

 

What 

do you 

taste?

What do 
you smell?

What do you see?
What do you 
feel through 
your senses?

 



What do 

you hear?

Why senses? 
Why now?
Many people experience 
changes, suffering, and pain, 
at the end of their lives. As a 
caretaker, it can be hard to 
witness this pain.  

But there is a way to help. 

People at the end of life 
have increased sensitivity to 
their senses. These senses 
are linked, deep in their 
unconscious to memories 
that they are grappling 
with. They can also, when 
activated,  welcome new 
experiences that may help to 
distract them from their pain. 

The details of the immediate 
environment have the power 
to alleviate suffering and 
bring life to a dying person.

 

What are you 
touching?



Find inspiration. 
Activate your senses + 
Listen to the stories. 
Discover new ideas +
Make your own. 
Share them with 
loved ones. 

You can this book to create your 
own sanctuary with a loved one. 

Remember that if something 
negative comes up, try to 
acknowledge their emotion and 
change the perspective. 
Don’t try to fix things. 



“This wallpaper 
and I are fighting 
a duel to the 
death. Either it 
goes or I do.”

- Oscar Wilde 
    (on his deathbed ) 



Find 
inspiration. 

Singing Bowls

At our retreat, we have Tibetan 
singing bowls where you ring the bell.  
Depending on what the bowl is made 
out of, that and the its size, will make 
different sounds.  

A woman I met had a collection of 
bowls made of crystal and they made 
the most ethereally beautiful notes. 
She performed a number of songs 
that she had written because she 
had been singing them to her mother 
when she was dying.  And they were 
just so moving and so beautiful and 
she said she made this incredible 
connection with her mother when they 
couldn’t talk but she could sing to her 
and do that. And that’s so perfect, 
and it was perfect for her mother. Of 
course it would work for some people 
and not for others.  

Aine Ni Cheallaigh, Zen Center for 
Contemplative Care



I had a woman in the 
hospital just this last week 
that was in neurological 
ICU 8 months pregnant, 
and evidently hadn’t 
been taking her seizure 
medicine right. And so 
she had a terrible seizure. 
She presented as though 
she had had a stroke.  
She was scared to death 
about her baby, she was 
so frantic.  

And so because there 
was a baby focus, I sang 
lullabies, and I tried to 
breathe with her to slow 
her 

breathing down. Because 
they had brought a heart 
monitor for the baby into 
the room, which seemed 
to calm her at first 
because she could hear 
the baby’s heartbeat. But 
then when she’d get upset, 
the baby would also go 
into greater stress.

So I kind of worked with 
that. But I just got called 
to the room, I didn’t know 
anything about her. I just 
tried to do what I thought 
would work at the time.  

Doen Daggy, Zen Center 
for Contemplative Care

Lullabies



Sand

I had this family that brought 
a little bit of sand from the 
favorite beach of the patient 
that couldn’t go there and a 
picture of the beach, to bring 
the beach to the patient.  I had 
another patient that brought 
a little water from the Ganges 
river and had that, you know, to 
tie in the religious aspects of the 
person is also very important.

Fernando Kawai, MD, FACP, Program 
Director Hospice and Palliative Medicine 
Fellowship at New York Presbyterian 
Hospital

“All our 
knowledge 
begins with 
the senses.”
- Immanuel 
  Kant
 



A Photograph

Photographs are extremely 
important. They are just so 
powerful in remembering, and 
especially in hospice, it’s really 
important for people to have 
photographs of themselves 
when they were younger, or 
of the things that they did, or 
even the photographs that they 
took. One guy took an amazing 
picture, oh my god it was so 
beautiful. 

 His son had blown it up for 
him and framed it.  I mean 
he had said before that he 
liked photography but then 
he pointed at this picture and 
I could see that, woah, he was 
really good. These are the kinds 
of things that people can bring 
in their lives so powerfully into 
the moment.  And even for 
them to see for themselves as 
reminders of who they are.

Aine Ni Cheallaigh, Zen Center for 
Contemplative Care



Get into a relatively 
comfortable position.  
Perhaps you’d like to sit on 
the floor, lie flat on your 
bed, or be propped up by 
a pillow.

Now close your eyes and 
put a soft, dark cloth over 
them.  Take 5 long, deep, 
slow breaths.

Ambient Sounds

What do you hear?  
What are the sounds that are 
near?  What are the sounds 
that are further away?  
Which are the natural sounds 
and which are the ones 
created by technology?
What sounds have been 
especially comforting 
throughout your life?  

What did it sound like to 
wake up in the morning in 
your house during childhood/
adolescence/adulthood?  

What did it sound like when 
you went to bed?

Sound: 
Activate+
Listen



Voices

Whose voices do you remember?  
Were there any voices that were 
especially resonant for you?  
What did your father’s voice sound 
like?  
What was your mother’s voice like?  
How about your children?  
Your pets’?

Do you enjoy poetry?  Would you 
like your caregiver to find some that 
might be comforting to listen to?

Music

What kinds of music do you like?  
Where there any experiences that 
you had growing up with a song 
that was especially powerful?  Was 
that music purely instrumental or 
accompanied by vocals?  Could you 
access that song now?

What are some songs that remind 
you of childhood?  Which songs 
remind you of adulthood?  
What kinds of memories do those 
songs bring back?  
Try to listen to them again if 
possible.  



Sound:
Discover +
Customize

Create a playlist together. 

Use noise cancelling 
“silent” headphones. 

Would you like white noise 
or natural ambient sound 
recordings?

Sing to your loved one or 
play a musical instrument. 

Record a song, and play it 
for them to listen to. 

Read to them. If you can’t 
be there, record. 



Record sounds at home 
and bring them in for 
the person to hear. 

Instead of friends and 
family sending text 
messages, request 
that they send voice or 
sound messages

Check out Threshold 
Choir. 

Did any ideas 
spark for you? 

Record them on the wishlist to 
keep and share or write them 
down here. 



Sit back be quiet.  Close 
your eyes and take 5 deep, 
slow breaths.  

Now look around you.  
What are the different col-
ors you see?  How do the 
colors change the mood of 
the room that you’re in?  

Objects 

Now focus on different objects that 
may have significance.  
Maybe there’s a picture or an 
image or a plant that brings 
feelings of comfort.  
Is there anything missing that you’d 
like to bring into the room?  

Light 

What is the light like? 
How does it fill the space?  
How would you describe the 
shadows created by the sources of 
light?  
What are the shapes of the room 
itself and how do they change the 
mood?
How does the natural light change 
through the day?

Sight: 
Activate+
Listen



People

Look at your loved one’s face. 
What emotions do you see? 
Are they signs of pain? 
Happiness? 
Love? 

What did they look like a few 
years ago?  
How might they look a few 
years in the future?  

Do you have any photos you’d 
like to look at together?  
Pay particular attention to the 
spaces that you were in when 
those photos were taken.  
What did it feel like to be 
there?

Places

What are other places that 
you’ve been in your life that 
hold significance?  
What did your childhood home 
feel like?  
What do you remember about 
the moments or spaces that 
you’ve travelled or been in? 



Sight:
Discover +
Customize

Bring in art from your loved 
one’s home or find some that 
they like

Put a light, colored scarf over a 
harsh light to fill the room with 
color

Bring in a crystal that can 
refract the natural light when it 
enters the window

Perhaps they prefer dull light. 

Find films that the person may 
want to watch. 

Ask loved ones to take pictures 
and send them to your loved 
one



Do guided exercises with 
eyes closed/covered to 
bring your loved one back 
into their favorite places

Bring some of your loved 
one’s favorite objects close 
so that they can see the 
details. They might see 
something you do not. 

Remember that preferences 
may change from day to 
day. 

Did any ideas 
spark for you? 

Record them on the wishlist to 
keep and share or write them 
down here. 



Get into a relatively com-
fortable position.  Perhaps 
you’d like to sit on the 
floor, lie flat on your bed, 
or be propped up by a pil-
low.  Open your window if 
possible.  

Close your eyes and place 
a soft dark cloth over 
them.  Take 5 long, slow, 
deep breaths.

When you smell something, it is a 
powerful reminder of a moment in 
the past.  Perhaps you’ve smelled 
something familiar before but 
weren’t quite able to place it at a 
particular moment in your mem-
ory.  Sometimes you may have 
smelled something and a flood of 
memories came rushing back.

Air 

Now breathe in the fresh air.  Per-
haps it feels cool and fresh in your 
nostrils.  Or maybe it is hot and 
sticky and full
of outdoor odors.  Maybe it feels 
clean or maybe it feels dirty.  What 
are the different smells that you 
can detect in that air?

Smell: 
Activate+
Listen



To the caregiver

Some people may have 
particular distastes for smells 
because of medications or 
therapies.  Be sure to keep the 
air as clean as possible.

Aromatherapies that you 
may want to incorporate 
with essential oil diffusers or 
vaporizers are:

• Eucalyptus: respiratory issues
• Peppermint: pain & mental clarity
• Frankincense & myrrh: terminally ill 

patients
• Lavender: one of the biggest triggers 

of childhood memories, treat anxiety 
& sleep problems

• Cinnamon: cancer
• Rose: childhood memories
• Ginger: nausea
• Sweet marjoram: pain reduction

Aromas

Think about a particular 
fragrance that you enjoy.  
Perhaps it’s a cologne or 
perfume that you or a loved one 
wears.  

What does thinking about that 
smell remind you of?  
What kind of fragrance would 
you like to be remembered by?

Now remember a smell that 
reminds you of childhood--
maybe it’s the smell of food or 
a particular season outdoors.  
What kinds of memories bubble 
up while focusing on that smell?



Smell:
Discover +
Customize

Some people may have 
particular distastes for smells 
because of medications or 
therapies.  Be sure to keep the 
air as clean as possible.

Bring food that your loved one 
likes, even if it is only for the 
smell and a small taste

Bring colognes or perfumes 
that came up through the 
reflection. Instead of directly 
spraying the scent, spray it 
on a blanket or another cloth 
object.



Bring in different kinds 
of teas

Infuse an object 
(pillow, stuffed animal, 
etc.) with a smell:  

Boil it and put the cloth 
object in it’s vapor

Did any ideas 
spark for you? 

Record them on the wishlist to 
keep and share or write them 
down here. 



Get into a relatively com-
fortable position.  Perhaps 
you’d like to sit on the 
floor, lie flat on your bed, 
or be propped up by a 
pillow.

Close your eyes and place 
a soft, dark cloth over 
them.  Take 5 long, slow, 
deep breaths.

Touch is such an important 
part of who we are as living 
beings.  We use touch to ex-
press our different emotional 
states.  What is touching you 
at this moment?  How does 
it feel against your skin?  Is 
there something that you’d 
like to feel there in its place?  

Textures 

What is touching you at this 
moment?  How does it feel 
against your skin?  Is there 
something that you’d like to 
feel there in its place?  

What have you touched in 
your life?  What are some 
warm touches, cold ones, 
rough or soft touches.

Touch: 
Activate+
Listen



Intimate Moments

How does a kiss feel?  What 
was your first kiss like?  
When was the last time you 
were kissed?  Do you have 
any other kisses that you 
remember that were of im-
portance?  Who kissed you 
regularly?  Who did you 
only kiss once?

What other kinds of sexual 
experiences have you had?  
What was one of the most 
important sexual experi-
ences of your life?  Who 
was it with?  How were you 
touched and how did you 
connect with that person?  
Was it awkward?  Natu-
ral?  Intimate?  Passionate?  
Why was it special?

People + Pets

Who are the people who 
have touched you over your 
life?  How did those close to 
you show you through touch 
that they loved you?  Perhaps 
they weren’t able to tell you in 
words, but the feeling came 
apparent through touch.

Do you remember what it felt 
like to hug your mother?  Your 
father?  Your siblings?  What 
about any pets that you may 
have now or had growing up?  
What was their touch like and 
how did it make you feel?  How 
is each person’s touch a little 
different from the others?



Touch:
Discover +
Customize

Be careful to respect the 
loved one’s space and 
consent.  Be sure to ask 
what they prefer. 

What are different 
textures and touches that 
you both enjoy?

Bring in favorite sweater, 
pair of socks, t-shirt, or 
other article of clothing 
that feels like home. 

Bring in familiar blanket or 
comforter and/or pillow. 

Apply lotion. 
Play with their hair
Hug and hold them. 



Bring in natural 
elements that may be 
meaningful, like 
sand 
grass 
rocks 
fruit

Apply pressure to their 
back or give a massage 
(as soft or hard as they 
please)

Put a hot water bottle 
on an area of their body 
or a cold washcloth over 
their eyes. 

Did any ideas 
spark for you? 

Record them on the wishlist to 
keep and share or write them 
down here. 



Get into a relatively com-
fortable position.  Perhaps 
you’d like to sit on the 
floor, lie flat on your bed, 
or be propped up by a 
pillow.  

Take 5 long, slow, deep 
breaths.

Objects, symbols, and words are powerful 
parts of our lives.  We live each day with 
these things that we might not even notice 
or pay particular attention to, but they are 
an important part of who we are.  They 
represent how we come to know ourselves.

Objects 

What are some objects that you keep in 
your personal space? Why have you kept 
them and why are they important?  Is it 
practical? emotional? Spiritual? 

What is your most precious object?  What 
is an object that might not be with you 
anymore but was important to you at 
other times in your life?  What was your 
most important object growing up?  In 
adolescence?  In adulthood?  

Hold, or imagine that you are holding one 
of these objects.  How does it feel? What 
does it look like?  Do you remember the 
moment when it entered your life?  

Self: 
Activate+
Listen



Words 

Words, written and spoken, 
give form to our thoughts and 
name the things that we live 
with everyday.  Words are the 
way in which we are able to 
communicate with others.  

What were the words that came 
into your life that held particular 
importance?  

Who said them?  Was there any 
bit of advice or sayings that have 
been passed down in your family 
for generations?   

Are there any words that you 
would like to record now, either 
by speaking or by writing?  

Are there any words that you 
would like to read or be read to 
you?

If you’d like and are able, draw the 
object.  If not, perhaps ask someone 
else to draw it for you.

Symbols 

Symbols might stand for something 
intangible or be the essence of a num-
ber of intangible things.  

Maybe there are symbols from your 
life that represented groups that you 
belonged to or places that you went.  

Perhaps there were symbols that rep-
resented who you are or were.  What 
are some symbols that have been im-
portant to you over the course of your 
life?  

Did you create those symbols or did 
they exist for a long time?  

Did they exist before you were born?  
Who will use these symbols after you 
die?



Bring objects from your loved 
one’s favorite home space. 

If there is something that 
comes up from the past that 
isn’t immediately accessible, 
try to find something similar

a lamp from their 
reading area
childhood toys
coloring books 
paper and paint
religious objects 
from now or from 
their past

clothes
jewelry
helmuts
curtains 
trophies 
letters
books

Self:
Discover +
Customize



Think about poetry or 
songs with lyrics that 
may relate to your loved 
one or from their past  

When in conversation, 
allow your loved one 
to be the driver. Be 
present and accepting 
and acknowledge their 
feelings.

Did any ideas 
spark for you? 

Record them on the wishlist to 
keep and share or write them 
down here. 



Share 
new stories 
and ideas
with other
concerned 
loved ones

If there are other family 
members who would like to 
contribute to this space, start 
a conversation with them. 

Show them the ideas you 
created with your loved one.
Maybe they can help you 
bring these ideas to life. 

Now that you hold the power 
to tell new stories about your 
loved one, note these stories 
that came up and spread 
them. 

Their memories live on 
through you! 



What avenues could you 
used to share these new 
stories and ideas?  




