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Surely, in this world, there are as many ways of caring as there are people who care.  “Pastoral care” has a particular character: a focus on the spiritual dimension of healing, of health, and of well-being.  A pastoral caregiver, who is usually a minister or priest working in a church, hospital, prison, nursing home, hospice, or other institutional setting, is invited into an encounter with a careseeker who is sick or troubled, in need, in crisis, or caught up in one of those life-transitions that reshape our very being.  The caregiver is called upon to be fully present to the experience of the careseeker and, at the same time, to be as self-aware as possible, so that the caregiver’s own feelings, thoughts, hopes and fears do not intrude into the encounter and override the primary and essential focus on the careseeker.

This kind of presence and the self-awareness that it demands are not easy to come by; good pastoral caregivers are made, not born.  My sabbatical work this past fall included a unit of Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) – a graduate level course of clinical training in pastoral ministry.  In addition to about 350 hours spent on the floors of a busy hospital, I spent several hundred hours in reading, writing, and solitary and group reflection on the demands and the dynamics of pastoral care.  I was asked to write about the theological beliefs and assumptions that inform my own practice of pastoral care, so that I might be more aware of how my own experiences and beliefs influence how I think about what pastoral care is and what it requires of me.  Specifically, I was asked to: (quoting here)

· Identify and discuss those experiences and beliefs that speak to [me] concerning the meaning of pastoral care.

· Reflect on the relationship of pastoral care to human suffering.

· Discuss [my] assumptions concerning what [I] think providing pastoral care provides of me.

What follows is my own response to these prompts.  The paper was written and shared in an ecumenical, predominantly Christian context; my three colleagues and my supervisor are Pentecostal or non-denominational Christians.  Our work served a population that overwhelmingly reached out in Christian language and imagery; people who, faced with issues of life and death, cried out to be met in that language, that imagery.  With that information as context, I share my response with you so that you may know more about me, as I offer myself to you in the role of pastoral caregiver.

My pastoral theology is grounded in relationship.  I believe that human beings are, in and by our deepest nature, relational beings: we depend on relationships to survive, to grow and to thrive.  The first and simplest of relationships are the physical ones that connect infant and parent, and that link our bodies with sources of nourishment and stimulation in the world around us.  More complex relationships connect us with networks of other people.  Relationships more complex still connect us -with ideas, dreams, and stories; with our own inner selves – mind, heart and spirit.  I believe that it is in relationship, and most of all in loving relationship, that we experience and participate in divinity.  For the nature of the divine, too, is relational.  Some say God is Love.  Some say the essential nature of the Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit, or Creator, Sustainer and Redeemer – the essential nature is the inherent relationship among the elements.  I believe that it is in and through love that we know what it is possible for human beings to know of God in all God’s transcendent beauty and power, pain and healing, suffering and courage.

My image of divinity is that of a web of relationships connecting all of creation – all of existence – in a living, dynamic network.  These connections are resilient and flexible and strong; they support and enlarge every participant in the network.  This weblike image is a part of my Unitarian Universalist religious tradition, in which autonomous congregations associate together for mutual advice, support, and accountability.  Part of the covenant of association is a pledge to affirm and promote “the inherent worth and dignity of every person; justice, equity and compassion in human relations; acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our congregations; …[and]…respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.”  And the image of a web has echoes in the Jeweled Net of Indra in the Buddhist and perhaps also Hindu tradition, and in a similar image from process theology.  In this image, God does not weave the web, but rather God is the web: the network of connections that draw us out of isolation, out of self-sufficiency, into relationship, into fuller humanity.  This interconnectedness is divinity incarnate, and we human beings are co-creators and co-sustainers with God of a holy ordering that honors, enriches, and sustains us even as it call us to live our faith in every encounter.  This image of co-creation, which harkens back to Jesus’ work and life with the ordinary people of his time, invokes language from feminist and liberation theology.  And we need these theological and scriptural and experiential reminders, for it is so easy and so tempting to forget or to deny that, on the one hand we need, and on the other hand we deserve the presence and the comfort of God and one another in our lives.  For my part, what is religious is that which reminds me that I am connected to something larger than myself.

In my experience, it is in isolation, in the illusion (or, delusion) of self-sufficiency, in aloneness that we suffer.  The human body and the human spirit are resilient beyond belief.  I have seen this resilience in New Orleaneans rebuilding lives and houses and neighborhoods two years after Hurricane Katrina.  I have seen this resilience in my own adopted children, given up by their birth parents and reaching out to build new relationships and full lives with a new family.  I have seen this resilience in myself and in every member of this CPE Intern group, weathering and growing through the storms and tempests of life.  I have seen this resilience in patients, and in the families of patients, who rejoice in small successes even in the face of devastating diagnoses and difficult prognoses.  And in my experience, what these resilient people draw upon is the caring and companionship of other people, and faith in something larger: a pattern, a plan, a love, a God that holds and includes our own small story and weaves it into an unfolding story in which we can believe.

And so this is the work of pastoral care: to affirm and deepen the connection between one person and another, and in so doing to witness and honor the presence of divinity within and between and all around us.  Here in this plane of existence, God has no other hands than ours.  When someone is overcome by pain, our hands may reach out to soothe; when someone is blinded by anguish, our eyes may look calm and steady into theirs; when someone is overcome by pain, our voice may comfort.  This is the ministry of presence, and it may be the most sacred ministry we practice.

We listen to the stories, and in the telling, the storyteller comes to see the connections, comes to find the meaning, comes to know that their place in the story is integral and essential.  This ministry I have known from the inside.  In a time of great difficulty in my own life, when my husband lay paralyzed in a hospital, my good friend and colleague and mentor asked for and listened to my story, and then asked me “what keeps you going?” – one deepening question that stopped me in my tracks and brought the situation and my own life into new focus.   As pastoral caregivers we listen, we ask questions, we make observations, we make a space for storytelling and meaning-making.  This is the ministry of empathy, and it is certainly the most interesting and creative ministry we practice.

In our presence, in our listening and our empathy, we are communicating a saving message.  The message is simple: “you are seen, you are heard, you are not alone.”  This is the ministry of affirmation, and it may be the most powerful ministry we practice.  Once steadied by connection, by affirmation, then the careseeker can access what he or she knows about what he or she needs, and the work of the caregiver is to witness, to companion, to empower and encourage the careseeker on their journey towards healing, health and wholeness – all words that point to the theological concept of salvation.  In my theology, and in my Universalist tradition, all of us are loved, and all of us are saved.  We all strive toward healing, health and wholeness.  None of us can make that journey alone.  We may never reach our goal in this life; indeed, it may be that only in eternity will we be entirely whole.  We may be incomplete, but we are not broken, we may be still growing but we are still miraculous, and we are all, all worthy. 

This is what I believe, in my head and in my soul.  But in my heart there is another voice, more embodied, more fearful, less trusting – less faith-ful.  This voice is not content to trust the power of connection, the insight and the wisdom of the careseeker.  This voice struggles against a desire to soothe, to solve problems, to interpret the story, to resolve crises and difficulties.  I recognized this voice in a story told our text (Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach); the story of Zena, a student chaplain, who “continually nodded her head, making sounds to indicate that she was listening” and who found herself “trying to do all the relational holding of the careseeker with her voice, facial expression, and body language.  She was not trusting that God and [the woman with whom she was talking] were also participating in creating a holding environment.”  Zena “realized that her body language expressed formative beliefs about being self-reliant and not trusting anyone but herself to provide care.” (p. 43).

There is some merit in wanting to “do” as well as to be.  There are times when a drink of water, a warm blanket, a telephone call, an emergency loan or respite care can meet a real need of the body, can allay fear or relieve anxiety.  There are times when we can, appropriately, be the hands and the feet and the loving arms of God here and now.

But the danger in listening to this impatient voice is that I will impose my story, my solution, my reality on the careseeker’s.  The challenge is to know when I am hearing the voice of my own anxiety, harking back to times and places when I, too, trusted no one but myself to provide care.  The challenge is to listen not only to the careseeker, and not only to my anxiety, but also, always, to the still, small voice of the holy.

Perhaps there are two aspects to forgetting that we are a part of that interdependent web.  When we feel alone and powerless, then we are vulnerable to fear, despair, and suffering.  But when I feel alone and powerful – as though my hands, my ears, my wisdom are essential, even sufficient, then I fail to honor the sacred web that holds me in right relationship with the holy.  Surely this is the sin of pride.  Surely this is why every religious tradition cautions against the ego, and teaches us restraint and humility, and awe.

In a sermon that I preached to my [this] congregation on the last Sunday before I began this sabbatical, and this CPE program, I shared with them the experience of standing on the threshold of a hospital room, not knowing what I would encounter.  I told them that, in earlier experiences of CPE and volunteer hospital chaplaincy, I had learned that if I paid attention, I would hear what I needed to know, and know what I needed to do.  Now I will add another element to my practice of pausing on the threshold: a moment of prayer that reminds me that I am only one part of the sacred web, that my own vision and power and wisdom are limited and fallible, and that this conversation is not about me, it is about the careseeker and about the Spirit of Life and Love, of Healing, Health and Wholeness.  

A friend and colleague who was raised in the Catholic Church and ordained in the American Baptist tradition tells me that for her, Jesus is “God with skin on,” a source of comfort and support and connection in times of weakness or trouble.  The web is not such a comforting, human image of divinity, and I frequently find myself addressing God with human attributes: hands to hold me or us, ears to hear me or us, love to nurture and support me or us.  And still, I wrap myself in the web when I am lonely, cold, or fearful.

And so my prayers may combine both images, as I learn to calm my anxiety and to empty myself of pride and mistrust, so that I may be present, empathetic, and affirming.  For anxiety, mistrust and pride will pull me into myself.  And preoccupation with myself will block my ability to be present, to be fully in contact with the other person and with the holy as it is present within and between us.  Rather, as a part of the web, I can support and hold open a channel, a conduit, a strand in the web along which the Spirit may move.  I imagine that, to the extent that I can do this, I will be both humbled and amazed.

My reflection ended here.  But the practice – of calm and presence, of trust and openness, of sacred connection – the practice is ongoing.  In this congregation, we embody a web of caring that connects and embraces and enlarges ourselves and one another; a web of connection that may, indeed, heal.  Think doctor, and minister, and magician – and friends.

Take a moment now, in silence, to affirm the caring that you seek, and the caring that you give.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Blessed be and amen.

