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PROLOGUE 

The image of a well is a familiar concept in both Hebrew and Christian scripture. Jacob’s 

well at Haran provided a refreshing drink for the flocks that passed by it (Gen 29:2-1 D. 

At this same well, Jesus offers to the Samaritan woman, water to drink that will become 

in her a spring gushing up to eternal life (Jn 4:7-15). A well is seen as having life-giving 

power. 

Putting together this project report has been compared to constructing a well and 

watching that well eventually spring forth living water, life-giving power for all who 

drink from it. I really have never constructed a well, but I can imagine the steps that 

might go into building one. Thus the chapter headings of this report reflect that process. 

The Introduction, Searching for the Right Conditions, provides a searching out and a 

statement of the project. In Chapter I, Designing the Structure, the proposal for the 

project is developed. Chapter II, Utilizing the Wisdom of Others, is an account of the 

group reflection processes, an essential component to the success of any project. Chapter 

II, Digging Deeper to Find Water, analyzes and interprets the knowledge gained in the 

implementation process. In Chapter IV, Witnessing the Water Spring Forth, an analysis 

and interpretation of the participants’ evaluation is given. And finally Chapter V, 

Savoring the Life-giving Water, is a summary and personal theological reflection on the 

entire project.  



INTRODUCTION 

Searching for the Right Conditions 

Every new construction project begins with a search for specific conditions that enable 

the project to realize its goal. In the construction of a well one needs to search for such 

things as proper timing and choice of a place to build. If there is no water available, the 

time to construct the well is urgent. Determining the place of the well would be 

dependent upon a potential safe water source as well as the availability of resources 

needed to construct the well. 

This same searching is necessary to begin any project. The following questions need to 

be searched out. Is the project timely and is there a need for it? Are the conditions there 

to put the project in place? If so, the project will have the potential to realize its goal. 

The realization of this pastoral project, Developing and Implementing a Retreat for 

Parish Nurses/Parish Health Ministers, came into being because the right conditions had 

been searched out. The time was right and there were resources available. 

A retreat provides not only an opportunity for spiritual renewal of individuals, but also 

prepares them to be more effective ministers in the Church. As the preliminary planning 

for the project took place, the idea of a retreat at the beginning of the New Year and the  



beginning of a new millennium was born. And for many of those invited to the retreat, it 

was the beginning of a new ministry. The prayer chosen for the retreat opening 

expressed well the need for the Spirit’s guidance in new beginnings. Although the source 

of the prayer is not known, I take the liberty to include an adapted version of it here. 

Prayer for the Opening of Retreat 

O God, in the dawn of creation you breathed your spirit into the dust of the earth 

and brought into being the glory of our life. 

We have grown to this day, using your many gifts in the cause 

of human progress and knowledge. 

As this day begins, we beg for the power of your spirit to breathe upon us once again. 

Add your holy wisdom to our learning. Never let us use the gift of learning 

to take away the gift of life that is yours alone to give. 

Give us wisdom in our time, Holy One! 

May we find you in the retreat we are about this day. 

O God of the journey, who says we have a future full of hope, 

be with us this day. Grace our every effort and inspire us to think clearly 

and to be given the gift of discernment to know the new places the 

Spirit may be calling us. We pray in the name of Jesus, our brother and your Son. Amen 

The next step in the construction of a well is designing its structure. The following 

chapter will elaborate on the blueprint for the project, the development of the proposal.  



CHAPTER] 

Designing the Structure 

Every new structure needs a blueprint, that is, a plan or design that will guide those who 

do the construction work to build it according to specified details and standards. In 

designing the well, such things as size, depth, and materials to be used, need to be 

considered in order for the completed well to serve its purpose of providing water that is 

safe for use. 

Any new project also requires a plan and design, so that its goals and objectives can be 

realized. Designing a proposal for a project, however, does not stop with the question, “Is 

the project timely. ” The why and the how to, also need to be addressed if the project will 

respond to a real need or concern. 

This pastoral project, Developing and Implementing a Retreat for Parish Nurses/Parish 

Health Ministers, grew out of a concern that nurses and other health ministers may not 

adequately be prepared for beginning a new ministry in the Church. The analysis of need 

and the cultural aspects surrounding this concern will be identified. 

Definition of Pastoral Concern 

“Jesus preached the good news of the kingdom and healed all who were sick” (Matt 

4:23). These words from Matthew’s gospel provide a biblical basis for a parish health 

ministry program. Parish-based health ministry is becoming one of the fastest growing  



ministries today. (1) Committed to providing holistic health care, volunteer or 

compensated parish nurses/parish health ministers combine their professional knowledge 

and skills with a spiritual perspective to promote health and wellness of the whole person 

within the congregation. 

As a new form of ministry within the Church, parish health ministry needs to develop 

into a competent, well-established and recognized means of bringing Christ’s healing to 

those who suffer in body, mind and spirit. If indeed this new ministry is to be recognized 

in the Church, those who engage in it should have not only professional competency, but 

have an adequate formation in theology and pastoral care. The call to ministry may be 

there through Baptism, but a lack of preparation may prevent the minister from fulfilling 

this ministry according to the Church’s identification of what ministry is and who is 

qualified to be a minister today. 

Since Vatican Council II, which recognized the role of the laity as sharing in the salvific 

mission of the Church, lay ministry in the Church has grown considerably. (2) This 

growth has contributed to increased discussion on what lay ministry is, who is called to 

minister and preparation for the lay minister. (1) The U.S. Bishops’ 1995 statement, 

Called and Gifted for the New Millennium, indicated that lay ministry has taken on many 

forms. These forms range from the professionally prepared women and men who offer 

their talents and charism to service in the Church to the numerous others who serve in 

soup kitchens, shelters, form others in the faith, and work in health care institutions. 

Those who serve in these ministries further the mission of Church. They believe  



themselves called by God to their ministries, and that it is the parish priest who often 

assists them in discerning a call to minister (3). 

Discerning a call to minister is essential in order to determine if one is simply responding 

to the mandate of Christian service, or to a true call to ministry. Although no formal 

processes are in place for the discernment of a call to minister, some basic elements are 

there. The call or vocation, giftedness, competence, and the needs to be addressed, are 

predominant ones. (4) 

Adequate knowledge and skill in pastoral theology and spirituality is essential for a lay 

minister to reach that competency required to carry out the mission of the Church 

effectively. (5) In 1995, the Bishops stressed the importance of lay ministers being 

adequately prepared and promised to find ways in which this might happen. This same 

concern was addressed by the Bishops in 1997. In addition to formal degree programs 

for those serving in lay ministry in the Church, numerous nondegree and certificate 

programs have emerged to provide opportunities for persons to become competent lay 

ministers. 

Current training programs for parish nurses and parish health ministers address the 

importance of being both professionally prepared and spiritually grounded, but do not 

provide adequate opportunity for those persons entering this new form of ministry to 

reflect on what this means to them personally. The majority of nurses have lived out their 

Baptismal calling in roles of service in their parishes and respond to this call to minister 

without a basic knowledge of what a call to ministry really means.  



Response to the Pastoral Concern 

In light of the current status of theological and pastoral formation for parish health 

ministers within the local area, this project will offer them a means of being introduced to 

topics that are needed and relevant to serve as ministers in the Church today. 

The project consists of planning and implementing a retreat for parish nurses/parish 

health ministers. The design for the project has four stages. First of all, a planning 

committee composed of parish health ministers and other persons with knowledge and 

skills in theology and retreat work, will meet to plan components of the retreat. Second, 

a pre-retreat assessment will be sent to those who register for the pattot in order to obtain 

some baseline data which will determine participants’ level of familiarity with material to 

be presented and which will be compared with the evaluation at the end of the retreat. 

Third, the retreat will be conducted for a group of parish nurse/parish health ministers 

from Catholic parishes in the area. Finally, an evaluation will be given to the participants 

at the end of the retreat. This evaluation will look not only at the value of the retreat in 

terms of meeting the goals, but will also provide direction for future theological and/or 

pastoral formation for parish health ministers. 

The goal of the retreat is to enable parish nurses and parish health ministers to reflect on 

some of the spiritual aspects of what it means to be called to minister in the Church 

today.  



Four specific objectives are identified as a means to carrying out this goal: 

. to find meaning in the call to ministry and to explore the special gifts that one 

brings to the ministry of healing. 

. to reflect on one’s personal spirituality, what it is, and how one arrives at it. 

. to become aware of and comfortable with different forms of prayer as means 

of nourishing one’s spiritual life. 

. to discover through theological reflection a spirituality of caring as a path to 

ministry in the Church. 

The time table for implementation is: 

. Begin planning committee work in mid-November 

. Distribute and send out retreat brochures (see appendix A) in early January with 

deadline for registration on January 15 

. Send out confirmation letters and pre-retreat assessment forms (see appendix B) 

on January 22 

. Conduct retreat on January 29 

. Complete first draft of project report and submit to course professor by end of 

February 

. Final paper to be submitted in mid-March  



An evaluation form (see appendix C) will be given to the participants at the end of the 

retreat. It will include restated questions found on the pre-retreat assessment form in 

order to ascertain if the participants gained a better understanding and applicability of the 

content presented by the speakers. Information regarding topics for on-going formation 

programs will also be asked of the participants as well as questions regarding what they 

liked best and what they liked least about the retreat. Obtaining this information will be 

helpful for future planning. 

Once a plan or design is developed, individuals competent in advising the construction 

team are needed to help put the project into place. Chapter II will examine the group 

theological reflection that went into the planning and implementation stages. 

CHAPTER II 

Utilizing the Wisdom of Others 

Building a structure requires the thought and ideas of many persons whose individual 

knowledge and skills help to bring the structure to a reality. Advance planning and 

consultation with others are an essential part of the construction process. In the building 

of a well, continual communication between architects, mason workers, and water 

purification specialists is crucial. 

This same sharing of ideas with others is necessary for any project to get off the ground. 

No one person has all the wisdom and all the ideas to bring a project to the fulfillment of  



its purpose. And when the project is of a spiritual nature, the planning and 

implementation process should be done in an atmosphere of prayer and reflection. 

Reflection during the Planning Stage 

Jesus chose his disciples that were to labor with him in carrying out his mission (Matt 

4:18-19; Mk 1:16-20; Lk 5:1-9, 27-28; Jn 1:35-51). Scripture doesn’t tell us why he 

chose those he did choose, but we do know that they came from a variety of professions 

and skilled labors. We can assume that each one would bring to the ministry certain 

qualities and qualifications that enhanced the work of Jesus. 

The first step in the planning stage was the choice of committee members who would 

each bring with them their own particular spirituality, knowledge and skills to the 

planning process. The members of the committee included: two hospital chaplains, one 

with retreat planning experience, and the other with a background in spirituality; a parish 

nurse, who would be able to critique the retreat in terms of need, usefulness and 

practicality of details; and a director of pastoral care with expertise in conducting lay 

retreats. The choice of committee members and what they brought to the planning 

process was an important element in the prayerful reflection that occurred. 

An atmosphere of prayer and reflection characterized the planning stage. A formal 

theological reflection method was not used, but the contribution of the members to the 

process indicated that God was indeed in the midst of the planning. The committee met  



three times prior to the retreat. Each session was preceded by a prayer, asking the Spirit 

to guide the planning process. 

Some pre-planning ideas were shared with the committee for reflection during the first 

session. These included the tentative goal and the tentative objectives of the retreat. The 

tentative goal of the retreat, fo enable parish nurses and parish health ministers to reflect 

on what it means to be called to minister in the Church today, was questioned by the 

planning committee to ascertain if the need for the retreat had been explored. Both the 

project director and the parish nurse had undergone a parish nurse foundation course. 

They indicated that a retreat would be a helpful means to enhance the foundation course 

which offered some presentations on it, but did not provide a time for personal reflection. 

Having been assured that the goal of the retreat would meet the spiritual needs of the 

parish nurses/parish health ministers, the committee agreed to the goal and then 

proceeded to reflect on the tentative objectives and suggest possible presenters who 

would be able to meet these objectives. In prayerful reflection names were suggested for 

consideration. The Spirit was indeed guiding the discernment of possible presenters as 

their strengths and weaknesses were examined and reflected upon. Potential presenters 

emerged that had deep spiritual backgrounds, experience in the topics they would present 

and a strong interest in sharing their professional expertise and spirituality with others. 

A second meeting of the committee, also done in prayerful reflection, looked at the more 

practical aspects of the retreat. Choosing a date, reflecting on a place that provided a 

quiet and informal atmosphere, determining a schedule, meals, cost, etc. were the topics 

reflected upon during this second session. The content of the brochure and the persons to 
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invite also were considered. While the topics did not lend themselves to spiritual 

reflection, there was an awareness that God was present, for the purpose of the meeting 

was to continue with plans for a retreat, a God-centered activity. 

During the third and final planning meeting, participants presented to the committee, an 

outline of what they were going to present and any activity that would flow from the 

presentation of the topic. As the presenters shared the content of their presentation, it was 

apparent that the experience of the retreat would be a prayerful and grace-filled 

opportunity for those who participated in it. The committee expressed gratitude for 

having been invited to be part of the planning and implementation process. 

God was indeed present through all of the planning process. Theological themes which 

emerged included: the personal holiness of those chosen to serve on the planning 

committee and the desire to share their God-given gifts with others; the importance of 

prayer to guide the planning process; the use of discernment in determining potential 

presenters; and the gratitude to God for being part of the planning and implementation 

process. 

Theological Reflection during the Implementation Process 

Theological reflection with the retreat participants took place following the fourth 

presentation. The topic of the presentation was on the spirituality of caring which looked 

at various definitions of caring, how one learns to care and the nature of caring as a 

sacred relationship between the one who cares and the one who is a recipient of care. (1) 
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The presentation also included an overview of the Tripolar Model of Theological 

Reflection as developed by Evelyn and James Whitehead. This model looks at scripture 

and tradition, culture, and experience to find meaning in what one does that lead to 

decisions that reflect God’s saving work. A Story of Caring (see appendix D) was 

presented to the participants for reflection along with a reflection sheet (see appendix E) 

with questions about each dimension of the Tripolar Model. The retreatants were asked 

to read the story and identify the dimensions of scripture and tradition, culture and 

experience as found in the story. Working in two groups of three (the facilitator joined 

one group) for about thirty minutes, the groups came together for large group sharing. In 

addition to the facilitator, only one other participant indicated that she had any prior 

experience in doing theological reflection. The large group sharing revealed that the 

reflection in small groups was found to be a beneficial means of finding God in the story 

and in their own lives. The following are some thoughts that were revealed during the 

reflection process. 

Scripture and Tradition 

Similarities in scripture and in the Story of Caring were found. In Hebrew scripture, 

Isaiah 43, God’s love for Israel is depicted. This passage was seen as expressive of the 

relationship of love based on faith between the nurse and the patient in the caring story. 

In Christian Scripture, the story of the Good Samaritan (Lk 30-37) was also likened to the 

Story of Caring. Like the Samaritan in the gospel story, the nurse took the time to care 

and did not pass by the opportunity of showing respect and compassion. Another gospel 

story which acknowledges Jesus respect for the dignity of the human person, was the 
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story of the woman at the well (Jn 4:7-15). The nurse in the caring story recognized in 

this woman, who appeared regressed and elderly, the dignity of the human person made 

in the image and likeness of God. Her caring behavior brought new life to this woman. 

The numerous healing stories of Jesus in the gospel revealed Jesus really cared for 

people. He always willed by his actions and behavior what was best for people and 

helped them to realize their full potential for life. 

Caring is about relationships, especially, the relationship between the one who cares and 

the one who is cared for. The commandments of the Church teach us to care, for each of 

them is about relationships - relationship with God and relationships with others. As 

members of the Church we were taught to care by following in the footsteps of Jesus who 

had a caring relationship with all persons. The Church concerns itself, not only with 

spiritual matters, but ministers to the whole person, body, mind and spirit. A number of 

caring groups within parishes reach out to those in need. 

Culture 

Present day culture has taught us fo care and not to care. Both negative and positive 

factors influence our caring attitudes and behavior. 

Individualism in society today has made us seek and act for what we can get out of life, 

rather than as a concern for others. People are too busy today, they don’t take the time to 

care. There is a risk to caring and many persons are afraid to take that risk.  



Despite these negative influences to caring, a number of positive ones also emerged. The 

Hispanic and Afro and Asian-American cultures have taught us the importance of caring 

for elderly members of their families. They are respected for the wisdom they can offer 

to younger generations. There is a trend today in the helping professions to return to 

restoring caring relationships that have been supplanted with technology. - And more and 

more persons are turning to spirituality as a basis for guiding a person’s behavior which 

can reverse the trend of not caring. 

Experience 

Caring was seen as a way of life. The participants learned to care from their parents who 

taught them to care and from the positive caring relationships they had with others. 

Having been the recipients of care and concern by others, they learned to be caring 

individuals for others who needed their care. 

The major theological theme that emerged during this theological reflection process on 

caring was that of revelation. Caring was seen as a sacred relationship between two 

persons during which the one cared for and the one who cares enters into a relationship 

with God. Both the person who is cared for and the caregiver come to a greater 

realization of God’s love for them. 

A secondary theological theme that emerged is that caring was seen as a response to the 

call of ministry. The retreatants after the reflection process came to a realization that  



through caring they become instruments of bringing God’s love to others and thus 

continue the mission of Jesus in the Church today. 

This theological reflection process was new to the majority of participants. They 

indicated that it was a very helpful experience in identifying the presence of God in what 

they do and giving meaning to their life and their ministry. 

Reflecting with others brings a new dimension to carrying out a project. The next chapter 

will look at the learning that took place during the implementation process. 

CHAPTER III 

Digging Deeper to Find Water 

In constructing a well, it is necessary to dig deep enough to find water. At some levels, 

the digging may be easier, but at times, there may be obstacles along the way, such as 

rocks or tree roots that interfere with the digging process. Analyzing the construction 

process is important to the completion of the well, and provides helpful information for 

future construction. 

What is learned during the implementation process of any project is crucial to the success 

of future projects. What was learned during the implementation of Developing and 

Implementing a Retreat for Parish Nurses/Parish Health Ministers could have a 
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significant impact not only on future retreat planning, but also on other ministry 

formation projects. 

Synthesis, Analysis and Interpretations of Learning 

Obvious throughout the implementation process was the verification that careful planning 

of details prior to the retreat was an essential component to the success of the retreat. 

Attention to such things as identifying a date, developing a time frame, finding an 

appropriate location, choosing topics and selecting presenters, all contributed to the 

meaningfulness of the retreat for those who chose to take advantage of this opportunity. 

Although only five persons participated in the retreat, the immersion of these persons into 

the retreat process was a learning experience. Each one of the participants felt called to 

take time away to get into touch with their spiritual selves. Their eagerness to learn more 

and be open to the Spirit in their lives was manifested by their active participation in the 

sharing that took place. One member of the group was a young mother, two were 

middle-aged, and two were retired persons. Learning for these persons was not limited 

by age or experience. The group was comfortable in the presence of one another and an 

openness of learning from one another’s experiences was apparent to the facilitator. 

As sharing took place, learning took place as well. What was learned from this retreat 

was that everyone’s thoughts and experiences are important means of witnessing God’s 

revelation. The wisdom of God was speaking through everyone present, not just through 

those who made presentations.  



The opportunity to share was not only an opportunity of listening to God speak, but it 

was also an opportunity to form community, to have a means of coming together with 

those who share common values and a common purpose. In addition to the sharing that 

took place, common prayers and participating in a meal together provided an opportunity 

to form bonds of community. And at the sending ceremony at the end of the retreat, each 

participant drew the name of another participant which would serve as her prayer partner 

in her ministry. 

Another learning experience was the recognition that it is important to build into the 

retreat experience, ministry to the total person - body, mind and spirit. In forming others 

to be ministers, it is important to integrate components that recognize the spiritual, 

mental, psychological, and physical aspects of human persons. The retreat as 

experienced included all the elements to make this retreat a holistic experience. The 

components of the retreat - presentations which appealed to mental stimulation, common 

prayer, quiet reflection, centering prayer, group sharing, theological reflection, 

comfortable surroundings, opportunities to get to know one another better, food for the 

body — were integrated to do this. 

When learning has taken place and the project has been experienced as a joyful 

encounter, the fruits of the retreat can be witnessed. The next chapter will look at how 

the participants in the retreat viewed their experience and what it meant to them.  



CHAPTER IV 

Witnessing the Water Spring Forth 

In the construction of a well the first sign of water springing forth is an absolute thrill for 

the well digger. The well at last becomes a source of life for all who come to draw its 

water. 

And so it is when a project embarked upon yields fruit. The evaluations given to the 

participants at the conclusion of the retreat gave evidence that the retreat was both a 

spiritual and learning experience for them. The retreat had indeed brought forth life- 

giving water. 

A brief synthesis of the participants’ responses to the evaluation questions revealed some 

helpful information for analysis and interpretation. The responses to each question will 

be synthesized and then analyzed and interpreted. 

Synthesis, Analysis and Interpretation of Responses 

Question 1 

Having heard the presentation and reflected on the call to ministry and the gifts you bring 

to ministry, 

a) Do you have a better understanding of what ministry means for you 

personally? 

Saint Mary-of-the-WWoods  



b) How do you see your special gifts being used in new and creative ways? 

Regarding part a) of the question, all the participants felt that the presentation and 

reflection on the topic of ministry and gifts helped them to come to a better understanding 

of what this has meant to them personally. One of the participants indicated that she felt 

called, but was hesitant to take the initiative. The presentation reinforced her calling and 

gave her the courage to take more initiative in following that call. Another participant 

indicated an identification of need as a determinant factor in the call, but did not elaborate 

on this in a personal way. The other participants simply answered yes to the question, but 

did not qualify their response in any way. 

In part b), the question which asked how they see their gifts being used in new and 

creative ways, one participant responded, “by being more open and aware of situations 

that require my assistance,” and another “to enlist new people with fresh ideas...” The 

other participants did not respond to this part of the question. The responses seemed 

somwhat ambigious and did not really respond to the intent of the question. 

In analyzing and interpreting the responses, several meanings emerge. First, of all the 

presentation did offer new material to the participants. The response to pre-retreat 

assessment question on call to ministry and the gifts one brings to the ministry indicated 

that the participants had some notions of what the call to ministry meant, and the gifts 

they brought to that ministry, but their responses for the most part indicated that they 

understand ministry and gifts in terms of an obligation to do Christian service rather than 

a response to a call from God. The presentation offered to them a new way of thinking of 
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ministry and new challenges. Their responses, or lack of qualitative responses indicated 

that perhaps the seed has been planted and needs to be reinforced in future renewal and 

reflection days that are offered. The follower of Jesus is also a learner according to the 

Whiteheads. Transformation takes place when gospel values gradually shape love and 

commitment. (1) 

A second meaning to the ambiguous responses emerged. The wording of part a) of the 

question could have been directed to a response that required more than a yes or no 

answer. A rewording of the question to read “What does the call to ministry now mean 0 

you personally?” might have yielded a response that indicated their notion of call to 

ministry has been enhanced or better understood. A better wording of the question in part 

b) might also have yielded a clearer answer. It might have been reworded to read, « In 

what ways do you now see your special gifts being used in the ministry of healing?” 

Question 2 

Having heard the presentation and reflected on what spirituality is, have you come to an 

understanding of your own unique spirituality? 

The participants’ responses again indicated that they had some notion of what spirituality 

1s and what it meant for them personally. One responded that yes, she had come to an 

understanding of her own spirituality, and indicated that it was “a relationship with God.” 

Another also, indicated yes and stated that it “incorporates my family, upbringing and 

current learning process of theology, scripture, prayer, etc.” A third participant stated 

that she came to an understanding “she has to look hard at herself and try to become less 

: 
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critical.” Two participants did not complete this question. In the pre-retreat assessment, 

each of the participants indicated that spirituality was a relationship with God, which was 

basically the same response given by the participants in the evaluation. 

What do these responses reveal about the participants understanding of their own unique 

spirituality? The responses indicated that the participants acquired only a partial 

understanding of what spirituality is. Spirituality is a difficult concept to define or 

explain. The definition given to the retreatants during the presentation encompassed 

spirituality as “a way of being that comes through a transcendental dimension 

characterized by certain identifiable values in regard to self, others, nature, life and 

whatever one considers to be ultimate” (source of definition unknown). It is 

understandable that because it is complex to define, it would also be difficult for others to 

express. The participants, I believe had a better understanding of what spirituality is but 

could not express what it was for them personally. Their participation in the group 

discussion following the presentation gave evidence of this. 

Question 3 

Having heard the presentation on prayer, and experienced centering prayer, are you more 

comfortable with new forms of prayer experiences? 

Their responses indicated that they felt comfortable doing centering prayer. One 

indicated that it was a good experience and “I think with practice it will come to be an 

important tool in my spiritual quest”. Another felt more comfortable with it as a new 

form of prayer, but found it difficult sitting quiet for a length of time. And another said 
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she had been doing it at home, but was using a meditation tape. The other two 

retreatants did not respond to the question. 

What were the possible interpretations to these responses? First of all, the experience 

did indeed have meaning for the retreatants and they felt comfortable doing it for the 

most part. All new prayer experiences feel somewhat uncomfortable at first. With time 

they can become more comfortable. However, this form of prayer may not be the type of 

prayer choice for all of them. There are other forms of prayer that can bring us to the 

center as well. The response of the retreatant who indicated that she uses tapes to do 

centering prayer may not fully understand what centering prayer is. 

Again, the structure of the question did not lend itself to giving more than just a yes or no 

answer. A better wording of the question could read, “Having heard the presentation on 

prayer and experienced centering prayer, how do you think new forms of prayer can help 

you in your spiritual growth”? 

Question 4 

Having heard the presentation on “caring” and experienced a theological reflection on 

caring 

a. Has your concept of caring been changed? If so in what way? 

b. Was your theological reflection on caring helpful in experiencing the action of 

God in the ordinary events of your ministry?  



To part a) of the question, all the retreatants indicated that their concept of caring had not 

changed. One retreatant gave a qualitative response to her no. She believed that caring 

in our society is there and even though there is some non-caring behavior, she believes 

that it will change. 

The responses to this question on the pre-retreat assessement indicated that the retreatants 

already had a good grasp of what “caring” is and this same evidence was prevalent in the 

discussion during the presentation on caring. Therefore, it was not surprising that the 

participants answered no to the question that their concept of caring had changed. Persons 

who really care have come to understand what it really means and it was apparent with 

the group of retreatants. 

To part b) all the retreatants indicated they felt that the experience of theological 

reflection was a very positive experience. For all of them, the experience was a new way 

of looking at how God is at work in their lives and their ministries. The positive 

experience was an indication that persons in ministry are searching for ways of finding 

meaning in what they do. 

This question also was not worded to give a qualitative response, although three 

participants did do this. Again, this question could have been reworded to say, “In what 

ways will your experience of theological reflection help you discover the action of God in 

the ordinary events of your ministry”?  



Question 5 

What was the one thing you liked best about the retreat? 

The responses to this question were varied. Two persons valued meeting and sharing 

experiences with others with values similar to their own. Two persons found the prayer 

presentation and the experience of centering prayer particularly meaningful. One 

participant did not identify anything specific. 

The response to this question did indicate that the opportunity to get together for sharing 

was important to those who participated. For persons in a new ministry and without a 

support group, this response appeared as an appeal to plan for formation programs and 

sharing on a regular basis. 

uestion 

What was the one thing that you would have liked to be different? 

Only one participant indicated one thing she would have liked to be different — “ more 

participants so that more points of view could be shared.” All the other participants 

indicated that the experience was well planned and they would not like to see anything 

done differently.  



The small number of participants could be the result of several factors. First of all, the 

timing of the retreat may have been in conflict with other plans of those invited. Second, 

this was a new experience for the ministry and perhaps those invited may have a fear 

about involving themselves in something new. Third, more aggressive promotion may 

have interested more persons to participate in the retreat. Including health ministers from 

congregations other than Catholic parishes may have given a broader base for sharing. 

The response to this question provides valuable insight into planning future formation 

activities. 

Question 7 

List some other topics on spirituality that you would like to have for future days of 

reflection. 

The participants’ response to this question was very limited. One person responded that 

she would be interested in topics on death and dying. And another indicated that she 

would like to have a presentation on the use of music as a means to healing. The limited 

response indicated that perhaps the participants had a difficulty knowing what kinds of 

topics would be suitable topics for presentations on spirituality. The spiritual needs of 

persons vary and perhaps the participants had a concern about expressing what topics 

might be of help to them. Perhaps the question could be restated to include the kinds of 

topics that would be helpful in their ministry and/or included a list of pertinent topics 

from which the participants could choose.  



Question 8 

Are there any other comments you would like to make regarding the topics, the 

presenters, the food and the environment? 

The question was open-ended which gave the participants the opportunity to comment in 

either a positive or negative way. All of the comments were positive ones and addressed 

the retreat in general, not in any specific area. Comments included: “it was a very good 

29 CC experience;” “it will be useful in the parish nurse ministry; 2 ¢¢ 

was an informative and 

93-1063 relaxing day;” “it was fun to share with people who shared their experiences and the 

9% ¢¢2 needs of their communities;” “it was all very good.” 

These responses did not offer any useful information for future planning in regard to 

topics, presenters, environment or food. But they did provide support and affirmation 

that the retreat was carefully planned to choose topics, presenters, location and food for 

the body which included refreshment breaks and lunch, all components that are essential 

in making the retreat a positive experience. 

In summary, the responses of the participants to the evaluation of the retreat provided a 

learning experience in the following ways. First, topics of a spiritual nature are valued 

and need to be continued. Seeds have been planted, but more nurturing is needed. 

Second, the responses demonstrated to me that evaluation forms need to be carefully 

worded in order to obtain information that will be useful for future planning. Many of 

the evaluation questions could have been reworded to ask for a qualitative response rather 
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than a quantitative one, such as a yes or no response. Third, the responses indicated that 

more aggressive promotion of a retreat would have provided an opportunity for greater 

sharing. And fourth, the evaluations indicated that the retreat was well planned, and this 

was a reaffimation that good planning yields fruit. 

This chapter looked at how the participants viewed the retreat and what this meant to 

them. The next chapter will look at the project director’s reflection on the various stages 

of the project in terms of how God was speaking to her in and through the project. 

CHAPTER V 

Savoring the Life-giving Water 

Once a well has been dug, and its life-saving water has sprung forth, it is there for 

everyone to appreciate and enjoy. As long as the water source remains viable through the 

favorable conditions of rain, freedom from contaminants, and proper usage, the well will 

remain a usable and vital resource for many years. 

Putting together this project has been likened to the construction of a well. The various 

steps or stages along the way have, like the constructed well, yielded a resource that can 

be viable for many years. The basic elements are there, but careful planning, evaluating 

and continued updating will be needed to keep the project relevant for future participants.  



The following summary and personal theological reflection will not bring finality to this 

project. Instead it offers a renewed commitment to the formation of parish health 

ministers in their journey of bringing healing to those whose lives have been touched by 

sickness, pain and suffering 

Summarization of the Project 

Developing and Implementing a Retreat for Parish Nurses/Parish Health Ministers was 

chosen as a project because of an unaddressed need for this new form of ministry. While 

known training programs mentioned the need for spiritual formation for parish 

nurses/parish health ministers, and presented some basic information, the programs did 

not provide the opportunity for them to spend time reflecting on the spiritual aspects of 

what it means to be called to minister in the Church today. A small committee composed 

of a parish nurse, two female chaplains and the director of pastoral care assisted with the 

planning of the retreat. The retreat would be a day long retreat that would include an 

opportunity for the participants to share information about themselves and four 

presentations, which would include personal reflection time and group sharing. The first 

topic was on the call to ministry and an exploration of the gifts that one brings to the 

ministry of healing. A second presentation on spirituality, an essential component of 

ministry, examined what ministry is and how one arrives as her/his own spirituality. The 

third presentation, prayer—nurturing our spiritual life, looked at the many forms that 

prayer takes on to keep one focused. This presentation was followed by centering prayer 

and a group sharing on what the participants experienced. The final presentation was a 

brief overview on spirituality of caring and was followed by a theological reflection on 
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caring using the Tri-polar model. The retreat concluded with a closing prayer-sending 

ceremony in which each participant drew the name of another participant who would 

walk with her as a prayer partner as she continued on her journey in parish health 

ministry. 

Invitations were sent to approximately 30 persons who were involved in parish health 

ministry in Catholic parishes. Seven nurses responded to the invitation. The respondents 

were given a pre-retreat assessment to determine their understanding of the topics that 

were to be presented. Inclement weather prevented one nurse from attending and 

another nurse had been hospitalized the day before with chest and arm pain. A total of 

five nurses participated in the retreat. 

In general the evaluations revealed that the experience was both a learning experience 

and an opportunity for spiritual renewal. Not only did the nurses feel spiritually renewed, 

but a comparison of their pre-retreat assessments and their evaluations indicated that they 

had a better understanding of what it meant to minister in the Church today. Their only 

negative response to the retreat was the small number of participants. Some of the 

responses to the evaluation questions as mentioned earlier indicated that the questions 

need to be reworded to avoid ambiguity or to obtain a qualitative rather than quantitative 

response which did not provide the information that was asked.  



Personal Theological Reflection 

Experiencing God as the source of life-giving water during the planning, implementation 

and evaluation of this project, inspired me to choose Kinast’s God-Word method for this 

theological reflection. Kinast states that the relationship between God and Word can be 

understood in three ways, the Word from God, the Word about God and the Word to God 

(Kinast, 5). Reflection on each of these three ways will hopefully bring about an 

integration of meaning and praxis for future ministry. 

Word from God 

“Speak Lord, your servant is listening”(1Sam 4:10). These words spoken by Samuel in 

response to God calling him to be a prophet, spoke clearly to me during the entire process 

of the project. God was revealed to me in many ways, almost too numerous to count. I 

was reminded of this from the early pre-planning stage of the project to the evaluation at 

the end of the project. 

God’s revealing presence was there as I pondered the need for the project, the goals and 

the specific objectives. I reflected on how God was calling individuals to serve in this 

new parish health ministry without adequate theological and pastoral formation. The 

decision of conducting a retreat rather than a series of individual presentations was God - 

inspired as it would provide a more quiet atmosphere for personal reflection. God spoke 

to me as I pondered the goals and objectives gaining new understanding through reading 

and reflection on what might be essential for forming ministers in the Church. 
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During the planning stage of the project, God’s presence was revealed through the 

members of the committee. “Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am in the 

midst of them” (Matt 18:20). The planning committee’s thoughts, - challenges, 

confirmation of goals and objectives, discernment of potential speakers and affirmation 

of the project, all spoke God’s revealing word to me. 

Often in unknown and unexpected ways God speaks to us. Listening to the presenters, 

each with their own deep spirituality and expertise, as well as the sharing that took place 

with the participants, was a revelation of God’s wisdom spoken through others. The 

evaluations of the participants also spoke God’s word to me, with the awareness that the 

future as well as the present is in God’s hands. 

Word About God 

As mentioned above, God’s revelation came through to me very strongly through the 

various stages of this pastoral project. From this revelation of God flows the gift of faith, 

the basis of what I believe about God, about myself, and how I act in relation to God’s 

revelation. 

Because God’s revelation revealed to me that individuals without adequate theological 

and pastoral formation were being called to a new ministry, I believed I was called to 

help provide this formation. The gift of faith became apparent as I read and reflected on 

the potential goals and objectives of the project and gained self-understanding to accept 

and confirm them.  



From the challenges and ideas that came to me as God’s revealing Word through the 

planning committee, I believed that I needed to accept those ideas and challenges 

because they came from authentic sources. The planning committee members were 

persons gifted and graced by God in many ways. 

As God’s Word was revealed through the presenters and through the participants sharing, 

I was called to believe in the shared wisdom of others. These words not only brought 

affirmation and hope, but also challenged me toward transformation. As new insights 

were shared, I was humbled by the new knowledge that I gained and a realization that my 

own knowledge base is limited indeed. As I gave my own presentation to the retreatants, 

I was made aware that I was being used to speak God’s Word. God was being revealed 

through me, a realization in faith. An awesome thought indeed. 

Word to God 

‘From revelation and through the gift of faith a response came forth. In the pre-planning 

stages, the pastoral project, Developing and Implementing a Retreat for Parish 

Nurses/Parish Health Ministers was a response to a call, a call that arose out of a 

conviction that parish nurses/parish health ministers needed some theological and 

pastoral formation. This conviction led to identifying goals and objectives that emerged 

from study and reflection. Listening to others and heeding their suggestions led to the 

development of a retreat that would help these individuals realize their calling. Through 

the sharing with others, I was moved to alter my own thinking, to see things in broader 

ways and to be more open to the Spirit guiding my life. Doing the project was a leap in 

32  



faith for me, because it was something I had not done before and it was with a group who 

were unknown to one another; and so I had some definite anxieties about it, and I am sure 

the participants did too. I found the experience very affirming, and this gave me the 

courage and motivation to go forward and to continue to plan for future formation 

programs for this group of people. 

From revelation, through faith, to action, came Developing and Implementing a Retreat 

for Parish Nurses/Parish Health Ministers. God’s saving action was present throughout 

its development and implementation and will continue to be present as the future enfolds 

In my new ministry. 

The writing of the project report was likened to the building of a well and watching that 

well spring forth life-giving water. Life-giving water came forth not only for those who 

participated in the retreat, but for the project director as well. Savoring that water will 

provide a resource in the days to come. 
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PRE-RETREAT ASSESSMENT 

RETREAT FOR PARISH NURSES/PARISH HEALTH MINISTERS 

JANUARY 29, 2000 

Briefly answer the following questions. Your response will enable the presenters to 

better respond to your needs during their presentations. It is not necessary to sign the 
form. 

1. a. What do you understand by a call to ministry? 

b. Do you have an idea of what your gifts are that you bring to the ministry of 
healing? If so, please list them? 

In your own words, explain what spirituality means to you? 

a. What forms of prayer are you familiar with? 

b. Are there some forms that are uncomfortable for you? 

a. What does the word “caring” mean for you? 

b. Have you ever participated in a theological reflection on a particular topic? 

Please bring this form with you when you come to the retreat. 

Thank you for your assistance.  
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EVALUATION 

RETREAT FOR PARISH NURSES/PARISH HEALTH MINISTERS 

JANUARY 29, 2000 

. Having heard the presentation and reflected on the call to ministry and the gifts you 

bring to ministry, 

a. Do you have a better understanding of what the call to ministry means for you 

personally? 

b. How do you see your special gifts being used in new and creative ways? 

Having heard the presentation and reflected on what spirituality is, have you come to 

an understanding of your own unique spirituality? 

Having heard the presentation on prayer, and experienced centering prayer, are you 

more comfortable with new forms of prayer experiences. 

. Having heard the presentation on “caring” and experienced a theological reflection on 
caring, 

a. Has your concept of caring been changed? If so, in what way? 

b. Was your theological reflection on caring helpful in experiencing the action of 
God in the ordinary events of your ministry?  



. What was the one thing that you liked best about the retreat? 

. What is the one thing that you would have liked to be different? 

. List some other topics on spirituality that you would like to have for future days of 

reflection. 

. Are there any other comments you would like to make regarding the topics, the 

presenters, the food, and the environment? 

Thank you for your input. It will be helpful in planning for the future. You need not sign 
the form.  
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A STORY OF CARING 

Lillian, a seventy-five year old married woman with end-state Parkinson’s disease, sepsis, 

pressure ulcers, depression and dementia was admitted to the hospital from a nursing 

home. Withdrawn and showing signs of regression she would lay in the fetal position 

and offer only limited responses, frequently echoing, “carry me out in a black box.” 

Husband, Jim, was a strong advocate and visited daily. Two grown sons and their 

families were less involved. As a clinical nurse specialist, I became involved with 

Lillian’s case through the need for expert consultation regarding the care for her pressure 

ulcers. Each day I visited, she did not open her eyes or respond in any way. I would 

introduce myself each time and spend a few minutes with her, holding her contracted 

fingers in mine. One day, after about two weeks, as I was talking with Lillian, she 

opened her eyes and looked directly at me. When I asked Lillian what we could do for 

her, she requested to see a minister. Near the end of that visit, Lillian asked to pray the 

Lord’s Prayer. Gradually Lillian started to respond to those around her, developing 

strong caring relationships with staff and the minister that visited weekly. It became 

evident that she was not suffering from dementia and was in fact as sharp as a tack 

mentally. Eventually, through hard work, perseverance and humor, Lillian regained the 

ability to feed herself, walk with a walker and to be continent. Her sacral pressure ulcer 

healed completely. She was able to make weekly visits to her home with her husband. 

The strength to endure, respond, and hope came from the caring relationships that Lillian 

experienced around her. Recognizing her uniqueness as a person, as well as the relentless 

drive to reach across the abyss of her unresponsiveness, were key components within the 

caring relationship that resulted in rekindling the fire of her spirit. (1)  
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REFLECTION SHEET 

Read the attached “story of caring.” 

In groups of three reflect on the following questions: 

la. Can you recall any examples in scripture (both Hebrew and Christian) that reflect the 

caring depicted in the story you have just read? List references and/or main ideas. 

What does our Christian tradition or Church teaching tell us about “caring”? List a few 

examples. 

What does our present day culture tell us about “caring?” (List both positive and negative 

notions) 

What has your experience taught you about “caring?” 

Has this presentation and reflection activity changed how you will think about “caring” in 
your role as a parish nurse/health minister?  
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