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Pastoral Project Proposal 

Definition of Pastoral Project 

A. A thorough description of the pastoral problem to be addressed. 

Large parishes have difficulty building a sense of community that can 

support individual persons in their times of personal need. The following terms 

require clarification: 

Community implies a sense of belonging, of being in relationship with others, and a 

sense of giving and receiving individual support within a group. Community also 

implies a shared vision and an understanding of the personal responsibilities of 

members for one another. This vision would also include a sense of responsibility for 

the parish as a whole, as it is affected by the needs within it and the broader social 

needs within society. 

Support can include many types of care and caring — spiritual, physical, emotional, 

and material — that respond to the needs presented within each situation. 

Need can refer to any of the times when life brings change, transition, or crisis, such 

as sickness, death, divorce or marital issues, parenting issues, aging, death, etc or in 

those times when one needs sustaining in one’s current state of life. 

. A description of the cultural dimensions of the pastoral context of the problem. 

Currently St. Malachy Parish, which this project will target, is made up of 

approximately 2000 families, 6000 registered parishioners, with expectations of 

continuing growth. This parish has many members that are in transition, with 

persons moving due to job transfers and family changes. There is a wide age range 

within the membership of the parish; however, at this time there are large numbers of 

young married couples and families. Generally, the older population within the  



parish consists of persons who have lived in the parish for a long time. The parish is 

upper middle class, with only small numbers that would be considered to be in 

financial need. Although the county in which this parish is located is experiencing 

some growth in diversity, there 1s much homogeneity in the cultural makeup of the 

parish, most are Caucasian. Spiritually, however, there 1s some diversity in the ways 

in which people view their faith, and people seem to be in various places along the 

continuum of conservative and liberal thought relating to religion. 

The Director of Adult Faith Formation and the Adult Faith Formation Team of 

this parish have for many years attempted to find ways to encourage small group 

formation to build community within the parish. Several types of group formation 

programs have been used within the parish in the past, including the Genesis II 

program and RENEW, as well as the Little Rock Bible Study program; each has had 

a good number of participants but generally have not resulted in ongoing faith 

formation group activity. The Little Rock Bible Study program is ongoing at the 

present time and, although membership changes from study to study, there does seem 

to be a core group that attends most of the sessions. A charismatic prayer group also 

functioned for several years in the past and probably offered the most ongoing group 

support of any. Several groups are ongoing at the present time including two 

“Morning for Moms” groups, two women’s spirituality groups, and a sporadic men’s 

spirituality group. In total these involve approximately 100 people at the present 

time. 

When the members of the Adult Faith Formation team have tried to determine 

why group membership is small at this time we have found that, for the majority of 

parishioners, their own families’ needs take priority in their lives; therefore, religious 

activities beyond Mass or other major parish functions are not well attended. It is 

obvious from the interaction that occurs at Sunday liturgy that Church is important to  



the parishioners, and that both spiritual and social needs are met through Church 

attendance. It has been difficult, however, to determine what kinds of activities 

might fit into their life styles yet foster a stronger sense of community within the 

parish. 

. A clear statement of the significance of this concern for pastoral ministry 

including its theological implications. 

Jesus made it very clear through his words and his actions that his followers 

were to be known by the love that they had for one another. Jesus began his ministry 

by calling to himself those with whom he would form community, those who would 

experience first hand how community and ministry were to function. The gospel 

writers include many, many incidents of Jesus’ concern for the physical, material, 

and spiritual needs of the people with whom he came in contact (Lk5:12-16, Lk 7:1- 

10, Mt 17:14-21, Jn 4:7-26, Jn 10:1-16). Jesus’ words within his parables and 

teachings challenged his followers to do as he had done, to let his words take root in 

them, and to love one another as he and his Father love (Jn 13-34,35, Jn 15:7-10, Mk 

16:15-20, Jn 21:15-17). Jesus was a model of pastoral care for those with whom he 

lived and his words show that he desired that his work would be continued through 

his followers. 

The Acts of the Apostles relate how the disciples and the early Christians 

took the teachings of Jesus to heart. Acts shows the early Christians attempting to 

function as a community that was aware of the needs of its members (Acts 2:42-47, 

4:32-35, ICor 12:4-11,26, Gal 5:13-14). Throughout its history the Catholic Church 

has emphasized the importance of service and community. Vatican II re-emphasized 

the importance of community and the need for Catholics to serve one another and to 

increase the solidarity of humankind in anticipation of the perfection of the kingdom 

of God in the days to come (Gaudium et Spes, n.32).  



Many churches today are no longer small close-knit communities and it 

becomes difficult to be aware of and meet the needs of persons within these 

communities. In addition, parishioners in today’s church’s see their priests and 

ministers as available to meet their spiritual needs such as celebrating liturgy, 

ministering the sacraments, and being present at the weddings and funerals of their 

loved ones. These are the more common and visible ministries of the church. Pastors 

and priests, however, see their ministries of healing, sustaining, guiding, and 

reconciling as encompassing more than liturgical and sacramental responsibilities. 

Yet limited parish staff would find it difficult to perform all that these ministries 

entail within the large parishes of today. 

These ministries of healing, reconciling, guiding, and sustaining must be a 

part of the work of all the people within a church, clergy and laity alike. Clinebell 

states: “Pastoral care is the shared ministry of the pastor and the whole congregation. 

Ordained ministers... have the responsibility of enabling the mutual ministry of lay 

persons” (Clinebell, 27). The Whiteheads speak of the parish as nourishing “its own 

religious life so that it may act beyond itself in word and in deed” (Whitehead, 28). 

Clinebell also states that the church’s ministry of caring can occur 

appropriately and successfully within a group setting. Groups allow helpers to help 

themselves by helping others and groups can enable us to overcome our tendency 

toward individualism. Groups can broaden the church’s caring ministry because 

more people can be helped directly, and groups can bring broader experience to the 

assistance of others in need and a greater chance for understanding. 

II. Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response 

A. Describe your design for an appropriate response. 

My plan of action will be to identify needs within the parish that could be met 

through small group formation or care teams, to identify persons with experience in  



these areas of concern, and to hold two training/educational sessions for persons who 

could be a part of a support team and/or facilitate specific needs-based groups. 

. Theological Reflection Process 

A theological reflection was carried out in the planning process within one of the 

established groups of the parish in order to identify the personal and parish benefits 

of small group formation within the parish, as well as to theologically “brainstorm” 

what motivates people to join groups and what might encourage greater group 

membership on a parish level. Within this time of theological reflection, there 

seemed to be agreement that persons usually joined groups because of a felt need and 

remained within a group because the members helped them with their needs. Through 

group interaction they also began to realize that they were able to be of help to others. 

Group members reflected on how God’s presence was made known to them within 

the small group setting in ways different that in large parish functions including 

Mass, speaker presentations, missions, etc. 

Members indicated that interactions within small groups gave them a sense of 

what the earlier Christian communities might have experienced. They identified that 

they felt a greater sense of responsibility for those within the group, but also, through 

this small community, they felt more responsibility for the needs of the whole parish. 

Because of growth within their own spiritual journeys, and also because of a stronger 

sense of God’s presence and love through the presence and love of the community 

members, persons felt they had the courage to reach out to others. Their own 

heightened sense of God’s leading brought them to feel an obligation toward the 

people that God placed within their care and concern. 

A second theological reflection would be a part of the educational/training 

sessions described below. The emphasis on this reflection would be persons’ own 

experiences of times of difficulty, how they experienced (or did not experience)  



community during this time, and how they felt (or did not feel) the presence of God 

within community. In addition the participants would be encouraged to reflect on the 

needs within the parish, and how they believe God is leading them to help meet these 

needs. 

C. Major Components of the Action Plan 

1. Identify needs that could be addressed by a Care and Support Team through 

discussion with parish staff and parishioners. 

Identify persons within the parish that could be helpful in beginning the 

formation of the Care Team. This would include both persons who have had 

personal experiences of these needs and also persons with expertise in various 

helping professions. 

Provide training for these persons in such areas listening skills, grief, helping 

skills. 

The goals of these training sessions would be as follows: 

a. To provide a biblical basis for understanding the ministry of care among 

Christians, 

To bring about an understanding of the need to support others within the 

parish, particularly those in time of transition and crisis, by helping them to 

think theologically about their own times of need. 

To encourage participants to consider how persons might be helped both 

individually and through small group formation. 

To provide information on ministry care skills. 

To provide information in the areas of the needs to be addressed, such as 

death and dying, divorce, parenting issues, handicaps, etc. 

To provide reference materials and lists of local resources that might be 

available for further education and training.  



4. In general, the two training sessions would be: 

two hours in length 

begin with prayer and have time for reflection 

provide structured information presentation 

include time for sharing, discussion and group interaction. 

D. Timetable 

End of September 1997 — Information gathered in preparation for designing 

workshops 

End of November 1997 — Training sessions designed and participants identified 

January, February 1998 — Hold training sessions 

March 1998 — Draft of Project Report submitted 

May 1998 — Project Report completed 

Criteria and Method of Evaluation 

During the second training session participants will discuss the future implementation 

of the Care and Support Team, and complete brief Evaluation/Planning Information 

forms, which will be used in the overall evaluation process. In addition, the 

acceptance of the concept of the support team and the level of interest of this initial 

group in planning for the future will provide information for evaluation purposes. 

 



Implementation of the Pastoral Project 

The initial training sessions for the Pastoral Care Team were held on the evenings of 

January 29, 1998 and February 5, 1998 from 7:00 until 9:00 p.m. The agenda for the two 

evenings were as follows: 

January 29, 1998 

Opening Prayer Service 

Introductory Comments 

Introductions of participants 

Presentation on Community 

Participant time for reflection on questions relating to community 

Brief introduction to Listening activity 

Practice exercise in listening skills 

Summation activity from listening practice 

Final prayer 

February 5, 1998 

Prayer 

Discussion on intercessory prayer 

Video on Grief 

Brief discussion of video and review of handouts 

Brief discussion and sharing on the meaning of suffering 

Planning for work of team and future needs 

Evaluation activity 

Closing prayer service  



Summary of the January 29, 1998 Session   

The prayer service that began the first evening’s session focused on Jesus’ words and 

actions in the gospel of John (13: 1-9, 12-17), in which he washes his disciples’ feet at the 

Passover meal. The emphasis in the prayer was on Jesus’ instruction that his disciples are to 

follow his example in giving service to others. The participants sat in a circle and in the middle 

space there was a table with a lighted candle and a bowl of water to symbolize Jesus’ action. 

Around these were items that could symbolize the activities that might be a part of the service to 

be provided by this care team. These items included a bible, other books, tissues, note cards and 

writing paper, flowers, and a telephone. Following the scripture reading and minute or two of 

quiet, the members of the group alternated the reading of a “Prayer of Compassion” from Joyce 

Rupp’s The Cup of Our Life. (Appendix A-1)   

Following brief statements of welcome and information regarding confidentiality and 

sharing guidelines, each participant was encouraged to introduce herself and tell briefly why 

she/he was interested in being a part of the group. A letter from the pastor was also read in which 

he encouraged the team 1n the project and relayed his prayers and support (Appendix D). 

A presentation was then given on the meaning of community (Appendix A-2). The main 

areas covered within this presentation were: 

the presenter’s experience of community support in her own life in times of difficulty, 

Jesus’ example of giving support to others in his life, 

acts of community support in the early church, 

examples of community support throughout church history, 

when, how and why people need support in today’s world, 

the need for further involvement of the laity in providing care and support within parishes 

how the people of God are the body of Christ on earth 

how addressing parish needs help persons become aware of larger needs in the world.  



The participants then spent approximately 10 minutes reflecting on questions that 

addressed their own experience of community and how that might have affected their relationship 

with God or their understanding of God, particularly in times of need (Appendix A-3.) Their 

thoughts during this time were the basis for a listening activity. After some initial thoughts were 

presented on listening by a second presenter, Nancy Rude, who is a spiritual director, the 

participants divided into pairs and spent time listening to each other speak about their experiences 

of community and God during times of difficulty. 

Nancy then drew from the participants their thoughts on what can hinder one’s ability to 

listen and what can help this. She summarized these thoughts and some of the main ideas are 

listed below: 

Hindrances: outside distractions, performance anxiety, time constraints, one’s own issues, 

difficulties in relating to specific persons, inattentiveness and lack of eye contact, uncomfortable 

environment, fatigue, defensiveness, and judgmentalism. 

Helps: prayer, confidence in one’s own abilities, ability to set aside one’s own needs, 

clarity about personal issues relating to topic at hand, discernment, respect for all persons, good 

listening stance, adequate time and space. 

Nancy concluded with some thoughts regarding how to practice listening; a handout 

containing these suggestions was distributed (Appendix A-4). There was also additional time 

spent with the large group on the content of the paired sharing, that is, their experiences of 

community. 

The evening closed with a repetition of portion of the “Prayer of Compassion.” 

Summary of February 5. 1998 Session 

The emphasis of the second evening was on the concept of the Potter and the clay. The 

evening was opened with the scripture reading from Sirach 33:13, which states that just as clay is  



in the hands of the potter for his work, so we are in the hands of God. The table on the second 

evening contained a lighted candle, a pottery dish and the book, The Caring Church. 

The first area of discussion and sharing was on prayer, how we have prayed for others 

our lives, and what we have learned about prayer (Appendix A-5). 

The video How Do 1 Go On? By Envisions Productions was then shown. This 20-minute 

video covers many areas within the grieving process and takes the viewer through these by means 

of photographs, music and words. A brief time for reflection on the video followed. Floyd 

Fremia, a parish member who has gone through hospice training at St. Vincent’s Hospital in 

Indianapolis, discussed one of the handouts that were provided to the participants on what can be 

done to help persons who are going through the grieving process (Appendix A-6). 

Following this another parish member, Janice Inman, shared briefly about her 

experiences of cancer and the death of her husband, and the growth in her life since that time. 

Other were encouraged to share as they felt comfortable regarding how their experiences of 

suffering and difficulties have molded them into the persons they are today (Appendix A-7). 

Time was then spent in planning for the future of this team, how the participants wanted 

to be a part of the team 1n the future, what other types of training would be helpful, what activities 

might be offered within the parish, and how the work of the team might be publicized. The 

participants filled out brief involvement/evaluation sheets as a part of this discussion (Appendix 

B). 

The evening closed with a prayer service that focused on God, the Potter, and the 

necessity for us to remain supple to the actions of God and of life experiences within us in order 

to be transformed in life (Appendix A-8).  



Theological Reflection in the Implementation Stage 

The theological reflection that took place during these training sessions had as its basis 

James and Evelyn Whitehead’s Three-Stage Method of Theological Reflection in Ministry as 

outlined in their book, Method in Ministry. The three stages in this process are: attending, 

assertion, and pastoral response. The first step of this method involves Attending to information 

shared and presented from personal experience, from Christian tradition and from the culture. 

The mitial introduction period on the first night of training set the stage for the sharing of 

personal experience. Each person touched briefly on his or her own experience with hardship and 

difficulty as they told who they were and why they had agreed to be a part of this beginning 

attempt to form a Caring and Support Team in the parish. During these short times of sharing, 

one could already hear the depth of sorrow and pain that was present in these person’s lives, yet 

one could also glimpse the hope that these persons have because of their personal faith, and also 

because of the faith communities that had supported them. 

We listened and reflected on how tradition has affected our understanding of community 

by considering several stories from scripture. We began by considering Jesus who formed a 

community of disciples who were with him from the earliest days of his ministry and by 

remembering the examples Jesus gave us of what being a part of a community meant. Jesus 

responded to the needs of Mary and Martha, he gave support to those who were seeking a deeper 

understanding of their relationship with God. Throughout his life Jesus was in relationship with 

others, he did not live or work in isolation. We talked of how the earliest Christian communities 

supported one another, as they strived to live in accordance with Jesus’ words and examples. We 

glimpsed at how the different generations throughout church history interpreted Jesus’ call to be 

community and to serve one another. 

We also spoke of what the culture of today’s world is like, the individualism that is 

somewhat universal among people in our culture, Christians and non-Christians alike. We all 

sensed the need we have for each other in the difficult times of our lives. We spoke of how we  



tend to reach out to family and friends and sometimes can forget that those within our faith 

communities can support us in ways that might not be possible from others. 

The group then spent some time in their own reflection on their personal experiences of 

hardship and how community or individuals might have given them support during that time. In 

addition they were asked to consider what these experiences showed them about God. After this 

time of reflection, participants shared these thoughts with one other person in the group. This 

time allowed the participants to listen to their own experience in quiet, and also to attend to 

another’s experience and to share their own. During this experience the group also focused on 

the process of listening which can be an important way of being of support to one another. The 

group attended to what was shared by the other person, and in addition, they were asked to attend 

to what helped and hindered their ability to listen. One important issue that was discussed at this 

time was the importance of attending to one’s own experiences, being able to be in touch with 

one’s own feelings about an issue in order to be more open and accepting of the feelings of 

others. Although we will always have many unresolved issues, it is important that we have some 

clarity about our own difficult issues in order to attend well to another’s. 

The Whitehead’s second stage of theological reflection is that of Assertion, which 

consists of bringing various perspectives to dialogue in order to expand insights, hearing the 

thoughts and convictions of others, and being open to the challenges that are presented. This 

process was begun during the paired sharing time discussed above. After the group focused on 

the listening traits, some time was spent within the large group on both evenings discussing the 

content of the paired sharing time and allowing others to comment on what had been shared. 

There was a common theme throughout the sharing that reaffirmed the truth of what we were 

about. It became obvious that before we ever came together as a group each of these persons had 

experienced the need for community in their hard times. They knew the difficulty of being alone 

in these difficult times and they knew the strength that can be provided by the care and support of 

a one person or a group of persons.  



One person who had recently experienced the death of her mother shared that she was 

able to get in touch with her grief a little more by hearing others speak of their own grief. She 

shared the help that her fellow choir members had provided to her at the time of that death. In 

particular she spoke of how even though the members of the choir do not as a rule share deeply 

regarding their own personal lives, they provided her a level of support that helped her through 

the immediate days surrounding her mother’s death. They sang for the funeral and she expressed 

how much that meant to her. 

Another person shared a similar story. She related the need she had for people to relieve 

her in the long-term care of her dying friend. She said she often did not know how to ask for that 

help, but that frequently people just said they would come to help in whatever ways she needed. 

Often that was just to let her go to the store, or be out in the general flow of life to help her know 

that life was going on around her even though she felt that her own life was in slow motion. She 

further expressed another important need — that of people to talk to who understood what she was 

going through. She told how she often felt that she was becoming unbalanced because people 

who had not experienced the depth of her pain and did not understand said things unknowingly 

that made her feel as though her reactions and feelings were not appropriate. 

Among all the other experiences that were shared, we also benefited particularly from 

listening to two women who shared their times of depression with the group. They presented a 

different perspective from the others and one that was important for us to hear. They shared how 

difficult it was for them to be able to talk with others when they were in times of depression. 

They tried to describe what depression can do to the spirit and how difficult it is to accept help 

and to reach out in these times. This allowed the group to talk about the times it would be 

necessary to encourage persons to seek professional help, when talk and personal support may not 

enough. Yet we were able to see how even in these times it is important to support these persons 

in prayer and help them to know that their faith community is available for them.  



During this time of sharing two persons who belonged to another type of care group 

within the community told about their activities. This group is called Faith In Action and it 

provides more hands-on type physical care, driving, going to doctor’s appointments, etc. The 

persons who have been involved in this type of care pointed out their awareness that, in addition 

to physical needs, these people also frequently wanted to talk, to express their concerns, and to 

feel a kind of emotional support that would help them get through their difficult situations. 

The portions of the second evening that focused on grief and suffering provided a good 

lead into the Pastoral Response stage of the theological reflection. As persons got in touch with 

how they had responded to their own grief and had grown through their own times of suffering, 

the discussion seemed to move almost naturally into a time of brainstorming about how the team 

would function within the parish. A theme that was a part of many of their ideas focused on the 

belief that people do not have to go through difficult times alone. Several ideas emerged early in 

the discussion. These included giving the parish staff a list of the persons willing to speak one- 

on-one to persons in need. The list would include the areas that each person felt comfortable 

discussing and for which they felt they could provide support. It was also suggested that the 

group could design a brochure that could be available within the narthex of the church and would 

list the various services that could be provided by the group (Appendix G). 

One woman made a wonderful suggestion that seemed at the heart of what we were 

about. She suggested that we begin a prayer group for persons with needs or persons that want to 

pray for others in need. We discussed the importance of prayer and the fact that coming to a time 

of prayer might feel safer to persons than actually coming to a group to discuss their problems. 

Team members could be available following the time of prayer if persons wanted to talk. 

Following this another woman suggested establishing a “Prayer Box” somewhere in the church 

where parishioners could put prayer requests that could then be prayed for during the times of 

prayer, or by team members in their own prayer times.  



Another suggestion was sending a small momentum, like a candle or an angel pin, to 

persons within the parish who had suffered the loss of a family member. A small note could be 

included telling the person about the Care and Support team and giving them a number to call if 

they wished. 

There seemed to be interest in attempting to start a grief support group, perhaps starting 

out by sponsoring a speaker or a video, followed by some discussion, and then determining if 

there was interest in meeting again. Another suggestion was to publish information regarding the 

grief support programs available at local hospitals, mental health centers, or churches and 

offering to attend with others who might not want to go alone. 

We also talked about creating a resource area in the parish library and that we would all 

make an effort to collect books, magazines, articles and other pertinent information that could be 

available there for us and others who would need them. 

It was very heartening to see how the members took hold and offered suggestions in the 

planning phase. The Pastoral Response happened very easily, ideas just seemed to flow. There 

was a very real sense of purpose and ownership that appeared to indicate the desire to continue 

the work begun through these training sessions. 

 



Analysis and Interpretation of the Knowledge Gained in the Implementation of the Project 

It is difficult to know where to begin to put thoughts on paper regarding this project. It has 

been nearly a year in planning. In the last months I have felt a strong sense that the project was 

becoming a part of me. During the early months of planning this project, it seemed like I could 

not really get a hold on it. It did not seem like mine — it was only an assignment. I found this 

difficult and I often felt like there was a sense of dread within me as I thought about it. I worked 

at it but not with the enthusiasm that I wanted, that I felt [ needed in order to do a good job with 

it. I prayed about it, I asked others to pray for me and “it.” 

During this time I also frequently thought back to the time of theological reflection that 

began this project. reviewed the notes and remembered the hard work we did when considering 

how community can be built within a parish. I recalled the words and the emphasis on the needs 

that everyone seemed to know were present in the parish because we knew they were present to 

us as individuals. I spent untold hours reading in preparation for deciding what to include within 

the training sessions and how it would be best presented. Preparing the information on the topics 

that were to be covered helped too because after all the reading and thinking, putting words on 

paper made the project become more concrete and real. 

I sensed a significant breakthrough at one point when I read or perhaps re-read a chapter 

in the book, Basic Types of Pastoral Care and Counseling, that we had used for our Arts and 

Skills in Ministry class. This chapter dealt with a topic similar to what my project was and the 

author’s words made the project seem do-able, valued and important in the overall ministry of the 

Church. This seemed to help me accept internally that what I was attempting to do was possible 

and might have meaning within the parish. Within the last months then I have experienced what I 

might describe as being pregnant with this project. I sensed it growing and developing, taking 

shape and form, becoming an entity unto itself. And I remembered what a friend had said to me 

when I spoke with her about my frustration — that perhaps what I was doing would have to grow  



within me, that, although I had to do much preparation, I also had to learn to trust that what was 

to be might occur more slowly than I wanted, that I must learn to wait for fruition to occur. 

There were times that stood out particularly within the organization times. One occurred 

when I presented the idea of the project to the Adult Faith Team in the parish, the Commission in 

the parish under which this ministry would fall after it had been formed. There was much support 

and I sensed that these people also saw it as a need. began to be able to discuss the project with 

more clarity and sense of purpose where before I had felt tentative and uncertain. 

Another of the highlights of this preparation process was when I began to invite the 

participants to be a part of the support team and to take part in the training sessions. Through my 

own discernment and discussion with others, I felt that it was important to invite people 

personally to be on this team as well as making an open invitation to the parish. (See Appendix G 

for bulletin announcement and flyer available at Parish Ministry Fair) At various times I talked 

with the pastor, the DRE, the Adult Faith team, and other persons in the parish to get their 

suggestions for team members. Throughout these months I also tried to be aware of persons 

within the parish who appeared to have been able to grow from their own losses and painful 

experiences and who might be in a position to be able to offer support and help to others. 

My first telephone invitation was more than I could have hoped for. When I made my 

request, the person I called said to me that she had been praying just that weekend to know what 

she should be doing within the parish. She said she felt she had done several things within the 

parish and could not really understand why she was not called upon to be a more integral part of 

some team or group. She responded well to the concept of the support team and eagerly agreed to 

be a part of it. That telephone call really set me in motion. What affirmation! Being told that my 

call was an answer to a prayer provided further inspiration for me and I felt I was on my way. 

Each of the ten people that I personally asked agreed to be a part of the training sessions and 

echoed their support for the idea. I felt my momentum and my excitement for the team growing.  



Another occasion that helped me realize the need for this project occurred during our 

parish’s Strategic Planning Process. There were numerous activities throughout the two-day 

process. One of these involved small group planning for various goals and objectives within 

planning areas. One objective of the parish life group (among the many that were made) was that 

there needed to be more responsibility taken within the parish to meet diverse needs of 

parishioners. As a part of the planning process all participants were then required to mark which 

of all the objectives listed by each group they felt was most important. Many, many dots were 

placed on that specific objective. And I was not a part of the group that made this objective — the 

pastor and DRE had to point it out to me after most of the dots had been placed. Another 

confirmation of the need for this support team. 

Preparation of the presentations of the two sessions also took curious turns and helped me 

learn to trust in God’s care and providence. After the months of reading, taking notes, and 

thinking about what should be included, I realized that it would not be possible to cover all the 

areas that I had originally considered within two training sessions. But I felt it was important to 

limit initial commitment to these two sessions in order that being a part of this group might seem 

possible to parishioners already busy with numerous commitments. I decided that it would be 

important to cover general issues, such as the meaning of community, grief in general, prayer, 

and meaning within suffering. Other issues such as group facilitation, and information regarding 

specific areas of need, could be covered at later times depending on the overall consensus of the 

group regarding the focus of the team. 

[ also began to realize that it would be good to have other persons in addition to myself 

help with the presentations and discussions. A woman had come into the parish and had spoken 

with our DRE regarding starting a bereavement group. Because our DRE was well aware and 

working with me in this project, she suggested that this woman might be interested in joining this 

team. She was interested and called me with much enthusiasm and, because she had had past 

training in bereavement, she agreed to do a portion of one of the training sessions and discuss the  



stages of grief. She hoped then that a bereavement support group for persons who had lost loved 

ones would be formed following the training sessions. We set up two different times to meet to 

discuss the details, but she was unable to keep the appointments because of work, and then she 

Just disappeared. She didn’t return telephone calls, and did not return to other parish functions 

that she had begun. I had been excited that someone who had more experience than I had in this 

type of bereavement was going to give this portion of the training, and so I was disappointed 

when it seemed to fall through. But at one Adult Faith Team meeting, a member volunteered to 

take her place because he had done some training in the St. Vincent's hospice program. He 

arranged for the use of a wonderful video that was really a blessing to everyone, and helped with 

the handouts that we provided on grief. 1 again felt God’s touch and answer to prayer. 

Two friends readily agreed to help with other portions of the training sessions, but again I 

had to learn to trust. When one friend dropped off her ideas of how to deal with her topic of 

listening, it did not seem to be what I had envisioned. I worried about this during the time 1 

waited for us to get together to talk about it. Her explanation of what she was going to do helped 

me and I was able to go with what she suggested but deep down I still felt that it wasn’t the way I 

would have done it. Yet it turned out to be just perfect. Her method of presentation brought out 

good discussion from the group, and once again I learned the lesson of trust — trusting other 

people and trusting community, that we all have a part, and that we must do our part, often in our 

own way, and often, it turns out better than we can expect. 

Preparing the prayer services was one of my favorite parts of the project. As I worked to 

prepare the programs, I was often blessed with thoughts and ideas about the prayer that would be 

included in these nights of training. 1knew from the outset that I wanted to incorporate the story 

of Jesus’ washing the feet of the apostles, because that has always been the essence of service for 

me. Joyce Rupp’s books have always been very helpful to me in my own prayer and meditation, 

and her latest book, given to me for Christmas, had a wonderful prayer of compassion that seen to 

express in prayer much of what we were trying to accomplish. The more I read, studied, and  



reflected upon suffering and what occurs through it in our lives, the more I realized how suffering 

changes us and shapes us. The symbolism of the potter and the clay from scripture seemed a very 

appropriate image for this understanding of suffering and I used it for the closing service for the 

second night of the training. 

I also enjoyed planning for the visual focus of these prayer times. I knew I wanted to 

include a quilt because of the importance of quilting within my own life. I knew it would give me 

confidence and at the same time add a feeling of comfort and specialness to the setting. A small 

quilt covered the table on which I placed the lighted candle and, on the first night, the bowl of 

water, and on the second night, the piece of pottery. Iam glad I have learned that I enjoy this 

planning of prayer and simple ritual. It is something I hope I can be involved in more in the 

future. 

The planning was completed, the dates set, the participants invited, and the presentations 

finalized. It was time to move forward. Even at this point I found out that I would have to 

continue to learn to trust. On the night of the first session I arrived home from work and was glad 

to see that there were no calls on my answering machine — no was had called to say they could 

not come. I was home only a brief time when the DRE called to tell me she was sick and would 

not be coming. I felt very let down by this. It was not that she had any specific function or 

responsibility for the evening, but I felt she was my support. She was my link with leadership in 

the parish, she was my “authority” who would let me know if what I had done was “OK.” I had 

not realized that I looked at her participation in this way until I realized that she was not coming. 

But I had to let that go, I had to be my own “judge” and “authority.” 

Then the wife of the man who was giving the presentation on grief during the second 

session called to say that he could not come to the first session due to a business responsibility. 

She would still come but it sounded like she was doing it only out of a sense of duty. That also 

bothered me and I felt my stomach churning inside. I realized also I had pictured how 1 wanted 

things to work out and was holding on to that picture as the way things had to be. Again I had to  



let that go, too. I knew I had to sit, be quiet and find a sense of peace about all of this before I 

could get ready. And God blessed me with that as I sat in the darkened church, breathed deeply, 

and tried to let go of my plans, mental pictures, ideas, etc., etc., in order to allow God to be 

present and to allow an open space for what was to be. 

I was well rewarded. Both evening programs went quite well. From the outset, as soon as 

the participants began to arrive, the mood seemed to be one of friendship and community, support 

and interest. The brief introductions that each one gave at the beginning of the first evening 

seemed to set the tone for our times together. The participants were very open and willing to 

share. They listened well, and laughed easily. I was more relaxed than I had anticipated and was 

usually able to be a part of what was going on as well as to facilitate it, that is, I did not feel set 

apart, in leadership, but rather a participant in the process that was occurring. As I reflected on 

the evenings I moved farther into my metaphor of pregnancy. I felt I had given birth but at the 

same time I felt that the “baby” had been delivered into the waiting hands of many midwives 

(male and female) who accepted it and breathed into it life and movement. They baptized the 

support team through their acceptance and blessing. 

 



Analysis and Interpretation of the Results of the Evaluation of the Project 

There are many ways in which to evaluate this project. The first way for me was that 

those personally invited accepted the invitation and, with the exception of illness, all attended 

both sessions. I was also pleased that three persons called and asked about the project after 

seeing the general invitation in the parish bulletin. One of these joined us for both sessions, one 

person had illness in the family and was unable to come, and the other person had family 

commitments on the nights of the sessions but was interested in hearing the results of our 

meetings. 

The second was the general sense of acceptance that I felt was exhibited by the group as 

the training sessions were carried out. Ihave described some of this in the previous portion of 

this paper. I sensed that these were not just meetings that persons were attending, but that the 

participants were fully involved and that they too had a sense that something new was happening 

and that they were excited to be a part of it. 

During the last 30 minutes of the second training session the group spent time in an 

unstructured evaluation activity in which we discussed what we had done during the two sessions 

and also began making plans for the future. The participants were given an Evaluation/Planning 

Form (Appendix B) that I requested they use during the discussion to take notes and jot down 

ideas that might be helpful for me and to turn in before leaving. On this sheet they began by 

indicating whether they wanted to work further with the team and in what capacity. All were 

interested with the exception of one woman who preferred to be involved only as needed rather 

than actually being a part of the team due to responsibilities within her family. On the sheet 

participants listed the areas in which they felt they would be comfortable ministering. Most also 

indicated they felt we should continue meeting regularly - monthly, others - every six weeks or 

every two months. They indicated several different areas where they felt it would be helpful to 

have additional discussion or training. Areas that they listed included: mutual support by 

discussing experiences together, ethical issues, agencies available for referrals, discussion of  



current material in the areas in which we are ministering, watching videos on these subjects, more 

information on ministering to those who are terminally ill, and prayer. 

Persons were also asked to indicate what areas of the training sessions were most helpful 

to them. The areas that were listed the most were the times of sharing, the video on grief, and the 

time spent in the listening activity. 

My own evaluation of the project continued after the second session. As I noted 

previously I was pleased how the sessions had gone. I had a great sense of relief that they were 

over, yet I knew the project had actually just begun. I had a sense that perhaps we should have 

had more training sessions, or spent more time in them. Yet I had felt it would have been 

difficult to have asked people to commit to a greater time involvement when they were uncertain 

about what was to occur. Following the sessions I knew the interest was there and that additional 

training was appropriate and actually asked for in many of their evaluations. 

I also evaluated this project through the many suggestions that the group made for ways 

to carry out this ministry. The participants demonstrated a very good level of response to the 

issues that were presented to them. As noted earlier they brought out ideas that I had not even 

considered. At least three persons called me with additional ideas followings these meetings. 

Also other members asked about how things were going with the project when I would see them 

at church or within other activities. 

After my discussion with our pastor, the DRE, and the Adult Faith Team, I wrote a letter 

(Appendix F) to the participants outlining these discussions and setting a time to meet again to 

make further plans. We have met one time, on March 12, following a Lenten Soup and Bread 

Supper at the parish. Again the attendance and interest were good; eleven of the original group 

were in attendance. Because Lent seems to be a very busy time for most of the people in this 

group, we met for only about 45 minutes. We discussed the progress thus far, what types of 

individual activities people wanted to commit to, and a time to meet again. One of the women 

who had attended a grief support session at St. Vincent's Hospital reported briefly on it. Again I  



sensed that persons were ready to become more actively involved and that it is important for us to 

continue and not lose the momentum that appears to be present. People seem to be eager to get 

started yet I feel it is important that we have a firm basis on which to grow and that we do not 

begin more than we are capable of doing well. 

Additional information regarding the evaluation of this project is included in the 

theological reflection that follows. 

 



Theological Reflection during the Evaluation Phase 

Although I had discussed the project briefly with several others following the end of the 

second session, I thought it might be helpful to spend some time reflecting on it with my spiritual 

director. Mary Ann has been my spiritual director - companion - for over two years. Although 

we seem to have connected early in our relationship, I have felt even a greater level of trust and 

intimacy in the last months since she lost both her husband and her father to cancer. Somehow 

during the hard times of life it becomes easier to be honest and open. I felt that she might help 

me draw more out of my experience with this project as she has done with previous experiences 

in the past. She often seems to think of questions that move me in further areas of reflection. So 

we spent my time in February doing this. We had talked about the project briefly at other times 

when I shared with her what I was doing and how I needed her prayers. She asked me to review a 

little bit about what had happened, and what were the end results of the evenings’ activities. 

As I went beyond naming the events of the nights, I began to share with her my thoughts 

on my analogy of pregnancy and birth that I had sensed during the latter stages of the project. We 

talked some, and I have since reflected more about the whole cycle of birth, growth and death that 

are a part of life. Mary Ann has always helped me in my ability to look at the mothering or 

female side of God, and it was very helpful to bring this connection in also. Reflecting on my 

own experiences of actually giving birth and this current time of giving birth to an idea, allows 

me to touch on God’s life-giving nature, God’s continual birthing of new ideas, new ways of 

looking at things, new times of energy. 

In this line of thinking, we reflected a little on my growing understanding of the gradual- 

ness of life’s processes. During this year of working on my project I wanted very much to keep 

on my schedule, for things to work out on time, to be able to plan and reach a conclusion on a 

portion of the work during my allotted time frame. But it did not always work out that way. Iam 

slowly learning that this might be all right. I realized that this understanding of growth had also 

been important during the actual sessions, too. I was able to become aware of how the first  



session was going, how able the persons were at sharing and bringing out important points, ones I 

had previously thought I had to tell them. 1 was able to let go of my plans and let something new 

come about. That is hard for me, because it requires letting go of the power of planning how 

things will come about, and perhaps even what the results might be, yet I know it is good for me. 

I found it risky to go into the second night during which I decided we would spend more time in 

sharing than in group presentation. It would be necessary to respond to their shared words, to be 

in the moment, not to follow such a strictly planned agenda. 

The project grew, as the participants took hold of it, in small ways that I had not 

anticipated. Mary Ann commented, as I spoke, that the project could no longer stay inside me, it 

had become bigger than my original thoughts, because it was growing through the influence of 

the others. And isn’t that what true community can be. In the midst of those thoughts I 

appreciated her comment about my use of a quilt to cover the table where the candles and 

symbols were placed. “How perfect!” she said to have a quilt at the time of a birth. “How 

providential!” I later thought. 

Mary Ann asked another good question when she queried how 1 felt about doing 

something separate from our pastor or the DRE. 1 shared with her about my feelings the first 

night when the DRE was unable to come, and in that discussion I sensed another area of change. 

I have never felt much like an initiator, I do well at following a well-trod path, doing my part, 

having ideas but this process was different. Although, of course, I had permission for what I was 

doing, I wasn’t doing something someone asked me to do, or told me how to do. As Mary Ann 

asked the question I did feel something different within me that seemed good, and again 

changing, the sense that the concept of the project and its implementation was worthwhile. 

This reflection on birth, growth, and change, begun with Mary Ann, continued in my own 

thoughts throughout the following week. On the very next night I had a short discussion with our 

pastor regarding the results of the project, in order to get a sense of whether the ideas that came 

out of the sessions might be workable within the parish. Because of the sharing and reflection  



time with Mary Ann, I felt like I went into this meeting with even stronger feelings about the 

project and its potential, yet I came away with less energy and enthusiasm. In general, the pastor 

was in agreement with our ideas, and offered no real resistance. We worked together to consider 

how we might implement the idea of the prayer group as well as the other ideas discussed. I tried 

to reflect on why I had this sense of letdown following this brief meeting. The contrast between 

these two times of reflection, particularly with one following right after the other, was interesting 

for me and I spent some time considering why I felt so differently. I came to the conclusion that 

perhaps two factors were operating. First, I fell back into my need for approval. 1 was perhaps 

seeking a greater sense of acceptance or real enthusiasm for what we had done - perhaps the kind 

of enthusiasm Howard Clinebell’s speaks of in his book, Basic Types of Pastoral Care and 
  

Counseling, when he writes of the importance of ordained ministers being like player-coaches 

who have the responsibility of enabling the mutual ministry of lay persons (Clinebell, 27). 

Secondly, I think I did sense that he felt that we were asking to do might require some re-thinking 

on his part or an approval of an activity that might be different than what was currently being 

done. I felt some discomfort because of this uncertainty .. 

These times of reflection also caused me to consider further the tension that is always 

present between the risks involved in growth/change and the security that is present in keeping 

things the same. I was, during that same week, finishing the reading of the text of a presentation 

by Beatrice Bruteau. A group of us had attended a retreat at which she spoke, and because of the 

depth of the material covered, we have continued to discuss the material for many months. The 

topic of her presentation had been “The Contemplative Dimension of the Gospel.” As I read some 

of her thoughts I saw a connection between her words and this issue of growth and openness to 

change. She writes of what she calls her “fantasy way of thinking” about God’s creation of the 

world and humankind and how this act of creation continues today. She says, “The point of this 

fantasy is the combination of intending of achieve something (underlining mine) yet leaving 

undetermined and unknown what will actually happen.” This is how she appears to understand  



God’s initiation of all life and our participation in this life through our freely willed actions. She 

writes that it is important for us to discern the general intention of God’s will but that we make 

creative decisions and actions of our own. If we are attempting to follow God’s general purpose, 

our actions will help the cosmos grow “ in the direction of sharing, community, consciousness, 

freedom and more creativity. Further she states that a conclusion based on this way of thinking is 

that we should “take an exploratory and experimental attitude in our spirituality... We can make 

our own discoveries... It is never enough to inherit a tradition; it is incumbent on us to add to the 

tradition, or if necessary to purify and correct it.” She is bold enough to say that for us to take the 

initiative is what “the Creator is hoping for” (Bruteau, 98). 

I am certainly not suggesting that anything about this project is adding to the tradition, 

but this reading, in light of my reflection, has made me more aware and more comfortable in 

thinking that living gradually, intending to achieve something, yet allowing the results to happen 

more naturally rather than through force, might be a better way of being and doing. The process 

that I think I began to accept while doing this project seems to be a healthier, more gentle way to 

work. I had an idea and, based on the thoughts, suggestions and encouragement of others, I 

began to put it into place. But I did not force it into fruition, even though many times I wanted to. 

I learned to wait on the help and input of others, to attend to the subtle clues that life presented, 

and, especially continued to learn to listen to the spirit of God within me and others. 

While I get frustrated, at times, when it seems the powers that be within the Church have 

not learned this lesson, when they seem so uncomfortable with change, and with being open to 

the Spirit, I perhaps have a better understanding of the tension that operating in this way can 

bring. It is much easier to do things the way they have been done, to hold strictly to tradition, and 

to make decisions without a great deal of input from the community. It is risky to move in new 

directions and particularly so to allow others to do this. Where might it lead? On a personal 

basis, perhaps only a few lives are affected. On a parish, diocese, or world basis, many can be 

affected.  



I hope the lessons and the insights gained through this reflection can take root deep 

within me so that I can live my own life in this more gentle and open fashion. It is powerful yet 

not based on power. By reflecting on what I have learned I can hopefully become more enabling 

and empowering of others as they also are open to the Spirit and have ideas that seem new to me. 

Where might it lead in my own life, in the life of our local community and in the world that our 

lives might touch? 
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Appendix A-1 

Care Team Opening Prayer Service — January 29, 1998 

We begin this evening with words from the gospel of John, with a passage in which Jesus 

gives us an example of the meaning of service. 

“Before the festival of the Passover began, Jesus realized that the time had come for him 
to leave this world and return to God. He had loved those who were his own in the world 
and he loved them to the end.... Jesus, with full knowledge that God had put everything 
in his hands and that he had come from God and was going to God, rose from the supper 
table, took off his outer clothes, picked up a towel and fastened it around his waist. Then 

he poured water into a basin and began to wash the disciples’ feet and to dry them with 
the towel around his waist. 

He came to Simon Peter who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus 
answered and said to him, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but late on you will 
understand.” Then Peter said to him, “You must never wash my feet!” “Unless you let 
me wash you, Peter,” replied Jesus, “you cannot share my lot.” “Then,” Peter replied,” 
please- not just my feet but my hands and head as well.” 

When Jesus had washed their feet and put on his clothes, he sat down again and spoke to 
them, “Do you realize what I have done to you? You call me ‘teacher’ and ‘Lord’ and 
you are quite right, for I am your teacher and your Lord. But if I, your teacher and Lord, 

have washed your feet, you must be ready to wash another’s feet. I have given you this 
example so that you may do as I have done. Believe me, the servant is not greater than 
his master, and the messenger is not greater than the man who sent him. Once you have 
realized these things, you will find your happiness in doing them.” (Jn 13: 1-9,12-17) 

We see in front of us the bowl of water, a symbol of service given to us by Jesus. Also 
on this table are items that could symbolize for us the service that we might give to one 
another. Let us consider for a moment how we, as the Body of Christ, might become 

the hands and feet, the eyes and ears of Jesus in the community in which we live. 
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Let us pray together a “Prayer of Compassion” 

We walk with others who hurt and ache. As we do so, keep us closely united with you, 
Jesus, so that our hearts will always be warm with compassion. 

We walk with ourselves in our own joys and sorrows. May we look upon our own selves 
with love, with a belief that we too, need tending and care. 

We walk with our families, communities, loved ones and friends. Our hearts can be 
closely connected in good times and in bad. May we draw strength from you and be open 
to the ways in which you call us to be there for them. 

We walk with our world, a world that is filied with pain and grief, with beauty and 
grandeur. We are all children of the universe. Remind us that who we are and what we 
do affects our brothers and sisters, the earth, and all creatures in any form. 

We walk with wounds yet to be healed. Do not let us run from what we need to face. 
Grant us the courage to let go of whatever keeps us from being healed. Help us to trust 
you with our lives, God. 

We walk with scars that tell of the tough times that we have had. Our wounds can be our 
teachers. God of wisdom, draw us to quiet times of reflection so that we can see and 
accept the truths that our wounded times have offered to us. 

We walk in your presence, God. May our inner vision keep us closely bonded to you. 
Assure us that we are all a part of the Body of Christ. When we meet together, we meet 
you. May the treasure of our union with you energize and renew us as we reach out to 
others. Amen. 

Source: The Cup of Our Life by Joyce Rupp 
  

 



Appendix A-1 

Care Team Opening Prayer Service — January 29. 1998 

We begin this evening with words from the gospel of John, with a passage in which Jesus 
gives us an example of the meaning of service. 

Reading of John 13: 1-9, 12-17. 

Let us pray together a “Prayer of Compassion” 

We walk with others who hurt and ache. As we do so, keep us closely united with you, 
Jesus, so that our hearts will always be warm with compassion. 

We walk with ourselves in our own joys and sorrows. May we look upon our own selves 
with love, with a belief that we too, need tending and care. 

We walk with our families, communities, loved ones and friends. Our hearts can be 
closely connected in good times and in bad. May we draw strength from you and be open 
to the ways in which you call us to be there for them. 

We walk with our world, a world that is filled with pain and grief, with beauty and 
grandeur. We are all children of the universe. Remind us that who we are and what we 
do affects our brothers and sisters, the earth, and all creatures in any form. 

We walk with wounds yet to be healed. Do not let us run from what we need to face. 
Grant us the courage to let go of whatever keeps us from being healed. Help us to trust 
you with our lives, God. 

We walk with scars that tell of the tough times that we have had. Our wounds can be our 
teachers. God of wisdom, draw us to quiet times of reflection so that we can see and 
accept the truths that our wounded times have offered to us. 

ALL - We walk in your presence, God. May our inner vision keep us closely bonded to 
you. Assure us that we are all a part of the Body of Christ. When we meet together, we 
meet you. May the treasure of our union with you energize and renew us as we reach out 
to others. Amen. 

Source: The Cup of Our Life by Joyce Rupp 

 



Appendix A-2 

Material for the Session on Community 

What are we about in this formation of a parish support team? 

I have two experiences of community that I would like to share as we begin the 

discussion of what we are about in this process. Many, many years ago when I was in the midst 

of the first stages of divorce, I went through an intense period of grief. It’s hard to even 

remember it now, and that’s good, but if I think about it hard enough, I can remember the feelings 

of loneliness I experienced when I had the sense that no one really understood how I felt or what 

it was like to have my lifelong dreams shattered. 

Somewhere in the first months of the divorce I had the courage to ask someone, someone 

in this parish, if I would ever feel better. In short, I was asking how to get through what was 

occurring in my life. She invited me to come to a prayer group in this very parish. I won’t go 

into much detail but I can tell you that that experience of community changed my sense of what 

was happening to me, it deepened my faith, and it got me through the months and years as healing 

occurred and life went on. When I try to think what specifically happened through that 

experience of the prayer group, I come up with several answers. 1 saw the faith and trust that 

others were able to place in God. I heard others talk about God and their experience of God in 

their everyday lives. I was uplifted by the singing and prayers of others because it took me 

beyond my own grief. I was able to share with specific persons within the group what was 

happening to me and I grew in an acceptance that all would be well. They carried me through 

until my own faith was strong. They allowed doubt and frustration to be spoken but in some way 

they encouraged me to move beyond it. As I ponder the gifts this group gave to me it was not 

particular advice or specific acts of service, as much as it was the overall understanding that 

someone cared. 

My second experience was some time after this when I had the occasion to drive an 

acquaintance to a meeting because of bad weather. I had heard that this person had also recently  
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been divorced but because I did not know her very well, I had not talked to her about it. I can still 

remember the 45-minute drives to and from our meeting. It was nonstop talking and I know it 

was because of the commonality of our life experiences. 1 was further along in my healing 

process at the time, yet I knew where she was. I could remember the anger and frustration, the 

disappointment and heartache. And I think I was able to be for her community — someone who 

had walked where she was and understood what was happening to her. 

These are two instances of ways to be community to one another. And, I think they are 

examples of what we are meant to be for one another. A book entitled Practicing Our Faith states 

that “many Christian people seem to be unaware of the rich insights and strong help the Christian 

tradition can bring to today’s concerns. Hungry, they look elsewhere without ever exploring and 

appreciating what our own faith can offer.” We know how people today seek for answers to the 

difficult issues in their lives — look at the self-help books in the bookstores or libraries, or 

consider the TV or talk shows that deal with the hard issues in life. Yet in most instances these 

kinds of help are not based on faith and do not have God at the heart of them. 

The beginning ritual that we used today reminds us of the words of Jesus when he said 

that he gave us this example so that we may do as He did. Washing the disciples’ feet was 

symbolic of service, service to one another, service that meets the needs of those with whom we 

share life. We could name many other instances of Jesus service and ministry to persons with the 

gospels: his ministry to Mary and Martha at the time of their brother’s death, his story of the 

Good Samaritan, his compassion for the widow whose only son had died. Jesus’ words and 

actions took root in his early disciples. As we know from the words of Scripture, the early 

Christians were known by the love that they showed to one another. If they were known by their 

love then that love must have been shown in a visible form. Some examples of early Christian 

service to one another: 

Acts 2:14 - they saw to the needs of others materially 

Acts 3:17 - they shared the gift of healing that Jesus shared with them  
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They prayed for those in prison 

Acts 6:2,3 - they served the needs of the poor 

Church history is filled with occasions where Christians provide care and support for 

those in need. Religious orders were founded to serve the needs of others. Many saints are 

known for their care of others and deeds of service. Catholic leaders through Church history have 

been known for seeing to the needs of the community. The documents of Vatican II re- 

emphasized the importance of community and the need for Catholics to serve one another and to 

increase the solidarity of humankind in anticipation of the perfection of the kingdom of God in 

the days to come (Gaudium et Spes, n.32). 

Throughout history God has called us to be community and God calls us to this still. And 

within our hearts we know that there is a longing within us for relationship with others, a 

relationship that calls forth service. 

It is through others that the compassion of God can be evident in the world. People learn 

of compassion through the touch of one another. Within community we give evidence to the 

trustworthiness of God. Sometimes we are in a place in our lives where it is hard for us to believe 

and trust in God, and we need our community to show us that this is true. There is a place in 

scripture that says (paraphrased) that if I see my brother or sister in need and say to them — go, be 

well — and do nothing to help them then we are not following the example of Jesus. 

We, as Catholics, are used to considering the priest as the minister of our faith. He 

ministers through the liturgy, but also ministers by visiting the sick and counseling those in 

difficulties. But we in our day know that it is impossible for the priest to minister in all the ways 

necessary to meet the needs of his parishioners. The many ministries of the Church include 

healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling. Father Dan, even with the other parish staff, cannot 

begin to be the body of Christ for all of the people. We must help in that role — this is the way we 

are to share in the ministry of the faithful. This is the way we follow Jesus’ words to serve as he 

served. Pastoral care is a function of the entire congregation. We in the Church can be a model  
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for society of what it means to be for one another. And what we hope for is that this group can be 

a start of providing the one-to-one or group support that others need in their times of difficulty. 

We can walk besides persons because we have been there. We have had similar experiences, we 

can have a sense of what they are going through and can provide the listening and presence that 

others need in order to heal and become a healer themselves. 

A pastoral care program should develop a dynamic climate of mutual, loving, enlightened 

concern. Some of this comes naturally. All of us have given this kind of support to others in 

informal settings. Friends do this for friends, family members for others within the family. 

Persons in our parish do this when they take communion to the ill and shut-in. But everyone is 

not so fortunate as to have friends or family that can give them the support needed. They may not 

be near physically or they may not be present often enough to give the help needed.In addition, 

when support is given within the context of the Christian community, God is present in the help. 

God can be the healer through our words, our presence and our time. 

Being this kind of a helper within a community encourages a stronger faith within both 

helper and the one being helped. Our faith is put into action. What we envision is to form a team 

in which individuals or groups can be linked by the pastor or other parish staff who are aware of 

persons in need, with someone who has weathered a similar situation and grown as a result. The 

linking of persons with similar losses, crises, or life situations one-to-one or in clusters of mutual 

support is one of the simplest and most helpful strategies pastoral staff can use to enable lay 

ministry. 

This sense of community on a small scale can also help us to become aware of the larger 

needs within the world. When one experiences community support and then realizes the strength 

that this support gives, it can motivate us to continue the cycle of support. This way of 

experiencing community also helps us understand aspects of God or ways of experiencing God 

that may be new to us. These ways of looking at God can be challenging for us, but they can help 

us grow in our knowledge of God and of ourselves.  
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Issues for Reflection 

Reflect on a particular time of difficulty in your life. 

In this time of need, how did you receive help from others, either individuals or a community? 

If you feel you did not receive support, what kind of community care would have been helpful to 
you? 

What did (or could) this experience of support show you about God? 

Did the experience of community support affect your understanding of God? 

 



Listen 

When I ask you to listen to me 

and you start giving advice 

you have not done what I asked. 

When [ ask you to listen to me 

and you begin to tell me why I shouldn't feel that way, 

you are trampling on my feelings. 

When I ask you to listen to me 

and you feel you have to do something to solve my problem, 

you have failed me, strange as that may seem. 

Listen! All I asked, was that you listen, 

not talk or do - just hear me. 

Advice is cheap: 25 cents will get you both Dear Abby and 

Billy Graham in the same newspaper. 

And I can do for myself; I'm not helpless. 

Maybe discouraged and fsltering, but not helpless. 

When you do something for me that I can and need to do 

for myself, you contribute to my fear and weakness. 

But, when you accept as a simple fact that I do feel what | feel, 

no matter how irrational, then I can quit trying to convince 

you and can get about the business of understanding 

what's behind this irrational feeling. 

And when that's clear, the answers are obvious 

and I don't need advice. 

Irrational feelings make sense when we understand what's behind me. 

Perhaps that's why prayer works, sometimes, for some people - 

because God is mute, and He doesn't give advice or 

try to fix things. 

So, please listen and hear me_ 

And, if you want to talk, 

wait a minute for your turn 

and I'll listen to you. 

- Anonymous 

  

Volunteer Handbook Town and Country Hospice  
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Practice listening assignments 

1. Recognize your feelings off and on during the day. 

Do not analyse them, just give them a name in 

acknowl edgement. 

Try listening to someone you normally tune out. Do this 

without comment and try to give a feeling word to how 
you "perceive" them to be feeling (Remember your 

perception could be wrong) 

Read aloud a portion of Scripture and let it speak to 

you without you trying to understand. Just hear it. 

At the end of each day, reflect (in a journal, as a 

prayer, or by whatever means you have for letting go 

of the day) about any or all of the above. 

Listen to nature sounds, actually hear them without 

coloring them with your harriedness. 

In other words, practice, practice, and practice 

listening. Never force anything. Always be gentle. 

Notice your openness and your closedness. When you're 

brave enough, test what you heard by asking and 

noticing how others heard things differently. 

7. Listen to anything and everything, even your breathing. 

These are some ways to learn how to listen. It has been my 

experience that sometimes I have heard things for the first 

time. How exhilarating those times were! 

May God bless your desire to be a supportive listener. 
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Material for the Session on Prayer 

Part of our caring ministry would include praying with and for those who have asked for 

prayer and support. In the past years I have struggled with praying for others in need and it seems 

there have been many people for whom I have prayed. I think especially of my mother when she 

was ill with cancer, also a very good friend who was also ill and dying of cancer, and my brother- 

in-law in recent years. As I think of these times I feel as if I have been in different stages of 

prayer as I prayed for each of these people. 

For my mother, I was at the stage of begging and pleading. There were times when I felt 

as if my whole faith life depended upon whether God answered my prayers to heal my mother. 

That passed yet I continued to struggle with how to pray. Should I pray for healing without 

saying “Thy will be done.” Should I pray “ Whatever is your will, my God, when that did not 

really say what was in my heart.” Somehow I felt that there must be a right way — a method that 

would plead my case effectively. Have you ever felt that way? I still don’t know that I know how 

to pray, but I do know that there isn’t only one way, nor is there a “right” way. 

I now sense that we have to pray where we are. We have to tell God how we feel. I think 

the psalms are good examples of praying in the moment — of being real when we pray, of 

allowing the anger out, of letting the tears, and perhaps angry words, flow. At other times we 

must accept that praying might just be wordless, it might be allowing God to just be with you in 

the present moment. 

I think it is very important to let people know that we will pray for them and that with 

their permission we’ll ask others to do the same. That’s part of being community. Just as we 

talked about that it is important to know that a community trust and believes for us when we have 

difficulty doing that — so it is important to know that others are praying for them when it may be 

hard for them to do so. 

I’ve had many personal experiences of feeling strength in hard situations because I knew 

others were praying for me. I recall particularly when I was in the hospital after surgery and had  
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difficulty sleeping through the night. One night several friends called to remind me that they 

were praying for me and it seemed to make all the difference. 

What is intercession or interceding for others all about? Several summers ago I found a 

book entitled The Fire In Your Life by Maggie Ross, and it had some very helpful words in this 

area. She says that intercessory prayer is hard work. She believes, and I can confirm, that when 

we pray “often in our heart of hearts we are trying to manipulate God, asking God to change his 

mind, trying to veto God, wheedling him, bargaining with him.” 

She notes that intercession can, however, be a form of adoration in which we allow God 

to be God, when we acknowledge that his ultimate will and concern is for our good. And the 

more we are able to move into this type of prayer, the more likely that we forget our own desires 

and our prayer becomes less self-centered. “What we cannot understand about pain and suffering 

is often an invitation to enlarge our hearts. Holding someone up in prayer enlarges us opens us to 

greater love of one another. Praying for someone else allows us to be one with God in his love 

for them.” 

There is no way to judge or evaluate intercession. God knows the secrets of out hearts 

and does most of his work in and through us when we are least aware of it, when our prayer 

seems most useless, or when we’re not aware of praying at all. We are leaving ourselves wide 

open to be used by God. So we can never give up or call our prayers unheard. When God is 

aware of our desires and intentions —God will use us. 

How do we pray with others and how can we help them to be able to pray or talk with 

God in difficult times? What seems to be important is that persons know it is all right to pray at 

the point where they are. Helping them be with God at these times is helping them realize that 

they do not have to make something up to be praying. Praying is being yourself before God, 

coming as you are, dialoguing with him from your present situation. Praying is being yourself 

and working with the thoughts and feelings that are there.  
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Sometimes praying can be pondering, considering the events that are happening and 

letting God be with you. Remember how the Scriptures tell us that Mary pondered in her life 

when she was in the midst of confusing times. Sometimes being quiet is the only way to sort out 

what God might want us to hear or feel. 

At other times when the desire or the yearning to pray is there, rote prayers from the past 

work well. Sitting and praying the rosary, just going through the motions can be comforting and 

meaningful. Sometimes repeating a word of phrase from Scriptures or from a much-loved prayer 

can bring that same kind of comfort. Words like “The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want,” or 

“I will always be with you” can build strength and courage in these times. 

It is important to attempt to understand the kinds of prayer that are helpful to the ones we 

are ministering to. It would be helpful to ask what or how they would like us to pray if that seems 

appropriate. We should also remember that praying may be hard for them at this time and that we 

may only need to remind them they we will be praying for them. 

Praying for others and paying attention to the results often requires us to reconsider our 

understanding of God. We must be prepared for that. 1am convinced that I will always be 

learning about prayer and, therefore, will always be learning more about God and how he 

mteracts with us in our lives. 

 



GRIEVING IS AS NATURAL AS 

CRYING WHEN YOU ARE HURT, 

SLEEPING WHEN YOU ARE TIRED, 

EATING WHEN YOU ARE HUNGRY, 

OR SNEEZING WHEN YOUR NOSE ITCHES. 

IT IS NATURE’S WAY OF HEALING 

A BROKEN HEART. 

Appendix A-B 
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Grief is a process. Each individual’s grief is unique. No two people grieve in the same 
way. The following are some common feelings, sensations and symptoms that many people 
experience after the death of a loved one. The are all normal reactions and responses to the 
pain you are feeling. You may experience one or a combination of several symptoms at any 
given time during this difficult period. You will also experience symptoms not on the list that 
are unique to your own process of grieving. 

feeling of shock 

intense emotional pain 
need to cry a lot 
difficulty comeing 
nervousness 
dizziness or feeling off vais 
feelings of going crazy (you are not!) 
feeling wounded, cut off from others & God 

full of ‘pep or need to keep busy 
need for silence 

physical aches and pains 

difficulty getting deep breath 
intense need to talk about loved one 
longing for loved one 

yearning for loved one 
out of place with others 
difficulty making decisions 
sensitive to other’s actions and words 

feeling of urgency 

anger 
loss of appetite 
fear of being alone 

overeating 

overwhelmed 

lethargic 

withdrawn 
depression 
guilt 
rage 
forgetfulness 

irritable 

need to sleep more 

insomnia 

sighing 
exhausted 
despair 

Some day you will be in less pain. These feelings will not last forever. Grief must be 
worked through - Give yourself time to heal - take one day at a time. Try not to push yourself 
quickly through the grieving process and don’t let others push you because of their 

uncomfortableness. with your grief. : us 

It is important that throughout the grieving process, .you rest, eat well, exercise and seek 
out social support, as grief work can require enormous energy. 

$7; MARY.OL.THE. WOODS COLLEGE LIRRARY  



  

WHAT DO WE NEED DURING GRIEF? 

TIME 

Time alone and time with others whom you trust and who will 

listen when you need to talk. Months and years of time to feel 
and understand the feelings that go along with loss. 

REST - RELAXATION - EXERCISE - NOURISHMENT -~ DIVERSION 

You may need extra amounts of things you needed before. Hot 

baths, after-noon naps, a trip, a "cause" to work for others- any 
of these may give you a lift. Grief is an exhausting process 
emotionally. You need to replenish yourself. Follow what feels 
healing to you and what connects you to the people and things you 
love. : 

SECURITY 

Try to reduce or find help for financial or other stresses 
in your life. Allow yourself to be close to those you trust. 
Getting back into routine helps. You may need to allow yourself 
to do things at your own pace. 

HOPE 
You may find hope and comfort from those who have 

experienced a similar loss. Knowing some things that helped 
them, and realizing that they have recovered and time does help 
may give you hope that sometime in the future your grief will be 
less raw and painful. 

CARING 
Try to allow yourself to accept the expressions of caring 

m others even though they may be uneasy and awkward. Helping 
riend or relative also suffering the same loss may bring a 
ling of closeness with that person. 
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GOALS 

For a while, it will seem that much of life is without 
meaning. At times like these, small goals are helpful. 
Something to look forward to, like playing tennis with a friend 
next week, a movie tomorrow night, a trip next month helps you 
get through the time in the immediate future. Living one day at 
a time is a rule of thumb. At first, don't be surprised if your 

enjoyment of these things isn't the same. This is normal. As 
time passes you may nead to work on som2 longer range goals to 

give some structurs and dirsction to your life. You may need 
guidance or counseling to help with this. 

PERMISSION TO BACKSLIDE 

Sometimes after a pariod of feeling good, we find ourselves 
back in the old feelings of extreme sadness, despair, or anger. 
This is often the nature of grief, up and down, and it may happen 
over and over for a time. It happens because as humans, we 
cannot take in all of the pain and the meaning of death all at 
once. So we let it in a little at a time. 
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How To Help A 
Grieving Friend 
By Harry E. Mann 
Ft. Pierce, Florida 

t one time or another, most of 
us have tried to comfort a 
grieving friend and just did 

not know what to do or say. 
Sometimes we say, “Well, it must 

have been God's will, and God 

knows best.” It is true that death 
is God’s will for all of us, but we 
have no way of knowing whether a 
particular death is God's will or 
not. God has willed not only 
mortality for humans, but free- 
dom, too. 

That means that our freedom 
can bring us to an untimely end or 
that we can contract a fatal 
disease simply by being in the 
wrong place at the wrong time. 
Like Job's friends, we may only 
make our friends’ grief more 
severe by offering theology when 
what they really need is the 
assurance of God's love. Like 
Isaiah, we need “the tongue of the 
learned, that (we] may speak a 
word in season to him that is 
weary.” 

One of our greatest needs when 
grieving is to simply ventilate our 
overpowering feelings. Ezekiel sat 

among the exiles in Babylon for 
seven days before he offered a 
word of comfort, and we will find 
that one of the more helpful things 
we can do is to listen actively. 

By simply rephrasing in our 
own words what our friend is 
saying, we can help him or her to 
reduce grief to human perspective 
and allow overwhelming feelings 
to escape like air from a balloon 
that threatens to burst. 

In the New Testament, James 
says that we should be “swift to 
hear, slow to speak...” Somecne 
has added that we have two ears 
and only one tongue. Therefore, we 
should listen twice as much as we 
speak. One of the greatest gifts we 
can give to those we love is to truly 
hear what they are saying. 

We can help our friends by 
allowing them to grieve at their 
own pace. Each of us is unique, 
and it takes longer for some to be 
healed by the pain of their loss. 
Like the dance, we sometimes take 
two steps forward and one back- 
ward in the process of recovery. 

It may be that our impatience 
grows out of our own unresolved 
grief, and this may be a signal to 
examine our own feelings of loss. 
Just remember that death is 
natural but not contagious. Shar- 
ing the grief of a friend who has 
lost a spouse will not cause us to 
lose our own spouse. The courage 
to share the grief of another is one 
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of the finest things we can offer in 
the time of death. 

Some people receive great 
support until the funeral is over 
and all the dishes are returned to 
those who brought food. Then the 
bereaved find themselves left all 
alone. Sometimes they need to be 
alone and may even get up in the 
middle of a meal to go home. This 
is a natural response to grief. At 
other times, they need someone to 
listen or to just spend time with 
them. We can be a strong support 
by continuing to invite them to 
share our lives. 

We can help our grieving 
friendsby encouraging them to 
accept the reality of the death of 
their loved ones. Some have 
advised selling everything and 
making a new start somewhere 
else, and many are quick to follow 
this advice. Immediately after the 
funeral, they put all the deceased's 
possessions in boxes and bags and 
give them to Goodwill or the 
Salvation Army. This is one way of 
denying the mourning process or 
that the deceased ever existed. 
Others go to the opposite extreme 
and make a shrine of the 
deceased’s room and possessions 
— as if he or she had just gone cn 
a trip and would be back any day. 
Only as the bereaved realize that 
(at least in this life) there will be 
no reunion will they begin the 
process of healing. 

The last thing we can do to help 
a grieving friend is to open our- 
selves to the love of God. The more 
God’s love flows into our lives, the 
more His love will overflow into 
the lives of our friends. And the 
more we open ourselves to God, 
the more sensitive we will become 
to the needs of those who grieve 
and others who need God's love. 

Author’s note: Many of the ideas 
in this article either came directly 
or were inspired by Dr. J. William 
Worden'’s book, “Grief Counseling 
and Grief Therapy,” published by 
Springer Publishing Company, 
New York, 1982. &  
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Task I - 

To Accept the Reality of the Loss 

The first task of grieving is to come full face with the reality 
that the person is dead, that the person is gone and will not return. 
Part of the acceptance of reality is to come to the belief that 
reunion is impossible, at least in this life. 

Task 11 'w 

To Work Through to the Pain of Grief 

It is necessary to acknowledge and work through the emotional and 
behavioral pain associated with loss or it will manifest itself 
through some symptoms: or other form of aberrant behavior. : 

Task 111 

To Adjust to an Environment in Which the Deceased is Missing 

Adjusting toc a new environment means different things to different 
people, depending on what the relationship was with the deceased 
and the various roles the deceased played. The survivor is usually 

not aware of all the roles played by the decszased for some time 
the 108s. Not only 40 the bersaved have to adjust to the 

ss of roles previously played by the deceased, but death con- 
onts them with the challenge of adjusting to their own sense 
self. 
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Tasik IV 

To Emotionally Relocate the Deceased and Move on With Life 

One never loses memories of a‘'significant relationship. The 
ccunselor's task then becomes not to help the bereaved give up 
their relationship with the deceased, but to help them find an 
appropriate place for the dead in their emotional lives---a 
place that will enable them to go on living effectively in the 
world. 

Adapted from Wm.Worden, 

Grief Counseling and 
Grief Therapy, 2nd Ed. 
New York: Springer Pub. Co. 

1991.  
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BOOKS AND ARTICLES FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 

Care and Support 

Bass, Dorothy. Practicing Our Faith. (MW) 

Fiand, Barbara. Releasement: Spirituallity for Ministry. (MW) 

Horne, Jo. A Survival Guide for Family Caregivers. (SMPL) 

McNeil, Donald. Compassion: A Reflection on the Christian Life (SMPL) 

  Nouwen, Henri. The Wounded Healer. (SMPL) 

Puls, Joan, OSF. A Spirituality of Compassion. (MCL) 

Ripple, Paula. Loneliness. (SMPL) 
  

Stone, Howard. The Caring Church. 

Weavings. Issues Entitled “Compassion” (Nov./Dec. 1990) and “Trust” (Sept./Oct. 1990) 

Bereavement, Grief in General 

Brisson, Barbara. Such Is the Way of the World: A Journey Through Grief. (MW) 

Carretto, Carlo. Why, O Lord: The Inner Meaning of Suffering (SMPL) 

Evely, Louis. Suffering (SMPL) 

Frankl, Victor. Man’s Search for Meaning. (SMPL) 
  

Greeley, Andrew. When Grief Hurts. (SMPL) 

James, John W. and Cherry, Frank. The Grief Recovery Handbook. (BPL) 

Lee, Carol. Good Grief: Experiencing Loss. (BPL) 

Robinson, Haddon. Coping. (SMPL) 

Young-Eisendrath, Polly. The Resilient Spirit: Transforming Suffering into Insight and Renewal. 

Death and Dying Issues 

Callanan, Maggie and Patricia Kelly. Final Gifts: Understanding the Special Awarreness, Needs 
and Communications of the Dying. (BPL) 

Carpenter, Sue. Learning to Live Again. (SMPL)  
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Grollman, Earl A. Living When a Loved One Has Died. (SF) 

Kinkbeiner, Ann. After the Death of a Child (BPL) 
  

Kubler-Ross, Elisabeth. On Death and Dying (SMPL) 

Laz, Medard. Helps for the Widowed. (MCL) 
  

Levine, Stephen. Meetings at the Edge. 

Nouwen, Henri. Our Greatest Gift: A Meditation on Dying and Caring) (SMPL) 

Nouwen, Henri. In Memoriam. Notre Dame: (SF) 

Shaw, Eva. What To Do When A Loved One Dies. (BPL) 

Vredevelt, Pam. Empty Arms (Miscarriage, Stillbirth) (BPL) 

Marriage, Divorce, Other Family Issues 

McGuirk, James and Mary Elizabeth. For Want of a Child. (Infertility) (BPL) 

Teyber, Edward. Helping Children Cope with Divorce. (BPL) 

Worth, Richard. Single Parent Families. (BPL) 
  

Young, James J. Ministering to the Divorced Catholic. (MCL) 

Aging 

Burt, Donald. But When You Are Older (SMPL) 
  

Hutchison, Frank. Aging Comes of Age. (BPL) 
  

Valentine, Sr. Mary Hester. Aging in the Lord. (MCL) 

VanKaam, Adrian and Muto, Susan. Aging Gracefully. (SMPL) 

Wicks, Robert. After 50, Spiritually Embracing Your Own Wisdom Years. (MW) 

SMPL — St. Malachy Parish Library 

BPL — Brownsburg Public Library 

MCL — Marian College Library 

MW — Marilyn Webb 

SF — Sandy Frenia  
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Material for the Session on Suffering 

Tonight we will discuss the areas of grief and suffering. We will begin by viewing a 

brief video entitled “How Do I Go On?” I think you will find within it some very helpful words 

about grief. I think we all understand that grief can be a part of many different life situations. It 

is a normal and natural response to any kind of loss in our lives. Grief is a conflicting mass of 

human emotions that we experience following any major change in familiar life pattern. And one 

of the things that most psychologists will agree on is that unresolved grief can lead to many 

physical and psychological problems in life. Today’s world with its emphasis on speed, gain, 

instant gratification is not always sympathetic to a person’s grief and does not always allow 

persons the time to grieve as they need to. I think you will find that this video speaks about grief 

and the recovery process following any kind of loss in a way that is beneficial in today’s world. 

Additional Material on Suffering 
What is the point of it all? What have we learned or can we learn from suffering? 

We learn that we really cannot control life and what happens to us on a daily basis. That 

is a hard lesson. When you get that phone call, or the results of a medical test, or what ever ways 

difficult times enter our lives, we finally have to realize that we do not have the power to control 

things. But this is difficult for us to accept; we have to discover new ways to live with this reality. 

We begin to realize that our values are changing; that things we took for granted have greater 

value and some of the things we thought to be so important no longer have the appeal they once 

did. 

Because we realize new values in life we learn another thing — and I feel that those of us 

who are here have learned or are in the process of learning this lesson — that we are different 

persons than we were before the life-changing experiences that have occurred. We have been 

transformed — which is different from just changing. God has a big part in the work of 

transformation. To be transformed we have had to attend to what has happened, we have  
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struggled, we have asked questions of God, and we have allowed ourselves to be touched and, 

perhaps, even healed. 

In my reading I found a quote from a Buddhist teacher that says (in essence): The 

realization that things change is perhaps the only thing that we can hold onto. It is important to 

consider the questions that we ask ourselves at these times of difficulties. We often begin by 

asking questions like “Why me?” “How did this happen?” Why did God allow this to happen to 

me?” Or some might even ask “Why did God do this to me?” All are valid questions that arise in 

each of us? But when these questions can be changed to questions like “What can I make of 

this?” “How must I change?” we are beginning a time of transformation. We do not, in most 

cases welcome this transformation, but if we reach a point of acceptance, we can work through 

change and remain fully engaged in life. 

We learn, again through suffering, how to accept the help of others. We can probably all 

admit that it is hard for us to accept assistance, even sympathy from others. We want to be tough, 

to work things out for ourselves; we don’t want to admit being needy, being vulnerable, being 

helpless. Yet we are often forced into that situation, and learn from it. Hopefully we have been 

in situations where we have learned the goodness of people, their great willingness to do what 

needs to be done, whatever can be done to lighten the load of someone in trouble. Iremember in 

my times of surgery, I was amazed at the way people pitched in, did what needed to be done — 

often with me protesting in the beginning — but I eventually learned the humility necessary to 

accept help, to say “thank you” and to understand the interrelatedness that should exist among us 

as neighbors and friends. 

Through times of difficulty we often learn about the strength that we have within us. 

Times of difficulty often leave us to our own resources. Particularly in times of illness or death, 

we often receive considerable help and support initially, and in many cases this support continues. 

But there is also much time that we are alone, when we must face ourselves and draw on our own 

resources. It is then that we can often be surprised by what we find. Sadness, extreme loneliness,  
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depression — all are conditions that are experienced in these alone times. The issue of depression 

is a complex one — one that we would need much more time to discuss. But many authors I have 

read can even see benefits from these times of depression because if one attends to what is 

occurring, and has help dealing with it, it can give one the incentive to look deeper into him or 

her self and see beyond the present situation into knowledge of self and how the person I am 

reacts to the events of life. 

We also learn about compassion. Being attentive to one’s own pain can show us how to 

be present to another in their pain. Being a compassionate person requires that one has been 

compassionate to oneself, has allowed grief, and has understood deep sadness, anger and the 

other emotions that come in the midst of grief. 

Compassion allows one to be able to listen and to accept another’s actions and reactions. 

We understand in a different way because have been in similar situations. Yet we know that 

everyone does not react in the same way. Empathy and compassion allow one to accept another’s 

journey. One definition of compassion that I read was that it is “sharing in the limitations of 

human life and feeling the connection to others through pain and suffering.” Compassion takes 

root in the heart when we are able to recognize the truth and value within suffering. 

Being able to give compassion helps us to combat the alienation that we often feel in life. 

It helps us sense that we are not separate but interrelated to those around us. Reaching out to 

others combats the suffering caused by isolation. Giving help can be as valuable to the giver as it 

1s to the receiver. 

Suffering can bring us closer to God. People often come upon the reality of God in 

situations of sickness, grief, and fear, when they are searching for the truth and struggling to 

understand. Belief in God gives us the hope that helps us hang on. Having a belief that God is at 

the center of our being reassures us of God’s constancy in our lives. 

A friend of mine who has recently lost both her husband and her father said something to 

me that I found very enlightening. She said that the priest who was with the family at the second  
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funeral said he felt that the family had stepped into the experience of death. They knew her father 

was in his final days and they were able to make the most of it. They faced death. I’m not sure 

that we do that very often, we want to run away, we want life to return to what we think is 

normal. Although we, of course, would never choose suffering, that is morbid. Yet I'm 

beginning to think that it is possible to face hardships differently, to live in them and learn from 

them. This statement of the author Barbara Fiand might summarize this in her words. “By 

surrendering ourselves to the pain of our incapacity to alleviate suffering we learn to let pain be... 

We release ourselves to the breakthrough of God in our lives.” 
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Care Team Closing Prayer Service — February 5, 1998 

As we close these times together we ask for the capacity to use the hard times in our lives in such 
a way that we become more vulnerable to the shape that God has in mind for us. 

Scripture Reading - Sirach 33:13 

“Just as the clay is in the potter’s hands for him to shape as he pleases, so we are in the hands of 
our Creator for him to do with as he wishes.” 

We are forever being formed. We never quite remain the same. Our joys and our sorrows mold 
us and shape us. The hard times that we have gone through will keep our clay soft and yielding 
so that the Master Potter can continually and lovingly shape and reshape us to his image — but 
only if we choose to remain moist and supple in his hands. 

And so we ask for the capacity to use our sufferings in such a way that we are forever vulnerable 
to the shape that God has in mind for us. 

All - 

May the God of strength be with us, 

And keep us in strong-fingered hands; 

May we be the sacrament of strength to those we meet. 

May the God of wonder be with us, 

Delighting us with thunder and wind, sunrise and rain, 
Enchanting our senses, filling our hearts, 

And opening our eyes to the splendor of creation. 

May the God of patience be with us, 

Waiting for us with outstretched arms, 

Letting us find out for ourselves what is needed. 

May the God of peace be with us, 

Stilling the heart that hammers with fear, doubt and confusion, 

And may the warm mantle of his peace cover our anxious hearts. 

May the God of love be with us, drawing us close. 

All - 

May this love in us be for those we meet; 

May this love glow in our eyes, 

And meet God’s love reflected in the eyes of our friends 
And especially those to whom we come as your Body here on earth. 

May we always be open and pliant to what the Lord wants to mold in us. May we always be 
ready to allow the Divine Potter to gently shape us into a likeness of himself. 

Amen 

Source — Praying through Grief by Mauryeen O’Brien, O.P.  
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Evaluation/Planning Information 

Where shall we go from here? 

Could you list below how you are interested in being a part of this support team? 

In which specific area would you wish to minister? 

Bereavement Divorce Single Parenting 

Other 
  

What further information, training, etc. do you think you need or do you think would be helpful to 
the group? 

Do you think this team should meet for support? 

How often? 

Could you indicate the specific area that was most helpful to you in this training? 
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Participants in the Care Team Training Sessions January 29 and February 5, 1998 

Diane Burns 

148 Foxwood Dr. 

Brownsburg 46112 
852-2493 

Kathleen Carver 
6555 Walnut Way Ct. 
Brownsburg 46112 
852-7005 

Linda Farley 
8220 Meadow Dir... 
Brownsburg 46112 

852-3420 

Floyd Frenia 

Sandy Frenia 

7888 David Ct. 

Brownsburg 46112 
852-8429 

Diane Gardner 

15 Woodstock 
Brownsburg 46112 
852-8521 

Marykay Garrison 

315 E. College 
Brownsburg 46112 

852-5910 

Mary Catherine Gibson 
5888 Tulip 
Brownsburg 46112 
852-7817 

Susan Hodde 

10774 E. County Rd. 650 N. 
Brownsburg 46112 

852-6748 

Marie Hollada 

1206 Richwood Dr. 

Danville 46122 
272-3548 

Janice Inman 
968 N 625 E 

Danville 46122 

272-0201 

Barb Kowalski 
336 S. Odell 
Brownnsburg 46112 

852-4595 

Teresa Mathieson 

6527 Donnelly Dr. 

Brownsburg 46112 

852-9169 

Mary Myers 
516 N. Green St. 
Brownsburg 46112 
852-3665 

Pat Puglis 

7246 Janean Dr. 
Brownsburg 46112 

852-0576 

Nancy Rude 
7943 Rockridge Ct. 

Indianapolis 46268 
872-1170 

Beri Stapleton 

1324 Holiday Ln. 
Brownsburg 46112 

852-4509 

Marilyn Webb 

5 Robinwood Dr. 
Brownsburg 46112 
852-7987  
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St Mla fac hy ©hurch 326 North Green Street 

Brownsburg, Indiana 46112 

Phone 852-3195 

  

  

28 January 1998 

Dear Marilyn, 

I just wanted to offer my prayers and support to you as you begin 

this endeavor. 

As pastor of St. Malachy, I am all too aware of the different 

needs of people in our parish and the local community. As a 

parish, whenever we can offer support and care to folks we are 

striving to live the Gospel message of Jesus. As one person, it 

frustrates me at times because there is only so much I can do. 

When we work together as a team, there is obviously so much more 

we can do. That is why I applaud your efforts to form a system 

of support and care among members of our community. 

The need for something in this area was emphasized at our recent 

pastoral planning retreat. Needs, such as the ones you are 

focusing on, surfaced pretty clearly at the retreat. 

Attempting to bring together people in a sense of hope and trust 

in God can only benefit all who participate. 

During this initial gathering time, if I can be of any help, do 

not hesitate to contact me. Your efforts are in my prayers. 

Peace, 

Dslr 
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Bulletin Announcement for Sundays, January 18 and 25 

The Adult Faith Formation Committee of St. Malachy is in the process of forming a parish 
support team that would be available to offer one-to-one companionship or support to persons 
dealing with difficult issues in their lives. These issues might include: divorce, care of aging 
parents, death of loved ones, care of ill children, parenting issues, unemployment, to name only a 
few. This ministry would try to bring together persons desiring help with these issues with others 
who have experienced these or similar problems in the past in order that assistance or 
companionship could be provided within the parish community. We are seeking persons who 
might be interested in being a part of this team. Two educational sessions will be provided at the 
parish on January 29 and February 5, 1998 (Thursday evenings) for training and organizational 
purposes. Please call Marilyn Webb at 852-7987 if interested in being a part of this group. 
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St. Malachy Parish Support Group 

St. Malachy Parish is a community made up of many different people, of all ages, 

walks of life, careers and talents. Like any large community. This parish also has within 

it people who are hurting because of difficulties that occur in the normal course of life. 

A parish as large as ours has many resources within its members to help those who are in 

need. 

The Adult Faith Formation Committee is interested in beginning a type of 

ministry that would support parishioners in need. These needs might include: issues 

related to divorce, death of loved ones, care of aging or ill parents, unemployment, care 

of handicapped or ill children, parenting or other needs that would arise. This ministry is 

envisioned as one that would bring together persons with needs with others who are 

experiencing similar problems or have experienced these problems in the past in order 

that one-to-one or small group support could be given within our parish community. 

At present we are in the process of building this support team and are looking for 

persons who might be interested in being a part of this group within the St. Malachy 

community. Initial educational activities would be provided and would include emphasis 

on understanding how we can draw on God, our faith, scripture, and other persons in 

times of need, on developing listening skills, on understanding the stages of grief, and on 

group process. These sessions would also attempt to provide reference material and 

information regarding local resources in the areas of concern. 

If interested in this area of service and companionship within the parish please 

call Marilyn Webb, 852-7987. 
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Dear March 2, 1998 

Thank you so much for being a part of the training and planning session for the Caring and Sharing Team in our parish. I 
hope you do not think I have forgotten you or the project since a little time has gone by since our last session. I have 
spent some time thinking about all of your suggestions and I have shared the results of our discussions with Diane Burns 
and the Adult Faith Formation Team, and they were excited about the suggestions for ways to address persons in need in 

our parish. Diane also suggested that I meet with Father Dan to discuss these ideas and determine his thoughts about what 
is feasible in the parish at this time. I was able to do that last week and he was also interested in the ideas that that came 
forth from our group. 

I think we are ready now to proceed with some of our ideas and I wanted you to know what is happening. Here are some 

ways we might proceed. See what you think and let me know how you might like to be involved. 

1. Establish a list of all of us that are interested in being a support to one another on a one-to-one basis. This would 

mean that Father, Diane and other parish staff would have this list available and would either contact myself or 

someone on the team if they felt we could be of help to an individual. Parish staff might also give one of our names to 
persons in need for them to call us if they desire. I will make up this list based on your responses to the evaluation 
form and review it with you before giving it to parish staff. 

Develop a brochure that could be used by parish staff, as well as be distributed in News from the Pews, and that could 

be available somewhere in the back of church, that would describe the Caring and Sharing Team and its function. 
This brochure would not list individual names but would list a contact person that an interested person might call. 

Margaret Voyles of the Adult Faith Formation team has volunteered to do this on her computer but we need to give 
her input. Would any of you be interested in helping with this portion of the work? 

Establish some type of a prayer group that will pray for the ongoing needs of persons in the parish either individually 

or in general. I discussed this with Father Dan and we wondered about the idea of combining this prayer activity with 

the Evening Liturgy of the Hours that will be prayed during Lent on Thursdays and that could continue on after Lent 

with interest and support. At present Cathy Louden and the Liturgy committee plan these services. I talked with her 
and she also was open to discussing this idea with us and to have our help and support in carrying this on after Lent. 

It might be helpful for anyone interested in this part of the project to attend one or more of the prayer services during 
Lent and see whether you think this would be a good way of having the prayer service. 

Father and I also talked about the suggestion one of you made to have a place within the church where parishioners 

could place prayer intentions that would then be prayed for at the prayer service. We talked about some ideas for this 

and he will think about how and where this might be done. Any suggestions? 

Several of you indicated interest in beginning some type of bereavement group, or having group presentations on 

bereavement issues. We will need to discuss this further and see how to proceed. Father liked the idea of sending 

some momento (such as a small angel) to the relative of the persons who die within our parish. We will need persons 
to organize and participate in these activities. 

Lastly, I think we need to meet again to discuss all of the above. I know time is at a premium for all of you with your 

busy lives and your current commitments to St. Malachy. Lent also is a very full time at Church for me as I am sure it 

is for all of you. Most of the Thursdays in March have a planned activity following the Evening Prayer service at 
7:00, but I wonder if we might meet after the Soup and Bread supper on March 12. Some of you might already be at 
church for this activity and I think that we could keep our meeting brief. 

Could you give me a call after you have had time to look at all of this and let me know if meeting on March 12 is a 
possibility for you? Could you also let me know which of the areas listed above you would be interested in helping with? 

If that date is not good, you could give me another possible time. 

Thank you again for your eagerness and wonderful openness to the Spirit of God in this endeavor. I look forward to 
talking to you soon.  
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believe 
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Support 
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Network, 
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Malachy 
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Center 
@ 

+ 
852-3195 

or 
Marilyn 

Webb 
@ 

852-7987. 

 
 

 
 

 


