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Hospital chaplains shepherd a changing flock

By CHRISTIE STORM
FAYETTEVILLE, Ark. - The cycle of life and death is an unending reality in a hospital. It's where crying infants get their first glimpse of the world, while other people take their final breath.

Patients come and go, sometimes in hours, while others stay for days or weeks or longer. Many are locals, while others are facing injury and loss far from home. The medical triumphs can affirm faith, while tragedies can shatter long-held beliefs.

For hospital chaplains this ever-changing flock is their parish.

"Our role in ministry is limited by their time in the hospital," said the Rev. Phil Misenheimer, director of pastoral care at Washington Regional Medical Center in Fayetteville.

Misenheimer's task, and that of the hospital's other chaplains, is to meet the spiritual needs of a wide range of people, from various faith backgrounds.

"We're not here to peddle religion, but to provide support," he said. "We minister to them where they are spiritually, not where we think they ought to be."

A day's work at the hospital for a chaplain could include offering words of comfort to surgery patients, blessing a newborn, praying with the dying or even officiating at a wedding.

It's a special calling, and one that Misenheimer has followed for 19 years. He began serving as a volunteer chaplain in 1988, and became full-time chaplain 10 years ago. The hospital now has two full-time and two halftime chaplains, as well as 10 contract chaplains who rotate.

Misenheimer, a former Baptist pastor, said the chaplain's role isn't to take the place of local clergy. Chaplains offer their services by invitation only, and those requests can come from the patient, family members or medical staff.

George Hankins Hull serves as director of pastoral care and Clinical Pastoral Education at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences Medical Center in Little Rock. The Clinical Pastoral Education program has been active for more than 20 years, providing training for clergy and laity to effectively minister within the hospital setting. The program is accredited by the College of Pastoral Supervision and Psychotherapy, as is the Clinical Pastoral Education program at Washington Regional Medical Center.

Hankins Hull said CPE programs have been around for 70 years.

"It has been a phenomenal ecumenical and interfaith success story unparalleled in that people from different faith traditions, cultural backgrounds and ways of engaging theology ... come to train together," he said.

At the UAMS Medical Center, participants are trained in a clinical approach to pastoral care. Small peer groups work together. Participants visit patients and present their work to the peer group for consultation and discussion. The process combines personality theory, psychology, theology and the life experience of the chaplain in training.

"We train folks to engage in an interdisciplinary approach to patient care," Hankins Hull said, noting that chaplains are one piece of the puzzle that makes up a patient's situation.

They also learn to ditch the "Godspeak" used by clergy and theologians.

"Chaplains who are clinically trained speak in the vocabulary of everyday life," he said. "We talk about diagnosis and prognosis, sickness and health, life and death, relationships _ all of these are profoundly theological and go to the heart of all the major faith traditions, so we don't need to slip into a religious vocabulary when talking."

Hankins Hull said that contrary to what some might think, chaplains do more than pray with patients and read the Bible. Their primary role is to interact one on one with patients, to learn about their lives and their own special situations. In doing so, they are able to discern when to use prayer.

"We talk with people in crisis as intimate strangers," he said. "I would never presume to know what to pray. That needs to come from patients or loved ones."

Patients are often anxious and can feel isolated in a hospital. Hankins Hull said a visit from a chaplain can help ease the situation. Chaplains can help minimize stress, provide a distraction for the patient and offer comfort and solace, while encouraging patients to express their own feelings.

"It's important, because a person's religious tradition or experience can disable them considerably in the face of their diagnosis or enable them very powerfully to deal with life's circumstances," he said.

Some patients have a hard time accepting what the medical team is saying, because they expect a miracle or other intervention from God, Hankins Hull said.

"Chaplains can help reframe their experience in a way that could allow them to hear more clearly what's being said medically and realize that dying is part of what it means to be human," he said. "So often a person's religious beliefs can complicate their interactions with the doctors."

Facing death and tragedy daily is a challenge for the chaplains, too.

"You can be confronted with your own helplessness in the face of suffering. It's very humbling," Hankins Hull said.

The Rev. Charlie Brown has been serving as a chaplain for 10 years. He's also the pastor of Ridgeview Baptist Church in Fayetteville. He agrees that chaplaincy has helped him talk about death more freely. The ministry has also taught him about life, and has helped him in his congregational ministry.

"As a pastor part of my ministry is to teach them how to die, to help them make that transition," he said. "Serving as chaplain has helped my ministry at church because I'm able to deal with those fears and doubts and worries."

That doesn't mean it's an easy thing to do.

"Just being there and listening and allowing them to vent, it's hard to let them talk about those fears," he said. "But we help them through that."

Misenheimer said the chaplains attempt to contact each new patient and provide spiritual support on request. If a patient has a church home, the chaplains can contact the minister if they wish.

A large part of the day involves acting as a liaison between the patient and family and the medical staff. Chaplains provide prayer for those who request it before surgery and deliver news and updates to the family as directed by the physicians.

"We become part of the surgical team through that effort," Misenheimer said.

The chaplains also provide follow-up support after surgery and continue to check on patients until they are discharged. Sometimes families ask a chaplain to officiate during a memorial service or funeral.

Misenheimer said the hardest part of his job is ministering to terminally ill patients and their families. As chaplain he can help the family come to terms with the reality of their loved one's impending death, or help the family as they make the decision to end life support.

"It's a difficult thing," Misenheimer said. "But I tell people the acceptance of a bad outcome following illness or surgery is not a defeat. It can be a victory."

Misenheimer said listening is the most important skill for a chaplain.



"You have to find out where the patient and family are emotionally, physically and spiritually and listen," he said. "As they are willing to talk about their situation, you provide advice on request."

The job also has its blessings _ the knowledge that a chaplain has helped someone. Misenheimer keeps a folder of "thank you" notes from patients and their families.

For Bettie Hartman of Fayetteville, the support of Misenheimer and other chaplains at the hospital has been a continuing source of comfort. Hartman has spent many hours at the hospital during her father's continuing struggle with complications from diabetes.

"When you hear something from the chaplain it makes you feel better, even if it's bad news," Hartman said.

She said the chaplains act as a go-between, giving updates during surgery.

"They come to see us and they're always upbeat and do their best to offer spiritual help and keep the patient in a good frame of mind. .... They are a blessing for all of us."
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