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Opening Prayer

Holy God, you who loves with a love that will not 
let us go, we give thanks that technology 
enables us to be together today. May your Spirit 
dwell with each one of us as we seek to allow 
ourselves to be fully present now. May we be 
able to let go of whatever it is that may try to 
take us away from being here. Let our hearts 
and minds be opened anew, knowing that we 
have been through and continue to go through 
unprecedented times in our country as we try to 
deal with the pandemic and the racism that has 
dominated this time in our lives. Grant us 
wisdom and courage for the living of these days. 
Amen.



We remember traumatic events less 
in words and more within our 

feelings and our bodies – and yes, 
this pandemic is a traumatic event, 

particularly for chaplains!



Traumatic events:

Involve threats to lives or bodies

Produce terror and feelings of 
helplessness

Overwhelm an individual’s or group’s 
ability to cope or respond to the threat

Lead to a sense of loss of control

Trauma is a relational betrayal



Traumatic events:

Challenge a person’s or group’s 
sense that life is meaningful and 
orderly

Occur in a context

Affect different people differently 
depending on that person’s history



Under stress the brain’s ability to 
process language is reduced

In traumatic situations the brain’s 
language center shuts down

Research shows that in stressful 
and traumatic situations the visual 
cortex of the brain processes some
language input



Don’t count on your receivers (in 
your brain) having the ability to 
process language-heavy messages 
in stressful and traumatic 
situations.

(Rauch, et al., 1996, Hull, 2002, Kolasssa 2007, Reis, 2013; Saslow, et al., 
2014, Shin, et al, 1996; vander Kolk 1994; Vetter, Smih & Mucki, 2014; 
Wylie, 2010)



Any kind of trauma…

Shatters the world as we know it

Most urgent needs for trauma 
survivors are often safety and 
security – physically, emotionally 
and spiritually

Brain studies show that anger and 
rage block the ability to feel grief



Cannot mourn what we cannot 
acknowledge

Holding onto anger can destroy us

Safety is foundational to trauma 
healing – it is the best antidote to 
threat and fear – it can be a 
precondition for healing



Why is this a trauma?

Chaplains have been affected in 
ways we never imagined nor 

were we trained for



Why is this a trauma?

Not allowed to visit patients in most settings

Ongoing Moral Distress because:

• Not able to be with patients who are dying

• Not able to help families who are trying to 
say goodbye to their loved one

• Not able to be present for the staff or 
support them

• Not able to hold Memorial Services, etc.

• Not able to help with rituals



Why is this a trauma?

Extraordinary possibility of our own 
health risk of being exposed to 

COVID-19

Affecting ourselves and our families



Why is this a trauma?

• The very things we were trained to do, we 
have been unable to do –

• Goes against our ordination vows and our 
vocational call to serve those who are in pain, 
are dying, are in need of pastoral/spiritual care

• Goes against the very fabric of our natures –
not being able to be there and be present –
knowing that our presence often reminds 
people that God is present in the most difficult 
times of their lives

• Ongoing Moral Distress can be traumatic



Why is this a trauma?

Accept that in this pandemic, 
at times,

we have felt helpless and 
perhaps hopeless 



Why this is a Trauma for 
Chaplains

• Produced feelings of helplessness/ 
moral distress

• Led to a sense of loss of control

• Felt like a relational betrayal (with 
patients, families, staff, God?)

• Challenged your sense that life is 
meaningful and orderly

• Shattered your world (in a sense)





Feelings are feelings

– they don’t make sense –

– they are not rational –

– they are feelings –



Natural Feeling Reactions

Anger

Resentment

FrustrationDisappointment

Fear

Shame



An Invitation

• Invite you to allow yourself to feel

• Invite you to allow yourself to 
grieve for patients, staff and 
yourself (and your family)

• Invite you to forgive yourself for 
not being able to do what God has 
called you to do



Scriptural Perspective



"My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?“

Psalm 22:1/Mark 15:34

“But at least, my God!” 

William Sloane Coffin



Numbers 12 –
Miriam, Aaron and Moses

How did the Israelites know when and where to 
move as they wandered in the wilderness?

Shortest prayer in the Bible spoken by Moses –
“God, heal her”

According to the Holiness Code, who determines 
if Miriam is clean and can return to her 
community?



What does this tell you about 

where God is 

when we are feeling shame?



Now that same day two of them were going 
to a village called Emmaus, about seven 
miles from Jerusalem. They were talking 
with each other about everything that had 
happened. As they talked and discussed 
these things with each other, Jesus himself 
came up and walked along with them; but 
they were kept from recognizing him. He 
asked them, “What are you discussing 
together as you walk along?”



They stood still, their faces downcast. One of 
them, named Cleopas, asked him, “Are you 
the only one visiting Jerusalem who does 
not know the things that have happened 
there in these days?”

“What things?” he asked.

Luke 24:13-19



“Tell me about your losses”

There is something in speaking about 
our losses that enables us to take 
control of them.

When we speak what we may think of 
as “unspeakable,” it enables us to own 
it and allows us to begin to comprehend 
what has happened and begin to see 
what the future may hold. A “new 
normal” begins to emerge.



Psalm 48

As the deer pants for streams of water,
so my soul pants for you, my God.

My soul thirsts for God, for the living 
God.

When can I go and meet with God?
My tears have been my food

day and night,
while people say to me all day long,

“Where is your God?”



Psalm 139

O Lord, you have searched me and known 
me.

You know when I sit down and when I rise 
up…

Where can I go from your spirit? Or where 
can I flee from your presence?

If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I 
make my bed in Sheol, you are there.



Psalm 139

If I take the wings of the morning and settle 
at the farthest limits of the sea,

even there your hand shall lead me, and your 
right hand shall hold me fast.

If I say, "Surely the darkness shall cover me, 
and the light around me become night,"

even the darkness is not dark to you; the 
night is as bright as the day, for darkness is 
as light to you.



Now Thomas, one of the Twelve, was not 
with the disciples when Jesus came. So 
the other disciples told him, “We have 
seen the Lord!”

But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail 
marks in his hands and put my finger 
where the nails were, and put my hand 
into his side, I will not believe.”



A week later his disciples were in the 
house again, and Thomas was with them. 
Though the doors were locked, Jesus 
came and stood among them and 
said, “Peace be with you!” 

Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger 
here; see my hands. Reach out your hand 
and put it into my side. Stop doubting and 
believe.”

Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my 
God!”



Then Jesus told him, “Because you have 
seen me, you have believed; blessed are 
those who have not seen and yet have 
believed.”

John 20:24-29



Proof….

Thomas needed proof that Jesus had 
been among the disciples –

We are the proof of God’s scars… 

We ourselves also have wounds and 
scars, and from those places we serve 
God

We ourselves are transformed and have 
our faith affirmed when we too have 
proof – particularly when we realize 
that we ARE the proof.

We are proof of God’s presence to 
those who are in distress.



God is with us in the midst of the storm –
God did not promise that there would 
be no storms – but God did promise to 
be with us in the midst of that storm…..



God “gets us” – because Jesus too 
experienced the frustrations, 

anger, shame, resentments, fear 
and disappointments that we 

experience.



Bob Abernathy, in a book entitled 

The Life of Meaning: 

Reflections on Faith, Doubt, and 
Repairing the World 

asked Archbishop Desmond TuTu 
about his prayer life –



“I have come to realize more and 
more that prayer is just being in the 
presence of one who loves you 
deeply, who loves with a love that 
will not let you go. And so, when I 
get up in the morning, I try to spend 
as much time as I can in the sense 
of being quiet in the presence of this 
love.” (emphasis added)



Can you imagine being loved “with a 
love that will not let you go?”

What happens inside you when you 
try to imagine a God, “who loves 
you with a love that will not let 
you go”?



Questions? 

Comments? 



Closing

May God’s love fall upon you anew 
so that you can continue to serve 
our still-speaking God, who is still 
speaking through each one of you.

Amen


