Workplace Chaplain Training Module 4 : PASTORING CORE SKILLS


PASTORING CORE SKILLS

Student’s Notes

INTRODUCTION

The pastoral element of IM training concerns the core skills that you will need to inspire trust in those you meet in the workplace, such that they will exchange confidences with you and accept such help as you can offer.

Pastoring can be considered as embracing ministry, mission and morality, defined for the purposes of this instruction as follows:

Ministry: 

Addressing practical needs, e.g. confidential help with personal problems

Mission:

Addressing spiritual needs, e.g. reaching out, supporting working Christians

Morality:

Addressing social issues, e.g. inequality, unethical practice and exclusion.

For the purposes of this presentation, we can regard ministry as reacting to circumstances, 
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An ability to relate to others, shown by:

· Knowing how to initiate conversations in the workplace with people at all levels

· Knowing how to explore connections between people’s worldviews, personal experience and the Christian faith

· Developing skills of listening and responding to people’s questions, needs and confidences

· Valuing people of other faiths
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and mission as being proactive in the circumstances. Issues of morality are dealt with in the presentation on being prophetic in the workplace.

MINISTRY

A chaplain entering a workplace for the first time would normally enjoy a conducted tour, but thereafter they are likely to be left to do their own cold-contacting. This can be daunting, with the response of employees ranging from interest to amusement, from politeness to brusqueness and from indifference to guilt.

Like most professionals, ministers are more used to being approached by others than having to press uninvited into other people’s lives. However, the ability to start conversations and make friends is a skill that chaplains must be comfortable with if they are to function effectively.

THE ART OF CONVERSATION

Convincing listeners that you are friendly and approachable is a social grace that is acquired rather than taught. If you feel uneasy about cold-contacting, the following pointers may help:
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· Develop a friendly approach, i.e. smile, seek eye contact, offer to shake hands

· Check whether it is convenient to have a conversation, using their name if you know it

· Have an opening gambit that you are comfortable with, proffering your name and title if you have not met before or not recently, or lack a name badge

· Repeat their name, practising word associations to help remember it in the short term and making a note of it afterwards

· Ask open-ended questions, e.g. “Where do you…?” rather than “Do you…?”

· Show interest, i.e. maintain eye contact, lean forward attentively, acknowledge by nodding and maintain an open posture (arms unfolded, legs uncrossed)

· Listen for comments that you can explore; change tack if they are reticent

· Provide pointers for them to explore also, e.g. news, common interests

· Have a prepared close, ending on a positive note and repeating their name.

The following general observations may also help:

· Try to get eye contact before making an approach, but do not take rejection personally; it may just be inconvenient to stop and talk

· Remember that staff are probably more ill-at-ease than you are, not knowing what to say to a ‘vicar’, and will be happy to let you lead the conversation

· You will always be an object of curiosity to the unchurched.  Have some ready answers; learn to ‘lighten up’ an enjoy it and you will help dispel many misconceptions about the church

· Do not become discouraged if the opportunities for ministry seem few or non-existent. Remember the primary object in visiting is to see and be seen, i.e. to show your readiness to give time to people’s concerns and build up friendships

· When you go ‘walkabout’, in the absence of an appointment expect several of your conversations to be little more than an exchange of greetings 
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· The absence of privacy tends to inhibit private conversations with those who lack an office, and the emphasis should be on publicising the means of contacting you, including if necessary off-site

· You may speak with only a few when you visit, but many notice you and come to know who you are

· It can take years for a chaplain to be accepted as ‘one of us’

· Before going walkabout, it is important to check with your designated site contact (personnel manager, etc.) regarding current issues; these are likely to be the primary topics of conversation

· Technique is important but not as important as prayer. Technique may help you make the best of an opportunity; but it is prayer that creates it.

LISTENING VS. COUNSELLING

Although a few chaplains may already be suitably qualified, chaplaincy training does not extend to equipping persons to undertake 

counselling of a form that constitutes medical treatment and advice. However, chaplains are qualified to offer spiritual counselling – as distinct from clinical counselling – if this is what is being sought or is appropriate.

So-called active listening is an extension of the art of conversation in which the focus moves to the speaker, and the chaplain’s role is mostly reflective. It is a skill that needs to be taught and practised, and prospective chaplains are encouraged to attend a course with the Acorn Healing Trust or a similar training body.

The following pointers may help:

· The chaplain’s role should be primarily a reflective one, input being limited to confirming in your own words what you believe the person is saying, and affording the speaker the insights that will result from hearing the problem reflected back to them

· Active listening is more about exploring feelings than about circumstances. Do not say: ‘I know how you feel”’ because you
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don’t. You may have had a similar experience, but we each react differently

· Be prepared to ask, ‘Is anything else troubling you?’ The first topic raised is often not the most serious but merely a test of your reaction. Having opened up to others only to have their confidences betrayed, the unchurched in particular may be apprehensive about how judgemental you will prove to be, and concerned over how far they can trust you

· Advice should not be offered, but it is reasonable to ask questions which may indirectly suggest solutions that the speaker may not have considered. If appropriate, offer to intercede with others on their behalf, but assure them that you will not betray any confidences without their agreement

· It is recommended that you finish by asking what they think is of most importance in what they are saying, checking whether they want to take any action, and what they are feeling about what they have shared (e.g. ‘Has it been helpful to share this?’). 

Remember in each case to reflect back what is said.

· If the business is unfinished, fix a further meeting

· If a person is a Christian, offer to close the meeting in prayer.

Remember, you may well find that a request for help is in connection with members of the family or friends of employees you are visiting – an area which is usually outside the remit of in-company or retained counsellors, but which nevertheless constitutes a source of worry for the employee.

Do your best to follow up these enquiries since they help to build up your ‘street credibility’.

BEYOND LISTENING

Situations can arise where the passive role in listening is no longer appropriate and you must take the initiative.

Some denominations have issued guidelines on action to be taken if a person admits to having committed a crime. This poses the question as to whether you should always preface your 
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promise of confidentiality, and thus risk driving away someone who is in serious need to help. However, this does not help in a situation where a person blurts out a confession without warning, leaving you with the dilemma of either betraying a confidence or pretending that you never heard it.

In the absence of denominational guidelines, the following advice may help:

· Under English law, no-one is legally bound to report a crime; knowledge of it in the absence of active participation (e.g. helping in a material way to conceal it) does not make you a so-called ‘accessory after the fact’. By analogy, it is reasonable to consider yourself likewise under no duty to reveal breaches in the contract of employment

· It is reasonable to encourage a conscience-stricken person to own up to an offence, offering to make the necessary approaches on their behalf with a view to securing some leniency but concealing their identity at all times. If the person refuses mediation or is not assured by 

what is on offer, then you must be reconciled to having done all you can

· If the offence poses an ongoing danger to others, you should point out to the person the damage that is being done and the very much heavier penalty they will incur when they are eventually caught. As a last resort, advise the person that in the interests of safeguarding others, you are obliged – without naming names – to take preventive action, such as informing the relevant authorities in general terms of the existence of breaches of the law or rules, with a view to temptation being removed or safeguards being strengthened. Assure the person that you will be careful not to betray their confidence, that you are not judging them however serious their offence, and that you will support them through any subsequent proceedings should they own up. 

You may become the recipient of so-called ‘whistle blowing’, in which case, at the discretion of your informant, it may be relevant to inform a senior person of the circumstances in such general terms that the informant

cannot be identified. That should result in the necessary corrective measures being taken. 

You may well be called to help in situations of trauma resulting from bereavement, bad news (redundancy etc.) or shock resulting from a serious accident. As a guide, it is reasonable for a chaplain, particularly those with experience in parish ministry, to handle the acute (serious but relatively short-lived) symptoms of trauma, subject to some training in the technique of defusing. However, it is not considered relevant for a chaplain to undertake the treatment of chronic symptoms (lasting more than three months) unless you are qualified as a clinical counsellor. This would not, of course, preclude a chaplain staying in touch with a sick person as part of his or her ministry.

There may be a referral from management, the chaplain being asked to talk with someone with personal problems whose work performance or absenteeism is a matter for concern. It may simply be a case of the chaplain being aware of that person’s situation, and being ready - when visiting that 

person among others – to ask the sort of leading questions which may lead to the person mentioning the problem. Or the person may have agreed to meet the chaplain, but without necessarily having any idea that the chaplain’s speaking to him or her is regarded, by the referring manager, as an alternative to disciplinary action. In any case, the initiative must rest with the chaplain, who will need to win the assurance of the person before any useful dialogue can commence.

MISSION

Employers and unions often tend to regard chaplaincy as a form of social service for the benefit of the employees. They do not see it as a licence to evangelise. Overt evangelism would almost certainly result in complaints and a rapid termination of the chaplaincy. 

In practice, the presence in the workplace of someone bearing an overtly Christian symbol – a clerical collar or cross – is itself a mission statement. With no prompting on your part, any extended conversations will usually drift round to spiritual matters even if you have 
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elected not to be the first person to raise them.

Your presence also expresses solidarity with Christians in the workplace, confirming that what they do for a living and how they do it has a spiritual dimension. Your publicly-stated Christian allegiance can be a source of comfort to them, albeit some may not identify themselves for fear of ridicule or rejection by colleagues. 

A high profile on your part can also result in corporate requests to conduct carol concerts or commemorative services, or personal requests to conduct baptisms, weddings or funerals from those who, by virtue of being infrequent churchgoers have no established links with a church. Whilst such requests may owe more to a desire to follow tradition (e.g. a white wedding) than to any deep spiritual convictions, the chaplain learns to take advantage of such opportunities for spiritual ministry as come their way. 

If you have the good fortune to meet people in groups – such as fight-fighting crews or groups on rest-breaks – it can be fruitful to ask 

what they think about the stories in the news, and why. Handled sensitively, such discussions serve to explore morality, and can result in increasing acceptance of a chaplain. Sociologists maintain that it takes up to twenty favourable encounters (who you meet and what you see, hear or read) to cause a change in outlook, and whilst the chaplain may detect no immediate difference in attitude, every encounter can play a part.

As you develop friendships within the workforce, you are likely to find yourself increasingly facing questions and hearing some very blunt criticisms of the church and your beliefs. Expect to face some tough questions on morality issues where the public stand of the church is vague or divided. As a representative of the church you will be expected to act as an apologist for all of its ills! Try to have some ready answers, and practice tackling tough questions off the cuff. Above all, if you display a sense of humour under fire you will accepted more quickly.

Bearing in mind the growth of other faiths in Britain, it is also desirable that you have an understanding of the tenets of other religions, 

and their misconceptions about Christianity. However, it is unlikely that you will find meetings with those of other faiths confrontational; experience shows that after some initial wariness they usually prove to be friendly and respectful. 

In the event that you do get into discussion with Muslims in particular, be prepared for your protagonists to be well-versed in the Bible. They may quote things out of context, and they may give words and expressions with which you are familiar a rather different meaning. 

However, since you are the chaplain to the organisation as a whole, which includes people of all faiths and none, show yourself as sympathetic as possible to other faiths. It is helpful to bear in mind that there is much agreement among the world’s faiths about the basic values that ought to apply in working life.

*****

Chaplaincy is a wonderful opportunity to interface with people whom you are otherwise most unlikely to meet. Relax and enjoy it!
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