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Who is this book for?

Disaster Spiritual Care responders who have received training and credentials through recognized disaster response agencies and are looking for useful information, protocols, and procedures that go beyond the normal basic training models.

Faith-based leaders who want guidance for working with members of their faith community and the general community following a disaster.

Behavioral Health responders who often hear spiritual questions as they work with survivors.

Government officials, including federal, state, and local emergency managers, who seek clearer descriptions of what Disaster Spiritual Care is and how to make use of this powerful response when organizing a response plan.

Members of faith communities who want to provide effective assistance to friends and neighbors who may well be experiencing the worst season of their lives.

Those who want to better understand the spiritual needs of those who have experienced a disaster—natural or human-caused.

This book addresses the spiritual needs of persons from all faith traditions as well as those who have no religious affiliation.

Though it regularly addresses Disaster Spiritual Care, those who respond from other response modes may find the material here helpful to better understand the spiritual needs of disaster survivors and the tools of those who serve them.
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Overview
When Things Don’t Add Up

When called to respond as a Disaster Spiritual Care responder, I often feel like I am parachuting into a jungle with a machete in my hand. I am going to land in an unfamiliar place with no clear path and serving the vague mission of “doing something helpful.”

If I could get a printout of what I am thinking, the list would certainly include:


	How do I begin?



	Who should I talk with?



	What should I say?



	Am I up for this?



	How can I possibly help?



	Can I remember the things I’ve been trained to do?





From everything I’ve heard over the years, my thoughts probably resemble most other responders’ thoughts. A leader in setting standards and procedures for Disaster Spiritual Care, the National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster (NVOAD) offers this explanation of what this care is. “Spiritual Care includes anything that assists an individual, family or community in drawing upon their own spiritual perspective as a source of strength, hope and healing. In disaster, anything that nurtures the human spirit in coping with the crisis is Spiritual Care” (National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster, "Light Our Way", 2013, p. 7).

There’s the jungle—it is vast, undefined, and filled with things that are not a part of my everyday experience. If I were to compare this experience with my more regular life, I’d characterize my day-to-day life as visiting a national park. In the park, there are still unfamiliar things, but there are well-worn paths, signs pointing the way to things I might need, and, best of all, maps. I may be in the wilderness, but there are trusted pointers.

No amount of training will dispel the unfamiliar nature of a disaster response. I know I am quite likely to encounter people who have just come through the worst experience of their lives. I know it’s certai that trauma (the overwhelming of one’s coping abilities) will be everywhere. I know that survivors will be coping the very best that they can. But I also know that their normal cognitive functioning will be impaired. Fear and terror may dominate. Confusion and anger may surround them like the very air they are breathing. This is a time of chaos for them. It is a time when nothing adds up. Most have never been through a disaster before, and this experience jumbles and overwhelms everything that they’ve come to expect from life. Everything in them will strain to carve some order out of this chaos.

Chaos leads to suffering, and suffering becomes a spiritual crisis.

NVOAD identifies a number of “spiritual dis-ease” symptoms that people may exhibit during and after a disaster:


	Reconsidering core tenets of religious beliefs



	Asking questions like “Why did God do this?”



	Questioning justice and meaning



	Feeling far from previously held beliefs



	Feeling a need to be cleansed



	Closing oneself off from loved ones



	Feeling despair and hopelessness



	Feeling guilty



	Wondering about life and death



	Feeling shame (National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disaster, "Light Our Way", 2013, p. 7)





Sometimes words will fail them and we will see them staring off into nowhere. They, too, have parachuted into this jungle. They, too, want—but will not find—safe, well-worn paths back to someplace familiar. They, too, have only a machete to clear a path for themselves.

But their machetes are not made of steel. Their machetes are the narrative understanding of their own lives. We will examine this machete, which all disaster survivors possess but may need assistance to find. And we’ll see how, as Disaster Spiritual Care responders, we can help them re-discover these resources, if necessary, and help prepare them for the often-lengthy process of modifying their understanding of their lives in light of what they have been through. No person or community returns to “normal” after a disaster. Even the oft-used term “new normal” can be misleading, as it hints that life will be somewhat like life before the disaster. It is, for most, quite unlike that earlier life.

The World Turned Upside Down: Shattered Assumptions and Chaos

In the course of this book we will consider the nature of the disaster survivor’s world and what they need when their world has been turned upside down. In 1781, General Lord Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown. There were numerous accounts that, during surrender ceremony, the British band played the an old British song, “The World Turned Upside Down.” The world had indeed been turned upside down. An untrained army of merchants and farmers had defeated the greatest military force on the face of the planet. It was stunning and unbelievable. Nothing fit into familiar understandings of how things of the world worked. Similarly, following a disaster, the world of survivors seems just as stunning and unbelievable.

The title of Ronnie Janoff-Bulman’s 1992 book Shattered Assumptions is a powerful truth for most who experience a disaster. Her premise is that we each carry within us certain foundational assumptions about life and ourselves. She suggests that powerful life events can shatter those assumptions, leaving us with a non-functioning GPS system about life, its meaning, and our worthiness to live it. (Janoff-Bulman, 1992)

Using Janoff-Bulman’s ideas as a starting point, we will explore how we experience those assumptions as a story-like dynamic within us. Much of that story is written below the level of our conscious awareness. When that story is shattered, we experience chaos, and chaos is nothing more and certainly nothing less than “things not adding up” any more. It is when the world seems as if it has been turned upside down.

This is the point at which we meet many of those we will serve. We’ll notice their valiant attempts to put things back into a story that does add up. None of us can tolerate chaos very long. Survivors will sometimes frantically search for additional information about the disaster or about its effects. They will endlessly seek cause and effect, action and consequence. This places many in the very vulnerable position of accepting anything that will give some order to the chaos. This may help provide them with some sense of order in the sea of chaos. But if that order is forged out of falsehood, there will likely be difficult consequences for them down the road.

Meaning in Narrative

Chaos is Ground Zero for Disaster Spiritual Care. This is where we will most often meet those who have experienced a disaster. They seem to be seeking answers. That is what their cognitive brain demands—something that adds up.

But they seek something else, too, something that is even more pressing and more necessary. They seek meaning. They will wonder what the experience means to the ones they love and the community they live in. How will things turn out? And beneath that is an even more important question: What does all of this mean for who I am? I know I’m different, but how? And what will it mean for me?

This is where something called Narrative Identity can be enormously useful. Narrative Identity describes the story-like way that we understand ourselves and the world we live in. True resiliency does not aim at exorcizing the disaster from one’s story but focuses instead on discovering how this disaster experience modifies that story. Self-understanding takes the form of narrative. It is the story we live by.

Disaster Spiritual Care is well-suited to attending to this quest. But, as we’ll see, our work can only help them begin this quest for a meaning-filled life story. The chances are slim that we’ll be with them for much more than the beginning of that quest. Thus, the title of this book is Keep the Book Open. If their lives can be thought of as a book, resiliency is built upon their anticipation that there is something more to come. We call this “hope.” And there, finally, is a term that people of faith like spiritual care responders are familiar with.

Private and Public Response

This is perhaps a good point to pause and address an important distinction between “private” and “public” responses. A private response is one offered by members of a faith community to other members of that same faith community. In a private religious response, the customs, rituals, language, symbols, belief systems, and sacred texts are shared by the responder and those he or she will serve. This is a rich response in which all these shared things can be used to address suffering and keep the books of their lives open to hope. Hope can be framed from shared and familiar sacred texts. Meaning can emerge from shared rituals and symbols. Faith-based leaders are very prepared to use common understandings of divine presence to bring comfort and hope. These leaders do this all the time in their work with the dying, the grieving, the confused, and the seekers.

Public response, on the other hand, assumes that the spiritual care provider does not know or does not share a common faith context with those to be served. This is when a response is made to a larger or more diverse group of people. The spiritual care provider will most often be with people she or he has never met. And even if the one served has deep religious faith, the provider is not normally in a position to interpret that person’s religious symbols and texts to them. That is why all good Disaster Spiritual Care training emphasizes connecting people with their own religious community where that rich private work can take place.

Both private and public response are vital. Yet they are different. One is not more important than the other. Keep the Book Open is primarily about public response, though some of the ideas here may be well used in a private response as well. Public response resources can be used in private response, but private response resources cannot be used in public response.

Hope Is the Core

With that in mind, remember that hope is at the core of all spirituality. Whether that hope anticipates life after death is a matter for religion and private response. Public Disaster Spiritual Care focuses on God’s desire that beloved creations also experience rich and full life before death. Will there be a life following this disaster that is full and rich? In no way is this meant to place religious hope on a lower and less important plane. Quite the contrary. For those whose religious faith includes the anticipation of life after death, hope is extraordinarily important. This is especially true if the survivor has lost loved ones or had a near-death experience themselves.

But, in the context of Disaster Spiritual Care, spiritual hope is a different thing. It is also an extraordinarily important thing. It is at the core of questions like:


	“Am I worthy of life before death?”



	“Can life have meaning?”



	“Will the world permit me and those I love to experience a fulfilling and rich life before death?”



	“Can I feel alive again?”



	“How might life from now on be different than life before the disaster?”





This, again, is Ground Zero for our work.

Most Disaster Spiritual Care responders meet survivors relatively soon after a disaster. We may meet them as they are sorting through the rubble of their home that was destroyed by a tornado, in a shelter as they await flood waters to recede, or at a family assistance center while authorities sift through the aftereffects of a human-caused disaster. We may meet them within a few hours of the disaster or perhaps a week or two later. But in most cases, we will meet them only a few times and most often only once. We are not likely to be with them for the entirety of their quest for meaning.

Though our time with them is likely to be short, if we are able to assist them to keep the book of their lives open to hope, our impact will remain with them the remainder of their lives.

Trauma and Re-Trauma

Understanding trauma is a necessity in spiritual care. When people experience trauma, they are not in their right minds. That is not an insult; it is a statement of scientific fact. The brain literally functions differently under stress. Knowing something about the brain and how the limbic system works helps us recognize trauma’s effects on those we serve. This will help us explain why a common style of caring for someone that works well in ordinary circumstances may actually damage someone in the grip of trauma.

If a young girl, for instance, had a bad day at school, her mom will sit with her at the end of that day and say, “Tell me what happened.” Then would come questions about how she feels about what happened. As the young girl tells the story, she “gets it out” of herself. She unburdens her heart of the memories and feelings that made the day bad. It can seem like a cleansing experience. As the young girl tells her story and Mom listens, something important between parent and child happens. Feelings can be affirmed, support offered, and encouragement given as the two talk. This is how a bad day gets sorted out.

But one who has been traumatized by a disaster may experience the “getting it out” altogether differently. Because trauma overwhelms one’s ability to cope, the act of re-telling the story of the disaster may actually re-traumatize that person. Past, present, and future get all muddled together in the traumatized person’s brain. When that young girl tells about her bad day, she is describing something that happened in the past. When a traumatized person describes the events of a disaster, he or she may well re-experience it as if it were happening again in the present moment. For the traumatized person, time loses much of its distinction between past, present, and future. This order, which in other circumstances seems so common and natural, often congeals into an inseparable mass.

While this certainly doesn’t happen for everyone, we will have a couple ways of knowing ahead of time by observation who it may happen to. There are indicators that some may show, however. For instance, one whose emotional affect is numb may be seeking a defense against the pain of their emotions. Likewise, one who is displaying very high emotional affect may be right then in the grip of the disaster.

On the other hand, some people will show a strong need to tell their story; when they express that need, we will listen with care and acceptance. But it is important to avoid prying. Follow them to whatever level they lead us, but do not attempt to encourage them to go beyond that. They will let us know if they need to tell the story of their experience of the disaster. But until they do, we avoid asking them to tell the story or even hinting that we would like them to tell.

Listening with Story Ears

By using a Narrative Identity approach, we can avoid prying into their experience of the disaster and instead embrace with them the very inner resources and life meanings they have used to get this far. They will use these life meanings as they head into what will surely seem an uncertain future.

To do this we draw from the field of Narrative Identity. It helps us know how to listen to their lives rather than just to the story of the disaster. Our ears become story sensitive ears and will be tuned to hear themes called agency and community. We listen for whether that person seems to expect things to get better (redemption) or worse (contamination). And through all of that, we remain aware of the importance of identifying the story as “thick” or “thin” and what that may tell us.

Resiliency is a key word for all disaster modes, not just spiritual care. We stay aware that many people seem to have a “built-in” set of resources that helps them rebound from a disaster – whether they receive care or not. Estimates suggest that about half of the population fits this description.

An Eye Toward Others

We will serve side-by side with other responders. Our work includes serving them, too. Secondary trauma is real and can be just as debilitating as the first-hand trauma experienced by those who were in the middle of the disaster. These responders may also need our care.

Likewise, self-care is not optional. But how do we deal with things that have overwhelmed our own coping abilities?

This book will conclude with some “what if” questions related to the possibility of broad secondary trauma that may be affecting large parts of the American population. I will urge all of us to share our own ideas about this and whether this might become a new frontier for Disaster Spiritual Care.

Finally, Keep the Book Open is not intended as a full Disaster Spiritual Care training course. It builds upon common basic training learnings. Therefore, there will be references—but not full coverages—of ideas and practices usually treated in the basic courses. Please consider this a tool—one of many tools we have to use.
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1
When Souls Are Exposed

Can There Be Life Again Before Death?

“When you come to the edge of all the light you know, and are about to step off into the darkness of the unknown, faith is knowing one of two things will happen: There will be something solid to stand on, or you will be taught how to fly.”

-Patrick Overton

Disaster Spiritual Care can largely be summed up in Chaplain Paget’s comment, “I wonder what you will put on that page.” Care with and for those who have lost so much to a natural or human-caused disaster is about helping them keep the books of their lives open to hope. That yet-to-be-filled page represents the future. And though they may have no idea what will go onto that page, the very truth that there is a page is a powerful symbol for hope. What an entirely different experience it would have been for this man had Chaplain Paget simply closed the book and thanked him for showing it to her!

Hope is the fuel for recovery and the energy of resiliency. We may want to write that on the inside of our foreheads so we can look there and be reminded of the core of Disaster Spiritual Care.

Disaster Spiritual Care is among the youngest of the disaster response modes. It is only now growing into maturity and still has much growing to do. It is focused on assisting survivors keep the books of their lives open to the surprising grace of God. It is about helping them embrace the reality that there can once again be life before death.

Even with those who have no religious inclination, the human spirit longs for meaning, hope, and purpose—the “stuff” of spirituality. Without even mentioning God, Chaplain Paget introduced spirituality into their conversation. She used that blank page as a pointer to the future and to her own belief in the extraordinary and usually quiet ways that God works in human lives. This seems particularly true in the wake of suffering.

Narrative Identity psychologist Dan McAdams reminds us that, in The Varieties of Religious Experience, the great philosopher William James observed that “all the world’s great religions begin with the problem of human suffering.” McAdams goes on:

Suffering originates in human flaws or frailties of some sort, or in the very nature of human existence. Thus, Christians and Jews speak of original sin whereas Buddhists ascribe suffering to dukkha, which denotes universal human conflict and sorrow. Each religious tradition suggests what human beings need to do or experience in order to be delivered from suffering to a positive state (McAdams, Jones, & Altmaier (Ed.), 2016).

Chaplain Paget’s purpose was not to convert the grieving man to any particular religious expression but to open his heart to life after disaster. To do that, she simply yet powerfully connected his future to his past—integrated the potential meaning of his future life into the already experienced meaning of his life to this point.

Enfleshed Presence

One of the prime goals of Disaster Spiritual Care is to help keep the book open for those who have experienced a disaster. Perhaps they have lost everything. They may not even be able to imagine the future. Yet Disaster Spiritual Care responders hold to the conviction that each of us has both the resources and the grit to step into an unknown future. That is what we call resiliency.

It is important to know how to listen to survivors’ stories without risking re-traumatizing them. It is never good to pry disaster stories out of survivors. Instead, responders enflesh the presence of the divine in the way they listen.  Through that enfleshed presence, we become a channel of healing damaged hope.

Using an approach based upon Narrative Identity, this process listens for the stories that people tell about themselves rather than their stories about the disaster experience itself. All of us have been, are, and will always be people of our own stories. When one’s story has been shattered sufficiently and that hope for the future doesn’t add up, this process holds the promise to keep the book open so that hope can emerge from their own inner resources. Enfleshed presence is a very powerful thing. It describes a unique way of being with someone in which we become the physical presence of God, expressed in the careful and sensitive listening to the lives of others as if they were the sacred things that they actually are.

So why do we call this “spiritual” care?

Spiritual
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