From: Ministry in Crisis Situations, put out by the Chaplain Resource Board, February 1992

The Chaplain's Role as Spiritual Guide during Times of Crisis
People caught in a crisis are subject to a corresponding crisis in their religious faith. A crisis of faith is a loss of confidence in a center of meaning or value. Individuals may lose confidence in military values and purposes, leadership, friends, life's purpose, and ultimately God. They may question why a loving, just and omnipotent God permits the suffering and sacrifices resulting from natural disasters, peace-time accidents, or war.

Individuals may resolve their crisis of faith religiously in many different ways. They may resolve the crisis by accepting suffering as God's will and/or plan and perceive that redemption comes through suffering. Some may interpret suffering as the result of an ultimate apocalyptic conflict and may simply believe in waiting patiently for a redemptive resolution. Others may take a more aggressive attitude by responding with anger and resentment toward chaplains, the command, toward God. Each of these responses is a means to ease the crisis. Chaplains assist individuals to resolve this crisis of faith and regain confidence in God and other centers of values through listening, sharing reflections, praying together, and sharing the suffering.

Chaplains provide reassurance by their presence and witness that God is indeed caring, just and powerful to act, at times even miraculously. They affirm and support chosen religious resolutions and offer others as possibilities. How those in crisis resolve this dilemma depends upon their faith perspective and the religious resources available to them. Chaplains assist persons in crisis of faith to survive the suffering, trauma, inhumaneness, irrationality, and brutalization that are so much a part of combat and crisis situations.

For example, fear is a spiritual condition when it is related to ultimate realities. Faith in God, God's loving presence, God's power to intervene, God's protection, and God's involvement in producing positive outcomes are common to all religions. This religious faith helps sustain the faith of casualties when they are afraid. Chaplains are models of faith and composure, as they share the hurricane, the flooding, the triage unit, general quarters.

Chaplains who do the waiting back home with military people and their families help manage a special kind of invisible crisis. Though not in immediate, physical danger families struggle with 'not knowing'- wondering If their loved one will be on the casualty list. Military members may face mounting anxiety over the possibility of 'being next to go'.

Religious support helps calm fears by reminding individuals of their spiritual and religious resources. It offers God's help, the help of a power greater than self. Not providing religious support deprives persons of an important resource for combating fear.

Guilt becomes a spiritual condition when mistakes are labeled as sins and given an ultimate reality that is spiritual. Survivors often question why they lived and others died. They may regret actions they did or did not take, and decisions they did or did not make, that contributed to the death of others. Survivor guilt can be both limiting and disabling. It may also impair future behavior.

Survivors sometimes feel guilty about engaging in behavior incongruent with their life style. Perceiving some actions as atrocities which they committed, witnessed, sanctioned, or did not oppose, they must find a way to come to terms with their behavior in the action. They may feel they have committed mortal sins which jeopardize their standing with God. They may so regret their past actions that they adopt an "I don't care" attitude or even develop a death wish. The chaplain s ministry provides opportunities for confession, penance, and proclamation of God s forgiveness. As representatives of God and religious communities of faith, chaplains assist those with guilt to reconcile to God and to others. blot providing this religious support deprives individuals of the absolution that religious faith has traditionally provided as the answer to guilt.

Not all chaplains will face combat operations. Many may not even be confronted with a full blown crisis of chaotic proportions. However as a total force, chaplains are bound together in a corporate welfare which seeks to promote common good for all. As proclaimed representatives of God and religious communities of faith, chaplains have power to influence attitudes, feelings and behavior. Their presence can buoy spirits and strengthen moral verve. Chaplains' dedication to presence, their willingness to take reasonable risks in ministering to others. and their behavior in crisis situations can have profound effect on the survivability of persons who will be, have been. or are presently in crisis.

The Spiritual Dimension of Trauma:

The Chaplain's Role
There are different types of trauma associated with crisis events: 

Physical trauma is such assault on the body's vital system that the normal life process of the organism is destabilized in whole or in part.

Psychological trauma Psychological trauma is such assault on the body's psyche that the personal emotional processes are distorted and distracted sufficiently that normal coping is obstructed.

Spiritual trauma Spiritual trauma is such assault on a personal sense of being in a coherently meaningful situation that one's standard assurances and convictions about self worth, and God's function and character are called into question. One's sense of God, self, and the structure of belief and thought which support a sense of the meaningfulness to life, work, or world, are destabilized. For example:

· personal morality questioned 

· ethical system becomes inadequate 

· meaningfulness of things (life, work, God, hope) trivialized 

· idealism; wholesome purposes in life lose meaning 

· no adequate spiritual coping resources 

Spiritual traumatization can cause persons to experience being:

- abandoned instead of cherished

- unempowered instead of instrumental

- guilty instead of worthy

- a victim instead of God's agent for good

- hopeless instead of hopeful and confident

- orphaned instead of belonging

- fake instead of authentic in the situation

- immoral instead of morally heroic

- cynical about the situation instead of committed to the mission

- suspicious and untrusting instead of confident of others

- shamed instead of holy and wholesome

Those ministering on the scene must interpret the situation and afford some meaning, clarity, and consolation by using common sense at all times. Remember that behind the immediate severe trauma situation the victims had all the normal crises of life going on, and those are still behind the scenes. In the midst crisis chaplains have opportunity to be pastoral by the following means:

- consolation of one's faith experience

- gratefulness heals the soul

- assurance of faith, trust, forgiveness, faithfulness

- vocation in God's work

- helping others

- sense of the Holy and provident

