
Introduction to this Group
by Dan Puchalla

In the rule for his monastic community, St. Benedict instructed all the brothers to “Never give a hollow greeting 
of peace or turn away when someone needs your love.”. This was an instruction not just for the oldest members 
of the community nor just for those ordained to the priesthood. It was the responsibility and privilege of each 
member of the community to care for one another when the need arises. And Benedict really couldn’t have 
thought otherwise, as Jesus himself said to his disciples right before his death: 

I give you a new commandment, 
that you love one another. 
Just as I have loved you, 

you also should love one another. 
By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, 

if you have love for one another.
John 13:34–35

Benedictine monasteries were and remain communities committed to practicing hospitality. St. Paul & the 
Redeemer, too, seeks to be a community, as we say, that seeks to mirror the radical hospitality practiced by Jesus. 
It’s my belief (and the assumption of this group’s work) that Benedict was on to something: A community becomes 
ever more hospitable the more it becomes a community where everyone cares for one another. 

There are many ways we can and do care for one another. We provide hot meals to new parents and feed our 
hungry neighbors. We pray for the sick and suffering. We financially support professional clergy as resources for 
those who need help. We all contribute in our various ways to the Sunday liturgies, which for many are a refuge 
and refreshment from life’s distresses. The list goes on. 

This group is about a particular but essential way of caring for one another: through caring conversations. A 
caring conversation is any encounter that goes beyond a polite “How are you?” and becomes a sacred vessel for 
holding someone’s sadness, anger, fear, pain, stress, uncertainty, doubt, doldrums — as well as joy, expectation, 
excitement. Let us try thinking of any emotion, good or bad, as if it were a weight, like an armful of groceries or 
a big box.  Imagine seeing a neighbor trying to carry such a weight to their front door. We naturally would try to 
help them carry their load. The goal of a caring conversation is for the other person to feel that, no matter what 
emotions and experiences they are carrying, someone (you!) was able to help them carry that weight, if even for 
a short while. 

What Is Our Work in this Group?
We all know how to help a neighbor carry a load of groceries. But most of us are less confident about how to help 
someone carry their emotions. Our work, then, is to learn together both concepts and practical skills for having 
caring conversations with fellow parishioners, colleagues, friends, and family members. To do that, we will be 
reading chapters from books about “pastoral care.” These are materials intended for ordained pastors and those 
training to become pastors, but we will gleam from them plenty that is useful for every person who seeks to care 
for others in this way. 

We are on a frontier. Up until very recently, most church authorities, seminaries, ministers, and the laity seemed to 
be in agreement that what we’re calling “caring conversations” are entirely the purview of ordained pastors. This 
idea of pastor as sole caregiver has led to some problems (which one of our readings will touch upon). This group 
is an exploration of the idea that a whole community, not just those specially trained and set apart, has a critical 
role in such care. 

What Is Not Our Work?
Though my hope is to equip and empower you to care for others, I am not training you to be pastors or some 
other special minister. Episcopal clergy (like clergy in many denominations) go through years of schooling, clinical 



experience, discernment, therapy, spiritual direction, and psychological examination — all of which we simply can’t 
fit into our five weeks together. In week 4, we’ll talk more about the differences and relationship between having 
caring conversations and providing professional pastoral care. 

However, if at the end of this group you feel a call to explore further training in pastoral care, please do talk with 
me.

How Will We Do Our Work?
Reading Please do all the reading before each meeting. Some weeks there will be quite a bit to read, but I 

guarantee it will be worth your time.
Teaching Unlike most of the small groups that we’ve had at SPR, there will be some direct teaching each 

week, namely by me. I won’t lecture, but I will highlight and elaborate on important parts of the 
readings.

Discussion However, like most of the small groups at SPR, the bulk of our meeting time will be for discussion. 
Please underline parts of the readings that you 

   - find confusing
   - think are wrong
   - think are very right and you want to highlighted for the group.
 Also be aware of any past experiences that the readings remind you of and be ready to share those 

with the group as you feel comfortable.
Prayer We will begin and end each meeting by holding each other and our community in prayer. 

Verbatim One last thing: there is a small project due on Week 5, called a Verbatim. Please see the “Guidelines 
for Verbatim Exercise,” one of this week’s readings. (We’ll also discuss it more at our first meeting.)

Group Expectations
In learning how to care for others, we will also care for one another. This will be the “rule” for our little five-week 
community:
 We attend every meeting. If an emergency prevents us from coming, we do our best to notify Dan.
 We extend hospitality to welcome one another with words and actions. 
 We respect confidentiality. Any story we hear in this room belongs to the person who shared it.   
 We share, and we listen in quiet. Each one may decide to share or not at any moment. But we are 

present to one another. Those who tend to talk more will try talking less. Those who tend to talk 
less will try talking more. 

 We honor each voice and share from our unique individual story. None of us speaks for a whole 
group, profession, or way of life.   

 We respect differences, reserve judgment, and turn to wonder as we hear the stories of others.  
After we leave, let us lift up one another’s lives and stories to God in prayer.

Thank You
Thank you for making yourself available for this work. Building caring communities is so important in these days of 
ever intensifying strife and despair. Jesus has empowered the church to be that kind of community in the world. 

O God of unchangeable power and eternal light: 
Look favorably on your whole Church, that wonderful and sacred mystery; 

by the effectual working of your providence, carryout in tranquility the story of salvation; 
let the whole world see and know that things which were cast down are being raised up, 

and things which had grown old are being made new,
 and that all things are being brought to their perfection 

by the one through whom all things were made, your Son Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.


