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Guidelines for lay people providing pastoral care

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves,  not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others. Philippians 2:3-4.

Pastoral care often involves one on one meetings with someone who is bereaved, sick or injured and can occur in a home, a hospital, or a care facility. 

These relationship dynamics are different from that of a visitor and someone is not in a vulnerable position. People who are in crisis are often more susceptible to be victimized by inappropriate behaviour. As such, there is a power imbalance that must be kept in mind when the visitor makes decisions about how and where to meet. 

When it can be arranged, it is helpful to ensure another person is nearby when visiting a vulnerable person requiring pastoral care. This prevents situations where an allegation is laid and the two parties involved are the only witnesses to the incident. Not only does having another person present or nearby prevent inappropriate conduct, it helps avoid the perception that an incident may have occurred. Avoiding situations where a vulnerable person and a visitor are alone, is showing care for both the person being visited and the visitor themselves.

Caring for each other means ensuring both parties understand the intention of the visit, that the visitor keeps information obtained in the visit confidential, and that the visitor keeps a record of the time, place and nature of the visit. This ensures that everyone is clear about the parameters of the relationship.

It may be helpful to have lay visitors complete training about the do’s and don’ts of visiting someone who is vulnerable, so as to avoid inadvertent behaviour that can lead to an allegation. It is also helpful to ensure that a lay visitor understands the limitations of their visitor role when it comes to providing care. Some care support is only to be offered by an ordained person.

Caring for the vulnerable also means being aware of signs of abuse so that if abuse is suspected, the visitor is aware of the procedures he or she can take to report what is suspected.

Nowadays, the minimal standard for keeping people safe is to require visitors to obtain a criminal record/vulnerable sector check. While this does not completely prevent incidents from occurring, it can be problematic when an organization is required to answer to a decision not to ask this of its volunteers or employees. It is a relatively easy way to show that the care of our people is a priority.

At _____________, we are committed our call to be good stewards of both the people and property that God has given into our care. As part of that, we are implementing a requirement that all those who are involved in ministry with vulnerable populations (children and seniors) provide us with a recent criminal record check/vulnerable sector check to be kept on file in the church office.


