What is a Chaplain?

By Gary Rolph, Supervisory Chaplain, VA Medical Center, Manchester, NH

What is a chaplain?


A “health care” or “clinical” chaplain is a person who is both recognized by his/her faith group as a leader; and also recognized by the health care community as someone that can go beyond his/her own religion to connect with people of many faiths.

What does he or she do?

1. Reads and studies a lot

2. Listens to people and lets them share what is really on their hearts and minds.

3. Helps people “find themselves” and what they really want or don’t want.

4. Helps people accept the things they can’t change.

5. Helps people make goals to change what they can change.

6. Helps people with relationships, both relationships to what they see as their “Higher Power” (God); and also their relationships with other people. Helps people “connect” with the God of their understanding.  Helps people “reconnect” with family/ friends that they may have left (or may have left them).

7. Helps people fulfill their religious tasks (worship, prayer, connecting with other people of like-minded faith, etc.)

8. People are both “patients” and “staff.”  

How do you become a health care chaplain?

1. Start by looking within yourself.  What “rules” your life?  How does your religious faith (if you have one) interact with what you “really do”?

2. Start studying and reading what other people have said about “meaning” in life; about why “bad things happen to good people;” about various religions and their answers to these questions.

3. Get involved  in your local synagogue/ church/ mosque.

4. Work on your people skills, including listening and “reframing.”

5. Keep working.  To become a chaplain normally takes a 4 year college undergraduate program plus 3 years graduate work, including at least two years of “Clinical Pastoral Education” in a health-care setting.

Related fields:  Physics, Psychology, Religious Studies, Philosophy, Ethics, Music

Want to try a little “spiritual care” work?  Think about becoming a volunteer, working with chaplain service either in getting people to/ from church; or visiting at the bedside and talking to people and just “sharing space” with them.  Talk to Chaplain Gary if interested.
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