DISASTER TIP SHEETS FOR NYC RELIGIOUS LEADERS

Disaster Spiritual Care
During disasters, a diverse cross-section of people still seek spiritual care. Religious leaders will be
challenged to support and offer an open environment with respect to social diversity, religious diversity, and
unfamiliar cultural settings. Here are some tips to guide you as you help your congregants and the broader
community recover from the impact of a disaster.
Guiding Principles for Providing Spiritual Care
• Offer a ministry of presence and hospitality
• Meet, accept, and respect persons exactly as they are
• Do no harm – never evangelize, proselytize, or exploit persons in vulnerable need
• Nurture and encourage every spiritual perspective to be a source of strength in difficult times
• Protect confidentiality
• Respect social diversity and cross-cultural settings
• Function at levels appropriate to your training and educational background
• Help to understand and normalize what has happened
• Know the available resources and assistance
Spiritual Stress Reactions to Disaster
Many people will experience spiritual stress reactions after a disaster. Learn about these reactions, and how to recognize them in
yourself and others. (See NYDIS Disaster Tip Sheet “Faith Communities & Disaster Mental Health” to learn about
different types of stress reactions and coping practices.) Some common spiritual stress reactions include:
• Reconsidering core tenets of religious beliefs
• Questioning justice and meaning
• Feeling far from previously held beliefs
• Suddenly turning away from or to God
• Loss of meaning and purpose
• Sense of isolation from God and religious community
• Anger at spiritual leaders
• Familiar faith practices seem empty (prayer, scripture, hymns)
Spiritual Care Practices: Supporting the Healing Process
Spiritual care providers can help provide a sense of support and hope.This is done through practices that validate an individual’s
experience and bolster/nurture the spirit. Some examples of such practices are:
• Understanding and normalizing what has happened
• Carrying-out a ministry of presence
• Identifying and solving immediate, concrete problems
• Encouraging people to talk about experiences and being an active and supportive listener
• Recognizing normal stress reactions and finding resources to address serious problems
• Supporting and paying attention to anniversaries and other important dates
Disaster Spiritual Care Training
To be effective in the role of a trusted caregiver, spiritual care providers should become educated in various aspects of disaster response
and recovery. Contact NYDIS at www.nydis.org or 212.669.6100 for more information on training opportunities. This is a type of
counseling in which ordained spiritual leaders provide therapy services. Pastoral Counselors are subject to the standards of the American
Association of Pastoral Counseling, and many are either licensed as a LPC or LMFT as well. American pastoral counselors are required to
meet licensing standards, or be under the supervision of a licensed professional, before providing psychotherapy to clients.To learn more
about pastoral counseling or licensing, visit www.aapc.org.
NYC Office of Mental Health Disaster Preparedness and Response at DOHMH
The NYC Department of Health and Mental Health Hygiene (DOHMH) created the Office of Mental Health Disaster Preparedness and
Response to develop plans and training to meet the mental health needs of New Yorkers during times of disasters.To learn more about
this office, visit the website at www.nyc.gov/health or call 212.219.5400.
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