Diakon Congregational Health Ministries - Parish Nurse Program

Directed by a registered nurse, Congregational Health Ministries works within central and north-central Pennsylvania as a consultant to congregations and pastors as they work to develop holistic health ministries. These ministries are designed to meet the physical, emotional, relational, and spiritual needs of individuals throughout the congregation and community.

Launched by a cooperative health and healing ministry of Williamsport-area Lutheran congregations, the program has expanded to serve congregations and communities throughout the region of the Upper Susquehanna Synod. program is supported by benevolence funds provided by churches in the synod.

"Congregational Health Ministries have been fully incorporated into Family Life Services, the behavioral health component of Diakon here in the Upper Susquehanna Synod," said Debbie Best, R.N., program coordinator of Family Life Services, Training & Consultation for Diakon Lutheran Social Ministries. "The work will continue, but it will no longer be a separate ministry. We are also beginning to work with other denominations as well."

Providing education on the connection between spirituality and health, and on the concept of parish nursing, program staff helps congregations to develop an assessment tool that identifies the needs of individuals, as well as of the surrounding community. The Parish Nurse Program also offers resource information on educational materials and continuing consultation on health ministry. An additional component offers classes on parish nursing for potential parish nurses.

"A memorable experience for me was approaching Bishop Driesen about establishing an 'early response' approach to dealing with congregational conflict," Best said. "He not only listened to my thoughts and ideas, but assembled a task force to implement ways to intervene when conflict begins to build. Hopefully this will lead to congregations establishing healthier ways to deal with struggles they encounter in daily ministry."

Benefits of the Parish Nurse Program to people living in the Upper Susquehanna Synod include:

* Seventeen nurses trained to function as health ministers in their congregations, incorporating faith into the health and well-being of congregation’s members.

* Providing Health, Healing and Wholeness articles for use in monthly newsletters, along with bulletin notes/health tips for each Sunday of the year.

* Working in policy development for Upper Susquehanna Synod  child abuse protection.

* Working with the Upper Susquehanna Synod to develop a referral process for congregations experiencing conflict; also working as conflict manager as needed.

* Developing and/or providing continued education for bereavement ministries in three congregations of the Upper Susquehanna Synod.

* Working with pastors of the synod in maintaining personal health and wellness.

* Providing health and wellness workshops for numerous women’s groups.

* Working with ministry candidates on self-care and development of child abuse protection plans and policies.

* Developing a support group for women in ministry.

“Ministry can be a lonely and stressful profession, with pastors sometimes not knowing who can be trusted,” said Best. “So being asked to provide consultative services is an honor to me. I felt like Moses when he was commanded to take off his sandals for he was standing on holy ground.

The Parish Nurse Program serving Upper Susquehanna Synod ELCA is a service offered by Diakon, an affiliate program of Lutheran Services in America, part of the family of ELCA ministry and made possible in part by benevolence dollars given by congregations to the synod.

