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Introduction

The Humanist Association of Ireland (HAI) has commissioned a review of the pastoral
care situation in Ireland, to explore opportunities for the provision of non-religious
pastoral support and their possible approach to this. This report outlines the results
of that review.

The 2016 Census, the most recent one for which results have been made public at
the time of writing, shows that 10% of the Irish population identified as
“non-religious”. This is a significant increase since the previous Census of 2011 and it is
to be expected that the 2022 results will show a further, even accelerated growth of
the non-religious population. This group of people, it can be argued, does not have
access to appropriate supportive services as provided by religious chaplains in many
institutional settings, from hospitals and hospices to prisons and third level colleges.

The HAI has been involved in the past with the development and promotion of
humanist pastoral care, but at the time of writing these activities have come to a
halt. The organisation is interested in expanding its understanding of the pastoral
care / chaplaincy field, to facilitate a decision about the renewal of its efforts. This
report aims to provide useful information and insights that will aid the HAI Board in
its process.

Structure of the document
Following the Introduction and some reflection on the language of “chaplaincy” and
“pastoral care”, the key findings of the review are summarised.

The review itself starts with an outline of chaplaincy services provided in Ireland in
institutional settings, focusing on healthcare, education and prison services. This is
followed by a description of key features and learning points from the experiences of
other European humanist organisations who have developed pastoral care initiatives.

The history and experience of the HAI with the delivery of pastoral support, and the
current views and expectations amongst members are central to the next section.

The final section outlines a proposal for the phased development of pastoral support
services by the HAI, identifying key operational features, governance considerations
and resource implications.

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.
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A few words about language…

The terms “chaplaincy” and “pastoral care”, commonly used to describe ethical and
existential conversations and support to people, are met with considerable resistance
amongst many humanists, because of their obvious religious origin and
connotations. Humanist organisations in other countries have “dealt” with this
problem in different ways, often depending on the level of awareness, support and
influence of humanism in their respective countries. Terms used are “humanist
conversation partner” for instance, “humanist mental care” or “humanist support”.

HAI members have different views on the matter, with some expressing a strong
preference for alternative terms to chaplain and pastoral care, while others point to
the potential of using existing language and expand its meaning to include
non-religious approaches.

In making a decision about this, consideration needs to be given to the generally
understood role of chaplains or pastoral carers / supporters in Irish society and the
use of these terms in, for instance, job advertisements. It may be strategic to use
recognisable language for the introduction of a new service, especially one which is
likely to encounter some resistance and misunderstanding.

A second element of the language used is the choice between “Humanist” or
“non-religious” to describe the value-base of the service.  Being non-religious is not
the same as being a humanist and not all people who are not affiliated with any
religious faith are necessarily interested in an explicitly humanist service. After all,
humanism itself is informed by a distinct set of beliefs about the world and people’s
place in it. If the HAI would only cater for people who identify as humanists, the
“market” in Ireland would currently be negligibly small. This is the reason Humanists
UK has chosen the “non-religious” moniker rather than the Humanist one and
developed their pastoral support service to cater for the wider non-religious
community.

To avoid confusion, this document will refer to “chaplain” and “chaplaincy” roles in
situations where there is an official paid role in an organisation, which requires
incumbents to have completed a theology degree “or equivalent” (which does not
exist in Ireland) and additional specialist pastoral care modules. “Pastoral care” and
“pastoral support” are used to describe the activity of providing existential and
ethical support to people, either on a professional or voluntary basis.

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.
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A definition?
What is pastoral care or support? There is no definition of pastoral care or support
that will make everyone happy and it is not really the objective of this review to find
one. For this document the following “working definition” is proposed by the author:

Pastoral care or support is the practice of helping people with their ethical
and existential (focusing on meaning and purpose) concerns and needs,
often at difficult or momentous moments in their lives.

This support most often takes the shape of a 1-to-1 conversation and empathetic
listening, but in some settings, for instance educational institutions, more collective
settings are also used. Pastoral support is low-threshold, it can consist of one or more
sessions and it is less formal and structured than counselling, to which it is often
compared. The support may also be more practical and advisory in nature than
counselling.

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.
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Summary of key findings

Introduction
The Humanist Association of Ireland is exploring the need and potential for
developing a non-religious pastoral support service. Looking at the provision of
pastoral support or chaplaincy in Ireland, there is a sizable group of people (10%
according to the latest available Census figures) for whom the existing religiously
linked services are not appropriate. This review looks at current provision in Ireland
and abroad and identifies possible opportunities for the HAI to start developing a
non-religious service.

Language
The language of chaplaincy and pastoral support is contentious because of its overtly
religious connotations, but there is no widely agreed alternative term and HAI
members have different views on the importance of changing the language. There
may be practical reasons to use the terms, at least in the first instance, to position the
new non-religious services within organisations that have existing chaplaincy
departments. The working definition for this document is:

Pastoral care or support is the practice of helping people with their ethical
and existential (focusing on meaning and purpose) concerns and needs,
often at difficult or momentous moments in their lives.

Healthcare sector
Hospitals and hospices in Ireland provide professional chaplaincy services, which are
positions linked to religious organisations (mainly the Roman Catholic church),
requiring a religious qualification and specialist pastoral care education. Healthcare
chaplains support people “of all religions and none” but anecdotally some people
have a less than positive experience. Tallaght University Hospital may be a useful
place to engage with for the development of a pilot project providing non-religious
pastoral support on a voluntary basis, because they have experience working with
volunteers already.

The HSE had started working on more inclusive pastoral care through the Chaplaincy
Council,of which the HAI and many non-Catholic religious organisations were
members. Halted due to COVID, this forum would be important for the HAI to
re-engage with when the resume, to pursue employment equality in the sector for
non-religious pastoral cares with appropriate qualifications and experience.

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.
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Education sector
Chaplaincy services in the Irish second level education sector are linked to the
religious ethos of schools and even in the multi-denominational, State-funded ETB
schools, chaplains are often linked to the Catholic church because of historical
arrangements. Many chaplaincy roles are delivered by teachers (with appropriate
qualifications), as a top-up to their teaching hours. This does not make the sector an
easy one to start delivering non-religious pastoral care, but the HAI could consider
campaigning for employment equality, possibly as an ally for the Atheist Association.

The higher education / third level education sector generally employs chaplains as
part of their student support services. Chaplains are linked to religious organisations.
In addition to the HAI campaigning for employment equality, this sector may be
open to discussions about the delivery of non-religious pastoral care on a voluntary
basis, but existing chaplains’ worries about replacement will need to be assuaged.

Prison and defence forces
The Prison Service and Defence Forces employ 25 and 16 chaplains respectively. The
latter is a highly specialist role, linked mainly to the Catholic Church and other than
campaigning for employment equality does not seem to offer easy opportunities for
non-religious pastoral care.

The prison services are a setting in which many international humanist organisations
are active. The Irish Prisons Service’s recruitment practice is open to people with an
equivalent to a religion degree, even though such a qualification currently doesn’t
exist in Ireland. There may be scope to develop voluntary pastoral care beyond the
current private visor’s arrangements, but this will require considerable preparatory
engagement and negotiations with the prison service’s chaplaincy department.

International experience
Many humanist organisations in other countries offer pastoral support in some
shape or other, or have tried to do so (eg Denmark and Scotland). It is not
straightforward or easy and clearly takes commitment, dedicated resources and
well-established relationships with institutions where pastoral care can be delivered.

The experiences in the UK and Northern Ireland are most useful to learn from and
should inform the HAI’s next steps in the development of a voluntary pastoral care
project. The existing relations with Humanists UK in terms of pastoral care training
are helpful in this regard, as are the suggestions for phased development of a service.

HAI experience
In the course of the last 15 years some committed members of the HAI have worked
to develop a pastoral care service for the organisation, coordinated through a
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Chaplaincy Committee. Two key achievements of this committee were active
participation on the HSE Chaplaincy Council, a body looking to modernise and
diversify healthcare chaplaincy in Ireland; and the organisation of training for 12
volunteers to become pastoral carers.

The activities of the Committee have come to a halt at this stage. Relationships
between the HAI and some of the active members would require attention to be
able to include the experience and expertise of these members in any future
developments.

Of the current HAI members there are about twenty people interested in being part
of a working group to develop pastoral care and 25 people indicated that they would
like to be trained to become pastoral care volunteers. This would be a good starting
point for a pilot project, which would have to take into account the learning from
earlier experience, such as clear relationships with the HAI Board and staff and the
importance of HAI-negotiated spaces in institutions for the delivery of voluntary
pastoral care.

Service development proposal
The next step to progress pastoral care is a Board decision to develop a project or not.
If the answer is positive, a phased approach seems the most manageable, starting
with the establishment of a working group of interested members to plan the details
of two “streams”of activity: campaigning for employment equality to advance
professional chaplaincy on a non-religious basis and developing a voluntary pastoral
care pilot project. These streams can be pursued in tandem or separately, depending
on the available staff and other resources.

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.
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A. Chaplaincy & Pastoral care in Ireland and
abroad

This section of the review will describe the main features of current chaplaincy
services in the healthcare sector, education and the prison service, with a view to
identify opportunities for the development of non-religious pastoral care services.

This will be followed by an overview of key learning from international experiences in
the provision of pastoral support.

1. Healthcare sector

Hospitals
Hospitals in Ireland provide pastoral care to patients, their families and to staff
through chaplaincy teams. These teams tend to be relatively small (eg. 6 in St.
Vincent's University Hospital for ca. 650 beds and 4.5 in Tallaght University Hospital
for 562 beds) and are made up of professionally trained healthcare chaplains.

The chaplains are linked to a religious organisation, most often the Catholic church
and some to the Church of Ireland, but not all chaplains are ordained. They are
accredited or certified by their respective faith bodies: the Healthcare Chaplaincy
Board (Catholic) and the Chaplaincy Accreditation Board (Church of Ireland), which
have developed detailed criteria for healthcare chaplaincy.1

In HSE-funded hospitals, healthcare chaplains are recruited in an open recruitment
process, on the basis of a job description developed by the HSE in conjunction with
the Healthcare Chaplaincy Board and / or Chaplaincy Accreditation Board. A
theology qualification and additional clinical pastoral care modules in an approved
centre are key requirements, “or equivalent qualifications as determined by the
Healthcare Chaplaincy Board”.2 This requirement, while not explicitly excluding
non-religious people from these positions, in practice makes it unlikely many
non-religious persons would qualify, as they would need a degree in religion or an
equivalent qualification, which currently doesn’t exist in Ireland.

2 See Appendix 2 for full job description used by St Vincent’s University Hospital in March 2022.

1 www.catholicbishops.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Standards-for-Certification-in-Healthcare-Chaplaincy-2018.pdf
and http://cab.ireland.anglican.org/
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Ongoing training (CPE) is a requirement of the role and is provided in centres
throughout the country, coordinated by ACPE, “an all Ireland multi faith organisation,
committed to the professional education of people involved in pastoral ministry”3.

In addition to their employed chaplains, most hospitals also have a dedicated
relationship with the pastoral services departments of key minority faith groups,
including Methodist and Presbyterian churches, who provide dedicated visiting
chaplains.

When a patient is admitted to hospital, they are usually asked what their religious
background is. To get an idea of the breakdown of patients in a busy Dublin hospital,
on a random day in April 2022, St Vincent’s Hospital in Dublin had 655 patients
admitted, of which 76%, or 497 people, indicated a Roman Catholic background,
followed by 8.1% (53 patients) who identified as non-religious and 6.1% (40 patients)
“unknown”, 29 (4.4%) Church of Ireland patients, 16 Christian (2.4%), 4 Muslim
patients, followed by a wide range of religions with 1 or 2 adherents.4

While there are no figures available, the diversity amongst hospital staff is likely even
more pronounced as many have been recruited abroad. This increased diversity
reflects changes in Irish society and it seems likely that the trend towards a less
homogenous population will continue. While many organised religions may be able
to use existing structures and resources to provide pastoral care on a visiting or “on
call” basis for their adherents, no such arrangement exists for the second largest
group of patients, the non-religious. The HAI can potentially play a key role in offering
a service to this group.

Some hospital chaplaincy departments explicitly state on their website that their
services are for people “of all religions and none” but others don't. Regardless of this,
the context in which the pastoral care is offered, is one of religion, with information
about mass and other religious services, availability of priests and the performance of
rites5.

While chaplains in theory support patients of all religions and none, anecdotally (for
instance through the HAI member survey and interviews) this seems to depend on
circumstances, how busy it is and how adept / comfortable an individual chaplain is
at providing appropriate support to a non-religious patient. There are examples

5 See for an example of both the Bon Secours and Mater hospital websites:
https://www.bonsecours.ie/cork/departments/pastoral-care- and
www.mater.ie/patients/chaplaincy-pastoral-care/

4 See Appendix 3 for the complete table.

3 https://www.acpeireland.com/ Other relevant organisations are the Association of healthcare chaplains
(Christian - ordained and lay) https://www.nahc.ie/about/ and the organisation for Protestant chaplaincy
training: https://www.northridgehouse.ie/pastoral-ministry-2/
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given of people receiving inappropriate religious support, of people not receiving any
attention once they have declared themselves non-religious and of people never
being approached at all to identify their needs.

An approach which aims to recognise the specific pastoral needs of non-religious
patients, is the “specialisation” amongst chaplains as practised in Tallaght University
Hospital. While all chaplains come from a Christian tradition, they have one
dedicated chaplain who visits patients who describe themselves as “other / none”
and provides pastoral care which is “very appreciated by patients” according to the
chaplaincy coordinator.6 The coordinator also stressed that pastoral care is religious
care for some but is in essence a much broader support for patients. It may not be a
coincidence that Tallaght University Hospital is the result of a merger between
hospitals from different religious traditions.

In many other countries, trained volunteers play a role in the provision of hospital
chaplaincy services. Section B describes some key examples of this. It seems Irish
hospitals generally do not have experience with volunteers who support the
chaplaincy team, with the notable exception of Tallaght University Hospital, which
pre-COVID had a team of pastoral visitors (volunteer chaplains) from different
traditions and beliefs. These people offered their services on their own initiative and
were trained by the hospital7, Garda vetted and reference-checked, in line with the
policies for all volunteers in the hospital. As the hospital still operates on a
COVID-restricted basis, this volunteer service is not currently in operation.

Other (health)care settings
In addition to hospitals, other care settings offer pastoral supports, such as hospices
and nursing homes. Hospices employ dedicated chaplains, using the
above-mentioned HSE job description8 and requirements, and they recruit through
an open recruitment process. Nursing homes are generally too small to employ their
own chaplains, but they usually have arrangements with religious organisations for
visiting chaplains, aligned with their geographical /parish location. Individual
residents may also have existing links with a religious chaplain who visits them in the
nursing home.

8 https://www.sfh.ie/sites/default/files/Chaplain%20Job%20Description%20-%20February%202022.pdf

7 Training includes “listening skills etc, language/body language/use of stories/how to start and end
pastoral conversations/ spiritual assessment tools etc, understanding of self and not about bringing
own agendas to the patients, negotiating the space at the bedside/ward/  introductions to understand
particular needs of patients of different faiths , and non faith pastoral care – it's really a basic yet
comprehensive introduction to pastoral care and the skills / competencies required to provide this
service.  There would of course be shadowing of volunteers etc.” Email correspondence with John Kelly,
coordinator of pastoral care in Tallaght University Hospital.

6 Email correspondence with John Kelly, coordinator of pastoral care in Tallaght University Hospital.
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These care settings are either so highly specialised (hospices require substantial
training for volunteers9) or relatively small (nursing homes) that are likely not the best
places to start the development of a systematic approach to volunteer pastoral care.

HSE Chaplaincy Council
Recognising the need to modernise spiritual care provision in the Irish healthcare
system to reflect an increasingly diverse population and to integrate pastoral care
throughout the system, the HSE established in 2014 the Chaplaincy Council, a
steering group with representatives of all faiths and of people without any religious
affiliation, including the HAI.

This group worked for several years to develop trust and a shared understanding of
chaplaincy in healthcare settings, and developed draft National Standards of Practice
for Professional Chaplains. The group’s meetings came to a halt with the arrival of
the Covid pandemic in early 2020 and at the time of writing haven’t resumed. Since
the meetings stopped, responsibility for the Chaplaincy Council within the HSE has
also changed as a result of staff changes10.

In the context of the Chaplaincy Council’s work, research has been carried out by Dr.
Fiona Timmins et. al. to identify elements of best practice in chaplaincy service
provision11. Key relevant findings12 of Timmins et al are:

- The role of a hospital chaplain is widely pastoral in scope;
- There is an understanding amongst chaplains in the health services and their

representative bodies that the chaplaincy service is multifaith;
- HSE job descriptions refer to this but “there is also scope for misinterpretation

in this regard”;
- There is “a recognised need in the UK, US and Canada that chaplaincy has a

supportive religious function and that the majority faith needs often
determine employment patterns”;

12 See Executive Summary and Key Findings p.iv-viii.

11 Timmins, F. et. al. (2016), “An exploration of current in-hospital spiritual care resources on the ROI and
review of international chaplaincy standards”.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/305692350_An_exploration_of_current_in-hospital_spiritual_c
are_resources_on_the_ROI_and_review_of_international_chaplaincy_standard: s

10 Email correspondence with the previous HSE coordinator Orla O’Reilly. The new person in the HSE
responsible for the Chaplaincy Council is Ciaran Browne. Attempts to establish contact with him to find
out what the plans are for resumption of Council meetings were not successful.

9 Hospices engage a range of volunteers for different roles, from administration and fundraising to
chapel cleaners, patient care and musicians. More information can be found in this leaflet:
https://www.sfh.ie/sites/default/files/volunteer-recruit-leaflet-2019.pdf. Bereavement volunteers, a role
which has similarities with some chaplaincy responsibilities, requires 80 hours of training and
substantial availability: https://olh.ie/volunteering/bereavement/
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- Healthcare chaplaincy needs to be population- and region-based. If there are
sufficient numbers of a minority faith or no faith, specific chaplaincy services
may be provided, but in Ireland these numbers are “insufficient at this point in
time to require full-time faith-specific chaplaincy services”;

- That said, “consideration may need to be given to the development of flexible
national response units or services that could offer an equitable and
professional faith or humanist chaplain support for minority groups”;

- “In addition to this, there needs to be increased utilisation of models of
voluntary chaplaincy [...] to ensure support to the smaller numbers of patients
with specific needs, particularly for those small numbers requiring the support
of a humanist chaplain”;

- There need to be transparent, equitable and clearly understood referral
systems to support voluntary community support of minority faiths

- Practical and cost-effective options for people with no professed faith need
consideration and best practice indicates that volunteer chaplains are a useful
and often necessary support.

Concluding points
Hospitals are an important locus for the provision of professional pastoral care and
based on population statistics there are sufficient numbers of people identifying as
non-religious to warrant a more systematic approach to their pastoral care needs
than currently exists. This may not in the first instance be through employment of
full-time professional non-religious pastoral care providers, but there is scope to
explore the development of voluntary services. The HAI can play a key role in this.

The approach needs to be further developed but potentially has two components in
the short to medium term:

1. Resumption of engagement with the HSE, through the Chaplaincy Council or
otherwise, to develop more inclusive job descriptions for professional
chaplains, which will allow appropriately trained non-religious providers13 of
pastoral care to apply for vacancies in hospitals and hospices and offer services
to non-religious patients, families and staff;

2. Development of a volunteer-based non-religious pastoral support service,
through which appropriately selected, trained and supported members of the
HAI provide pastoral care to non-religious patients, their families and staff.

These elements will be further expanded in Section C of this review.

13 What constitutes “appropriately trained” is an issue which would have to be explored and decided on,
as there is currently no alternative to a theology degree in Ireland. The UK has developed such an
equivalent, as is mentioned later in this document.
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The Education sector

Secondary schools
Pastoral care is a feature of most if not all secondary schools, often as part of student
supports alongside counselling and career guidance services.

The State’s more than 700 secondary schools include 352 multi-denominational
schools (including 252 ETB schools), 344 Catholic schools, 22 Protestant schools and 5
“other” schools14. Most chaplaincy roles in schools are not full-time, but taken up as
an additional responsibility by existing and therefore trained teachers (not
necessarily religion teachers). Their representative body is the School Chaplains
Association15 whose mission is “to assist its members in carrying out their ministry,
based on Gospel values and best practice”.

Schools linked to a particular denomination offer chaplaincy supports aligned with
their religious ethos as an integral part of their student supports, More contentiously,
the secondary schools organised through Education and training Boards, nominally
multi-denominational, are paid to employ school chaplains, many of whom, because
of complex historical agreements, must have a religious background. Even for the
remainder of the ETB schools, Catholic and Church of Ireland bodies have a
monopoly over the nomination of chaplains. In total 156 chaplains are employed in
ETB schools at an annual cost of €9.8 million.16 Atheist Ireland is actively
campaigning to review this arrangement17.

Third level education
Students in third level and higher education institutions generally have access to a
chaplaincy department as part of student support services. Chaplains employed by
these institutions are linked to and accredited by religious organisations (mainly
Roman Catholic and Church of Ireland) but some are lay people and not ordained.

17 https://atheist.ie/common/Submissions/AI_State_Schools_Break_Rules.pdf

16

www.irishtimes.com/news/education/state-criticised-over-10m-spent-on-chaplains-for-schools-1.4131168
www.irishtimes.com/news/education/many-state-run-secondary-schools-obliged-to-employ-chaplains-1
.4041964
https://www.thejournal.ie/chaplaincy-department-education-2900060-Jul2016/#:~:text=THE%20DEPART
MENT%20OF%20Education%20employs,1.7%20million%2Da%2Dyear.

15 https://www.schoolchaplaincy.ie/

14

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-rs-infographic-education-in-ir
eland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf
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They are required to have a degree in theology, “or equivalent”, supplemented with
pastoral care experience and / or education.

A review of Higher Education chaplaincy supports was carried out in 2015 by the
Higher Education Authority, instigated by then Minister Jan O’Sullivan after
campaigning by Atheist Ireland. The report, which was never made public but which
was seen at the time by journalists from The Irish Times showed that higher
education institutions spend almost €2 million a year on chaplaincy services “funded
for the most part by a combination of State grants and student contributions18.  The
report raised concerns about recruitment practices which were not in line with
public service standards and with the predominance of Catholic chaplains due to
long standing arrangements with the Church. The report recommended
modernisation of recruitment processes to comply with public sector criteria and to
open up the sector to more lay people. In 2019 journalists from The Journal reported
that progress on the modernisation had stalled.19

A student survey from 2013 suggests that at that point in time less than 60%
identified as Catholic and 20% of students identified as atheists, while 41.5% indicated
that they were unsure there is a God20. It seems likely that eight years and many
church scandals later, the group of students who don’t identify as religious has
grown. It also seems likely that a substantial group of students therefore doesn’t
have access to appropriate pastoral support in third level institutions. While
chaplains cater for all religions and none, the religious overtones of the role, as one
chaplain put it, “put students off who may need support. They expect prayers”21.

This chaplain, who is relatively young and a lay person from a C of I background,
wants to reach out to non-religious students and describes part of his work practice
in a way that has similarities with youth work: engaging informally with people,
“loitering with intent” and being available for anyone who needs a chat. He explains
that he sees his role is a “pre-counselling role”, with occasional referrals to a
counsellor when a student has more serious problems. “In practice theological
training doesn’t really come into it, maybe in 2 out of 15 meetings”.

He explains that offering a hospitable, neutral space for students to sit quietly or to
meet each other outside of the hustle and bustle is also an important part of the

21 Interview with Dublin City University chaplain Eric Hughes.

20

www.irishcentral.com/news/20-percent-of-irish-college-students-are-atheist-only-37-percent-are-catholi
c-219386881-237769881

19 https://www.thejournal.ie/hea-chaplaincy-4910301-Dec2019/

18

www.irishtimes.com/news/education/third-level-college-chaplaincies-to-be-open-to-lay-people-1.27045
92
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pastoral support, as is organising more collective ways for students to process big life
and world events. He describes a “service for Ukraine” which included music and
poems as an example.

He certainly sees a role for non-religious chaplains (and other religions) and would
welcome the addition, but feels that some of his colleagues in the sector are
probably less open to such a development, “they may be afraid that they are going to
be replaced by humanists”. He points out that any change would have to be carefully
planned and prepared, and that a way has to be found to deal with the current
practice of a church as a “sending institution”. When asked about this, he sees
potential for a voluntary approach to supplement existing arrangements.

Concluding points
At this point in time the secondary education sector does not seem a priority area for
the development of non-religious pastoral care by the HAI, due to the “top-up”
nature of the role and the existing arrangements with religious institutions. The HAI
could consider collaborating with the Atheist Association in their campaign to get
these de facto state-sponsored religious roles changed.

The higher education / third level education sector could possibly offer opportunities
for the delivery of humanist pastoral care, but these would have to be explored in
more detail and may in the first instance focus on voluntary activities. There is likely
to be considerable resistance from some existing chaplains. As will be described in
Section B of this report, one humanist pastoral support volunteer has tried in the
past to organise such a part-time arrangement with University College Cork.
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3. Irish Prison Service and Defence Forces

Prison Service
The Irish Prison Service employs 25 Prison Chaplains in 12 prisons and detention
centres. They serve the entire prison community, prisoners and staff, as part of a
wider team of professional support.

The Chaplains are recruited in an open competition as public servants, on a
non-denominational basis and are required to have “a recognised professional
qualification in pastoral care or equivalent or hold a recognised professional
qualification in theology or equivalent”22 plus relevant pastoral experience. This
means that in theory people without a theology degree can apply for the roles (in
theory, as there currently isn’t a professional degree in pastoral care in Ireland which
doesn’t require a theology degree as a prerequisite).

As the service is provided on a non-denominational basis, there is no information on
the demand for non-religious pastoral care. “Chaplains are respectful of and seek to
meet the needs of prisoners from all belief systems and co-operate with visiting
pastors representing all faiths.”23

In addition to full-time chaplains, spiritual advisors from a range of backgrounds
attend prisons on a visiting basis, at the request of individual prisoners. These visitors
are subject to normal visit rules, which means they must be on the prisoner’s
standard or professional visitor panel24. Someone providing humanist pastoral care
(either as a volunteer or professionally) could be included on someone’s panel, but an
individual prisoner would have to look for their inclusion.  Unless they know someone
specifically, this currently seems unlikely.

In most prisons there exist arrangements through which specialist services are
provided on a sessional or part-time basis by people from outside the prison service.
In conjunction with Probation Services, pre-release support is for instance given in
Wheatfield prison and the Dochas Centre. This type of arrangement may be an
avenue to explore for the deployment of humanist volunteers. At the moment there
are “no avenues to pursue volunteering”25 but there is a review of the chaplaincy

25 Correspondence with Sean Duggan, head of the Chaplaincy Department of the Irish Prison Services.

24 Correspondence with Sean Duggan, head of the Chaplaincy Department of the Irish Prison Services.

23

https://www.irishprisons.ie/prisoner-services/chaplaincy-service/#:~:text=The%20Irish%20Prison%20Servi
ce%20mission,to%20avail%20of%20the%20service.

22 www.irishprisons.ie/wp-content/uploads/documents_other/TK-Head-Chaplain-33.2019.docx
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service scheduled to take place later in 2022 and this may offer a starting point for a
conversation.

In many other countries prisons are a setting in which volunteer pastoral care is
provided. If the HAI were to have trained volunteers who are interested in visiting
prison to provide pastoral care, this service could be pro-actively promoted and will
likely lead to demand for the service.

Defence Forces
The Irish Defence Forces employ 16 chaplains across 6 Brigades / areas26. The
chaplains are linked to (and ordained by) religious institutions, mainly the Catholic
Church. The chaplains are part of the Defence Forces, wear uniform and some are
deployed overseas.

It seems they are nominated by the church rather than recruited.  John Hamill from
Atheist Ireland in 2018 challenged this exclusion of non-religious chaplains to apply
for jobs in the Defence Forces with reference to the Employment Equality Act. 27

Research into the Chaplaincy provision in the Irish Defence Forces28 showed that 30
out of 198 or 15% of respondents to a survey amongst staff identified as atheist /
non-religious. The research also shows support amongst respondents to appoint
non-religious chaplains to the Defence Forces and recruitment on the basis of the
best qualified candidate, rather than church nominations.

A recent report into the Defence Forces chaplaincy service recommended a break
from the almost exclusive hold of the Catholic church over the Defence Force
chaplaincy services and other changes to accommodate people of different or no
religion29.

29

www.irishtimes.com/opinion/ireland-is-a-pluralist-country-with-outdated-privileges-for-catholics-1.48135
10

28 Brennan, P. (2020), Is the Defence Forces Chaplaincy Services meeting the needs of Defence Forces
members? Submitted in part fulfilment of the requirements for the MA (LMDS) Maynooth University.

27

www.independent.ie/irish-news/military-chaplaincy-review-to-decide-if-non-religious-are-discriminated
-against-39311130.html

26 http://militarychaplaincy.ie/
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Concluding points
The prison services’ chaplaincy services currently appear to be open to suitably
qualified non-religious chaplains. There may be scope for voluntary pastoral care, a
practice in many other countries, but this would require significant work from the
HAI to introduce the idea and to prepare the ground to ensure success. A pilot
project in one of the prisons could be a useful first step.

There is no evidence of volunteer pastoral care in the Defence Forces of other
countries and the highly specialist nature of this type of chaplaincy means that it is
unlikely this service can be provided on a voluntary basis. The HAI could consider
joining the campaigning of Atheist Ireland to open up chaplaincy employment to
professional non-religious chaplains.

4. International experiences

Several humanist organisations in other countries provide pastoral care to their
members and the wider community, on a professional and / or voluntary basis. This
section of the review explores some of the best practice and learning from these
organisations, to inform the development of pastoral services by the HAI.

Scotland
The HAI has existing relationships with the Humanist Society Scotland through the
training of celebrants. The Scottish organisation has seven staff,30 more than 14,000
members and offers humanist ceremonies (birth, wedding , funeral) through a
network of more than 100 celebrants. They also provide some charitable community
services and are engaged in campaigning.

While the Society describes pastoral support on their website31 they are not currently
providing this service and are not in a position to help: “We have not progressed with
pastoral care.  We have a few active volunteers in this area, but have never really
developed the project.”32

32 Email correspondence with the Director of Services in the Humanist Society Scotland.

31 https://www.humanism.scot/what-we-do/pastoral-support/

30 https://www.humanism.scot/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/HSS-Annual-Report-2020-1.pdf
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Denmark
The Danish Humanist Society33 is similar to the Irish one, in that it is small (ca. 1100
members in a country with fewer than 6 million inhabitants) and operates in a
society with one dominant religion (85% of the population is Lutheran). The
organisation is young (14 years) and offers ceremonies for name-giving, confirmation,
weddings and funerals.

The Society has tried to develop pastoral care or conversation partner services but
hasn’t been successful “due to the need of a project coordinator in our small
secretary of 3 employees, and due to the challenges of making agreements with the
hospitals, who already found themselves covered by having a priest attached to the
hospital.”34

On their website35 the Danish Society describes a model for training of celebrants
and pastoral care providers which combines certain elements (core modules which
are mandatory for both groups). They have not put this into practice, but it could be
of interest to look at this approach for the HAI when they decide to organise
training36.

Norway
The Norwegian Humanist Association claims to be the largest in the world, with
more than 100,000 members in a country with a population of 5.2 million people.
Evangelical Lutheran is the main religion and was the State religion until 2012.
Membership of the Association is free; the organisation is funded by the Norwegian
State as part of their policy of compensation for Church funding.37

The Humanist Association in Norway is involved in campaigning (eg a recent
campaign to promote scepticism and, historically, the separation of State and
Church) and offers a range of celebrant services (naming, confirmation, weddings
and funerals)38 mirroring key Lutheran customs.

The pastoral or “humanist conversation” services are extensive and mainly provided
on a professional basis. They have humanist “life counsellors” who offer conversation
services to patients in hospitals, soldiers in the army, students at universities and to

38 https://www.human.no/om-oss/norwegian-humanist-association

37 https://www.futurelearn.com/info/courses/humanist-lives/0/steps/55765

36 See Appendices.

35 https://www.humanistisksamfund.dk/intern-uddannelse-i-hs/

34 Email correspondence with the Danish Humanist Society dated 31 March 2022.

33 https://www.humanistisksamfund.dk/
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members. In these institutional settings “the life counsellors work “side by side with
priests and other religious and philosophical personnel in a “chaplaincy””39.

The Humanist Association is responsible for support and quality assurance of
humanist life counsellors in all institutions, but while hospitals and the Armed forces
employ their life counsellors, the humanist life counsellors in colleges and
universities are directly employed by the Humanist Association, with all the normal
employer responsibilities in terms of support, governance and oversight. All life
counsellors are trained at Master’s level, supplemented with education and training
in ethical and philosophical conversations. The counsellors in the Armed Forces also
do military training. Ongoing professional development is part of the accreditation
process for all counsellors, provided by the Humanist Association.

There are a few people who offer humanist conversations on a voluntary basis in
specific regions of the country, mainly over the phone. The Norwegian Association is
currently working to develop a training course for volunteers, which will be delivered
by their staff. This could be of interest to the HAI.

In the context of the development of a new Humanist Life Guidance service, which
several staff are currently working on, the Norwegian Association stresses the
importance of testing, gathering experiences and learning. They also highlight that
planning, time and resources are key and that good dialogue with various
representatives from institutions is important, especially in the start-up phase, but
later on as well.

United Kingdom
Humanists UK has existed for more than 50 years and has more than 100,000
members40. The organisation is active with campaigns, education and the delivery of
a range of ceremonies for namings, wedding, funerals and memorials. They also have
a pastoral support service41 , mainly delivered through volunteers.

Humanists UK has been developing their pastoral services for about ten years42.
Initially informally driven by a group of committed volunteers, the work became
more formalised with the establishment in 2016 of the Non-Religious Pastoral

42 The information about the workings of the pastoral care service comes from email correspondence
and an interview with the Humanists UK Director of Services.

41 https://humanistcare.org.uk/

40 https://humanists.uk/

39 Email correspondence with the Norwegian Humanist Association dated 25 April 2022 and
https://www.human.no/humanistisk-samtaletilbud.
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Support Network43. This organisation, which is managed by Humanists UK, functions
as the humanist equivalent of the Church of England “sending church”, endorsing
the belief system and values of the trained pastoral support volunteers. The need for
this structure, through which training and coordination of the volunteers are
organised, was necessary to become a credible conversation partner of the Church of
England and the chaplain-employing organisations in England and Wales, such as
the NHS.

Most of the pastoral support volunteers come from a background in the mental
health, counselling, social work etc sectors and have an active interest in helping
other people. About one third of the volunteers is also active as a humanist celebrant.
Through an application process44 people’s experience, motivations and skills are
identified, before they participate in the weekend training course. This is an intensive
and interactive course focusing on listening skills, non-directional conversation and a
practical toolkit to work in healthcare settings and be part of pastoral care teams. It is
likely that this selection process will become a bit more strict in the future, including
questions about what and where volunteers want to use their training, as in the past
they found that only 50% of people who were trained went on to actually volunteer.

On completion of the training course, participants are accredited by Humanists UK
as pastoral support volunteers and linked in with their regional coordinator. A team
of 11 voluntary coordinators has local connections with hospitals, prisons and other
places where volunteers can become active. Sometimes volunteers already have a
connection with a place they want to volunteer in and this is encouraged by the
organisation. The coordinators organise regional meetings on a regular basis (every
4-6 weeks), including informal pieces of Continuous Professional Development
(CPD), book clubs etc. More formal CPD is organised centrally by Humanists UK and
will become part of the system of accreditation which is currently being developed. It
is likely that to keep their accreditation, volunteers will have to be active for a
minimum number of hours (logged on a centralised dashboard system), participate
in a certain number of supervision hours and follow certain training.

The experience of Humanists UK is that volunteers tend to be more engaged in areas
with an active regional coordinator. In the last two years, due to Covid, several of the
regional coordinators have stepped away from their roles and prove hard to replace.
Their workload is on average a day  / week of coordination and a day / week providing
pastoral support as a volunteer themselves. A pilot project with a part-time paid post
is scheduled to start later this year and ideally all coordinators would be paid roles.

44 https://humanists.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016-09-14-Final-NRPSN-Application-Pack.pdf

43 https://nrpsn.org.uk/
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Another pastoral support success factor is the level of integration between
volunteers and the professional chaplaincy team of the place they volunteer in. It is
policy in England and Wales that volunteers are part of these teams in hospitals and
prisons, which allows them, after all required screening and security checks, to go in
on certain days and build relationships of trust with people (rather than only
responding to specific requests from patients or prisoners for non-religious pastoral
support). This integration has in turn led to more awareness in the teams of the need
to be inclusive and has impacted on recruitment practices. In Northern Ireland the
volunteers are part of the rehabilitation team rather than the chaplaincy team and
this has not had the same effect on inclusiveness.

The institutions in which volunteers are active are responsible for practical
management of the volunteers; they look after health & safety, adherence to
organisational policies, insurance etc. This makes sense from a perspective of
logistics and liability. The volunteers log their shifts on a central dashboard
(comparable with for instance Salesforce) so Humanist UK has an overview of the
volunteer activities.

In partnership with the New School of Psychotherapy and Counselling, Humanists
UK have also developed a Masters qualification in Existential and Humanist pastoral
care45. This allows people to gain a relevant third level qualification when applying for
paid chaplaincy jobs. The impetus for the development of the course was the
requirement for many chaplaincy positions in the NHS that applicants are or will be
registered with the UK Board of Healthcare Chaplains and this Board looks for a
postgraduate qualification.

Humanists UK would be in a position to collaborate with the HAI on the training of
pastoral care volunteers, as they have done in the past46. The cost of the weekend
training, which is delivered by four trainers to a group of max. 12 participants, would
be between 2,500 - 3,000 pounds to which flights and accommodation would have
to be added.

Humanists UK also campaign to ensure recruitment practices and job descriptions
for chaplains in the NHS and other organisations are accessible to non-religious
pastoral care professionals.

46 See section B of this review.

45 https://nspc.org.uk/course-directory/ma-in-existential-and-humanist-pastoral-care/
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Northern Ireland
Northern Ireland Humanists47 is the section of Humanists UK active in Northern
Ireland, working on a range of campaigning issues specific to the North and
coordinating naming, wedding and funeral ceremonies. One of the key advocacy
issues the organisation pursues is recruitment equality, to ensure access to
chaplaincy jobs for non-religious pastoral carers. To achieve this, job advertisements /
job descriptions are scrutinised, FOI processes are used if necessary and
organisations are approached to ask if they can adapt their employment practices.

The pastoral care section is only a few years old and focuses mainly on the prison
services and to some extent hospitals48. Before the Covid pandemic put a halt to all
visits, two volunteers visited the high-security Maghaberry prison in Belfast49 a half
day each week. This service had been in operation for 1.5 years and the two
volunteers had managed to gain the trust of almost 100 prisoners. The volunteers
operate in pairs in the prisons, to ensure peer support in what is a highly charged
and potentially dangerous setting. They are part of the resettlement team and the
prison looks after the relevant training, support, insurance and Health & safety of the
volunteers.

Development of the service in prisons has not been straightforward. Staff changes in
the prison service mean not everyone understands the need for the non-religious
service, even though with 27% of the population of Northern Ireland now identifying
as non-religious50, a substantial number of prisoners is likely to be best served with
non-religious pastoral care. Access to available funding streams for projects in the
prison has also been a struggle, with a lack of clarity about the process and
timeframes. The volunteer chaplains are allowed to operate as part of the
resettlement branch, but not the chaplaincy team (6 paid chaplains of 6
denominations), which would be more appropriate.

The Northern Ireland coordinator is clear that using the language of “non-religious”
rather than “humanist” is preferable, as very few people identify themselves as
humanists. He points out that the training for pastoral care volunteers by Humanists
UK is geared towards this wider interpretation of the target group as well. In relation
to the training he mentions that they asked some of the professional prison

50

https://news.sky.com/story/northern-ireland-number-of-people-identifying-as-non-religious-doubles-in-
a-decade-12495575

49

www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2019/dec/25/top-security-northern-irish-jail-lets-in-secular-chaplains-for
-first-time

48 Information on the operations of Northern Ireland Humanists comes from an interview with the
coordinator of the organisation.

47 https://humanists.uk/northern-ireland/
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chaplains to follow the volunteer training, to give them a better understanding of the
approach and the preparation of volunteers, and that the chaplains were very
impressed. This may be an approach for the HAI to consider, in time.

Based on their experience with the development of voluntary pastoral care, Northern
Ireland Humanists recommend starting small, with a network of like-minded people
and one site to volunteer in. They stress the importance of finding a place or setting
where volunteers are welcome first, before finding and training volunteers. This will
require a lot of conversations and negotiations and will take time, but without it
there is a risk that people are trained but have no place to practice. They plan to take
this approach themselves with the hospitals (NHS trusts) in the near future.

Other recommendations from the Northern Ireland Humanists are to have someone
within the humanist organisation who is responsible for the coordination of the
volunteers and to make sure that volunteers are supported within the organisations
they operate in, but also through a peer support system that is linked to the
humanist organisation.

Concluding points
From the experiences of different humanist organisations abroad it is clear that the
development of pastoral support is not easy or straightforward and several colleagues
have not (yet) established this area of work. It requires a clear commitment and
dedicated resources. In the first instance the latter may consist mainly of (staff) time
to coordinate activities of a small working group and negotiate with one or more
institutions (eg a hospital) about the deployment of pastoral care volunteers.

At a later stage, resources for and coordination of training, a volunteer support
structure and a tracking mechanism of volunteer activities are necessary. In addition
to (staff) time, a dedicated budget for this will be required.

In the context of conversations with one or more institutions about the development
of a volunteer pastoral support service on a non-religious basis, the following things
need to be considered:

- How best to demonstrate the need for non-religious pastoral support, taking
into account concerns from religious chaplains;

- Inclusion of the volunteers as members of the organisation’s pastoral care /
chaplaincy team to ensure appropriate oversight of activities, insurance,
support etc.
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On a professional level, the HAI needs to consider the need to campaign for
employment equality for non-religious pastoral carers, so they can access
professional, paid chaplaincy roles in organisations. As a non-religious qualification in
pastoral care currently doesn’t exist in Ireland, this requires further work to identify
suitable alternative qualifications and / or support members to access education
abroad.
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B. The HAI and pastoral care

Past involvement
Based on interviews with key HAI people involved with pastoral care in recent years
and background documents provided by the Association and its members, the
following section outlines experience of the HAI with pastoral care.

Pastoral care has been a priority for the HAI Board at different times over the last 15
years, but it has never received the same sustained attention as the celebrants’
services. This is understandable as the latter are often the services in demand by a
wider public, including many people who are not members of the HAI. Furthermore,
the celebrant service provides an important source of income for the Association. In
the current Strategic Plan51 Action 3.7 outlines the HAI’s planned activities for “secular
support services”, and two Board members participated actively in the consultation
process.

In 2010, member Nic Johnson, who had a background in the establishment of
non-religious chaplaincy in Harvard University, presented to the HAI Board the
results of his research and advocacy activities carried out over several years into State
funding for religious chaplains in public organisations. The HAI board agreed to a
formal organisational goal to develop humanist chaplaincy following this
presentation and Johnson presented his findings to the wider HAI membership in
November of 2010.

This membership meeting was followed by the establishment of a “Chaplaincy
committee” to address some of the members’ concerns in relation to pastoral care,
led by Nic Johnson as Chaplaincy coordinator. The Committee actively pursued
several avenues to promote a humanist chaplaincy service in healthcare and
educational settings and spent considerable time in a voluntary capacity doing this.

Two members were accredited as humanist chaplains in 2013 and 2014 by the HAI
Board and one worked with Nic Johnson to get agreement from UCC to deliver a
voluntary chaplaincy service to students for 0.5 day every week. This arrangement
was not realised in the end. In addition, members were at times approached to give a
talk on humanism chaplaincy (eg in a hospice) or asked for support by individual
people who were facing difficult times in their lives. Several members of the group
participated actively in the HSE Chaplaincy Council to modernise chaplaincy services

51 https://www.humanism.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/HAI-Strategic-Plan-2021-2023.pdf
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on behalf of the HAI.52 At least one member of the Committee pursued further
academic study in pastoral care.

In 2016, training was organised by the Chaplaincy Committee for 12 carefully selected
members, who were trained to be non-religious pastoral care volunteers. Most of the
participants had a background in a relevant profession, such as psychotherapy, and
there was more interest than there were places. The training was provided by
Humanists UK and was delivered over a weekend in Dublin. It seems the training
took place in somewhat of a vacuum and not all participants were clear about the
status of their accreditation by the HAI on completion. No arrangements with
healthcare institutions or other organisations for the delivery of voluntary pastoral
care had been made prior to the training, which meant the participants themselves
had to look for places to deliver their service. Anecdotally, several people did this and
got in touch with local hospitals for instance. While it seems they were generally
received positively by staff, requests for their services didn’t materialise.

In 2018 the Chaplaincy Committee developed a detailed proposal to the HAI Board
with options for the further development of pastoral support services. It seems that
after a meeting between the then CEO and the Chaplaincy Committee Chair, it was
agreed that no decision on this proposal would be made until an independent
review of the chaplaincy function was undertaken.

There was no formal structure developed for the delivery of pastoral support in the
organisation and the reporting mechanism from the Chaplaincy Committee to the
Board seems to have been mainly through the Chaplaincy coordinator. This meant
that the HAI did not have oversight or awareness of the activities of individual
members on behalf of the organisation. In a climate of increased scrutiny of charities
and their activities, the HAI has over the last couple of years carried out a lot of work
to strengthen governance structures and processes of the organisation, especially in
the area of celebrant services. The organisation’s lack of insight in the pastoral
activities carried out in its name was problematic from a governance perspective and
was perceived to be a potential risk.

There is some divergence in relation to exactly what happened, but it seems in the
last three years a confluence of events has led to a breakdown of the relationship
between the HAI and the members developing pastoral support. Nic Johnson
stepped down from the Chaplaincy Committee and has since passed away.
Communications between the Board and the new Coordinator of the committee,
who stepped down in the summer of 2020, were not straightforward. This left the

52 See Section A for more information about the HSE CHaplaincy Council.
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remaining members of the pastoral care committee in a vacuum and some of them
express a sense of duty to progress the work.

Attempts by staff to engage with the people involved in the Chaplaincy committee
to gain a better understanding of the pastoral care work they were involved in were
unsuccessful. They left some of the members feeling unsupported and treated with
a lack of trust and recognition for their voluntary activities. Communications broke
down further after the removal of the chaplaincy service from the HAI website, a
move the HAI felt was necessary because they had no idea what the pastoral services
they were offering actually were.

At this point in time there is a breakdown of trust between the organisation and
some members who have been actively involved in pastoral care. There is a sense
amongst some that the Board isn’t interested and may be more concerned with
activities that generate income. If the HAI Board decides to restart the development
of pastoral support services and wants to access the considerable experience and
expertise of these members, a carefully considered process to re-engage and rebuild
trust may be necessary.

Current member views on pastoral care
Through interviews, a member survey and two online focus groups, a picture of
members’ current ideas and interest in relation to the development and delivery of
non-religious pastoral care emerged.

An online survey distributed by email to all 800 members, was filled in by 82 people,
a response rate of 10%. It is not clear whether the other 90% of members have no
active interest in pastoral care or just didn’t have the time or opportunity to respond.

Of the 82 respondents, 14 people (17%)  indicated that they have received pastoral
care from a professional chaplain, mainly when they or a family member were in
hospital. Experiences were mixed, with people sometimes finding the religious
support intrusive and unwanted, while others found it helpful or felt it supported
their (religious) family members. One person mentions a positive experience in
university on the occasion of their grandparent’s death.

Asked whether they would look for non-religious pastoral support if it were available
when they were in a vulnerable situation themselves, 80% of respondents said yes
and 20% answered negatively. Twelve people indicated that they have provided
humanist pastoral care themselves, mostly in the context of other professional
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settings like career guidance or counselling, or in private conversations with friends
and family members.

Respondents generally have quite a clear idea of the characteristics of humanist
pastoral care they would expect, mentioning empathy and compassion, listening
skills, being non-judgemental and interested in people; a desire to support people in
difficult times, including people who are dying; providing comfort, allowing people to
be listened to and come to their own understanding; being generous with time and
respectful. The importance of appropriate training is also stressed by many
respondents, as is, naturally, the non-religious nature of the engagement.

On the question whether they would be interested in providing humanist pastoral
care as a volunteer and be trained to do so, 25 people or 30% of respondents
answered positively. A further 19 people (23%) responded “maybe” while 38 members
indicated to have no interest in this.

Twenty respondents are interested in being part of a HAI working group to develop
the idea of humanist pastoral care as a project, mostly people who also indicated an
interest in being trained themselves as a pastoral care volunteer (only 2 who are not).
This seems a good starting point for engagement with committed members, if the
Board decided to pursue this.

In focus groups with 10 HAI members, people were asked to reflect on the ways the
HAI could progress the employment of professional chaplains in public organisations
and on the development of a quality non-religious pastoral care service on a
voluntary basis. The understanding of and experience with pastoral support varied
amongst the participants, highlighting the need for the HAI to develop shared
understanding and communicate clearly with members about the nature of any
service being delivered. Some members mentioned a lack of responsiveness from
the organisation when they asked about pastoral services in the past.

Things that came up in the conversations were
- The language used - interestingly one group was very vocal about the need for

alternative terminology, while the other group didn’t mention it at all; the
need for a definition;

- the need for a mission statement for pastoral care to get clarity about the
objectives and set expectations about what is feasible;

- the definition and scope of the service being offered; how to differentiate it
from other helping services (eg counselling, psychotherapy); examples in
secondary school were given;
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In relation to the practicalities of developing a service the following things were
mentioned:

- Start small with one type of institution (eg hospital);
- How to get recognition from institutions of the need for non-religious pastoral

care - resistance is to be expected; is there data that can support this? And
how do we advertise the service to them?

- The development of the service needs to be project managed;
- A fundraising strategy must be developed to pay for the project;
- Social media are important to advertise the service and to raise funds; also to

recruit more members.

The need for training was clearly identified, as was the requirement to select suitable
candidates:

- Thorough process needed, interview, references, prerequisite experience and
qualifications etc to select candidates; Garda vetting;

- What are the skills required; challenging situations can occur
- Need for ongoing support and CPD;
- Who pays for the training?

In the course of the research, one or two members expressed an interest in building
a sense of community around humanism, not dissimilar to church communities,
with a (physical) space to gather and collective moments to celebrate or
commemorate. This is a side of pastoral support that can be found in colleges. It is
unclear whether there is a significant need for this amongst members, but reviving
and or tapping into the ongoing activities of regional groups of the HAI, which
existed but seem to have become inactive over time, may be a way to progress this.

Before the review was carried out, some people mentioned a need or interest
amongst elderly members of the HAI for home visits or other individual support from
like-minded people. This did not surface much in the research, other than a mention
in the survey. At this point in time there aren’t the oversight mechanisms in place for
the HAI to deliver such a service, which would carry significant risks from a
governance point of view. It seems more feasible to consider this part of a pastoral
support service after experience has been gained with institution-based services. If
there were a strong desire amongst members to develop this service (which hasn’t
surfaced in the research) phone or online delivery could be explored as an option
that would alleviate some risks.

The relationship between celebrant services and pastoral care was of some concern -
this was mentioned before the review started and came up once or twice in the
research but does not appear to be a major issue. It seems likely that pastoral care
will attract some of the same people who are also active as celebrants Especially in
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the area of end-of life care, some overlap between the two services may occur, but
clarity about boundaries and learning from the UK experience (in the UK about a
third of the pastoral carers is also a celebrant) should make this manageable.

Concluding points

● There is a small group of HAI members with considerable experience and
expertise in pastoral care, who have amongst other things established a
relationship with the HSE to progress employment equality for non-religious
chaplains;

● The relationship between the HAI and some of these experienced members
has broken down and requires attention;

● There is a need to decide on the language used and to define pastoral care or
support;

● The member survey shows that there are about twenty members interested in
joining a working group to develop pastoral care;

● The relationship and reporting mechanisms between the organisation and
members of a working group needs to be clear;

● There seems to be scope, possibly in collaboration with others and using
existing links with, for example, the HSE, to influence employment equality for
professional chaplains in public organisations;

● According to the member survey, there are 25 members interested in being
trained to provide pastoral care on a voluntary basis;

● Places for the delivery of pastoral care need to be secured / negotiated with,
for example, hospitals before people are recruited and trained;

● It is important to start the development of the service small, to evaluate and
learn from experience;

● Ideally there should be data to demonstrate the need for a non-religious
service, but other than demographic and patient intake data this may be
difficult to get;

● There is funding required to develop the service, a fundraising campaign to
market the service and raise funds via social media may be an option;
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C. Proposal for HAI non-religious pastoral care

The following section outlines two different options for the HAI Board to consider in
relation to the development of non-religious pastoral care services. They are based
on the learning from the previous two sections and presented as “building blocks”
which can be combined different ways

Option 1. Do nothing

Developing pastoral support services is not easy or straightforward and requires
dedicated resources and governance structures. On the basis of the response to the
member survey (10%) it could be argued that non-religious pastoral care is not
something that is high on the agenda for most members. Even amongst the survey
respondents, 20% would not look for non-religious pastoral support if it were
available to them. In combination with a lack of available resources, especially staff
time, there is an argument for the Board to decide not to pursue this area of activity
at this point in time.

Option 2. Decide to take a step-by-step approach

If the HAI Board decides there is sufficient interest and finds the establishment of a
pastoral service important enough to pursue, it seems most manageable to do this
step-by step, in a way which allows for flexibility. Below follows the description of a
set of building blocks, each one outlining key activities to progress specific elements
of a pastoral support project and identifying the main resource and governance
implications.

Building block 1 is a prerequisite, a foundation if you like, for the project to get off the
ground. Building blocks 2 and 3 can be added after that, both at the same time or
either one of them first, depending on the available resources, interest amongst
members and perhaps also the perceived chance of being successful. Building
blocks 4 and 5 are follow-ons of block 3.
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Building block 1. Establish a working group
A working group made up of interested members, at least one (but ideally two)
Board members and a staff member to resource it (part-time) is a necessary
requirement to progress the pastoral care project. This group should in the first
instance develop a detailed plan of the next steps, based on this review and Board
discussions and decisions. This plan should propose for instance which of the
building blocks below should be chosen first and would be subject to Board
approval.

The working group should be guided by formal Terms of Reference outlining the
purpose, working methods and frequency, a formal reporting mechanism to the
Board etc. It would be useful to check the Memorandum and Articles of Association
of the HAI to explore possible status as a formal sub-committee of the Board.
Records of the work should be kept by HAI staff, who can also take on certain tasks
in-between meetings of the working group. A Board member should chair this
group.

To reduce the cost, it may be tempting to run this working group entirely on a
voluntary basis, without a part-time staff resource. While of course possible, this will
significantly slow down progress, make record-keeping more onerous and, once
further building blocks are added, potentially compromise the successful
implementation and operations of the service.
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Cost: ca. 4,000 / year
- voluntary time of Board and HAI members;
- a meeting budget for rental of space, refreshments, ( ca. 500 Euro / year);
- staff time of 0.5 days / week, possibly increasing when more building blocks

are added. (ca. 3,000 - 3,500 Euro / year).

Building block 2. Pursue professional chaplaincy roles
To progress the employment of non-religious chaplains in public organisations like
hospitals, prisons and third level education institutes, members of the Working
Group develop and implement a plan for systematic engagement on the issue. This
can be done by voluntary members of the Working Group and  / or staff, but it is key
that appropriate records of the work are kept and progress is reported via the
Working Group to the Board.

Some of the activities to consider are:
- Participate in HSE Chaplaincy Council if and when it resumes and explore

possible other fora.
- Campaigning, for instance in collaboration with Atheist Ireland, using social

media, letters to the opinion pages of newspapers etc.
- Systematic scrutiny of job advertisements and contacting organisations to

challenge their exclusion, followed by possible legal challenges on the basis of
employment equality legislation. This is a last resort as it doesn’t foster positive
relationships with the very organisations the HAI would like to collaborate
with.

- Explore equivalent qualifications to the degree in theology currently required
to access the professional chaplaincy roles; engage with Quality and
Qualifications Ireland (QQI) on this;

- Explore potential for development of new non-religious pastoral care
qualification at degree and / or Master’s level in Ireland;

- Explore possibilities of a bursary scheme to support people to follow training
in the UK or elsewhere, for instance the Netherlands53.

Cost: no significant additional costs after establishment of building block 1,, but more
time required from volunteers and staff. Perhaps some Travel & subsistence costs for
members / staff travelling to meetings and if certain activities are chosen there may
be some small costs (eg online advertising).

53 https://www.uvh.nl/university-of-humanistic-studies/about-our-university
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Building block 3. Develop a pilot project for volunteer pastoral
support
To progress the delivery of non-religious pastoral support on a voluntary basis, a
small pilot project is developed in one location, to demonstrate “proof of concept” as
it were. This will allow opportunities to learn and show the need for and value of the
service.

A detailed plan will be developed and implemented by voluntary members of the
Working Group and staff. It is key that appropriate records of the work are kept and
progress is reported via the Working Group to the Board. Activities to include are:

- Engage with one or more possible locations and identify one suitable pilot
site. Tallaght Hospital may be an appropriate first option, as they already have
experience with volunteers and have a multi-denominational background.
Hospitals also offer the most potential for expansion of the service if the pilot is
successful (building block 4);

- Learn from the UK experience what the key elements of any conversations /
negotiations and agreements with a pilot site are in relation to inclusion in
chaplaincy team, site-specific induction, health & safety, insurance, access to
supports etc;

- Develop an agreement with the test site, describing the service (eg. 0.5 days /
week for X no. of volunteers), respective obligations etc, and taking into the
account the above areas;

- Carry out recruitment process for pastoral care volunteers. There may be
people in the geographical area already trained and at this stage it is likely
that only a limited number of volunteers is required;

- If necessary at this stage, organise training (see building block 4)
- Ensure appropriate induction; including shadowing of an experienced

chaplain (initially this would be a religious chaplain but over time this should
change);

- Identify and provide appropriate ongoing support for the volunteers;
- Establish regular progress meetings with the pilot site to discuss experiences

and make changes as required;
- Evaluate the project after an agreed time of service delivery, eg. one year.

Costs: in addition to building block 1, considerable time will be required from both
Working group members and HAI staff. Depending on the availability of suitable
volunteers, training costs may be incurred (see building block 4). There may be some
Travel & Subsistence costs for meetings (ca 500 Euro / year). External evaluation costs
of ca. 5,000 Euro.
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Building block 4: Expand on the experience with the pilot project
Develop and implement a detailed plan to take the learning and the “proof of
concept” from block 3 and expand into other sites of the same type, eg. other
hospitals. It is likely that at this stage more staff time is required (eg. 1 day / week) to
resource the project. Significant time from volunteers on the Working Group is
necessary to negotiate with potential sites.

Activities to consider:
- Engagement and negotiations with possible sites;
- Agreement with a set of sites, number depending on capacity; see for more

details Building block3
- It is likely that more volunteers will have to be recruited and training will have

to be sourced;
- The most efficient approach to training at this point in time is to buy in

training from Humanists UK. Training is provided over a weekend for a group
of max. 12 volunteers;

- The volunteer support mechanisms needs to be expanded and may require a
volunteer coordinator, on a voluntary basis or as paid staff;

- As more volunteers are involved, a tracking mechanism to record volunteer
activities will need to be developed. It may be feasible at this stage to do this
in a simple database in Excel, but ideally a professional database is used. The
CRM system (Champ) used by the HAI for membership records and the
ceremony service may be expanded to include a volunteer module.  This step
is a must in Building block 5.

- regular progress meetings with the different sites to learn and make changes.

Costs:
- training costs if a team of 4 trainers from Humanists UK comes over of ca. 5 -

6,000 Euro incl flights and accommodation and rental of training space for a
weekend;

- Additional staff time to 1 day  / week: total 6-7,000 Euro;
- Optional at this point: development of a new database in for example

Salesforce: ca. 8,000 Euro; costs of expansion with a volunteer module of the
existing CRM system would be significantly lower.

Building block 5: Branch out into other settings
Develop and implement a detailed plan to branch out the pastoral care service into
other areas, for instance the prison services and / or universities. Depending on the
numbers of volunteers involved in earlier stages of the project, more staff time may
be required to resource this. Significant time from volunteers on the Working Group
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is necessary to negotiate with potential sites and explore the transferability of the
service (it seems likely that some changes may need to be made).

Activities to include are:
● Engagement with possible sites, identify possibly changes to service delivery

model and come to an agreement with the difference sites re service delivery;
● Recruitment and training of more volunteers
● Tracking mechanism to record activities. Salesforce has dedicated

opportunities for non-profit organisations,including a number of free
licences54

● Expanded volunteer supports, possibly a regional structure;
● Development of appropriate CPD opportunities;
● Ongoing progress meetings and adaptations as required;

Costs:
- Development of a database for recording of volunteer activities ca 8,000 Euro

for a new system, but costs of expansion with a volunteer module of the
existing CRM system would be significantly lower (if not done as part of
Building block 4)

- Likely additional staff time, depending on the size of the project at this stage.

What’s next?

The HAI Board may want to take time to review this document and possibly look for
additional information on specific questions. The next step would be to take an
in-principle decision about the development of pastoral support on a non-religious
basis. Consideration needs to be given to communications with members about the
process and its results, in particular the connection with members who have been
involved with pastoral care for the HAI in the past. This may benefit from support
from an external facilitator to get established.

Following the informal scoping of interest amongst members and Board, and a
decision about the availability of staff resources to support the process, the Working
Group (building block 1) can be established.

54 https://www.salesforce.org/nonprofit/
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Appendices

1. Overview of consultation process

Interviews
- Kilda Taylor, HAI Administrator
- Dara Hogan and Natasha Dwyer, HAI Board members
- Keane Harley, HAI pastoral care committee member
- Paula Coughlan, HAI pastoral care committee member
- Norma McElligott, HAI pastoral care committee member
- Clare Elcombe Webber, Director of Services, Humanists UK
- Boyd Sleator, Northern Ireland coordinator, Humanists UK
- Eric Hughes, UCD Chaplain

Email correspondence
- Claire Best, St. Vincent’s University Hospital Chaplaincy coordinator
- John Kelly, TallaghtHospital Chaplaincy coordinator
- Sean Duggan, Irish Prison Services Chaplaincy services
- Danish Humanistisk Samfund
- Lynsey Kidd, Scottish Humanist Society, Director of Services
- Inger Marie Helle, The Norwegian Humanist Association
- Clare Elcombe Webber, Director of Services, Humanists UK

Unanswered email correspondence
- Hospices (Blackrock and Harold’s Cross)
- Nursing homes (
- Humanists Sweden (Humanisterna)
- Hospitals (St. James Hospital, Bon Secours Hospital Cork)

Survey
An online survey was circulated to all HAI members and filled in by 82 people.

Focus groups
Two focus groups took place with in total 10 HAI members participating.
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2. HSE job description

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



41

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



42

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



43

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



44

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



45

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



46

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



47

3. St Vincent’s University Hospital patient breakdown

Screenshot of email received from Claire Best, Chaplaincy coordinator, on 5 April
2022

Review of non-religious pastoral care - final version, June 2022.



48

4. Additional sources and resources
The following is a list of resources encountered in the course of the research into
pastoral care which are mostly not mentioned in the core text, but which may be
useful. The list is not a comprehensive overview but rather a starting point for further
exploration.

Pastoral care education & training

Training resource from NHS in Wales for “spiritual volunteers”
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/documents/Spiritual%20Care%20Volunteers%20A%20Traini
ng%20Resource%20Binder%284%29.pdf

DCU MA in Chaplaincy Studies and Pastoral Work course provides the academic,
pastoral, spiritual, personal and professional development for those already working
or wishing to work in the contexts below who seek to enrich their skills in the areas of
Faith Development, Chaplaincy and Chaplaincy Coordination.
https://www.dcu.ie/courses/postgraduate/institute-education/ma-chaplaincy-studies-
and-pastoral-work

ACPE (Ireland) Ltd. is an all Ireland multi faith organization, committed to the
professional education of people involved in pastoral ministry. We provide
educational programs for interested persons who are preparing to become
professional providers of pastoral ministry in a variety of institutional and community
settings such as healthcare, education and parishes. We also educate those who are
preparing for ordained/commissioned religious leadership to have competence in
providing Spiritual Care to their faith communities. https://www.acpeireland.com/

Maynooth University, Diploma in Pastoral theology and healthcare chaplaincy.
“This is a level 8 programme for someone preparing for ministry leadership in a
Healthcare setting. It is a recognised and direct path to certification as a Catholic
Healthcare Chaplain, approved by the Healthcare Chaplaincy Board of the Irish
Catholic Bishops’ Conference.”
https://maynoothcollege.ie/courses/higher-diploma-in-pastoral-theology-healthcare-
chaplaincy

Catholic lay chaplaincy
https://www.irishinstituteforpastoralstudies.com/news/a-programme-of-formation-for
-lay-pastoral-ministry-and-leadership/
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Church of Ireland institute to train ordained chaplaincy
https://www.theologicalinstitute.ie/

Northridge House. Preparing for Pastoral Ministry in Hospitals and other settings,
Protestant.
Training for Pastoral Ministry for the Healthcare or Parish/Community setting takes

place at Northridge House. https://www.northridgehouse.ie/pastoral-ministry-2/

UCC, An Introduction to Clinical Pastoral Education for Healthcare Professionals

https://www.ucc.ie/en/cpd/options/medhealth/cpd1621/

UK Masters in existential and humanist pastoral care.

https://nspc.org.uk/course-directory/ma-in-existential-and-humanist-pastoral-care/

Pastoral care / chaplaincy associations

● School chaplains Association Ireland: https://www.schoolchaplaincy.ie/
● National Association of Healthcare Chaplains: https://www.nahc.ie/
● European organisation for humanist professional

http://www.humanistprofessionals.eu/about-ehp/
● International Healthcare Chaplaincy Network

https://healthcarechaplaincy.org/

Pastoral care research

Glasner, T. (2022,) The future of chaplaincy in a secularized society: a mixed-methods
survey from the Netherlands.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08854726.2022.2040894

Jacobs, G. (2021), Reconsidering Humanist Chaplaincy for a Plural Society
The Implications for Higher Professional Education.
https://journal.equinoxpub.com/HSCC/article/view/19696
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