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Supporting Catholics in Healthcare 
Senior Catholic healthcare workers came together last Friday at Guy’s Hospital in London to develop ways in which the Catholic Church can support their needs. 

The seminar, attended by 70 healthcare professionals, was led by Bishop Tom Williams, Chair of the Bishops’ Conference Healthcare Reference Group, and chaired by Phil Gray, Chief Executive of the Chartered Society of Physiotherapy.  The purpose of the seminar was to offer theological reflections and to consult on a strategy for supporting lay Catholics in healthcare, including possible pastoral developments at local, diocesan or national level. 

The structure of the day was to encourage input from healthcare professionals. Following presentations from members of the Healthcare Reference Group of the Bishops’ Conference, a number of workshops explored issues raised, and enabled delegates to pass on their experiences and put forward their views on the best way forward. 

The main call from the workshops was for support in connecting people’s spiritual and professional needs. Recommendations included improved research, networks, raising the profile of healthcare in the Church, establishing better support at local level through parishes and deaneries, engaging with bishops, linking with challenges in hospital chaplaincy, to input in the national debate about the future of healthcare in the UK.  

Following an overview of strategic plans, there were further workshops. Views expressed during the workshops will feed into the way ahead, ensuring everyone’s voice is heard. 

“There is a major discussion about the future of healthcare in this country,” said Bishop Tom Williams.   

“We want to be part of this discussion. Our voice deserves to be listened to, as the experience of Catholics in healthcare means we have a lot to offer.”

Against a backdrop of often difficult change and financial crisis in the NHS, presented by Jim McManus, Assistant Director for Public Health, Barking and Dagenham Primary Care Trust, Bishop Tom Williams called on all healthcare professionals to see themselves as part of something bigger than their immediate working environment.   However, he warned against expecting easy solutions in such a challenging environment.

Dr James Hanvey SJ, Director of the Heythrop Institute for Religion, Ethics and Public Life, took up the issue of what was specific to Catholics as he set the spiritual and theological context for healthcare.   

“We believe that dignity of life lies outside of self and as such is not to do with status or political values. Therefore everyone deserves care,” he said.   

“An incarnate God shows us that our bodies have value. We are not objective machines with component parts; an approach that leads to the instrumentalisation of our bodies.   

“As spiritual beings, we cannot be instrumentalised. The issue of what is specific to Catholic values for those who work in healthcare is to do with the fact that our identity is in relation to others and this leads to the ethical dimension. To live a life of grace is to create communities, acting with compassion and care.   

“The NHS is an acting-out of the parable of the Good Samaritan. The reason that the NHS is so important is because it is a symbol of compassion for all of us.   

“The NHS is vital beyond immediate healthcare and we need to advocate for a NHS of virtues more than one that is merely efficient.”

The development of the Healthcare Reference Group strategy to support Catholics in healthcare is ongoing, with progress presented by Francis Davis, Chair of the SCA Health and Social Care Group and Director of the Cambridge Programme on Social Innovation of the Von Hügel Institute. The development of the strategy will be taken forward by the Healthcare Reference Group taking on board the recommendations from the workshops at last week’s seminar.

Bishop Tom Williams said that while many might be looking for an end-point, this was not the aim of the seminar.   

“This is about all of us and is not just up to the Bishops’ Conference.   The journey is the key.   It is about seeing where we are up to, listening to those who are working in healthcare and asking the questions that will help us go further.   

“This is our “Road to Emmaus”. Going to Emmaus is about questions and returning will be about turning those questions into exclamations based on our living faith,” he said.

ENDS 

Editors’ notes:

Attending delegates included representatives from those in NHS management, hospice care, the mental health sector, Catholic doctors, nurses, therapists and hospital chaplains.

For further information call:

Alexander DesForges:  t. 020 7901 4807  

alexander.desforges@cbcew.org.uk 
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