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By Shannon Kelly, internal communications intern

Chaplains strive to bring patients comfort during times of crisis 

Published on 2/22/2016 

The mission of the Pastoral Care department is important: to provide a 
presence and assist others by using their unique spiritual resources to 
restore meaning, purpose, and wholeness at a time of sickness, crisis or 
death. 

Phil McGarvey (Pictured Left) is a clinically trained 
board certified chaplain and manages the Pastoral 
Care department, which is made up of four full time 
chaplains. Since coming to Carle in December 2002, 
he has made an impact on thousands of patients, 
families and employees by lending an ear during a 
time of need. 

There are many instances in which a chaplain’s presence can make all 
the difference in a patient’s life, and McGarvey and his colleagues have 
countless stories to prove it.

One patient he remembers clearly was a retired minister who had been 
hospitalized longer than expected and was feeling upset.

“He was crying out and I was trying to determine what would be helpful for him at that moment. I asked him ‘Would you like me to sing a 
song for you?’ and we ended up singing the children’s song ‘Jesus Loves Me,’” said McGarvey. “Here we were, two grown men singing a 
little preschool song, ‘We are weak but he is strong, Jesus loves me.’ He was singing through his tears, and he never forgot it. I won’t either.”

Five years later on the anniversary of his crisis, this man wrote a letter to Carle about how influential this experience had been to him.

“We are kind of like school teachers; we never know the impact we are having until we get a letter or something like that,” said McGarvey.

While chaplains’ immediate focus goes to the patients and families, they are there to help Carle employees as well.

“We circle around and check on the staff to see how they are doing during a large crisis, too,” said McGarvey. “If there was a death that was 
dealt with, I will go back there just to see how they are holding up and dealing with it. We want to make sure that they are good to go for the 
rest of their shift, or if they need some support emotionally.”

A chaplain’s job is not an easy one, which is why employees in Pastoral Care sometimes turn to each other for support.

“We regularly remind our chaplains during our staff meetings that we need to care for ourselves. At the end of our shift, we try to update the 
other chaplains on patients so we don’t have to deal with it all by our self,” said McGarvey. “If we had a rough shift or a rough case it helps to 
talk about it before going home so we are not upset when we leave work.”

While chaplains are unable to change the medical situation at hand, they may offer a perspective that makes the situation easier to come to 
terms with.

In one instance, McGarvey was called to the Oncology floor for a patient who was terminally ill. The patient’s wife had a lot of questions and 
worries that she wanted to talk through.

“All I did was help her understand the questions she needed to worry about and the ones she didn’t need to worry about, because some 
questions take care of themselves,” said McGarvey.

This small dose of guidance was all she needed in the moment.

“It didn’t really change any decision she had to make, but her attitude changed because she didn’t have to worry as much," McGarvey 
said. "Her husband woke up a little bit, and we prayed together. She was just so grateful for the uninterrupted time that we could spend 
together.”

Like every department at Carle, Pastoral Care is always trying to improve the quality of care and resources available for patients. 

In the future, the department will look into offering chaplain services for outpatient units at Carle, while also conducting research to help 
chaplains better understand patient needs.

In the meantime, Carle’s chaplains will continue to be there to help during times of crisis.
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“We’ve developed a really wonderful reputation for taking care of people’s spiritual and emotional needs while the doctors and nurses focus 
on medical needs,” said McGarvey. “Anyone questioning their purpose, meaning in life, or trying to make sense of everything is a great 
chaplain referral.”

If you would like to request a chaplain’s services, submit a referral through Epic Hyperspace for Pastoral Care. For emergencies, page the on-
call chaplain through the communications center at 383-3001. 

This CLICK article explains more about when to call a chaplain.
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Shelly Sample 2/19/2016 8:30 AM Delete

BIG Thanks to our chaplain dept. they are great!

Micki Suits 2/18/2016 2:49 PM Delete

Phil McGarvey was very supportive and kind when my brother was brought to ER and pronounced dead. He was there at the emergency room 
doors when I arrived. He then waited until my mom arrived and offered comfort to her. It was nice to see a familiar face in our time of 
need. Thanks Phil.  
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