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The period between !anksgiving 
and Epiphany is a busy time of 
year for many people, but it can 

be particularly challenging for priests, 
religious and parish sta" who must min-
ister to large crowds while maintaining a 
healthy emotional and spiritual life.

“It’s a beautiful time in the Church 
year, but it’s stressful,” said Father Jim 
Gordon, a priest of the Diocese of Rich-
mond and a psychologist on the clinical 
sta" at Saint Luke Institute.

!anksgiving falls on the last 
!ursday in November, Advent usually 
begins the following Sunday, and then 
the Christmas season arrives three or 
four weeks later. In addition to regular 
Masses, funerals and ministries, most 
parishes have extra o"erings including 

A consistent prayer life is key to 
fostering healthy relationships 
and maintaining balance during 

busy times of the year, according to a 
member of the spiritual formation team 
at Saint Luke Institute.

Constancy in prayer allows those in 
ministry to see past di#culties in inter-
actions with others and focus on what 
unites us, said Sr. Carol Marozzi, SSJ. 

penance services, retreats or days of 
re$ection. 

Fr. Gordon described this time as a 
“balancing act” for those in ministry.

“How do you attend to your own 
spiritual needs and pray through the 
season?” he asked. “At the same time 
you have to be there for people and 
make it meaningful for them.”

!e %rst step is to acknowledge 
that not everything will go smoothly or 
according to plan, he said. Next, priests, 
religious and lay ministers must be sure 
to attend to their own spiritual, emo-
tional and physical needs.

“Give yourself permission to plan 
things out in a way that’s healthy,” Fr. 

“!e thing that is the same in all of 
us is the presence of God,” she said. 

Just as two good friends grow to 
resemble each other over time, Sr. Carol 
said, so too do priests and religious 
become more Christ-like as they grow 
in relationship with God.

“If you have cultivated that in the 

continued on page 3
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Maintaining balance during the holidays             
Be careful to attend to personal needs at busy time

Consistency in prayer brings peace to holidays              
Cultivate relationship with God during ordinary days
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Gordon said.
 Emily Cash, Psy. D., agreed that the 

ability to say “no” to requests or to ask 
for help in ful%lling them is important.

 “When you don’t do that, you set 
yourself up for burnout or not being 
able to ful%ll ministerial obligations in a 
way that is consistent with your voca-
tion,” said Cash, the director of Saint 
Luke Center in Louisville, Kentucky.

An additional stressor can be the 
sheer number of people who attend 
Christmas Mass, many of whom may be 
estranged from the Church.

“!ere is some internal pressure 
to try to reach them and provide some 
welcome and message that can invite 
them back,” Fr. Gordon said. !e most 
important thing is to be open and hospi-
table, he added.

Christmas can be particularly tax-
ing depending on what day of the week 

it falls, Fr. Gordon observed. A Tuesday 
Christmas is hard because of Saturday 
and Sunday Masses for the Fourth Sun-
day of Advent, Christmas Eve Masses on 
Monday and Christmas Day Masses on 
Tuesday.

Priests and religious o&en also have 
family gatherings to attend, and how 
they juggle them with ministerial obli-
gations varies, Fr. Gordon said.

“You want to be with your family 
and you want to be with your parish, but 
you may not be able to balance those on 
Christmas Day itself,” he said.

During family gatherings, Cash said 
that priests and religious should take 
care to “just be present as a brother or 
son or sister.” Keeping the “ministry hat” 
on can prevent healthy connections with 
loved ones, she said.

“Take a break from minister-
ing when you’re with your family and 
friends,” Cash said. “Just be Tom or Jane 
and I think you’ll enjoy it a lot more.”

Build personal time into Advent and Christmas 
schedules
Maintaining balance, continued from 
page 1

Tips for a peaceful  
Advent & Christmas:

   Acknowledge that not all 
plans will go smoothly

    Say “no” to some requests 
or ask for help in ful!lling 
them

    Be open and hospitable to 
Christmas crowds

   Make time for prayer, 
exercise and other personal 
needs

    Discuss with family and 
friends how and when to 
handle personal gatherings

    Take a break from ministry 
when with loved ones
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Healthy habits for the holidays                                         
Sleep well and exercise before stressful situations

Spiritual director or mentor helps ensure a fruitful 
prayer life

When grief and loss 
affect staff

The holidays are dif!cult for 
many people following the death 
of a loved one or other signi!-
cant loss. Those in ministry must 
attend to their own grief in order 
to provide effective pastoral care 
to others. 

•   Incorporate a prayer into staff 
meetings that invites staff mem-
bers to mention, if they are com-
fortable, any deaths or signi!cant 
losses they have experienced in 
the last year.

•   Provide re"ection time at the 
start of meetings to allow staff 
members to become more aware 
of their own emotional needs.

•   When organizing the holiday 
schedule, try to accommodate 
some staff requests for personal 
events.

•  If possible, put off lower prior-
ity of!ce responsibilities during 
Advent and allow more "exible 
scheduling.

•  Before the holiday rush, invite 
a speaker to lead a discussion 
with staff about handling their 
own grief and in ministering to 
others during the holidays.

Stephen Carroll, Ph.D., L.C.P.C., is 
a member of the clinical services 
staff at Saint Luke Institute.

!e best way to handle the heavy 
workload and di#cult encounters that 
accompany the holidays is to exercise 
and eat and sleep well before facing 
a stressful situation, said the physical 
therapist at Saint Luke Institute.

“If you know something is going to 
be a stressful circumstance, go exercise 
before that,” said Dana Dowd, MSPT. 
“You’ll feel a lot better going into the 
situation.”

Priests, religious and parish sta" 
face regular stressors like more social 
engagements, visits with family mem-
bers with whom they may not have a 
good relationship and bad weather. !ey 
also face particular challenges in o"er-
ing more Masses and other services, 
and increases in the number of people 
visiting their parish or ministry. 

“All of these things cut into people’s 
schedules and the %rst thing to go is 
their personal time,” Dowd said. “When 
it goes, the %rst thing to decline is their 
health.”

!ose in ministry should keep a 

course of the year, it is a little easier for 
you to look for what we have in com-
mon,” especially during stressful times 
or the holidays, she said. “And that is we 
are made in the image of God.”

It is particularly important for those 
in ministry to have a spiritual director, 
mentor or someone else to whom they 
are accountable in their prayer life to 
ensure that it is fruitful, Sr. Carol said.

bottle of water and trail mix in their cars 
to avoid the temptation of a quick “pick 
me up” visit to a drive thru, she said. 

!e shorter days and colder weath-
er o&en keep people indoors, which 
can lead to mental health and sleep 
problems. !ose who can safely exercise 
outdoors should do so, Dowd said, and 
those who cannot should try mall walk-
ing or climbing a $ight of stairs.

!ose in ministry shouldn’t feel 
pressured to surrender a healthy diet 
while attending holiday parties or being 
gi&ed baked goods or alcohol at Christ-
mas, Dowd said.

She suggested bringing a healthy 
contribution to a Christmas party, or 
passing unwanted treats or drinks on to 
someone else who may enjoy them.

Dowd added that people should 
give themselves permission to say, “‘I 
struggle with things that I’m eating and 
trying to do things di"erently.’ It’s your 
health and no one can stand up for you 
except yourself.”

!e exact structure of one’s prayer 
is less important than that it be consis-
tent and that it “fan the desire” to grow 
in relationship with the Lord, she said. 
Two people in a relationship do not al-
ways do the exact same thing every time 
they are together, Sr. Carol noted. But 
because they love each other, there is a 
desire to spend more time together.

“Priests and religious need to make 
time for themselves,” she said, “and for 
the nurturing of the God relationship.”

Consistency in prayer, continued 
from page 1
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Upcoming Events at SLIconnect.org  
SLIconnect Webinars
One-hour live online presentations on current issues in spiritual and psychological health.

What Makes a Happy Priest?

Thursday, November 21, 2013, 1:00 p.m. EST

Facilitator: Rev. Msgr. Stephen Rossetti, Ph.D., D.Min.

Affective Maturity & Emotional Intelligence - Part 4 of the Living Celibacy webinar series 

Tuesday, December 10, 2013, 1:00 p.m. EST

Facilitator: Br. John Mark Falkenhain, OSB, Ph.D.

  (Prior sessions in the series are offered on demand at SLIconnect.org)

Visit SLIconnect.org for details on the 2014 Bridge to Christ webinar series.

In-Person Workshop (for clergy and religious leadership)
Critical Personnel Issues: Leading Through Life Transitions

March 9-11, 2014 (Toronto, ON) and April 6-8, 2014 (Washington, DC)

Sponsors: Saint Luke Institute and Southdown Institute

Contributions to support Saint 

Luke Institute’s ministry may be 

made online at www.sli.org or in 

your estate plan. Please contact 

Rich Land!eld at 301-422-5406 

or richl@sli.org.


