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Confidentiality	

Generally, the church is not competent with confidentiality. Most visitors will 
assume they understand what it means and that it will not pose problems for 
them. They will discover in practice that marking and keeping boundaries of 
confidentiality is not that easy.

After the initial meeting, agree some ground-rules of group confidentiality 
so that sensitive personal material can be safely shared.

Considering	Issues	of	Group	Confidentiality
When I share sensitive personal material to be ‘held in confidence,’ what do 
I mean?

• Only with each other?
• Only in this place?
• Only at this time?

What am I going to do with what you have said?

• What about referring to confidential material with the leader outside 
this group?

• What about referring to confidential material later as part of pastoral 
care for a group member?

• What about sharing it with a trusted partner/friend? What is my 
normal practice of de-briefing a meeting? Would my partner expect 
me to share its contents comprehensively?

• Can I trust myself to hold confidentiality? Do I need an ‘outlet’? 
Do I need to tell my husband? What about single team members?

• If I am disturbed by what is shared, where and with whom can I 
talk it through?

It can be helpful to agree a flexible contract, which establishes an agreement 
in principle but has the provision of tighter boundaries of confidentiality if 
requested.

What about the leader?

• Is their confidentiality agreement different?
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• Who supervises them? If it is the minister, what are the expectations 
in relation to sensitive material?

Do give time and patience to teasing out the issues and reaching consensus. 
Write up the contract, refer to it often, and review as necessary.

Considering	Issues	of	Confidentiality		
in	Relation	to	Visiting
This need not be discussed as early in the process; it may naturally arise in 
thinking about visiting procedures or you may need to introduce it. It is a 
major agenda item. Personal information given to a visitor is to be held in 
sacred trust; specific consent should be requested and given before passing 
on to anyone else. It is generally inappropriate to make and keep personal 
notes of visits. Personal information (such as name, address, phone number) 
should be kept secure and confidential.

To think about in relation to the visit:

• How is the assurance of confidentiality to be communicated ap-
propriately? By whoever sets up the visit? By the visitor in person? 
Through the use of a general information leaflet?

• How will the confidentiality offered be explained? It is worth think-
ing through wording appropriate for the context of the visit. Aim 
for clarity about normal practice.

• What are the expectations of the minister in relation to the team? 
Discuss with the clergy and agree procedure.

• How will confidentiality be respected in the ministry of interces-
sion?

• What are the potential circumstances when it might be needful 
to break confidentiality?11 How would the visitor handle it at the 
time? Who would advise? Within the team who would need know? 
Would the minister need to know?

To think about in relation to team meetings:

• Is it appropriate to use names in team meetings?

Again, when there is consensus write up the agreement as a working document 
and encourage team observation. The contract will no doubt be re-visited in 
group supervision.
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When	Confidentiality	is	Inappropriately	Breached
Breach of confidentiality is a serious issue. Even naming an issue or person in 
prayer with others without permission can be an abuse of trust. My position 
is that we are human and therefore to plan for when not if confidentiality is 
breached. Confession, repentance and the support of others can help us to 
respect boundaries more carefully.

• Discuss together how we will handle it as a group.

• Be aware of the temptation to point a finger of condemnation.

• How can we support each other in more professional behaviour?

• Is there adequate support and supervision in place to limit occur-
rence?

• Why did it happen? Stress and tiredness can be factors in breached 
boundaries.

• Where did it happen? We can be less diligent with someone we 
judge as ‘safe.’

• Some people keep confidences more easily than others, but we all 
have to be disciplined to faithfully and consistently hold bounda-
ries.

The group can be educated in awareness of boundaries by checking an indis-
creet comment with a gentle challenge:

‘Are you sure you want to tell us this?’

‘Should you be sharing this with us?’

‘Have you asked permission to pass on this information?’
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Glossary	of	Terms

Bereavement—The event of significant loss.

Grief—The effect of bereavement, including physical, emotional and spiritual 
symptoms and behaviours. Grief is highly individualized.

Mourning—The actions and way in which grief is expressed. This process is 
often shaped by culture and faith. Mourning takes at least 12 to 18 months 
to resolve.

Atypical Grief—(also referred to as abnormal, pathological, complicated or 
unresolved grief). There is a continuous relationship between normal and 
atypical grief. Atypical grief is more related to the intensity and duration of 
the reaction than to the simple presence or absence of specific behaviour.

Models of Grief—The observed or experienced patterns of response to 
bereavement. The stage/phase and grief work models offer different per-
spectives.12, 13

Theories of Grief—Seek to offer an understanding of what causes such responses. 
Attachment and psycho-social transition theories offer helpful insights.14, 15

Supervision—Describes a process of facilitating structured reflection, offering 
different perspectives and giving informed feedback. Supervision aims to 
promote competence, understanding, accountability and self-awareness. The 
trainer manages this interactive process to support and guide team members, 
creating a safe space for the sharing of emotional responses. Inviting insights 
from other members enriches the group learning experience.
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Sample	Leaflet
Introducing St X’s Bereavement Ministry Team

Bereavement can be a lonely, bewildering and exhausting experience. As 
part of its funeral ministry St X’s Church offers a small team of people 
who are available to visit you in your home.

Who are the visitors?

All visitors are worshipping members of St X’s Church, who have been 
trained to understand bereavement issues and work within careful 
guidelines.

How will I recognise a visitor?

Your visitor will be introduced to you by the clergy. Visitors will always 
wear a badge which will identify them by name and carry the ministry 
team logo. 

How often will I be visited?

This depends on you and your visitor. Once or twice often feels about 
right; sometimes more visits are helpful.

Can I trust my visitor?

Visitors are asked to respect your grief by holding in confidence the 
content of your conversation. This is very important to us.

Your visitor can offer you a kind and listening ear, and is available 
to introduce you to any of the activities and services at St X’s Church 
throughout the week. Some of these are listed at the back of this leaflet 
for your information.

Your visitor will be present at the Memorial Service and will look out 
for you.

Your visitor will pray for you and with you if you would like.
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Sample	Agreed	Aims	as		
Bereavement	Ministry	Team	Members
To Draw Alongside the Bereaved

• To create a safe space—by being at ease with myself, respectful of the 
bereaved person (accepting not judging), holding confidences.

• To offer the companionship of a listening ear.
• To be wise—this may mean absorbing what emotions are around 

(including anger) and being alert to clues indicating difficult family 
relationships.

• To be discreet and respectful should other people be present.
• To keep the purposes and boundaries of our visits simple, clear and 

limited.

To Minister Christ Sensitively

• To be authentic about our Christian experience, acknowledging 
where we struggle and what sustains us in times of difficulty.

• To be faithful in prayer for those we visit. To represent the care of 
the church for them.

• To encourage, introduce, integrate them into the community of the 
church (its fellowship, activities, worship, as appropriate).
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Training	Exercise:		
Exploring	Grief	at	a	Safe	Distance

Introduction
Some years ago I went into the garage on Christmas Eve to bring in the 
turkey, which was on a plate on top of the chest freezer. There was no 
plate and no turkey. I looked inside the freezer and then on top of the 
car and then under the car. I was bewildered and confused. I thought 
of my children’s Christmas dinner with the turkey lost and felt tearful. 
I had another look around the garage. Gradually it dawned on me that 
it had been stolen. I was furious; how dare anyone take our turkey?!

Exercise
Take a moment in silence to identify a time when you lost something 
(not someone) that mattered a lot to you at the time. Perhaps it was 
your keys, or a document on your computer, or an item of great sen-
timental value.

Go back in your memory to that experience of loss, and try to get in 
touch with how you felt.

What did you feel about the loss?

What did you feel about others (including God)?

What did you feel about yourself?

Take a moment to find words to describe those feelings.

Plenary
Write up on a flip-chart the feeling words (help may be needed to iden-
tify the feeling). Give permission for negative feelings to be expressed; 
naming guilt or anger can sometimes be difficult.

When all suggestions have been recorded read out the words slowly.

Teaching
We feel all these different and strong emotions at the loss of something 
minor.
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Imagine the intensity and complexity of feelings when we suffer a major 
loss—when we lose someone to whom we are greatly attached!

When we are with a grieving person we can expect some of these feel-
ings to be present; it can be uncomfortable for us to stay around.

Personal	Reflection
Let us take a moment in silence to ask God to help us focus on what 
we have learned in this session and how we might use it.


