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Note: Many churches use telephone and e-mail prayer chains to communicate needs. But what about privacy issues—both legal and ethical? The Rev. Dr. Dwight Stinnett, executive minister of American Baptist Churches of the Great Rivers Region, became concerned “because the information shared often is intimately related to pastoral care.” 

For guidelines, Stinnett contacted the Rev. David R. Nicholson, an American Baptist chaplain, who serves at Memorial Medical Center in Springfield, Ill. With Nicholson’s permission, “The Ethics of Published Prayer Concerns” is posted here for pastors and church members.

I have been asked to reflect on the ethics of publishing the names of church members who are ill, particularly those who are hospitalized. The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act has made all of us think more carefully about how we handle health information given to us by our members. Clergy have always been at the forefront of protecting information they are given by those in their care. Generally, the exception is when the information relates to doing harm to oneself or others. In such a case the expectation is that the member will be told that such information will be shared with authorities. (Note: In certain circumstances in some locations, it is a legal requirement to report.) This is a rule that can be stated at the beginning of any encounter or pastoral relationship. 

When it comes to health information, there are pastoral considerations as well as the legal ones. Perhaps the primary question regarding the ethics of sharing personal health information is one of being pastoral in the best sense of that word. A good rule of thumb would be to ask oneself what one would wish to be shared about one's own health situation.

It is worth remembering that information shared with us as pastors is only ours to hold and with which we are given the privilege of working on with the one who has brought us their concern or problem. We have the information with implied restrictions, save those mentioned above. We must seek the person's permission to share any information that may be relevant with someone to whom we may choose to refer the one who has come to us.

Thus far, I do not think I have said anything we do not already know. Some would say we are the inventors of confidentiality, the original holders in confidence of private, personal communication.

Here at Memorial Medical Center, and in our Department of Pastoral Care, we are committed to ensuring that no health information about any of our patients is inappropriately shared. Permission must be given for the sharing of information with third party payers, for instance. Patients do give us permission to contact their pastors.

Without it, we cannot give information about a person's presence in the hospital. This permission is implied in a person's naming their religious preference and their congregational affiliation upon admission. As long as they have not opted out of the patient directory, we are permitted to share their name with the congregational representative who calls us to identify those from the congregation who are hospitalized with us.

Because I work in a health care environment where confidentiality is stressed, I suppose I am more attuned now to the concern about sharing prayer concerns than I was when I was a local pastor. I do know that I found out the hard way on occasion that I shared some information that should not have been shared without seeking permission. I should not have shared anything for which I did not have permission.

Some suggestions for pastors regarding publishing the names of persons and accepting verbal prayer concerns in worship:

1. Secure the permission of the person before mentioning their name in any forum.

2. Ask the person what they wish to have shared with others in worship and/or in print. 

3. Encourage members to seek permission of the one for whom they wish prayer to share their first name with the congregation, and seek permission for any sharing of information about their situation.

4. Encourage members to identify persons for whom they wish prayer by first name only. 

5. Print only information that is permitted.

6. Err on the side of privacy and confidentiality in all communication. 

Some suggestions for church members: 

1. Provide your pastor with the information about your health that you wish your pastor to have.

2. Tell the pastor what information may or may not be shared with other members, either in worship or through a prayer chain. Tell your family what instructions you have given your pastor. Tell your family what they may or may not share about your situation.

3. A reminder: If you choose to "opt out" of a hospital's patient directory, no information will be given to anyone, including your pastor and your family. You will receive no telephone calls or messages, and you will receive no mail.

4. It is your responsibility to convey to your pastor, family and anyone else you desire, whatever information you wish to be shared. Pastors, Deacons and other church leaders are not trained, nor should they be expected to be readers of your mind.

 Respectfully submitted,

Rev. David R. Nicholson, M.Div., BCC

