
Discussion Questions 
 
Spiritual Care: The Everyday Work of Chaplains asks who chaplains are, what they do across 
the United States, how that work is connected to the settings where they do it, and how they 
have responded to and helped to shape contemporary shifts in the American religious 
landscape. The following questions may help discussions among students, chaplains, 
educators, and others interested in learning about the work of chaplaincy and spiritual care. 
 

1. Cadge argues that chaplains today, like in years past, are a disparate group – a motley 
crew. What does she mean by this? What evidence does she offer? Are you convinced?  
 

2. How and why did the people Cadge interviewed come to be chaplains? What are the 
two things she argues all chaplains do? 
 

3. In what setting or sector did Cadge find and interview a chaplain that was most 
surprising to you? Are all of those doing the work of chaplaincy and spiritual care 
doing something similar enough to be described using these same terms and titles? 
 

4. The term “chaplain” means many different things – to those doing the work and those 
they care for. What does the book suggest about the history and understandings of 
this term? In addition to “spiritual care,” what are other terms that are or could be 
used to describe the work? 
 

5. In the United States, chaplains are required in the military, federal prisons, and the 
Veteran’s Administration. How does Cadge understand these requirements given the 
American separation of church and state? How does whether chaplains are required or 
optional in specific settings influence their daily work? 
 

6. Cadge argues that much of the work chaplains do is invisible – that chaplains see and 
enter liminal – in between spaces that “do not have neat institutional definitions and 
are, therefore, frequently not just overlooked but also not even seen by other 
professionals” (p. 150). What does this mean? She further argues that this invisibility 
has led chaplains to not be seen as part of local religious ecologies. What does this 
mean? Do you agree or disagree? 
 



7. Chaplains frequently improvise in their daily work. Describe three ways you saw 
chaplains improvising in this book? Is improvisation a strength or a weakness for 
chaplaincy as a profession? 
 

8. Much about how chaplains work is determined by the organizations within which they 
work. What does this mean? What does Cadge argue about organizational factors 
shape the work of chaplains? Provide two examples.  
 

9. What does it mean for chaplains to “hold the space” and are you convinced by the 
arguments the chaplains make and Cadge makes about the value of holding the 
space? 
 

10. Name three ways chaplains work around death. Cadge compares some chaplains to 
“midwives” or “escorts” around death. What is she arguing here? Are you convinced? 
What is she missing? 
 

11. What does Cadge argue about how chaplains work around issues of religious 
diversity? Racial diversity? Others aspects of difference? What does she argue about 
the racial and religious diversity of chaplains? Of the people they serve? What are 
Cadge’s recommendations to further diversify the profession? What are yours? 
 

12. At several points in the book, Cadge points to how changes in American religious 
demographics are influencing the work of chaplains. How are changes like bi-
vocationality among religious leaders, lower congregational membership, growing 
numbers of people who are not religious affiliated, the closing of local congregations 
impacting the work of chaplains? 
 

13. What does Cadge mean when she calls some chaplains religious entrepreneurs? What 
is it about religion in the United States, that she argues, allows for this kind of 
entrepreneurism? 

 
14. What does it mean to talk about chaplaincy from the “supply side” and from the 

“demand-side.” Cadge calls for a “demand-side approach” to chaplaincy going 
forward – what exactly does that mean? 

 
15. Much of the research for this book was done before the COVID-19 pandemic. How, if at 

all, do you think the pandemic changed what Cadge found? 



 
16. Cadge is thoughtful about her own positionality in the book’s methodological 

appendix. How do you think the stance and role she adopted as a researcher and 
sociologist influenced her findings? How does her approach as a non-chaplain 
function as a strength and weaknesses in the book?  
 

17. Cadge offers specific recommendations for chaplains, chaplaincy students, 
theological educators and social scientists. What are those recommendations and 
what do you make of them based on which of these categories (or another) best 
describes your positionality? 

 
18. In the conclusion, Cadge outlines two very different futures for chaplaincy and 

spiritual care. What are each of these possible futures? What factors does she argue 
will have the most impact on where chaplains are and what work they are doing 
twenty years from now? What do you expect to see and why? 
 

19. How do the arguments Cadge develops based on chaplains in Boston influence how 
you think about chaplains in your geographic location? In what ways do you think 
chaplains in your city / state / country are similar to and different from those she 
interviewed in Boston? 
 

20. What is the relationship between this book and the Chaplaincy Innovation Lab? 
  



Assignment Ideas 
 
Below are a few ideas that might inform class assignments related to the book. Resources on 
the website of the Chaplaincy Innovation Lab can help. We are eager to hear to share your 
findings and class projects with the broader Lab community. Write to us! 
 

1. Compare and contract how chaplains in two different settings do their work. How 
does what you find compare to what Cadge argues? Draw examples from the book, 
from the This is What a Chaplain Looks Like project or by searching “chaplain” in 
your local newspaper. 
 

2. Less is known about chaplains historically than you might think. Search your local 
newspaper or town archives for documents and information about the work of 
chaplains before 1940. What did you find? How does it compare to what Cadge found 
when learning about chaplains in Boston? 

 
3. The Chaplaincy Innovation Lab has partnered to support chaplains in New Jersey and 

Maryland. Both of these projects started by making directors of chaplains working in 
each state (for example in New Jersey). Consider making a list of chaplains in your 
area and having short conversations with them about how partnerships with local 
seminaries / theological schools, local congregations, or other resources might 
support their work and the people they serve. Send us what you find to share! 
 

4. Listen to a podcast or read a blog written by a chaplain since the pandemic started. 
How do the experiences of this chaplain relate to what Cadge finds in the book? Which 
differences are related to the pandemic and which are not? 
 

5. The Lab recently released a report about Jewish chaplains. Consider how the 
findings of that report relate to the arguments’ Cadge makes in this book. How are the 
experiences of religious minority chaplains different from the experiences of religious 
majority ones?  
 

6. A new textbook Cadge edited with Shelly Rambo and a number of co-authors who are 
theological and clinical educators argues that all chaplains need to have skills around 
meaning making, organizational dynamics and interpersonal relations. Complete one 
or more of the online case studies (30 minutes each) about these competencies. Then 

https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/this-chaplain
https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/projects/chaplain-resilience-nj
https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/training-credentials/nj-chaplaincy-orgs
https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/2020/07/reflections-from-the-frontline-of-covid-19-jo-hirschmann
https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/resources/working-papers/mapping-jewish-chaplaincy
https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/training-credentials/case-studies


describe how one or more of the chaplains in Cadge’s book does or does not illustrate 
them.  
 

7. Several of the Lab’s current projects are focused on what they call the demand side of 
chaplaincy. Explain what this means and summarize recent findings from these 
projects. How do these new findings change the conclusions Cadge draws in this book, 
if at all? 

 

https://chaplaincyinnovation.org/projects/chaplain-demand

