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Jeff Jay

“MAKE ME A CHANNEL OF 
YOUR PEACE …”  
—Prayer of St. Francis

We can all admire the prayer 
attributed to St. Francis, no matter 
what our pastoral, teaching, or care-
giving role. But what can I do to 
keep my own channel clear? Having 
worked as an addiction counselor 
for decades, I know something about 
crisis management and unrelenting 
stress. For most of us, they are part 
of the job description. What can I do 
to keep the channel clear and avoid 
burnout?

The neglect of this question killed 
a co-worker of mine, shocking 
everyone in the organization. It was 
early in my career, and burnout was 
not yet well understood. As a staff, 
we dismissed the notion of self-care, 
but our nonchalance withered as his 
funeral approached.

CLEARING THE CHANNEL
HOW TO SAVE OURSELVES FROM BURNOUT
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I had worked with Fr. Kiley (not his real name) at a 
large residential treatment center. Our offices were 
right next to each other on the main hall of the 
counseling wing.  I saw him every day, but he barely 
returned my greetings in the morning, making it 
clear he was too busy for conversation. It was my first 
job in the addiction recovery field, and I was eager to 
learn from his experience, but his door was usually 
closed.

Besides being a Catholic priest, he had been a colonel 
in the Marine Corps, and he thrived on precision and 
duty. He taught his patients to make their beds with 
military corners, and loaded them up with reading 
and writing assignments. Fr. Kiley stayed late every 
night to give his men extra one-to-one sessions, and 
usually came in on the weekends, too. He demanded 
a lot from his patients, but he always gave them 
more.

I tried to get Kevin Kiley to come to lunch with 
the other counselors, but he was chronically over-
booked. When his doctor confronted him about 
smoking, he started cutting his filterless cigarettes in 
half. 

“I’M ONLY SMOKING HALF AS MUCH,” 
HE SAID. HIS DEFIANCE WAS PALPABLE.

Like most of the staff, he was a recovering alcoholic; 
and while he was undeniably a good counselor, 
something seemed to be missing. He was clear about 
his faith in God, but what channels did he open 
up for God to work in his life? In the end, we all 
dismissed the issue, and besides Kevin was not about 
to entertain our concerns.

In August, Fr. Kiley took a vacation to visit a relative 
six hundred miles away. He went off for a leisurely 
drive and never returned.  On the way back, he 
locked himself in a desolate motel room and drank 
himself to death.  All of us on the staff were stunned.  
How could the toughest and most disciplined man 

among us have been the one to self-destruct? How 
could the man of steel crack?

Easy clichés come to mind, of course. If you do 
not bend, you break, and so on. But Fr. Kiley was a 
highly educated man, and surely too smart to fall 
into such a trap. Had he not warned his men about 
taking their recovery for granted? Now he had 
become a cautionary tale.

Ordained clergy and religious, along with teachers, 
counselors and healthcare professionals, are 
notorious for not taking care of themselves. We may 
be adept at guiding others through their difficulties, 
but how are each of us faring with our own 
challenges? Visit any of the places we work and have 
a look at the staff. Most of us are far from shining 
examples of wellness, and many of us struggle with 
the effects of chronic stress.

Burnout comes from giving more than we have 
got, on a continuing basis. Defined more precisely: 
burnout is likely to occur when emotional and 
psychological demands exceed a person’s emotional 
and psychological resources. The indicators of 
burnout and chronic stress often begin unnoticed. 
Not all symptoms may be present at any one time, 
and only a few are needed to cause major problems. 
Some symptoms are shared with anxiety and 
depression, either or both of which can follow from 
more advanced cases. Here are seven warning signs 
to watch for:

1. Irritability and hopelessness about your 
profession

2. Unhealthy changes in eating habits and weight

3. Feelings of emotional or physical exhaustion

4. Getting sick more often

5. Insufficient rest and poor sleep habits

6. Emotional isolation from friends and family

7. Increased use of alcohol, mood altering drugs, or 
sleep aids.

CLEARING THE CHANNEL

The prayer of St. Francis shows that I can be a 
channel of God’s peace, consolation, and joy. 
However, I do not have the power to confer those 
things on other people. My greatest ministry is to 
keep my channel clear, so I can be a more effective 
instrument. A clogged channel leads to burnout. 

My profession can remain rewarding, and I can 
be more effective in my work, if I make the time 
to renew and refresh myself. There are physical, 
psychological, and spiritual dimensions to burnout, 
but here’s a pragmatic approach to addressing the 
immediate problem.

1. Accept the Job. The goal of taking better care of 
myself can only be done by me. Acceptance must 
be wedded to action to be meaningful, so I must be 
prepared to follow through. Paradoxically, it is best if 
I do not try to do it all by myself.

2. Talk to someone. Start by bringing the issue into 
the light. Talk to a friend, therapist, or mentor. An 
open discussion will help reveal the next steps you 
should take. This person may also become your 
accountability partner, to help keep you on track. In 
the case of a friend, you may agree to help each other.

3. Start Small. Do not make sweeping resolutions. 
Take it one step at a time, and keep it simple. For 
example: do not say you are going to join a gym and 
lose thirty pounds. Instead, make a date for a yoga 
class or a therapy session. Do not let anything get 
in the way of this appointment. It will be easier the 
second time, and you will start building momentum.

4 .Check your fuel. Your body has specific needs, 
and it cannot manufacture blood cells from refined 
sugar. Many of us rely on caffeine and sweets to 
jump-start our day, with a predictable crash a few 
hours later. Get smart and adjust your diet to a more 
sustainable fuel mix. Cake is for celebrations, not 
for dinner. Your body will reward you with better 
physical and mental health.  

5. Reconnect. Make time for people you enjoy. Go to 
a movie with a friend, or get in with a group. Accept 
the invitation you might decline, like a relative’s 
birthday party. Volunteer for something outside your 
field. Stay a few minutes after your class or meeting, 
and strike up a little conversation. Join a choir, a bike 
club, or a cooking class. Isolation breeds depression.

6. Rest. If you are glued to a TV, social media, or 
games before going to sleep, your brain will suffer. 
In order to fall asleep naturally, try reading a book 
before bed—not the news. For a change of pace, try 
a historical novel. Reduce or eliminate the use of 
mood-altering chemicals to relax. Discontinue the 
use of sleep aids. Discuss the long-term effects of 
any medications with your doctor. Stress cannot be 
managed chemically. Take a walk and you will rest 
easier.

7. Move from Me to We. You can add spiritual 
power to your plan by joining a group. God works 
through people, and our emotional jail cell opens 
from the inside. Most of us qualify for a Twelve 
Step group of some kind, whether Al-Anon, Adult 
Children of Alcoholics (ACoA), or another group. 
Healing happens when we allow ourselves to be 
vulnerable. Where can I find my fellow travelers? 
Take a risk and check it out.

One woman embodied this plan, and inspired me 
to take better care of myself. I met her long after she 
had completed her transformation, but her story 
left an indelible mark on my heart. When I knew 
her, she was a slight, spry seventy-year-old, with a 
penetrating intellect. I found it almost impossible 
to believe that her 5’2” frame used to weigh two 
hundred pounds.

Sister Clarice Martin (not her real name) had been 
the dean of a Catholic university.  A brilliant Ph.D., 
she had risen through the system for twenty-five 
years, until she had the top job at age 50. But she 
found isolation and frustration, as she tried to 
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balance the innumerable needs of the institution with 
the constant demands for fund-raising. If she ever 
found relief, it was late at night in her rooms with 
an abundance of sugar. After five years as dean she 
gained eighty pounds, and became a type 2 diabetic. 
Her legendary energy was flagging, and she was on 
the verge of double knee replacement surgery.
Her doctor—an old friend—finally confronted her. 
“You’ve done a fine job of manufacturing these 
problems,” he said. “I can schedule surgeries, and I 
can prescribe medication, but if you don’t make some 
changes, you’re going to get sicker.” Sr. Clarice was 
about to dress him down when he asked a question. 

“DO YOU KNOW HOW MUCH A 
BOWLING BALL WEIGHS?” 
“NO,” SHE SAID.

“Seventeen pounds,” he said. “You’ve got four 
bowling balls in your lap every time you stand up, 
and you’ve got four around your waist every time you 
walk down the stairs. You’re destroying yourself.”

Sr. Clarice was fuming, but decided not to respond 
so she could get out of the examining room.

“I’m giving you a prescription,” he said. “You can 
either follow it or find a new doctor.”

The dean was too smart to avoid the inevitable, 
but what she found most egregious in his list of 
remedies was that she begin attending meetings 
of Overeaters Anonymous (OA). The very words 
seemed humiliating to her, especially in light of her 
accomplishments. But one thing the doctor said 
convinced her to give it a try.

“Do you want to meet your maker after committing 
suicide on the installment plan?”

It took eighteen months, but Sr. Clarice did it all. 
She began by working with a dietician who helped 

reform her eating habits. Sr. Clarice was known to 
skimp on breakfast and lunch, and then overeat in 
the evening. A more balanced diet improved the way 
she felt, even before the weight came off. 

She also started working with a trainer, who slowly 
got her moving again. The dean was never going to 
be an athlete, but she became an inveterate walker, 
which dovetailed nicely with her new lunch schedule. 
Instead of staying in her office, she started walking 
around the campus, visiting the various departments, 
and joining people for lunch. She refrained from 
talking about work while eating, and got to know her 
faculty and staff personally. 

Instead of isolating in her rooms at night, Clarice 
began to reconnect with old friends and family. 
Instead of dreading them, she started to look forward 
to holidays, weddings, and birthdays.  She found the 
pressures of her job evaporated at her grand-niece’s 
wedding. She rejoined the stream of life.

At the same time, Sr. Clarice began attending 
meetings of Overeaters Anonymous. Of all the 
changes she made, this was perhaps the most 
revolutionary. In a Twelve Step group, distinctions 
of class, education, and religion are dismissed out 
of hand. Instead, the group focuses on helping each 
other through their shared difficulties, with more 
experienced members leading the way. Ironically, 
Sr. Clarice found comfort in being a beginner again. 
She didn’t need to have all the answers. Instead, she 
learned to focus on doing the next right thing. She 
found herself to be one among equals.

Sr. Clarice retired from the university at 60 and went 
back to school for a master’s degree in counseling. 
She had nothing more to prove, and decided to do 
what she loved. I met her at the same organization 
where Fr. Kiley and I had worked. Her insights 
during clinical case conferences were legendary. 
She was able to synthesize therapeutic techniques 

with Twelve Step spirituality effortlessly, always as a 
channel of love. At 70 years of age, she was healthier 
than I was at 35, and quietly practiced the program 
that had saved her life. It was almost impossible 
to believe she had once come so close to self-
destruction. She was a walking testimonial, whose 
actions spoke even louder than her eloquent words.

Sr. Clarice and others helped me develop small 
routines to avoid burnout. One of the most 
important is beginning every day with quiet time. 
Instead of having my coffee with social media, news, 
or music.  I have my daily readings and a time alone 
with God. I do a spot check on my channel and 
get honest about any blockages. What do I need to 
change? What do I need to accept? And as I look to 
the days ahead, I know I am not alone: We are all 
channels with and for each other.

Jeff Jay is an addiction counselor in private 
practice. He is the author of Navigating 
Grace (Hazelden, 2015) and Love First 
(with Debra Jay; Hazelden, 2008).
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QUESTIONS FOR 
REFLECTION
1. Jeff Jay uses the image of being a “channel” 

of peace and reminds us that – by definition 
– a channel must be kept clean and open, 
uncluttered by any behavior, prejudice or fear.  
What subtle “things” might be preventing me 
from being a truly “open” channel for God’s 
grace at this time in my life?  Am I trying to do 
something about it?

2. A major point Jeff Jay makes in his essay is the 
importance of moving from “I” to “we.”  In some 
cases it might mean joining a group for therapy; 
in other cases, it might be more a matter of 
attitude and refusing to take on the role of being 
a hero who is a “lone ranger.”  Where am I in this 
dynamic: do I try to “do it all” or do I recognize 
my need for others and am I grateful for the gifts 
of openness and dialogue we can share?

CLEARING THE CHANNEL
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INFORMATION FOR 
AUTHORS
The editors of Human Development are quite eager 
to publish articles that translate the latest research 
in psychology, health, medicine, and spirituality to 
ministry, formation and practice. Our hope is that 
Human Development will be known as the most user-
friendly ministry publication. This will require making 
complicated theoretical knowledge, research, and 
concepts understandable and applicable to the personal 
and professional lives of our readers.  

Since ministry is in a time of significant transition and 
change, we anticipate that the articles we publish will 
enlighten and positively influence the daily decisions 
and practices of those in Church leadership, ministry 
formation, spiritual direction, and counseling of any 
kind. There are also a number of previously under-
appreciated forces that uniquely influence ministry 
and ministers: cultural, organizational, and situational 
factors. We intend to highlight and honor these factors 
in the pages of Human Development. Accordingly, 
we ask prospective authors to be mindful of these 
considerations in their manuscripts.
Manuscripts are received with the understanding 
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UPCOMING  
GUEST HOUSE EVENTS
May 20, 2017
3rd Annual Run Over  
Addiction 5K
Guest House Campus
Lake Orion, MI

June 7-9, 2017
Walking With the Wounded
Guest House Scripps Mansion
Lake Orion, MI

June 12, 2017
32nd Annual Golf Classic
Oakhurst Golf & Country Club
Clarkston, MI

July 2-8, 2017
ICAP Retreat
Carmelite Retreat Center
Darien, IL

July 10-12, 2017
16th Annual Guest House 
Summer Leadership Conference
Providence Biltmore Hotel
Providence, RI

July 31-August 3, 2017
Alumni Reunion
Seminary of the Immaculate 
Conception
Huntington, NY

August 6-12, 2017
ICAP Retreat
Guest House Scripps Mansion
Lake Orion, MI

October 2-5, 2017
Alumni Fall Retreat
Immaculate Retreat House
Willimantic, CT

YOUR LEGACY LIVES 
ON IN THE CHURCH 
Estate gifts notably impact the ministry of Guest House. Creating a gift through 
your will or trust is a meaningful way to leave a legacy that will make a difference 
for  the greater good of the Catholic Church. Your estate gift can support a 
specific area or program, such as education or scholarships. Guest House 
is proud to welcome and offer treatment to all Catholic clergy and religious 
regardless of their ability to afford services.  
 
Please contact  Erika Walker, 
Vice President of Development, 
for more information about creating a gift
that reflects your wishes and your spirit:  
248-393-8933
ewalker@guesthouse.org


