Nurse may face sack for prayer offer to patient

Monday 2 February 2009 

A nurse was suspended after offering to pray for the recovery of an elderly patient, it emerged yesterday. Caroline Petrie, 45, was accused of failing to show a commitment to equality and diversity after the incident and is awaiting the outcome of a disciplinary hearing.

The community nurse, who lives in Weston-super-Mare and carries out home visits, has been suspended by North Somerset primary care trust and could lose her job. Petrie, a Baptist who has two children, said she had not forced her beliefs on anyone, but had simply asked if the woman would like a prayer said for her. 

She said: "I'm not angry, and I understand if people don't believe in the way that I do. But I am upset because I enjoy this job and it [prayer] is a valuable part of the care I give.

"I became a Christian 10 years ago after my mother died. My faith got stronger and I realised God was doing amazing things in my life. I saw my patients suffering and as I believe in the power of prayer, I began asking them if they wanted me to pray for them. They are absolutely delighted."

She said she had seen her supplications have real effects on patients, including a Catholic woman whose urine infection cleared up days after she said a prayer.

Petrie said the incident that led to her suspension occurred after she visited a woman in Winscombe in December. She said she asked the woman: "Would you like me to pray for you?" after putting dressings on her legs. The woman replied "No, thank you", and Petrie insists she did not press the matter. 

The woman, understood to be in her 70s, is believed to have told the trust about the incident. Petrie was challenged by her superiors.

Petrie said she had been reprimanded over her faith before, in October, when she gave a homemade prayer card to an elderly patient. 

She said: "He was delighted with it, but his carer was not."

What harm's a prayer?

It's a mark of our psychological immaturity that a nurse offering to pray for a sick woman has been suspended

Ed Halliwell 

Wednesday 4 February 2009 

The case of Caroline Petrie, the NHS nurse suspended for offering to pray for a patient, is a sad reflection of our emotional reactivity when it comes to belief. The incident that led to Petrie's suspension could hardly be more benign – while attending to May Phippen during a home visit last December, she asked if she might pray for her. The patient said: "No, thank you". Petrie didn't press the issue.

That would have been the end of the matter, had Phippen not mentioned it in passing to another health visitor the next day. At that point, the full force of the North Somerset Primary Care Trust disciplinary code came down upon the nurse, who now faces a disciplinary hearing for "failing to show a commitment to equality and diversity". According to the executive director of the National Secular Society, Keith Porteous-Wood:

Medical practitioners are, quite rightly, not to be permitted to offer religious services to patients – their job is to provide medical services, not use the workplace as an opportunity to 'spread the word'.

Notice the escalation in this response – Petrie's non-insistent offer to pray for the patient's wellbeing has been re-cast as a malign attempt to convert her, despite considerable evidence to the contrary. The events are thus distorted by the usual heightened sensitivity, hostility and projections that are laid onto any situation with a religious context. Would the nurse have been suspended if she had proposed some other "non-medical" intervention – offering to sing her a song, perhaps, or relate a funny story about her journey to work?

The intense feeling generated by any practice deemed "religious" is understandable – thanks to centuries of abuse in the name of various belief systems, we have stored up vast piles of individual and collective psychological debris which cloud our view whenever the subject is raised. But the answer isn't to add to it by silencing those who want to supplicate for the wellbeing of others – especially if, like Petrie, they are sensitive enough to be respectful when such an offer is declined.

Interestingly, there is a substantial body of literature pointing to the health-promoting impact of prayer. As a non-theist, I would argue that this is less likely to do with the intervention of a creator who favours the devout, and more to do with the compassionate intention of one person somehow having a positive effect on the wellbeing of another, in similar to the way in which happiness can be contagious. But if it can work and does no harm, who cares how it operates? In the light of such evidence, it could be argued that Caroline Petrie was boosting her conventional nursing skills with a potentially useful complementary therapy – something for which she might be rewarded rather than punished.

The tragedy of the story is that everyone involved seems to be suffering. Caroline Petrie has been prevented from doing her job of caring for others – her husband hints at their distress when he describes the situation as "frightening and out of hand". May Phippen has emphasised that she doesn't want Petrie to be sacked, saying that she was "a nice lady and did the job properly". And the North Somerset Primary Care Trust has tied itself in knots over "equality and diversity" (without ever making clear how either have been compromised) while money and attention is diverted from patients in their care.

It is a ridiculous and painful situation, but one that I suspect will continue to be reprised in different contexts until we can let go of the intensely polarising emotional baggage attached to religious belief. When believers and unbelievers can respond to differences of opinion, lifestyle and practice with curiosity, consideration and tolerance rather than shrill outrage and knee-jerk censure, that will be a mark of our psychological maturity.

Don't pray for me, please

The largest scientific study of the effects of prayer showed that it could, in fact, be harmful

Sue Blackmore 

Friday 6 February 2009 

I am glad that Caroline Petrie is going back to work because, as far as I can tell, she is a dedicated and effective nurse. But I was disturbed by North Somerset Primary Care Trust's judgment.

Caroline Petrie was suspended without pay because, after changing a patient's dressing, she asked the elderly woman whether she would like her to pray for her. Although "taken aback", the patient did not complain but mentioned the upsetting event to others who then did so.

The trust ruled that Petrie had been acting in "the best interests of her patients", and I am sure she thought she was. I spoke to her a few days ago, for a discussion on the Jeremy Vine show. She was friendly and pleasant, happy to talk about what had happened, and completely unable to understand why her actions would upset people.

I know I would be upset if it happened to me. I was reminded of a recent taxi ride to the coach station in Bristol. My Muslim taxi driver was very friendly and we chatted all the way. As I got out he politely handed me my suitcase and said "May God go with you".

"No, no" I replied "I don't think he exists." and walked off feeling horribly confused at what I'd blurted out. After all, if there's no God how could the man's wishes do me any harm, and if they couldn't why should I want to upset him – wasn't I just as bad proselytising for atheism as he was for God. I got on my bus feeling a little churned up.

Now imagine (as the National Secular Society does) that instead of getting on a bus, I were ill, and completely at the mercy of a God-fearing nurse. I would experience a horrible conflict between speaking out for what I believe, not upsetting a kind nurse, being angry that she had upset me, and so on. This is not what you need when you are ill.

This is why North Somerset Primary Care Trust were right to take action in the first place and then to have a proper tribunal. What bothers me is the way they worded their judgment. First, they said that nurses did not have "to set aside their faith" while at work. I agree – but only because that's impossible; if you have true faith you can't suspend it 9 to 5. The problem occurs when someone pushes their faith onto someone else, and that is what Nurse Petrie seemed to be doing. Happily the NHS guidelines are quite clear. They state that "such behaviour, notwithstanding religious beliefs, could be construed as harassment under the disciplinary and grievance procedures."

Second, they acknowledged that "some people saw prayer as an integral part of healthcare", and that really bothered me. Perhaps they meant merely to state a fact, rather than condone it. Even so, I think they should have said that this is wrong. Prayer absolutely should not be an integral part of healthcare. Why not? Because healthcare needs to be effective, and that means basing it on evidence. We now have all the evidence we need to show that prayer is not effective, and even that telling someone you are going to pray for them can be harmful.

I say this on the basis of the largest and best controlled study of the effects of prayer. In the Harvard prayer experiment, 1802 cardiac bypass patients were divided into three groups. Two were told that they might be prayed for; half were and half weren't. The third group were told they would be prayed for and they were. The first two groups recovered equally well, but the group that knew they were being prayed for actually did worse. Perhaps their hopes were falsely raised, or perhaps they were upset to know that someone was praying for them. We don't know, but we can safely conclude that knowing you are being prayed for is not helpful.

Christian groups have complained that the ruling will "inhibit freedom of conscience". This is ridiculous. If a nurse's conscience tells her to pray for someone, then as long as the patient doesn't know about it, it can't do any harm. But if her conscience tells her to go out and spread the word of Jesus, or encourage others to join her in prayer, then she should read those guidelines: "you must not use your professional status to promote causes that are not related to health."

Some people may think that prayer should be an integral part of healthcare, but they are wrong. The guidelines are absolutely right.

'Praying nurse' returns to work

New NHS guidelines discourage attempts by staff to 'preach and convert'

Ali Ahmad 

Friday 6 February 2009 
A row has broken out over guidelines on NHS workers discussing religion with patients and colleagues, as a nurse suspended for offering to pray for a patient was asked to return to work.

Caroline Petrie, 45, a Baptist from Weston-super-Mare, was accused of failing to show a commitment to equality and diversity after the incident. But NHS North Somerset primary care trust said yesterday that Petrie was welcome to return.

Tory MP Patrick Cormack, a committed Anglican, told parliament that Petrie's suspension highlighted the "utter absurdities" of political correctness.

It has emerged that NHS guidelines on religion in the workplace were published last month. A Department of Health spokeswoman said the document, Religion or Belief: A Practical Guide for the NHS, was written in response to feedback from trusts seeking consultation. She said it discouraged attempts to "preach and to convert", because they could "cause many problems, as non-religious people and those from other religions or beliefs could feel harassed and intimidated".

A spokeswoman for the public sector union Unison said: "We're pleased that Caroline Petrie has been welcomed back to work. The suspension was overly harsh, but it is an important reminder for nurses, and people in the public services more generally, that they must be sensitive to the diverse beliefs of the people they serve."

Indarjit Singh, editor of the Sikh Messenger, said suspending Petrie, a community nurse who carries out home visits in North Somerset, was an "overreaction" and "poor judgment on the part of the hospital".

But Singh said the real issue was adjusting to the times in Britain, a society in which non-Christian religious groups have their own religious sensitivities. "Some people feel they have had to adjust too much," he said. "I understand the feeling but we all have to adjust – change has come from both sides."

Keith Porteous Wood, executive director of the Secular Society, said the trust had been right to suspend Petrie, on the basis that she had been warned on a previous occasion following an incident in which she had offered a patient a prayer card.

"There's an important practical issue here," he said. "Entering people's houses and offering to pray for them makes it excruciatingly embarrassing for them to say no. They may fear it will sour the relationship."

He said bringing religion into working environments was divisive. He expressed concern about an increase in recent years of "aggressive legal work done by Christian lawyers seeking to undermine secularity in the workplace".

Sociology professor Tariq Modood, a Bristol University researcher into ethnic and religious minorities, expressed sympathy with supporters of Petrie and critics of the report. "Faith-centric Christians are effectively a minority in British society, where one is expected to keep religious beliefs quiet," he said. "They have seen the gains made by minority religions and are asking, why is the state so harsh on us?"

He added: "Any form of conversion activity when people are ill and vulnerable is misguided, and patients need to be protected from that."

