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EXHAUSTED 
LOS ANGELES – Inside hospital rooms across America, where the sick are alone without family to comfort them, the grim

task of offering solace falls to overworked and emotionally drained hospital chaplains who are dealing with more death than

they’ve ever seen. h Last week nearly a dozen died on a single day at the 377-bed Providence Holy Cross Medical Center, a

gleaming, modern medical facility that is tucked into the northwest corner of Los Angeles’ San Fernando Valley. Three more

passed – within a span of 45 minutes – the next day. h As he has each day for the past 11 months, Chaplain Kevin Deegan sits

with the sick and dying, clad in a facemask, face shield, gloves and full body cover. He prays with them, holds their hands,

gently brushes their foreheads and reassures them there is nothing to fear.

HOSPITAL CHAPLAINS BRING SOLACE TO LONELY, DYING
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See CHAPLAINS, Page 2D

Chaplain Elias Mena prays with COVID-19 patient Zoraida Escorba at Providence Holy Cross Medical Center in the Mission Hills section of Los Angeles. JAE C. HONG/AP
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LIVING

As a young person I watched game
shows with my family, shows like “Truth
or Consequences,” “The Match Game,”
and “Hollywood Squares.” There was of-
ten some tidbit of knowledge to be
learned – education in the entertain-
ment. In the midst of laughter there
could be moments of: “Hmm. Never
knew that.” Laughter and learning, in
between all the commercials.

Now and then I go back to oldies like
“I’ve Got a Secret” or get a laugh from
Groucho Marx on “You Bet Your Life.”
Groucho was famous for lines such as: “I
don’t care to belong to a club that ac-
cepts people like me as members”;
“Who are you going to believe, me or
your own eyes?”; “A child of 5 would un-
derstand this. Send someone to fetch a
child of 5”; “Before I speak, I have some-
thing important to say”; “Quote me as
saying I was mis-quoted.” Silliness …
with a grain of truth.

Not long ago, Alex Trebek, longtime
host of “Jeopardy!,” passed away (to
game-show heaven?). Someone wrote:
“He gave us, five days a week, a place to
go where it was OK to know things. He

was our trusted man with the answers,
even in times when reality came to us in
the form of a question.” (James Ponie-
wozik, “O Captain, My ‘Jeopardy!’ Cap-
tain,” NYT, Nov. 8, 2020).

Some have described Alex Trebek as
a professor in a class where everyone in
the studio and watching on the screen
became a student. Yet, the “class”
wasn’t about Trebek’s knowledge, it
was spotlighting the knowledge of stu-
dents competing under pressure. And
this unusual teaching style encouraged
student-contestants to come up with
the correct questions. 

There is something remarkable about
that. Curiosity about the correct ques-
tions. When questions are the answers;
when answers lead to more questions.
You don’t have to be a Philosophy major
(like me) to appreciate these mental
twists and turns. Might even make us
laugh.

When I teach a class I often explain
that I’m not a historian but if someone
asks a question I don’t know how to an-
swer, I will try to find an answer. I find
that to be a wise disclaimer. I’m com-
fortable saying “I don’t know,” which, by
the way, seems to be the ironically ap-
propriate foundation for good teaching
(thank you, Socrates). Certainly, it’s im-
portant to pass along knowledge, to
share what we do know. I think it’s
equally important to pass along what
we don’t know – that there is much we

don’t know, but are interested in learn-
ing. In other words (no surprise to
teachers): Teachers are students too,
and have to be.

We could say that philosophy – as
well as science – is concerned with rais-
ing questions, addressing questions,
and setting about the difficult task, the
serious search, for answers, which often
leads to many more questions – a per-
petual search for truth. Religion has his-
torically done the opposite: presenting
answers and not asking too many ques-
tions. No need to search for truth when
you already have The Truth, when you
think you “know” already.

That’s oversimplifying. Some tradi-
tions allow for serious inquiry and in-
vestigation. Buddhism often teaches
with questions and encourages mindful
curiosity. Awakening can be sudden, yet
also gradual, a process of enlighten-
ment. Those traditions that take the in-
tellect seriously tend toward a sense of
growing in knowledge; the intent is to
transform the knowledge into wisdom
that is put into practice – practical wis-
dom. Otherwise, we’re left with “just be-
lieve,” “have faith,” or, as Groucho says:
“Who are you going to believe, me or
your own eyes?” A joke. And much
more. 

Do you ever wonder what would have
happened if the wise teachers of history
– particularly the Founders of Faiths –
took a kind of ‘Jeopardy!’ approach?

Someone comes up to the teacher and
offers an answer to something; the
teacher responds with a question. The
inquirer says: “Peace,” and the teacher
replies: “What is the result of working
with others?” Another says: “Justice,”
and the teacher says: “How do people
seek fairness and equality?” Maybe an-
other states: “I believe.” The teacher re-
sponds: “What do we say when we think
we know the answers?”

In the Gospel of John, Jesus an-
nounces: “I am the Truth.” Later, his Ro-
man judge asks him: “What is truth?”
and Jesus is silent. This is the endless
cycle of education: an “answer” fol-
lowed by a question, followed by a re-
sponse – maybe the most honest re-
sponse – that leaves the question hang-
ing, an invitation to wonder, curiosity,
self-reflection. 

Groucho quipped: “If you’ve heard
this story before, don’t stop me, because
I’d like to hear it again.” 

Don’t stop the laughing and learning.
Sometimes questions can be answers.
But we’re not contestants in life’s game
show. Or are we?

Chris Highland served as a Protes-
tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
His latest books are “A Freethinker’s Gos-
pel” and “Broken Bridges.” Learn more at
chighland.com.
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