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B
link and you may have missed one of the more recent controversies over cancel culture. h On March 23, 2021,

columnist Hemal Jhaveri published an opinion piece at For The Win, a sports commentary website operated

by USA Today. In it, she remarked on the “Cinderella story” then forming around the surprising success of

Oral Roberts University, an evangelical Christian school, in the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament. Rather

than cheer, Jhaveri suggested, fans should protest the team over the “university’s deeply bigoted anti-LGBTQ+ pol-

icies.” h Two days later, USA Today published a response by Ed Stetzer, a professor at the evangelical Wheaton College,

who criticized a supposed “mob” for rushing to cancel ORU from March Madness. Ironically, it was Jhaveri who was

canceled – that is to say, fired – by USA Today the next day in the wake of a tweet about mass shootings, one that she

would acknowledge was ill-considered. ORU’s basketball team, meanwhile, was removed from the tournament not by

howling protesters but by Arkansas in a Sweet 16 matchup.
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CANCEL CULTURE
LOOKS A LOT LIKE OLD-FASHIONED CHURCH DISCIPLINE

Christopher Schelin STARR KING SCHOOL FOR THE MINISTRY

See DISCIPLINE, Page 4D
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Both Carol and I have worked as
counselors for decades. Like me, she
studied pastoral counseling in seminary
and then used counseling skills through
the church and other nonprofits. When
discussing the counsel we continue to
offer, formally and informally, I draw
from 30-plus years of professional ex-
perience with my own home-grown
guidelines: “Sometimes the best help is
just to listen.” “You can hold a hand, but
you can’t hold a psyche.” “Be fully pre-
sent.” “Refer when appropriate.” Simple
rules of thumb. Know what you can do,
and be clear what you can’t do. This is
also about responsibility and taking
care of yourself even as you try to care
for others.

The chaplaincies I directed in the San
Francisco Bay Area were based on
“compassionate presence” among peo-
ple in distress on the streets and in the
jails. My teachers – those who coun-
seled me along the way – were the peo-
ple themselves, as well as the chaplain

assistants I hired, each with their own
experience of homelessness. Together
we put ourselves where people congre-
gated, in parks, alleyways, coffeeshops,
a free dining room, social service agen-
cies, shelters. We didn’t offer “answers
and solutions,” or hand out “magic pills”
to cure poverty or provide housing. Our
chaplain team embodied that compas-
sionate presence and shared the daily
struggle of life on the edges of the com-
munity.

Two of our most capable assistants,
Suzanne and Bob, were perfect for the
work. They were quick to assess situa-
tions in order to do what was best –
which was sometimes not to “do” any-
thing at all. We weren’t on a “mission” to
save anyone. As Bob and Suzanne well
knew, people have “issues” and each
person called for a unique response. As
chaplain assistants they were masters
at identifying when we were facing an-
other “trauma drama” or “psychic torna-
do.” As you can tell, we weren’t trying to
act like clinical social workers or psychi-
atrists. We developed our own “street-
level” style of service. Realistic as well
as loving. Not easy, but so very needed.

In my own seminary years I was
nudged toward chaplaincy while read-
ing Henri Nouwen’s little book, “The
Wounded Healer.” Nouwen was a Dutch

Catholic priest who died in 1996 and his
work was important to those of us en-
tering ministry. His concept of a clergy-
person who doesn’t hide their own suf-
fering while working with fellow suffer-
ers, was very meaningful, especially in
chaplaincy. I was deeply moved by Nou-
wen’s story of a young fugitive who
hides in a village endangering everyone.
If he’s discovered by the authorities, the
whole village will be punished. Villagers
ask the minister what they should do.
He goes into his church, prays, reads his
Bible and decides it’s better for the fugi-
tive to die than his people. An angel vis-
its the minister and asks: “What have
you done? If you had gone to look into
the eyes of the young man you would
have seen he was the Messiah!”

Stories like this from Christian, Jew-
ish and other traditions, guided my
work as a chaplain. I believed each per-
son I met could be “God in disguise.” At
some point though, I began to wonder if
this was a good thing. Wouldn’t it be bet-
ter to see this person, here and now, for
who they are, accept their humanity, lis-
ten to their suffering, not imagine a di-
vine presence? Might it not be best to
look this person in the eye, listen deeply
and be fully present for them?

I was passing through an important
stage in learning to help others, moving

from a reverent respect for “the God in
you” to an equal respect for the “You in
you.” Valuing each individual and hon-
oring them, meeting them wherever
they were in their suffering. 

I hired Rose to be a chaplain assis-
tant. Living in her car, she was living the
experience and could relate to people
outside emotionally and practically. As
an Asian-American woman and practic-
ing Buddhist, she brought a delightful
depth to the work. She was very honest
with people she encountered on the
street, giving each one respectful atten-
tion. 

One afternoon I arrived back at the
chaplaincy office and found it locked
and dark. When I opened the door and
turned on the light, Rose was sleeping
on the couch. She jumped up and apolo-
gized. My irritation with her for keeping
our door closed during business hours
quickly dispelled when she reminded
me how hard it is to find a safe place to
sleep in her car every night. 

When assisting others I kept a bit of
Jewish wisdom in mind: If someone
asks you for help, don’t tell them: “take
your troubles to God.” Act as if there
were no God, only you. 

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. Learn
more at chighland.com.
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