Compassion conversations 6: Bless this house
The opening of the new Waitakere Hospital in 2005 was the culmination of five years of planning, design, construction, and commissioning. But one final task remained before the new building could be occupied.

In the cool hours before dawn, four hundred hospital staff and community members gathered in silence to begin a sacred ceremony. A long procession entered the doors of the hospital, led by Maori elders chanting prayers and incantations. The endless stream of people entered each and every room, touching the walls and furnishings to add the warmth of their human spirit to the cold walls. The procession took two hours and was concluded with a feast as the sun rose.

In our secular healthcare institutions it seems rare these days to celebrate shared meaning and purpose. We rarely if ever talk about the common bond of meaning in the sacred and spiritual nature of the work we do. Instead, we focus on divisions. Corporate language and culture clash with professional values. Professional groups compete for attention or resources. Our services are fragmented into divisions and departments. So there is a deep yearning for leaders who can articulate a shared sense of purpose and collectively engage our hearts and spirits as well as our minds.
In New Zealand, a bicultural nation, European settlers have the privilege of walking alongside Maori who incorporate spiritual values and ceremonies in their everyday culture. It seemed only natural that every stage of the hospital development should be marked with sacred ceremonies to respect the spiritual values of Maori. But the overwhelming majority of the four hundred people who turned up at 5am on a cold winter’s morning were non-Maori. It was confirmation for me that health professionals of all races and cultures have a profound need to express their spiritual nature and find deeper meaning in their work.
When we learn to acknowledge the emotional and spiritual lives of our health workers, then care starts to become more humane and compassionate. The leaders of Waitakere Hospital created the opportunity for all of their staff to inoculate the new hospital with the warmth of their human spirit. In turn, this sacred building touches all who enter.
In these days of critical shortages of health professionals, it would be wise for health leaders to remember that the “health workforce” responds to more than “market forces”.
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