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Spiritual'Care

Father Ben Uzuegbunam

®
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Hospital chaplains offer comfort to patients of all faiths and cultural beliefs.

By Andrea Mineo

“Oh, you're looking for Father Ben? We love Father Ben,
everyone loves Father Ben,” said Channele Johnson, an
admitting rep at Plainview Hospital.

The Rev. Benjamin Uzuegbunam, a Catholic priest who
serves as a chaplain at Plainview Hospital, has been
making daily visits to the hospital five days a week for
the past four years.

Father Uzuegbunam is originally from Nnewi in Anambra,
a state in Nigeria, but Long Island is now his home, and
his extended family includes the patients who come to
Plainview Hospital. Plainview, New York is a world away
from West Africa, and Father Uzuegbunam has seen a lot
since he came to the United States in 2004.

While studying at Loyola University in New Orleans,
Louisiana, he saw how a natural disaster could destroy
a region—and the human spirit. After witnessing
Hurricane Katrina in 2005, he dedicated himself to
hospital ministry.

“ went through a lot of hard experiences,” he said.
“Then God brought me to New York in 2005.”

Prepared to help

In New York, Father Uzuegbunam went on to receive
his master’s degree in pastoral counseling and spiritual
care from Fordham University, and his doctorate degree
in pastoral ministry from Hebrew Union College.
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Father Ben Uzuegbunam speaking with Donna Zyrski while she was in Plainview Hospital

“I’ve been a priest for 25 years,” he
said.“It is my experience as a person
that made me decide to speak with
the hospital and work here.”

His patients have taken notice.“It
was a nice surprise to have Father

- Benjamin walk in that first day,”
recalled Donna Zyrski, who was
recovering from hip surgery at
Plainview Hospital when she met the
priest recently. “It gives me peace;

it makes me feel that someone is
watching over me, and | do believe
that people watch over us.

He has been visiting me every
morning since | have been in the
hospital, and he is very calming.”

“We’ve had so many great
conversations, and my faith is strong,”
she added. “I truly appreciate him
being here.”

Not all patients are welcoming and
open to Father Uzuegbunam. He says
some are filled with fear and others
simply no longer find solace in their
faith. “Sometimes people throw you
away as a chaplain in the hospital
because you are an uninvited guest,”
he said.

“There are people who are running
away from the church who don’t want
to hear anything about God. There are
people who are sad, who are. mad at

God, and maybe they haven’t been
to church for more than 20 years.
And here you have a priest walking
into the room uninvited. Sometimes
they will put their hands up to say,
‘Don’t come near me.”

A good listener

Father Uzuegbunam says that his
clinical pastoral education training
has helped him to understand
people’s emotional needs in

a way that goes beyond his
theological studies.

“It’s given me the ability to really
listen and hear much more,” he said.

Regardless of how he is received
by patients, Father Uzuegbunam
makes his morning rounds each
day undeterred, because that is
his calling—one that he performs
with grace.

“l see myself as a wounded healer,
which means, yes, | have my own
problems, but when | walk into the
room, | have in my mind that | am
coming to meet with Jesus, who
identifies with the sick. It doesn’t
matter how that person reacts,
because in the back of my head |

am coming in to meet Jesus. And
sometimes they say, ‘Go, | don’t need
you,” and they ask me to leave or
motion me to leave. But sometimes,
| will come back the next day. For me,
it is a very rewarding vocation.”






