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PAT HEALY

 Pat Healy did not grow up in this area, but 
since coming here she has helped countless 
numbers of people facing significant crises in 
their lives. Originally from St. Louis, Pat refers 
to herself as a “sodbuster,” a term that signi-
fies a farmer who plows the land. Despite the 
farming reference, Pat’s father worked in the 
film industry, which led to a move to a different 
part of the country when she was a kid. “My fa-
ther was transferred to New York, so we moved 
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from St. Louis to North Jersey.” 
 After meeting and marrying her husband, 
they lived in the northern part of New Jersey 
for a while before deciding to come to the Wil-
liamsburg area. “At that point we had nobody, 
no living family, up in north Jersey,” she says. 
“It was horribly expensive.” Although it was 
30 years ago, she says that at that time the cost 
of dinner and a play in New York could cost 
around $500, in addition to having to deal 
with constant heavy traffic. “We were very 
happy to come down here. My mom and dad 

had a retirement home here, so we would come 
down with the kids because it didn’t cost us 
anything.”
 Today, Pat is a facilitator for a support group 
for caregivers. “It’s sponsored by the Williams-
burg Presbyterian Church where I’m a member, 
but it’s open to anybody. The only requirement 
is that people are taking care of a loved one.” 
Pat is clear that it does not have to be a parent 
or a spouse. It might be a parent caring for a 
sick child. However, she notes, the typical per-
son who comes to the caregivers’ support group 

is an older woman caring for an older man who 
is ill. 
 Pat’s involvement in this group was a natural 
fit. “I have my Master’s Degree in Psychiatric 
Social Work,” she says. In her work life, she had 
worked with many people in a therapeutic set-
ting. She has been retired for almost 10 years. “I 
worked at the local community mental health 
center in what was called the day support pro-
gram, which is a day program for people with 
long-term, serious mental illness.”
 She knew about the caregivers’ support pro-
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gram at her church, and when the woman who 
had started the program decided to step away 
from it, Pat jumped at the opportunity to help. 
“I thought, I could do this, so I said, ‘send me 
in coach.’ And that was it.” 
 Sometimes the work she does as a support 
group facilitator can be draining, but Pat also 
finds that this is a very hopeful group. “There 
is one gentleman who had been encouraged by 
the pastors to come to our group,” she says. “I 
called him and offered a personal invitation, 
and he said he’d think about it.” Later, this 
same gentleman walked by the room where the 
support group was being held. He did not like 
what he heard. “He heard a lot of laughing. 
And he reported to the pastor, ‘that proves this 
is not for me, this is not funny.’ Well, of course 
it’s not funny but you have to laugh. [There are]
some really funny people in the group, and we 
do a lot of laughing. And he’s right, the whole 
thing is not a funny concept but if you don’t 
laugh, you cry.”
 Many caregivers find the prospect of going 
to a support group daunting. “More likely it’s 

something else to put on their schedule, and 
their schedules are already so full with doctor’s 
appointments. But Pat says there are always 
ways around these issues.
 “I have used Faith In Action, and I recom-
mend it highly to all of our members because 
Faith In Action will send somebody over to ba-
sically babysit. They don’t call it that, but they 
go over to sit with the person, while the hus-
band or the wife goes to the support group for 
an hour, an hour and 10 minutes. And that’s 
worked out well.”
 The support groups last for approximate-
ly an hour to an hour and a half. In general, 
they touch base with everyone in the group to 
find out what is happening in their lives and 
with their loved ones, and they check in to see 
what each person has been doing to take care 
of themselves. Taking care of yourself is one of 
Pat’s biggest mantras that she repeats to care-
givers. “You’ve got to take care of yourself,” 
she says. “You can’t take care of anybody until 
you take care of yourself. We kind of run by 
that and they’re very good about offering sug-

gestions and ideas to each other. And that’s an 
important part of the group, too.”
 Things are a little different right now, and 
meetings are being held via Zoom. For many, 
the isolation on top of caregiving has been de-
bilitating. Pat reminds everyone to stay posi-
tive. “Don’t ever give up. There’s always hope. 
It doesn’t matter where it comes from, but 
wherever you can get it, grab it. And take care 
of yourself. You know, walk every day or put 
your makeup on, dress up.” Eventually the pan-
demic restrictions will be lifted, and Pat says 
to take the time to get a sitter for your loved 
one and go out with friends, even if it’s just a 
quick lunch. “It’s an outlook thing,” she says. 
“It’s true.”
 The people who attend the support group 
meetings are a mix of folks from everywhere. 
“It started mostly from the church because it 
was sponsored by the church and the person 
who ran it was a church member.” When Pat 
started running the group, she opened it up to 
everyone and anyone who is a caregiver. “My 
experience is, people who are in trouble have 
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the same symptoms. They feel overwhelmed, 
they feel angry. And then they feel guilty be-
cause they feel angry. Those are exactly the 
same feelings, whether you’re caring for a sick 
child or a demented husband. It doesn’t matter 
what the problem is. The feelings are what have 
to be dealt with, and that’s why I decided to 
open it up to more than just people from our 
church and more than just old people.”
 The truth about caregiving is that it’s easy to 
get burned out doing this, especially when care-
givers don’t take care of themselves. For that 
matter, many people get burned out just during 
the course of everyday life. “It could happen 
to me if I’m not careful, but I’m careful,” Pat 
notes. She has been careful to maintain a bal-
ance in her life, plus there is one aspect of her 
world that keeps her centered. “I have a very 
supportive husband. That’s the key.” In addi-
tion to a love of playing the game of pickleball, 
Pat spends time reading, going out with friends 
and watching football with her husband.
 Although she loved her job before she re-
tired, she is glad she stepped away when she 
did. “I knew it was time to leave,” she says. “I 

was ready to get out because I had done what 
I’d set out to do. I started the program down 
here. And that that was the main goal, to get 
one going. I met that goal, so it was time to 
move on.”
 Although Pat Healy is not currently a care-
giver, she has worked with enough people in 
this role to repeatedly stress to them the impor-
tance of self-care. “Take care of yourself. You 
need to take care of yourself before you can 
take care of other people. I’ve seen too many 
folks come in, and they’re dragging. They’re 
exhausted, they’re emotionally spent, and they 
can hardly stop crying. Those are all symptoms 
of burnout. They can’t take it anymore and they 
don’t have anybody to help them and they don’t 
know where to turn.” 
 The wonderful part about being in a group, 
she adds, is that other members will offer ideas 
and suggestions to each other. “There are lots 
of ideas, it’s never hopeless. There’s always an 
idea or a suggestion from somebody else who 
has tried something that works. Don’t give 
up. Check out the resources. You’re entitled to 
them, and most of them are at no cost.” NDN
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