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YOU DON'T HAVE TO SAVE THE WORLD 

2011-05-31 

Hellen Surette is a retired teacher but you could hardly tell by 

looking at her calendar. She is constantly out and about in the 

community. Together with her Pastoral Home Care work and 

involvement with Meals on Wheels, she has taken on more than is 

perhaps healthy.  

On top of that is her sense of worry and profound 

responsibility: She religiously calls her daughter each day at 

10:15 p.m. to assure the safety of her young grandson.  

Surette is one of the many victims of the Messiah Trap.  

“People would say: ‘Oh, I’ll ask Helen to do this because she 

has such and such experience’,” Surette recounts. “I don’t like 

to let them down or disappoint them.” 

But it was the words of a friend one day that rang the alarm 

bell for Surette. “Helen,” her friend said, “you don’t have to 

save the world.” She finally decided that enough was enough.  

Surette was one of 20 people who attended the daylong Messiah 

Trap conference, held in at the Ignatian Spirituality Centre, 

May 14. The conference, given by Pastoral Home Care coordinator 

Cathie Macaulay, was based on the book When Helping You is 

Hurting Me: Escaping the Messiah Trap, by Carmen Renee Barry. 

“The conference gave me some clarification as to my weaknesses 

in not wanting to say ‘no’,” says Surette. 

A common phenomenon, the Messiah Trap affects many people, 

particularly in parish environments.  

“It’s like they're in quicksand,” explains Surette. “The quicker 

it is to get in, the harder it is to get back out. You see the 

same individuals staying with the same responsibilities and 

commitments over and over again. They end up saying: ‘I don’t 

want to give this up because this has become mine’.” 

These same personality types can be found in families and 

committees of all types. Surette recalls a personal experience: 

“There were some individuals on a school committee, and other 

people were not welcomed in… because some individuals took it on 

themselves to run the whole show.” 
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The Messiah Trap’s Burnout Cycle begins with having a "sense of 

worth by acting worthy". It leads to letting "others determine 

(your) actions," creating a need to "overachieve" in certain 

areas of life. This results in being "caught in isolation" and 

the crushing pressure of "endless activity". Eventually, this 

leads to burnout, and the only way out is through "recovery". 

Her deep sense of responsibility, characterized in her daily 

phone calls concerning her grandson, leads her to believe that 

she helps people most often as a "Counselor", one of the 

personality types that was elaborated at the Messiah Trap 

conference.  

“Even in my Pastoral Home Care work, there is an element of 

assuring who I’m visiting of his or her situation,” she says.  

Other personality types, who tend to fall into the Messiah Trap 

include the following: 

• Pleasers: feel responsible for other people’s happiness. 

• Givers: feel responsible for other people’s material 

needs. 

• Protectors: feel responsible for other people’s safety. 

• Rescuers: feel responsible for other people’s crises. 

• Counselors: feel responsible for solving other people’s 

problems. 

• Teachers: feel responsible for other people understanding 

their lives. 

• Crusaders: feel responsible for ensuring justice in other 

people’s lives. 

“I was trained from a long time back to give of myself,” says 

Surette. “I ask myself: ‘Will it fall apart because I did not do 

my part?’” 

Now, Surette looks to God when wondering when to give of 

herself. “I would not be doing Pastoral Home Care if God had not 

sewn that seed in me. But I have to live with myself regardless 

of what other people want.” 

Matthew Rettino 

 


