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How to Help and How Not to Help: A Christian’s Guide to Caring for Those in Need  a practical handbook that will instruct any  person or church group that truly wants to help those facing adversity.
It is also a timely book. The number of people in financial hardship continues to grow. More and more people have long-term health needs. As Christians, we want to meet these growing needs, but sometimes we don’t know how. Unintentionally, we do and say things that are actually more harmful than helpful. 

With 20 years of living with a chronic illness, bouts of unemployment and other difficult experiences, I relate actual experiences—good and bad—in this practical training manual. Sometimes blunt, sometimes humorous, but always honest, I give clear advice on how individuals and the church can really help those in need. I’ve been a pastor’s wife and missionary so I have both given and received a lot of help.

A former teacher, I am also the author of more than 60 published books and educational products. Other items have appeared in Sunday school papers, Child Evangelism Fellowship’s magazines, and Dayspring greeting cards. 
I would be delighted to work with you on this project. I also have ideas 
for companion books.  Excerpts of two chapters follow.
Chapter 1: What to Say, What Not to Say

“Like apples of gold in settings of silver is a word spoken

in right circumstances. Proverbs 25: 11, NASB

If you read only one chapter in this book, it should be this one. 
In James 3:7-10 we read, 

For every species of beasts and birds, of reptiles and creatures of the sea, is tamed, and has been tamed by the human race. But no one can tame the tongue; it is a restless evil and full of deadly poison. With it we bless our Lord and Father; and with it we curse men who have been made in the likeness of God; from the same mouth come both blessing and cursing. My brethren these things ought not to be this way. (NASB)

Sadly, I admit that some comments that have been shared with me have felt more like curses than blessings! It’s like getting kicked when I’m already down. While I’m sure none of my acquaintances intended to be hurtful, some of their comments, at the time, certainly were.
One hospitalized friend was visited by some zealously spiritual relatives just two days after he’d undergone major surgery. These folks urged him to be alert for dreams and visions in which the Lord might reveal himself and/or paths to healing outside of the medical avenues he was already seeking.

“I’m on strong narcotic painkillers,” he said to me later. “Of course, I’m having visions…!”

How Not To Help
Here are actual quotes of people’s comments to me through the years of various trials in health, finances, church conflict and difficult relationships. While there are many others, these represent the most frequent and memorable statements. 

1. “If you just had more faith in God, you would be healed/you would have all the money you need/your circumstances would turn around.”

2. “I just saw a story on 60 Minutes about cure XYZ for multiple sclerosis. You need to try that. It really works!” (Cures range from bee stings to new dental fillings to vitamin supplements to drastic diets to whatever else has been pitched since the completion of this manuscript.)

3. “We’ve been helping you for a few weeks now. Now that you’re out of the hospital you need to pick yourself up by the bootstraps and start taking care of yourself.”  Note: I would have loved to, but I couldn’t walk and was experiencing severe side effects from the hospital IVs.
4. “You should try a different doctor. My sister-in-law (or fill in any relative of choice) went to Doctor A who told her that the pain (or fill in any symptom of choice) she was experiencing was all in her head. Then she went to Doctor B who found the real problem. He treated her and now she’s fine. So you need to go to Doctor B, too.”

(Of course, Doctor B might be a podiatrist, when what I need is a neurologist.)

5. “When you truly follow Christ, you will have everything you need. Is there some unconfessed sin in your life that we should be dealing with right now?”

6. “You know, dear sister, that Romans 8:28 says that ‘all things work together for good to those who love God and are called according to his purpose.’ So we know this is all for your good and everything is going to be just fine.”

7. “Your foot is probably numb because of your shoes. Just buy some new shoes and you’ll be fine.” 

8. “You’ve been through tough things before and you’ve always made it through. You’ll  get through this thing, too.

9. “Trials are for your own good. You are being tested and refined.”

Sometimes all I really want to hear is that God loves me, God cares about my family, and that you are sticking with me through this entire ordeal. 

As for the Romans 8:28 quotations, many times I have said to my husband, “I am ready to tear that page out of everyone’s Bibles!”  Again, it is truth, but when it is so blatantly applied to every situation without any empathy or love, it seems truly unhelpful.

How-To-Help Ideas
Here, then, are some ideas for statements that are helpful for someone in the midst of a crisis to hear:
1. “I am praying for you.”

2. “When you are feeling up to it, let’s go out for ice cream.”

3.  “Your lives are such a testimony. Every time I pray for your family’s needs, I’m reminded of your amazing perseverance.”

4.  “I know what you’re going through is tough. But watching God provide for you through this time of unemployment is helping my own faith to grow.”
5.  “I just want to see your face. When could I come over for a 10-minute visit?”

6. “I just saw your (husband, son, daughter) at church/school/the store and I have to tell you that you should be so proud of him/her because...”

7. “I don’t want to tire you out. Our ten minutes are up, so I’ll say ‘goodbye’ now.”

8. “You’re one tough cookie, girl. We’re all watching God’s strength in you.”
9. “I was thinking of you today while I was reading my Bible. I thought you might like to hear this brief passage. May I share it with you?”  

10. “I know that God is ready to act in your situation. What an exciting place to be—where you know God is going to work!”

Share God’s promises of love and care. Many scripture passages acknowledge we sometimes go through hardships, but God promises to take care of us.  I’ve found these to be more comforting when going through crises than just the pat comment that “everything is going to be just fine.” 

In the back of this book, I’ve listed a few of my favorite scriptures that acknowledge suffering, but also point us to God’s strength and sovereignty. 

A most intriguing statement came from my pastor while I lived in Northern Ireland. He said, “It is a joy for me to call on people like you who are suffering through lengthy trials. I see that God has given you a special privilege with these circumstances. There are so many people he could not entrust with this weight, but he knows you can handle it and will exemplify his grace through it. Indeed you are privileged.”

While I’m not sure I understand all that those words mean, Pastor Firth’s words were thought provoking and truly helpful.
As you ask God to give you the right words to minister to your loved ones, remember: 


Reckless words pierce like a sword,
but the tongue of the wise brings healing.
(Proverbs 12:18, NIV)

A Biblical Example
The Old Testament book of Job contains the account of a man who was certainly in a deep, dark crisis. Job loved and honored God, yet he experienced gigantic losses, tremendous physical pain and unbearable suffering. If you read the whole book, looking primarily at Job’s friends and their reactions you’ll note two main points:

1. When Job’s friends first saw him in his deep pain, they demonstrated great empathy. They raised their voices and wept. They tore their robes and threw dust over their heads. Then they simply sat on the ground with him—for seven days and seven nights him, “with no one speaking a word to him, for they saw that his pain was very great.” 

(Job 2:13, NASB)
2. When they opened their mouths and gave their own spiritual analysis of the situation, things took a sharp turn for the worse. Look at some of what they said:  …
***********************

From Chapter 3: How to Help with Food

What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? 
Can such faith save him? Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. 
If one of you says to him, "Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed," 
but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?
(James 2:14-16, NIV)
Everyone needs to eat, and almost everyone fixes/buys/serves food. So it is only natural when a mother is ill, or the family is in some sort of crisis, that the first thing people say is, “Let’s take Suzy’s family some food!”
By providing a meal for a family in the midst of a crisis, you are blessing them in several ways. You’re meeting a genuine, immediate need. You’re saving the family the bother of planning and preparing of a meal. You’re saving them most of the clean up. And you’re helping to reduce their grocery bill.

Surely if your first impulse is take a meal over to Suzy’s, you have the best of intentions. And trust me, your good intentions will be greatly appreciated. But before you rush right over to Suzy’s house with a big pot of Great Grandma’s Three Alarm Chili and your Aunt Agatha’s ABC (Artichoke-Broccoli-Cabbage) Salad, please review these important tips. These guidelines will help you to maximize the benefit of your noble objective.

How Not to Help

Remember the Number One Rule in helping? Don’t Assume. Don’t assume that, without asking a few questions, you automatically know how to be really, really be helpful in the area of fixing food for the family in need. 
1. Don’t assume that your favorite recipes will be theirs. Don’t assume that because your kids love liver and onions that theirs will. 
2. Don’t assume that it’s okay to deliver a meal at suppertime that’s still frozen. 
3. Don’t think that those in need have no schedule and can eat whenever you decide to deliver their meal. 

4. Don’t assume you must furnish a 5-course dinner, complete with garnishes, nut cups and cloth napkins.

Do you have the idea?

How to Really Help with Food
As the recipient of a countless number of both good and not-so-good meals, here are my best tips for helping the person you care about benefit the most from your good intentions.

1. Check with the family regarding food allergies, likes and dislikes. 

If Suzy’s husband is allergic to tomatoes and Suzy’s teenager won’t eat pasta, it would be unhelpful to show up with spaghetti. Be sure to check on how well the patient is able to tolerate food. If everyone in Suzy’s family loves three-alarm chili but Suzy is on a bland diet, perhaps you could pick up a carton of soda crackers and a tub of cottage cheese to take along with the chili. 
Note: Please do not minimize others’ food allergies! There are diabetics who “cheat” a little now and then and get away with it. So if you were to deliver a yummy dessert, and Suzy’s husband was a diabetic, he might enjoy a bite or two and be okay. 

But other times reactions are more severe. My friend, Jan, has extreme food allergies. If she eats a baby carrot out of a bag from the store, her tongue swells up and stays that way for two weeks!  If you want to help someone with a food sensitivity or allergy, please take his or her instructions seriously. 
When I was expecting our second child, I required major surgery. I was just home from the hospital fighting pain from stitches. Plus I had nausea from both the anesthesia that was used and from the pregnancy itself. Three families kindly brought the following meals:


Pizza Hut Pizza with Italian sausage


Greasy pork soup with lots of canned green peas


Homemade pizza with extra-tangy barbecue sauce

The aroma alone of the first two choices made me so nauseated I had to leave the room. By the third evening, I felt a little better and braver. The homemade BBQ sauce tasted pretty good going down, but pretty awful on the way up!  While my husband appreciated the help with the food, he did not enjoy the extra clean up required in the bathroom.

The folks that brought those meals had the best intentions. But how much more helpful they would have been if they had phoned first to ask about what kind of food would be best.
2. Clearly communicate when you will deliver the meal and whether or not it will be ready to eat. 
Our family usually eats the evening meal together between 5:00 and 5:30 P.M. I realize that many people’s work schedules do not allow for such an early meal. However, one Thursday evening we were expecting a meal from a couple in our church, named “Sarah and Sam.” We’d not heard from them all week, or even on that day. By 5:30 P.M., I began to wonder if they’d forgotten. I thought it a bit rude to call and ask them if they were bringing me food, so I asked my husband to set the table while I started to think. At 6 P.M., we’d still had no word. I finally phoned “Karen,” who had been kind enough to arrange our meals for us. 

“Do you know if Sarah and Sam are still planning on bringing our dinner tonight?” I asked gently.
“Well, I’m not sure,” Karen replied. “They’re probably working late, or maybe they really did forget. I’m just not sure.”

What was I to do? My young children were hungry. My husband had an evening appointment. So we rummaged through the freezer and found an old standby: Banquet Frozen Turkey and Gravy. We popped it in the microwave and scrubbed some potatoes to bake. Just as these two items were steaming hot and centered on our kitchen table, the doorbell rang.

You guessed it. It was Sarah and Sam with a big pile of spaghetti, garlic bread and a huge watermelon. I was totally embarrassed. What could I do?

Still in my pajamas and my hair undone in days, I invited them in and made an excuse blaming my poor impatient, hungry children for the hot food obviously set before them. My husband pulled up two more chairs around the table and we shared our two dinners with each other. It was exhausting all the way around for me. (It was after that meal, I’m sure, that the idea for this book first popped into my head!)

On other occasions, we’ve had meals delivered at mealtime with instructions that read, “Bake at 350( for 1 hour.” If there are no evening plans or no starving children, an hour’s delay is no problem, but sometimes it throws a monkey wrench into a tight family schedule. 
3. If possible, for long-term needs, ask one person to coordinate several meals. 

The advantage of a central coordinator is that she can do all the communicating with Suzy directly. It saves Suzy a lot of time and energy if she only has to explain the children’s allergies/dislikes once to one person. 

It is helpful for the family in need to know in advance on which nights meals are coming. The coordinator can schedule meals with different friends, and then tell Suzy when to expect the meals. This helps Suzy’s family plan their grocery buying, and gives them an idea of which leftovers to stretch into another meal and which to freeze. Suzy may not be comfortable requesting food at a specific time, but the coordinator can. …
Note: Other topics in this book include how to help with housework, finances, visits, how to help the caregiver, and more.
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