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Leader’s Guide 
How to use “Urgent Care: Marriage in Crisis” by BUILDING CHURCH 

LEADERS. 

Welcome to BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS: URGENT CARE. You’ve purchased an 
innovative resource that will help equip you and your leaders to minister in the crisis 
situations that often leave us speechless. 
 Urgent Care handouts give a succinct and practical overview of the issues 
relevant in your situation. All of the authors are familiar with ministry in the midst 
of marital crisis, and a certified counselor has reviewed all of this material. We hope 
you use the hands-on advice, theological guidance, and careful warnings of these 
articles in order that you may offer the best ministry possible in the toughest of 
situations.  
 These tools are specifically designed for easy and quick use by church leaders in 
crisis situations. If you have an urgent need, select the article most relevant to the 
demands you face, and follow the article’s guidance. If time is on your side, use these 
handouts to launch a discussion and training for leaders in your church.  

Select & Copy 
This specific theme is designed to help equip pastors and leaders who need to 
minister in cases of marital crisis. Simply print and photocopy the handouts and 
distribute them as needed. (You do not need to ask for permission provided you are 
making fewer than 1,000 copies, are using the material in a church or educational 
setting, and are not charging for it.) 
 The following articles cover a variety of topics. For example, to understand the 
psychology of marital crisis and divorce, read “The Process of Divorce.” For advice 
on preparing yourself to minister to hurting couples, see “Preparing to Intervene.” 
To identify the primary concerns in crisis counseling, read “Crisis Care Objectives.” 
To learn how to set couples on the path toward marital health, see “Hope for Hurting 
Marriages.” For an overview of action steps and important concerns that need to be 
remembered, see “A Quick Guide for Action.”  

Pray 
Ask God to equip your church to minister sensitively and with great hope—even in 
the saddest situations. 

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at 
www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 
 To contact the editors: 
  E-mail BCL@christianitytoday.com 
  Mail BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, Christianity Today 
   465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188 

 



A Quick Guide For Action 
Key points for caregiving ministry. 

Urgent care situations often require an immediate response from church leaders. 
This overview outlines major steps you should take in addressing marriages that are in 
crisis or facing divorce. These action steps are explored in greater depth and detail in the 
remainder of this packet. 

Immediate concerns 
1. Assess the potential for physical assault. Should one of the spouses leave the premises? Might you be in 

danger when you intervene? If so, call the police. 

2. Decide whether to wait to be asked to help or to take the initiative. Waiting can either make you more 
effective or allow a situation to move beyond redemption. 

Keep in mind 
1. Expect tears and anger. Emotions need to be vented in a controlled situation. 

2. Rarely is there a true villain and victim. Listen to both sides of the story. 

3. Resolution will likely be a long process, but crisis counseling can help the couple move from destructive to 
constructive modes of relating. 

4. Your role is to open lines of communication. Help the couple hear and understand each other by 
"translating" misunderstood communication and drawing out the unspoken. 

5. Help each person begin to ask, “What can I do to make my marriage work.” 

What to do and say 
1. Provide opportunity for the controlled release of emotions, but disallow hurtful or spiteful attacks.  

2. Let both parties know you are neutral. At some point, talk separately with each person to get his or her 
unedited version of the story. 

3. Provide perspective. Point out options other than the drastic ones the couple may be considering (such as 
divorce), and help the couple work through those options. 

4. Encourage the couple to talk with each other rather than at or about each other. Have them voice the 
things they would appreciate instead of saying what they don't like. 

5. Remind them of the covenant they made with God on their wedding day, and help them rebuild their 
marriage on self-giving love rather than self-seeking feelings or expectations. 

6. Help those already divorced to rebuild their spiritual, emotional, and family lives with loving care and 
Christian standards. 

What not to do or say 
1. Resist the urge to designate villains and victims or to take sides. 

2. Do not assume the responsibility to patch up the marriage. Only the couple can rebuild their relationship. 

3. Do not condemn. People with faltering or fallen marriages are loaded with guilt. 

4. Do not underestimate the potential for violence in a domestic quarrel. Use caution when entering a 
marital fight in progress. 

5. Be cautious of unhealthy attractions or dependencies between you and a counselee. 

—Copyright © Christianity Today 2008. Adapted from Called Into Crisis. 



The Process of Divorce 
Understand the emotional stages of divorce.  

Proverbs 14:10 

by David K. Switzer  

Divorce doesn’t just happen all at once. It’s a process—usually a very long one. 
Studies suggest that over 50 percent of divorced persons had seriously considered 
divorce for one to three years prior to granting the decree. Richard Hunt presents six 
stages of divorce and the crises that accompany them. 

Stage 1. The sense on the part of one or both 
partners that something is wrong with the marriage. 
Usually no significant action is initiated.  

 Crisis 1. Making the decision about 
divorce. Challenge to one’s self-concept; 
additional tension in relationship with 
spouse. 

Stage 2. Usually one spouse finds the situation 
intolerable. May consider divorce or discuss his or 
her feelings with someone.  

  

Stage 3. Any efforts made toward reconciliation fail 
and the decision to divorce becomes clear. Both 
spouses are now aware of the process of the 
decision.  

 Crisis 2. Clear-cut decision for divorce. 
Beginning of legal procedures. Usually 
involves separation. 

Stage 4. Initiation of legal proceedings and self-
doubt, questioning, and numerous other strong 
feelings. 

  

Stage 5. Granting the final decree.  Crisis 3. Post-divorce adjustment. Grief 
reaction with its several stages 

Stage 6. Readjustment to being single again.   

Occasionally a minister may be called on for help, or take the initiative to move into 
conversation with the persons involved, in stage 1. However, a dissatisfied or distressed 
married person will be more likely to share his or her feelings with a trusted friend at 
that stage. A minister is more likely to become involved in stage 2. Either way, once 
involved a minister should consider asking both partners to come together to share their 
feelings and attempt to clarify issues and needs. If, after three or four sessions together, 
the minister and/or the couple judge that progress is not being made, referral to a 
marriage counseling specialist is best.  

By the time a couple reaches stages 3 and 4, a friend or pastor will not likely be able 
to help them reconstruct their marriage. Even expert marriage counselors, when it is 
fairly certain that one or both partners have clearly decided for divorce, will shift into 
divorce counseling rather than marriage counseling. At this time, the minister should 
assist the couple in moving out of their marriage with as little damage as possible to 
themselves and their children. This process can be compared to assisting people in their 
anticipatory grief (as with a death), accepting the reality of the loss, and, in the case of 
divorce, accepting realistically their own share of the responsibility for the breakdown of 
relationship. Such acceptance is necessary for a person to confess, ask for and receive 
forgiveness, continue to experience being loved by God, and to reconstruct his or her 
self-esteem, which has usually taken quite a battering for a long period of time.  

Anticipatory grief 
Denial and disbelief are quite common responses not only for the person who hears 

about a spouse’s desire for divorce, but also for the person who first realizes that she or 
he wants a divorce. The inner conflict they experience prevents them from talking about 
or taking concrete steps toward divorce, regardless of the pain of external conflicts in the 
marriage. This disbelief tends to express itself in minimizing the seriousness of the 
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conflicts and in the repression of feelings. This creates another barrier to talking with a 
minister or other counselor about the distress.  

It’s not uncommon that a person would feel new anger at the spouse putting him or 
her in the situation of divorce. A spouse may also become angry with himself or herself 
for being involved in the situation. These angers may be displaced onto the children or 
other members of the family or express themselves in general irritability.  

Strong wishes for a resolution of the situation, in some manner other than divorce, 
will continue to force themselves into the couple’s consciousness. Occasionally this will 
manifest in one spouse’s wishing for the death of the other as a rescue from the situation 
of the marriage, the divorce, and from having to make one’s own personal decision. They 
might also hope for a miraculous change of the other person, or, much less frequently, of 
oneself so that the other will respond positively. These wishes arise both from the 
strength of the attachment and from fears of the future.  

Many couples headed for divorce make temporary truces. They may experience these 
truces as true reconciliations. Nevertheless, the relationship is still dying. 

Depression is also often a part of the movement toward the divorce decision, or a 
reaction following the decision. Depression has many causes: breaking the attachment to 
the other; anticipation of loss; one’s own sense of failure and guilt; deep-seated anger 
that has found inadequate expression; a sense of helplessness; or some combination of 
these. This depression is usually fairly transient, because it is counterbalanced by other 
forces, such as the intolerable nature of the present relationship, blame of the other and 
outbursts of anger at the spouse, and the anticipation of relief that the divorce will 
afford. If it persists, the layperson or clergy needs to suggest that the person seek 
professional help. 

The sense of the reality of divorce tends to dawn gradually on most people. The 
feeling usually gets stronger as the legal proceedings are initiated, the persons physically 
separate, and decisions are made about children and property. A number of people 
report that the reality of it struck only when the divorce became final. Some might feel 
predominantly relief. Others will feel the beginning of the grief process. The reaction 
may be a combination of relief and grief. 

Children in divorce 
Unfortunately, children too often have no opportunity for anticipatory grief at all, as 

they are told that Daddy is moving out tonight or Mother is leaving tomorrow. This is a 
crime against the children. While most assuredly they must not be brought into 
arguments or negotiations between the parents, they still need to know as soon as 
possible after a clear-cut divorce decision has been reached, so they will have 
opportunity to experience and express their own feelings—fear, rejection, guilt, and 
anger toward their parents and, eventually, their acceptance of the inevitable. The 
announcement of divorce should be stated simply and clearly as an issue between the 
parents. The children should be assured that they have not done anything that has 
contributed to this decision, nor can they do anything to change the decision. Both 
parents can help the children feel and express their emotions by ensuring them of their 
love for them. 
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Children’s security, self-concept, and behavior are negatively affected by tension 
between their parents, with or without open arguing or physical violence. The physical 
separation of the parents, while often providing a calmer home atmosphere, always 
involves readjustments that takes years to complete.  

—David K. Switzer is emeritus professor of pastoral counseling at the 
Perkins School of Theology in Dallas, Texas. 

Adapted from Pastoral Care Emergencies (Fortress, 2000). Used with permission. 
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Preparing to Intervene 
Anticipate these common hazards before intervening in a troubled 
marriage. 

Proverbs 9:9 

by James D. Berkley 

It's remarkably easy to get caught up in someone's marriage crisis. What's not easy is 
maintaining that delicate balance between professional distance and pastoral warmth. 
Here are a few common hazards you should be aware of before you enter a counseling 
relationship with a couple in crisis. 

Sexual attraction 
Many pastors say the most volatile counseling situation involves a male pastor and a 

woman with a troubled marriage. The "thoughtful, caring pastor" can easily be seen as 
the answer for a woman with a "thoughtless, brutish lout" of a husband. And so easily the 
warm affirmation translates into sexual attraction. The flesh is weak. 

Physical intimidation 
Pastors can also be intimidated by passion-torn spouses. One pastor tells the story of 

a woman from his church who asked to be counseled. She felt she was in danger from her 
husband. When the pastor asked why, she said, “He wants to get rid of me.” Apparently 
he had become fed up with her and wanted her out of his life, so he was doing incredibly 
mean things. He figured if he intimidated her enough, she'd just leave. 

His main concern was that she sign over the house to him, but that would mean she'd 
leave without a penny of assets. The pastor told her she didn't have to be bullied into 
signing anything and encouraged her to stick up for her rights. He also warned her to 
leave the house if he started acting dangerous. 

Shortly thereafter, the husband paid the pastor a visit. “He wasn't at all pleased,” the 
pastor reports, “and he seemed intent on changing my mind. When his six-foot-four 
frame came through my door, I knew I was in trouble. Pointing accusingly at my 
sternum, he raged, 'If you hadn't talked to my wife, she would've signed the papers and 
let me have my house!'” 

The pastor replied, “You may be big, but you're only half a man if you're trying to take 
that house away from your wife.” Somehow that worked. They did divorce, but she got 
the house, and she lived in it for years in retirement. 

Taking sides 
Another danger is becoming linked too closely to one party. It's easy to feel closer to 

one person in the couple. You might feel that one person has a better handle on what 
needs to be done and is more willing to do it. Perhaps one person seems more likely to be 
the victim. Stay neutral. Both persons ought to be able to expect your impartiality. 

Knowing too much 
Soon after I had met with Jeanne, she seemed to turn against me. She was making 

progress in her marriage, but suddenly in church matters, whatever I was for, she was 
against. After several months of locking horns with me, she finally announced her 
decision to leave the church. 

I hadn't failed her as a counselor; she had been appreciative of my concern, and she 
appeared helped by my advice. Nor had my opinions and pastoral style changed. So why 
the clash? Probably because I knew too much. She had revealed their difficulties, and my 
being privy to their dirt was hard for her to live with. In her awkwardness, she left the 
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church, ostensibly over our disagreements. That is a price one must sometimes pay for 
crisis intervention. 

Frustration over failure 
I worked with one couple for nearly two years. To the husband, his wife was a cold 

fish with unreasonable expectations. To the wife, the husband was a troubled and selfish 
mother's boy unable to show he really loved her. 

I could see why both felt as they did. And, from outside the labyrinth, I watched them 
bump their way through the marriage trying to find each other. But they could see only 
an endless array of walls. Although I knew what it would take for them to succeed, they 
were either unwilling or unable to make it happen. 

In frustration and dismay, I watched them wend their way out opposite exits of the 
maze. Pastors who care about people and see the awful destruction of divorce feel the 
sorrow of a home divided, of children uprooted, of love turned into bitterness and self-
reproach. Sometimes it hurts to be called into crisis. 

Despite the hazards, what keeps us going are the occasions when our intervention has 
impact. One missionary wife sent this testimony to her pastor following counseling: 

I felt trapped between my feelings and my Christian convictions. I hated my husband 
and wanted to leave him. I knew that to leave him was wrong and would have far-

reaching consequences for my family. And we were missionaries! 

My husband and I were given an opportunity to go to a Christian retreat center for 

counsel, and in agreeing to go, I made my first tentative choice to work on our 

marriage. My first day there, I made a deliberate choice to commit myself to my 
husband and to our marriage. Each positive step I took was a response to my choice 

as I ignored my feelings. 

We started to rebuild our marriage. Our first aim was friendship, since we felt this 

was a measurable, reachable goal. I had no expectations, but I stuck with it, 
knowing only that I was doing the right thing. My miracle happened—very slowly. As 

I acted on my choice and built on it, my feelings began to change. Over the months I 

began to feel respect, then tenderness, and finally love for my husband. I saw his 
weakness, and I saw his strength. I saw him through entirely different eyes, and I 

loved him. 

Success! 

—James D. Berkley is an author, editor, and pastor in  
Bellevue, Washington. 

Copyright © 1989 by Christianity Today. Adapted from Called Into Crisis.  
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Dealing with Marital Crisis in Small Groups 
Small groups are a great place to identify and address marital crisis. 

Galatians 6:2 

by Lee A. Dean 

It can be difficult for a minister to gauge the health of every marriage in his or her 
church at all times. The intimate interaction small group leaders have with just a few 
couples, on the other hand, enables them to detect dangerous changes in couple’s 
behavior. Their intimacy with couples may also make them an effective resource person 
during the restoration period.  

Be alert 
A small group leader must be alert to warning signs that a marriage is in trouble.  

 Verbal clues. Watch how a husband and wife talk to each other, both in the 
group and in non-group social settings. Be alert for someone criticizing his or 
her spouse in front of another group member. Behavior at social events can 
be the most telling sign of impending trouble, because some people are less 
inhibited at social events than at group meetings. 

 Physical clues. Leaders should watch how couples touch each other, their 
posture, and how closely they sit next to each other. "Is there warmth?" asks 
Rex Minor, pastor of adult discipleship at Calvary Community Church in 
Westlake Village, California. "If you're in a group with people for six weeks, 
you can just tell if there's marital warmth or marital distance." 

 Behavioral clues. Watch for changes in behavior. If a person is usually 
talkative and begins to brood or is unusually quiet, it may be time to ask if 
there's a problem. Watch for flashes of anger from a normally calm and quiet 
person. The surest sign of trouble is when one or both spouses stop attending 
the meetings. 

 Hidden clues. Another sign of trouble is more hidden: when an individual 
does not open up or become vulnerable enough to share his or her struggles. 
Continue to be observant and gently challenge people when their words don't 
match up with their attitudes, postures, and behaviors. "We're not called to 
be mind readers,” says Minor, “but we are called to love each other and ask 
questions." 

Be proactive 
Because timing is so important when dealing with sensitive issues, leaders should 

keep the following in mind: 

 Too soon is better than too late. When a small group leader suspects 
someone is struggling with marital crisis, he or she should get involved as 
soon as possible. Some leaders may feel reluctant to intervene, especially 
early in the life of the group, if the leader is inexperienced, or if there is a fear 
of jumping to conclusions. In practice, however, most leaders move too 
slowly. 

 Say it in private. The first step is to have a private conversation with the 
person or the couple. Share the things you have noticed and ask, "Are you 
okay? If not, there are ways we can help." You will not always get the couple 
to open up about their problems on the first try, but you will at least serve 
notice that you're watching and that you care. 
 
If possible, men should talk to men and women to women in these private 
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conversations. This approach is especially appropriate when talking to a 
couple in crisis. If this isn't possible, a leader could contact a member of the 
opposite sex, but only with the foreknowledge of the other partner. 

 Ask for help. Leaders should get pastors, staff members, and other church 
leaders involved, but not immediately. Some pastors may want to step in too 
quickly and do the work of the group leader. The better alternative is for the 
pastor to become aware of the problem and then offer insight to the leader on 
how to proceed. If the small group leader keeps coming back for help, the 
pastor may want to take a more active role.  

 Confronting sin. If divorce has taken place or is in process, the group leader 
needs to evaluate and confront the situation from a posture of grace. Each 
party shares some degree of responsibility for the end of the marriage. But in 
some cases, one person’s sinful behavior will be largely responsible for the 
divorce. In those situations, the leader should alert the person to the harmful 
individual and corporate effects of his or her behavior. If the person persists 
in the behavior, exclude them from group fellowship. The leader should 
continue to pursue the erring person by maintaining contact and expressing 
concern. 

Be unified 
Perhaps the most powerful assets available to a leader in ministering to someone 

suffering from divorce are the other members of the group. 

 Talk as a group. The leader should avoid the common mistakes of overkill 
and undercare. Leaders should consider who in the group has the best 
relationship with the person and let them take on the primary ministry roles, 
with the other group members playing supporting roles. 

 Serve as role models. Group members who have successfully saved 
threatened marriages, or who have navigated the rocky waters of divorce with 
success, can provide wise counsel to people in crisis. This kind of advice and 
encouragement is crucial. 

 Have a plan for when the wounded person wants to share. Sometimes a 
person wounded by divorce will want to share his or her feelings and needs 
with the group. The best leaders do not plow ahead with the planned 
activities if someone is crying out for help. Be prepared to give over the 
proceedings of at least one entire meeting to the needs of the suffering 
person. Let them vent and get their feelings on the table. 
 
From that point on, leaders can be flexible. Some leaders may want to avoid 
allowing subsequent meetings to be dominated by the person's (or couple’s) 
needs, while assuring that they receive care outside the meeting. Other 
leaders may want to devote as much group time as necessary to help steer the 
group member past the worst part of the crisis. 
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 Encourage ministry between meetings. One of the most effective times for 
other group members to minister is outside the official group meeting times. 
Encourage your group members to pray for the person, make encouraging 
telephone calls, and invite them into their homes for meals. If there is a 
workshop or support group meeting coming up, encourage the person to 
attend and offer to go with them. 

—Lee A. Dean is a freelance writer living in Michigan. 

Copyright © 2008 by Christianity Today. This article originally appeared on BuildingSmallGroups.com. 
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Three Questions 
Use these questions to determine whether a couple is willing to fight for 
their marriage. 

Ecclesiastes 4:12 

by Ron Edmondson 

I have spent many hours with couples and individuals who come for counseling 
because they say they want to save or improve their marriage only to find that what they 
really wanted was some justification to get out of the marriage. I must admit, I have 
encountered some seriously damaged marriages. But I have not found one beyond 
repair, if both people are willing to try to make the marriage work.  

You cannot take people where they do not want to go. If someone is convinced their 
marriage is over, they will either have to change their mind or God will have to intervene. 
I have seen both happen, but if it doesn’t, the counseling time is often wasted. With that 
in mind, I ask three powerful questions early in the counseling process. These questions 
“cut to the chase” and help me determine how serious the couple is about saving or 
improving the marriage.  

(The questions are also very good for any couple that wants to take their marriage to a 
deeper level of commitment and intimacy. These questions can be self-applied, but it is 
helpful if the couple allows another person—perhaps a minister or close friend—to ask 
them and guide them through the discussion of their answers.   

Where do you want this marriage to go?  
Many couples have never talked about what they want out of a marriage. One person 

may think living two separate lives within the same house is enough, while the other 
person wants to share everything. Many people, especially men, think that if there isn’t 
much fighting in the marriage, then it must be doing well. The other person, however, 
wants deeper intimacy.  

When a marriage is in trouble, one person may have already decided they want out. 
Until that is known, any attempt to help the couple is going to be ineffective. Because it is 
critical that people answer this question honestly, I usually ask them to take a few days 
to answer it—to search their heart and pray about their true feelings. I have been 
surprised many times by how this question can open dialogue that leads to 
understanding of the true condition of the marriage.   

The answers to this question should be both general and specific. A general answer 
would be, “I want a marriage where we are continually growing closing together and in 
our love for each other.” A specific answer would be, “I want my husband to enjoy doing 
some of the things I do and show me he loves me in practical ways,” or, “I want my wife 
to respect me and show me she values what I do for the family.”   

How are you going to get there?  
Once a couple knows where they want to go, the next step is developing a plan to get 

there. But those plans cannot be implemented until all three questions are answered. If 
each person’s heart is not into the changes, they will be short-lived.  

Taking the goals each person has for the marriage and where the couple says they 
want to go as a marriage, the couple then thinks through what must occur in order for 
those goals to be realized. If the couple wants their relationship with each other to be 
continually growing closer, for example, then the couple might need to plan more time to 
be alone with each other. It’s difficult to grow closer to someone you never see.  

Some couples I know have used this question, combined with the first question, to 
come to an understanding of how their attitudes and the things they say play a part in 
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building or hurting the marriage. Spouses that are constantly criticizing each other will 
begin to see that those actions are not helping to take the marriage where they say they 
want it to go.   

These detailed answers should be written down and agreed upon by each person. 
Again, it is helpful if a third party is assisting in this process. That person can keep the 
list for future reference and ask the couple on a regular basis if they are operating from 
the plan.  

Are you truly willing to do whatever it takes to get to the 
place you want to be in your marriage?  

This is by far the most important question, but it cannot be answered until the other 
two questions have been answered. I have had people answer, “Well, of course I am 
willing to do what it takes. Would I be here if I wasn’t?”  

My experience tells me that people are usually willing to do things they want to do 
and, likewise, they aren’t willing to do things they don’t want to do. That may sound like 
common sense, but it is so important to understand. This third question helps to shake 
out the truth of the other two questions. Sometimes it is easy to answer the first two 
questions, but this third question forces the person to take another serious look inside 
their heart.  

These questions are not a shortcut to professional counseling. Many couples need 
counseling to work through deeper or more serious issues. These questions will, 
however, provide couples with a basic understanding of the current condition of their 
marriage. They can be helpful at any stage of marriage, and regardless of the condition of 
the marriage, they can assist in encouraging the marriage to grow in strength and 
intimacy. 

—Ron Edmondson is a pastor and counselor in Clarksville, Tennessee. 

Copyright © 2007 by Christianity Today. This article originally appeared in LEADERSHIP journal. For more 
articles like this one, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 
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Crisis Care Objectives 
Strive to accomplish these objectives when dealing with a marriage in 
crisis. 

Proverbs 24:3 

by James D. Berkley 

Once a counselor has a basic understanding of the marital situation, he or she can 
work to accomplish some basic objectives. Ed Smelser lists five objectives that provide a 
marriage counseling routine in outline. 

Controlled release of tension 
After gathering data in a safe setting, Smelser lets couples get things off their chests, 

excluding verbal abuse and hateful statements. A couple has built pressure in their 
relationship for a number of months or years. Merely allowing them the dignity of being 
heard releases pressure. 

Increased understanding of issues 
Emotions cloud reasoning, and both parties likely come with a limited or distorted 

view of their marriage. Whether overly pessimistic, unnecessarily blameful, or 
excessively naive, their understanding often needs massive doses of unbiased 
observation. Questions that begin with, "Have you considered…" help couples view their 
problems from a new perspective.  

Communication with, rather than at, each other 
It's not uncommon for a counselor to hear a spouse talking as if the other weren't 

there: "I wish she'd just once—only once!—be on time for church!" The natural response 
to that is, "Jill's here. Maybe you could say it to her." 

Since communication problems are at the heart of so many marital crises, simply 
getting the two parties talking together can be a major step toward marital health. But 
the quality of that talk is important. Try to get the couple to say what they want, not what 
they don’t like.  

For example, Smelser explains, "Most wives, when they say, 'Don't read the 
newspaper,' don't really have anything against newspaper reading. What they intend to 
say is, 'Talk to me!'” 

Refocusing on one's own responsibilities 
The couple must learn to move the focus from “faults I think my partner ought to 

work on” to "What am I doing to contribute to our problems? What can I work on to 
make things better?" Smelser tries to help the couple focus on their own choices and 
individual responsibilities. 
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Genuine appreciation for the other's feelings 
"People don't have to agree," Smelser assures us, "if only they understand the other 

person's position.” 

This understanding applies not only to husband and wife, but to couple and 
counselor. Smelser believes that "people seem to know, at some level, where their 
problems are and what needs to be done. But they're in crisis and feel incapable of doing 
anything. I've found that simply agreeing with their intuitive analysis actually helps them 
do what their intuition has told them is right. Also, when they get my confirmation, 
they're accountable because I've said, 'I see what you see.' It's a lot harder for them to 
rationalize after that." 

—James D. Berkley is an author, editor, and pastor in  
Bellevue, Washington. 

Copyright © 1989 by Christianity Today. Adapted from Called Into Crisis. 
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Hope for Hurting Marriages 
Restoring hope is the beginning of healing. 

Psalm 33:20 

by Robert J. Carlson 

The hopeful and the hopeless 
Every marriage is built in hope. People marry because they hope that life together will 

be more effective, satisfying, and purposeful than life alone. Nevertheless, nearly every 
marriage goes through a period of disillusionment when the couple realizes that what 
they had hoped would happen is not going to happen. Sadness, hurt, and anger replace 
hope. 

Pastors and counselors hear story after story of troubled marriages and dashed 
hopes, and we are tempted to join in the despair. Such hopelessness ignores the hopeful 
fact that people can change and grow, miracles can occur, and the changed attitudes and 
perceptions of even one spouse can significantly alter the relationship of a couple. 

Recovery of hope 
Believing a marriage can improve is the essential first step in restoring a deteriorating 

relationship. 

Beginning with that premise, Sheldon and Lillian Louthan with Floyd and Nelda 
Coleman developed a program, Recovery of Hope, to help seriously troubled marriages. 
The program centers on a Saturday morning seminar and follow-up counseling and 
includes: 

 Hearing the stories of other couples whose marriages have undergone a 
similar crisis and survived. 

 Utilizing a trained counselor who understands marital therapy. 

 Experiencing a caring community. 

 Discovering the possibility of change. 

 Teaching individuals to take responsibility for their own behavior. 

Hearing the stories of others 
To hear someone else speak about the personal failure of a marriage contract, the 

death of dreams, or despair and pain from a perspective of hope is a powerful 
encouragement. Encouragement is the ingredient required to motivate people to do the 
hard work of rebuilding a relationship. 

Utilizing a counselor 
People in trouble have already tried their own problem solving. Now they are looking 

for someone who has more knowledge and skill than they have. 

Not all counselors, however, are trained in marriage therapy. I realize now that in the 
past I was sometimes very helpful to individuals who came for counsel but perhaps 
inadvertently harmful to their marriage. Unless I work with couples with the 
understanding that I'm committed to developing the relationship, the marriage may fail 
as the counseling succeeds. Individual growth often drives a wedge in the relationship. If 
the marriage is already weakened, a spouse may perceive the marriage relationship as an 
enemy of individual growth instead of as a catalyst for personal development. A couple in 
crisis needs a counselor who can help them as a couple. 
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Finding a caring community 
Each couple in Recovery of Hope that makes a recovery plan is helped to find another 

couple that will care for them. This other couple may pray for or visit them, but will at 
least represent the bond of a caring community. If possible, we try to find this couple 
from the troubled couple's congregation. 

One congregation called me to report they were sending a couple to Recovery of 
Hope. Loved ones, members of the congregation, and the pastor all were concerned for 
this marriage of twenty-five years that continued to be marked by hostility and 
bitterness. Now, with the children gone, sullen stubbornness was being replaced by 
concrete plans for separation. The congregation paid the seminar fee and promised to 
help with the cost of follow-up counseling. The couple was surrounded with love and 
prayer instead of gossip and malice. Without that atmosphere, the couple would not have 
even tried to salvage their marriage. 

Discovering the possibility of change 
A recovery plan is a specific agreement about the problems in the marriage and the 

remedial steps to be taken. This often leads to concrete agreements to try to modify 
behavior that has been a source of irritation. Often these behaviors are not big things, 
but they are the stuff of relationships. 

With Ted and Andrea, the problem was communication. He was in sales, she in 
education. She would talk about her day at school, and he would respond with advice. 
But she wasn't after answers; she wanted understanding. She grew more and more silent 
at home. He would try to dig and probe but you can’t make someone talk. 

We examined the habits and patterns of their interaction. He agreed to "invite" her to 
talk about school. She agreed to try to share something. He agreed to listen and withhold 
advice. It was tough at first; he felt obliged to "help her out." But he gradually began to 
change. Then she had the courage to deal with the bigger things in their life. 

Learning to be responsible 
Many times people in a painful marriage need to learn that they can be responsible 

for their own behavior and let go of the past in order to build a better future. 

Terry and Anne had been married twelve years. They had three children, and ever 
since the birth of the third child, sex had been a battleground. Terry felt somewhat 
insecure around his friends, so he tried to maintain a macho image. As often as not, 
however, his wife discouraged his sexual advances. In response, he would alternate 
between sullen pouting and brutal demands, punctuated by accusations that "something 
must be wrong with you."  

Anne developed such a seething resentment that when she would "give in," she would 
often rush to the bathroom and vomit as soon as her husband had satisfied himself. 

In counseling, she began to explore why sexual behavior was so fraught with double 
meaning in her life. He began to explore his insecurity and question why he believed he 
was okay only when someone else gave in to his whims. As both began to trace the 
patterns of their behavior in their personal histories, understanding and respect began to 
replace blame and accusations. He had to give up the expectation that she should 
respond to his every whim so he could match his friends' tales of sexual prowess. She had 
to stop understanding that sex was always a power play. These lessons did not come 
easily. Time, work, tears, prayer were all part of the process. But most important was 
forgiveness, letting go of the past, and turning over to God the hurts, bitterness, and 
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anger that fueled the fighting for so long. Getting on with forgiveness is crucial to 
nurturing hope.  

I often feel, as a counselor, that my primary responsibility is to help people see 
beyond the immediate awfulness of their present moment and discover there is color 
again on the other side. The couples that share their stories in the Recovery of Hope have 
helped me believe in possibilities I used to doubt, and they have helped many couples 
find "strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow." 

—Robert J. Carlson is a pastoral counselor with Prairie View, Inc., in 
Wichita, Kansas. 

Copyright © 1986 by Christianity Today. This article originally appeared in LEADERSHIP journal. For more 
articles like this one, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 
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Making Effective Referrals 
Know how and to whom you should refer counselees. 

Proverbs 3:7 

by Randy Christian 

Ministers frequently find themselves lacking either the time or the qualifications for a 
given situation. We need to make a referral, but most of us have never been trained in 
making referrals. Having served both as a pastor and as a full-time counselor, I've seen 
the matter from both sides. Here are some insights into the three questions pastors 
usually ask. 

Should I refer? 
In deciding whether to refer a person to someone else, I ask three questions: 

 Do I have the skills necessary to help this person?  
I ask about the history of the situation, what help has already been sought, 
and exactly what the person wants to receive. These questions can reveal a 
great deal about what type of person should be providing help. When a need 
is clearly outside my area of expertise, referral is the obvious choice, but at 
other times it's a matter of someone else's being better equipped to help. 

 Can I give adequate time to this situation? 
A counseling case can easily take up five hours a week, even if the client and I 
are meeting only once a week for an hour. Thought, prayer, phone calls, 
background research, and consultations all take time. When you add the 
possibility of crisis calls, it becomes clear that most pastors can take on only a 
small number of these commitments. I suggest most ministers avoid 
handling more than six counseling cases at a time. 

 Given the roles I fill, am I the right person in this situation? 
One pastor, in referring a case, told me, "I feel comfortable dealing with the 
situation itself, but I think I'm too close to the couple." His role as a "father 
figure" to the couple made it difficult for him to be objective. His making a 
referral allowed the couple to get the help they needed while still receiving 
support from him as their pastor. 

Counselees should also be referred if there is any sexual attraction between them and 
the pastor. 

To whom do I refer? 
Develop a list of available resources for various types of needs. Many communities 

make referral directories available at little or no cost, but you can also make your own. In 
any event, no referral should be made to someone with whom you haven't talked 
personally. Screening takes time, but it pays dividends when you're assured of the 
qualifications and character of the person to whom you are referring. Try making one 
new contact a week. 

In assessing potential resource people, you'll want to know the type of help they offer, 
their academic training and experience, and special characteristics of the services they 
provide (including fee structure). Where appropriate, you'll also want to know their 
philosophical biases and spiritual convictions. 

How do I make the referral effective? 
 Ascertain where the real need is. 

When you're asked for help, your primary task is to decide what help is 
needed and identify the best person to meet the need. This will usually mean 
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at least one meeting or extended conversation with the counselee. Ask 
enough questions to be sure you know the need. You may determine, for 
example, whether someone needs individual, marriage, or family counseling. 

 Make the referral personal. 
Use your list to decide whom you will refer to. (If there's more than one 
person you would feel comfortable suggesting, you can give counselees the 
options.) I've learned to refer to a person or persons, and not to an 
institution.  
 
One time I referred Joan, a member of my church, to an agency in our 
community for specialized counseling. I knew and respected the director of 
this agency. After the referral was made, however, I found that Joan was 
being counseled by a person I didn't know. At the end of the third session, 
Joan came to me and said her new counselor had spent the last two sessions 
telling Joan about her problems. Joan was feeling frustrated and 
overwhelmed, and she decided to discontinue counseling. Had I done my 
research on this counselor, and not just the agency, I would have learned she 
wasn't qualified. 

 Make the recommendation clear. 
As you make your suggestions to counselees, be ready to explain exactly why 
you believe it's best to refer them to someone else. You'll greatly increase the 
likelihood of a successful referral by answering all legitimate questions 
straightforwardly. Give them time to think about the referral if they need it. 
In many cases, you will want to assure them that you'll continue to be 
involved, but in a different role. 

 Make the first contact, if necessary. 
It isn't always necessary to make the initial contact with the resource person. 
In some situations, it might be important for the counselee to take 
responsibility for making the call. We need to be sensitive, however, to those 
situations in which it's better that we take the initiative. 

 Ensure communication with the new helper. 
I never refer a person to anyone who is unwilling to communicate with me. 
This doesn't mean I need to know all the details of what's going on, but I have 
a responsibility to the people I refer; I need to be sure they are truly being 
helped. 
 
Consider using a standard release-of-information form. Most ministers don't 
require one, but virtually every community professional does. Having the 
counselee sign a release when you make the referral gives the other 
professionals the freedom to communicate with you. 
 
This release should include the counselee's name (printed) and signature; the 
date of the signature; the person(s) being given the freedom to exchange 
information; the nature of the information to be disclosed (test results, 
clinical opinions, general information related to pastoral care, or any and all 
information); the purpose of the disclosure; and the date the release expires. 
If the person being referred is a minor, the form should also be signed by a 
parent or guardian. 

 Specify to the new helper, before the referral is made, what his or her role is 
to be. 
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If you want a specific type of help to be provided, this should be spelled out 
clearly. I'm often asked to do parent education with families who are 
undergoing therapy with someone else. In such cases, it's vital that I know 
exactly what I am and am not supposed to be doing. When referring people to 
doctors or therapists for technical counseling, such as sex therapy or 
treatment of depression, I request that any questions related to moral or 
spiritual issues (e.g., birth control or abortion) be referred back to me. 

 Follow up on the referral. 
I try to follow up within a week after a referral, and periodically thereafter. 
Has the counselee made contact? How is the work going? How can I best 
support the process? If I'm still working with the person, how can my work 
complement the efforts of the other helper? 

None of us can meet all the needs of everyone who comes to us, but we can guide 
people to other qualified helpers. Making appropriate referrals can save us from 
overwork and provide the best resources available for those who need them. 

—At the time of writing, Randy Christian was pastor of Beaverton 
Christian Church in Beaverton, Oregon. 

Copyright © 1990 by Christianity Today. This article originally appeared in LEADERSHIP journal. For more 
articles like this one, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 
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Conviction and Compassion 
How to strike the right balance when preaching on difficult topics. 

Ephesians 4:15 

by S. Bowen Matthews 

I once preached on divorce from Mark 10: “What God has joined together, let man 
not separate…Anyone who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits 
adultery against her.” 

“Our first reaction to Jesus' words,” I said, “is to look for loopholes, to bargain, to 
soften the blow of his words. That's why we don't hear him speak and race to confess our 
failure and restore to honor God's will for marriage.” 

In the next breath I said, “Many of you here are divorced. Some of you are remarried. 
What's done is done. It is neither my responsibility nor my wish to lash divorced and 
remarried people with Scripture and send them away feeling guilty or aggravated. I 
suspect all of you who have experienced divorce have had more than your share of guilty 
feelings. Divorce is not the unpardonable sin. But it is sin. If you have confessed and 
repented of that sin, then let's get on with your life.” 

Within hours, a woman from our congregation sat in my office. “You just don't 
understand what I've been through,” she said. She proceeded to tell a horrible story of 
what her ex-husband did to her. Given her circumstances, my well-intentioned sermon 
seemed harsh and uncomprehending. 

It would be easy to dismiss her complaint. She may have simply refused to own up to 
her contributions toward the failure of the marriage. But I find that callous. Pastors need 
to be tough, but toughness without spiritual discernment deteriorates into spiritual 
abuse. She had come to the sermon seeking bread and found a stone.  

In retrospect I trace that sermon's failure to haste and the lack of passion with which 
I handled the tension between compassion and conviction. Only six, short paragraphs 
developed the tension between the eternal will of God and the experiences of people 
whose failed marriages have marred that will. 

But haste had a more devastating partner in the failure of that sermon. Those six 
paragraphs were entirely cognitive. Rereading them now with that woman's heart-cry in 
my ear, they seem cut and dried, distant from her pain. She heard no hint of how I had at 
times struggled to admit that in some marriages divorce actually made more sense than 
staying together. 

If I could preach that sermon again, I would take half the sermon to develop the 
tension in my commitment to God's eternal plan and my commitment to the people who 
have marred the plan and have, sometimes, been broken in the process. 

I'm grateful for that woman. She was one of God's instruments to reshape my heart so 
I could grow more consistent in preaching God's Word without compromise, but also 
with compassion. 

The following principles maintain the balance for me. 

No apology 
Conviction-driven sermons need no apologies. I make no apology for holding before 

people in a clear light—but not a lurid one—the sins of our generation and calling us as 
Christ's people to turn away from them. 

Not too many 
Too many conviction-driven sermons will make a congregation self-righteous. 

Nothing makes us feel so righteous as exposing another person's glaring evil, especially if 
it is an evil we are never tempted to do. My righteous indignation at computer hacking is 
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as pure as the arctic snow, because I have as much interest in the subject as I do in soil 
samples from Bangladesh. 

When pastors preach often and strongly against specific sins, their preaching 
becomes predictable: It focuses on sins that do not tempt most of the congregation. If it 
focused on sins they were tempted to commit, the preacher might have a revival on his 
hands; or more likely, a riot. Since that is usually not the focus, the congregation goes 
away satisfied, congratulating themselves on how upright they really are. 

Furthermore, that kind of preaching raises a question about the pastor and his 
people: What are they hiding? Is all this predictable condemnation of someone else's sin 
a ruse to keep them from facing up to some awful truth about themselves? 

I don't ever want to go away from church feeling satisfied with myself. I want to go 
away feeling satisfied with our Savior, who restores my soul, who leads me in paths of 
righteousness for his name's sake, and at whose right hand there are pleasures 
forevermore. Too much preaching against someone else's sin compromises this. 

Add yes to no 
Conviction-driven sermons tell only half the story. “Put off,” says the wisdom of the 

New Testament, “your old self, which is being corrupted by deceitful desires…and put on 
the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.” 

Denouncing sin has a place in pastoral ministry. But in order of intention, it is not 
first place. Yes, we need to know what to say no to. But above all, we need to know what 
to say yes to. 

In a Ten Commandments series, I pictured each commandment as a doorway in a 
large wall. We say no to the behavior each forbids in order to pass through that doorway 
to the other side. There we find paths that lead to joy and union with our God–what 
older theologians called “the beatific vision.” 

With this in mind, I preached two sermons on each commandment. The first sermon 
expounded the meaning of the commandment. The second said, “Let's assume that we 
obey the commandment. What possibilities for holiness does it open up for us?” 

These principles, faithfully applied, restore my perspective when confronted by the 
evils of our time—and the temptations to become rigid and uncompassionate about 
people caught in those evils. They restore in me the realism to focus primarily on our 
God and not on our evil. They restore in me the realism to consider more carefully the 
actual people listening to my preaching and what might be going on in their souls as they 
listen. 

—At the time of writing, S. Bowen Matthews was pastor of Brandywine 
Valley Baptist Church in Wilmington, Delaware.  

Copyright (c) 1995 Christianity Today. This article originally appeared in LEADERSHIP journal. For more articles 
like this one, visit Leadershipjournal.net.  
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Further Exploration 
Books and resources to equip you to respond to marriages in crisis. 

 BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Leadership training resources from 
Christianity Today. 
 -“Giving Help to the Hurting” Assessment Pack 
 -“Responding to a Crisis” Survival Guide 
 -“Confidentiality” Training Theme and PowerPoint 
 -“Launching a Lay Counseling Ministry” Practical Ministry Skills 
 -“Counseling Church Members” Practical Ministry Skills 

 LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for 
church leaders. 

 

Called into Crisis: The Nine Greatest Challenges of Pastoral Care by James 
D. Berkley. Addresses pastoral responses to the most difficult of situations, including 
intervening in a marriage in crisis. (Christianity Today, 1989; ISBN 978-0917463235) 

 

Pastoral Care Emergencies: Ministering to People in Crisis by David K. 
Switzer.  Provides insights into the psychology of crisis, as well as practical pastoral 
advice. Regarding marriage in crisis, the book offers a helpful section on the effects of 
marital conflict and divorce on children. (Fortress Press, 2000; ISBN 978-0809130351) 

 

The New Guide to Crisis & Trauma Counseling: A Practical Guide for 
Ministers, Counselors, and Lay Counselors by H. Norman Wright. Focuses on 
the topic of crisis care broadly, including chapters on the psychology of crisis, practical 
steps for walking a person through trauma, and how to maintain a uniquely biblical 
perspective in crisis counseling. (Regal, 2003; ISBN 978-0830732418) 


