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When your kids are hurting, you have what it takes to help them with what’s next.

If you asked me in Kindergarten what crisis was, I might have told you it was not 
being able to win the three-legged race with my best friend Kyle. Let’s face it—I like 
winning.

In third grade, I would have told you it was a space shuttle exploding in the air. I 
couldn’t understand why.

If you asked me in middle school, I would have told you crisis was boys I couldn’t 
understand. I felt my heart break in a way that it hadn’t broken before.

In high school, crisis was the death of our friends in a car accident. I wondered if there 
was a God.

In early adulthood, it was a country watching towers fall from the sky. I grieved. We all 
did. 

More recently, it was victims of hate being mourned in our own city, in our own 
youth ministry. We cry over the flowers that have become the landscape as we drive 
through Orlando and lean into the questions coming from our own children in the 
backseat.  

These are a few of the many crises that I have experienced in my life, the times when 
I needed the most grace and support.

The world we live in is filled with crisis too. Whether it’s a tragic event that our entire 
country has witnessed or a personal hurt an individual student is going through, 
there’s crisis all around us. 

Think about your life.

Have you ever felt stunned when a child or teenager shares something shocking?

Have you ever witnessed a crisis happening and wondered what to do?

Have you ever watched a student leave your church knowing the fears that wait for 
them at home or at school?

Have you ever been invited to know more about a kid’s inner battle but haven’t been 
sure what to say?

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, you’re probably a parent, a youth 
leader, or maybe even a loving friend who wants to help guide a child to hope.

Something has happened and now someone needs your help.  

Thinking about what to do and say when you don’t have answers or explanations, can 
cause a person to feel heavy, worried or even afraid. 

The thing is, no one knows everything they need to know when responding to some-
one in crisis, but everyone has what it takes to support to kid carrying something 
that’s overwhelming and painful. 
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When kids are hurting, you have what it takes to help them with what’s next.

Grace and support are two things you can give. 

For me, when I think of support, I think of the couch at my house. 

For the last 16 years, that couch has been the place people land when they need 
someone to listen, someone to cry with them, someone to understand. It’s probably 
why we’re having such a difficult time getting rid of it. My husband and I ordered a 
new couch this year to replace the old ripped one. But neither of us could make the 
switch. We now have two couches, facing each other in our living room. We were 
really surprised that neither one of us could say goodbye to it. 

It carries so much of what other people have carried. 
It reminds us that we belong to each other and need each other.
The couch is staying.

Our youngest daughter is in Kindergarten. She’s six years old and sometimes I feel 
like six-year-olds understand the world around them a lot better than adults do. At 
the end of the school year she brought home a project where she wrote an illustrated 
a story about a friendship bench. She believes that everyone should have one. She in-
cluded in her story that the bench has a sign on it (so everyone knows it’s there). She 
wrote: “There is room for everyone.” “No one feels left out.” “People feel special 
there.” And, “No one is afraid to share how they feel.” 

She gets it. 

Everybody needs a place of connection and support that gives them a chance to 
be exactly who they are at the moment and permission to deal with whatever crisis 
they’re currently facing.

It’s a space full of grace. 

Grace is communicated by the culture of your life and ministry.
It can tell the story that a kid’s life isn’t the sum of their good behavior. 
It can tell the story that their life story is valuable even if their world is crumbling 
around them.
It can communicate that mistakes don’t define a life because grace covers our lives.

The kids who land on your couch have names and faces and messes that they don’t 
know what to do with. They have heavy burdens and walking in the room was proba-
bly the bravest thing they could do. Chances are, it took most of their energy to walk 
into your environment, or to begin the conversation in the first place.

Remembering this helps us be supportive. When we embrace the mindset that, “This 
kid is doing the best he can with what he’s got in his hands,” it becomes easier to 
release the grace that says something like, “You are still loved and seen here.” 

Think about the people who land on your couch. Your couch may be an actual couch 
in your ministry, but it might also be . . .
a bean bag chair
a coffee run
or a car ride.

People open up when they feel like they’re in a safe place. And the people who have 
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landed in the safe place you provide are probably a lot like the ones who have landed 
in mine. Like . . .

The Elementary School Girl.

She sat on the couch with crocodile tears taking turns jumping down both cheeks. 
She auditioned for the morning TV crew at school with her very best friends. They 
made the crew, she didn’t. She really wanted it and felt like some of the people who 
had made it didn’t care as much as she did about it. We couldn’t give an answer or 
change her situation, but we could hold her hand and encourage her heart. We could 
tell her we’d be there when she tried again and we’d help her with going to school 
the next day. She needed courage to face her friends, and hope that she was valu-
able and good at something, too.

The Middle School Guy.

It was after youth group and the coast was clear. He pulled me aside and we sat on 
the steps of the stage. He was wrecked, sweating and hiding his face. When I asked 
what was going on, he told me he just couldn’t say it. That didn’t leave me with very 
many options so I asked him if he could spell it. He told me he couldn’t. Then I won-
dered if he didn’t know how to spell it? Or was he just too embarrassed to spell it? 
These are the conversations you have in your head when working with middle school 
kids. I asked him for a letter—hoping I could guess. He gave me the letter “M,” to 
which I guessed all the wrong things. Was he having issues with his mom? Failing in 
math? Was he mad at someone? As I was guessing, his level of shame and my inabil-
ity to guess collided in thinking it could be another “M,” an “M” that wouldn’t be in 
anyone’s best interest for me to offer advice on. He was talking about “M” and he 
knew that I knew what “M” was, and he cried even more. I did the only thing I could 
do. I offered him grace by saying, dude, that “M” doesn’t make you a monster. I love 
you and we can get you help with what’s next. (And by “we,” I meant his dad and his 
small group leader.) He just needed courage to name his struggle and support to find 
someone who could help.

The High School Girls.

She and her best friend came to my office and plopped themselves down onto the 
couch. They both had been taking turns spending the night at each other’s houses. 
One was the captain of the cheerleading team, the other a member of the band. 
They couldn’t have been more different. But they were best friends. And their friend-
ship had started to feel more intimate. And they had begun to wonder if they loved 
each other differently, if their feelings of love and connection could be validated. 
They were starting to identify and define their relationship but were confused. One 
wanted move further into it and the other knew it would be like dropping a bomb 
in her already broken family. They craved the permission to communicate what they 
were feeling in a safe, nonjudgmental place. The church should be the safest place to 
communicate how you feel.

The College Girls. 

They were on our couch, on our floor, all over the living room. Days of crying had left 
their mark. Eyes usually bright and sparkly were bloodshot and puffy. A teammate 
had died. He had walked home after a night of partying and fell in the street where a 
car met his body. They had been there just moments before, leaving the party, asking 
him to come with them. Some admitting that they didn’t even know he was still there. 
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Everyone felt responsible. There was nothing on this earth they could do to change 
what had happened. Emptiness. Regret. Loss. Pain. There weren’t many words that 
night, just a couch and a floor and a place to be broken. 

Couch culture says, “You can learn here on Sunday and still mess up on Monday.”
Couch culture understands that crisis is experienced by everyone differently.
Couch culture is a grace culture.

If your couch could talk it would say, “You being here doesn’t make this space any 
more or any less valuable.”
If your couch could talk it would say, “You don’t have to be awesome here.”

Is there a space in your ministry where families feel connected and cared for? 
What is it about who you are and what you do that says, “You don’t have to be awe-
some here, you’re welcome to be you here”? 
Are there other people in your environment who can help this culture by adding extra 
support?
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What’s a crisis?
Crisis is a moment that can effect many moments. 
It can be a loss. It can be a change. 
It can be a shift or an imbalance that rocks reality.

You can’t predict or prescript a crisis, but you can help kids navigate through them.

The couch culture you work to provide should be created with an understanding that 
one thing is always the same about crisis.

That one thing that’s always the same is that crisis is different for everyone.

For preschoolers, it might be a broken bone. 
For elementary schoolers, it might be a broken family. 
For middle schoolers, it might be their first broken heart. 
And for high schoolers, it could even be a broken dream.

Now, crisis isn’t always defined by brokenness. It can be cultivated under pressure or 
instigated by tragedy. It’s a moment that affects many moments.

The most helpful leaders are those willing to support kids and their families with 
grace and help as they move toward whatever is next.

The question isn’t, “What do you do if a kid experiences a crisis?” 
A better question is, “How do we respond when they experience a crisis?”

How do you as a leader help the kids who land on your “couch” feel safe, heard and 
helped?

There are four big relational ideas that support kids in crisis, or four things you might 
find on your couch—the space where crisis usually lands.
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1. CONNECTION. CREATE A CONNECTION. 
It’s easy to feel like there aren’t enough hours in the day with the families we minister 
to. But don’t let the time you don’t have keep you from making the most of the time 
you do have. Remind your team—staff and volunteers—to use any spare moments 
to listen and talk to kids or teenagers who might need an ear to listen. Remind them 
to give kids access to them whenever they can. And when they can’t, remind them to 
partner with the parents of those kids because, after all, a parent’s influence in their 
lives is lifelong. Every loving connection reminds a kid that they’re valuable. Every 
reminder reinforces the truth that a loving God made them, loves them and cares for 
them through you.

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS OVER TIME
• Look beyond the formal hours you have and maximize connection by showing up 
on other days and in other ways.
• See your relationships being built not only through a personal connection with the 
kid or student, but also with the parents who influence them daily. Make connecting 
with parents just as important as connecting with students.
• Remember who the kid is, not what the kid has done. Keep the truth that they have 
been made in the image of God in the front of your knowledge bank about them. 
When you learn the challenges, you’ll remember the truth and give support from that 
source of hope. This is also true when facing a global or local crisis. Remember, the 
world was ultimately created good, but brokenness and sin changed the landscape. 
God is working to restore all of creation. In the meantime, we can look for the image 
of God in the world, look for the helpers and offer peace when there doesn’t seem to 
be any.

SUPPORT A WIDER CIRCLE FOR A KID TO BE A PART OF
• Help them strengthen their connection with their parents or guardians by showing 
up where they show up and giving them resources to do something more. (Check out 
the Crisis Conversation Guides for Parents at GoWeekly.com.)
• Give them access to a Small Group Leader, mentor or coach. If your church doesn’t 
have a small group ministry, it might be time to organize one. This is your best shot 
at connecting with every kid and family in your ministry. Check out the book Creating 

a Lead Small Culture for tips on starting a small group ministry or strengthening the 
one you’ve got.
• Connect them with a multi-generational church who loves them and values them 
during the phase they’re in. There isn’t a kid or student on the planet who couldn’t 
use a compliment, a dose of grace or another hand of support. Give them access to 
a wide range of people who love God—these people can give them an idea of what 
the love of God looks and feels like.

LEARN THEIR LOVE LANGUAGE OR LANGUAGE OF APPRECIATION
• Every kid gives and receives communication and affection differently. There may be 
a teenager who feels uncomfortable talking in a group but lights up in one-on-one 
conversations. Maybe a kid isn’t into high-fives or hugs, but pick up a ping-pong 
paddle with him, and game on! Pay attention to their body language, verbal cues and 
the words they use to communicate. Do your best to connect in ways that help them 
feel safe and understood. If you’re having a difficult time figuring out what makes a 
kid feel safe, ask them.  
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2. COMMUNICATION. Keep it open.
Every church should have a sign in their environment that says, “You don’t have to 
be awesome here.” The couch culture should ooze of safety and security. It should 
say—with and without words—that you can talk about anything, ask anything, doubt 
anything or wonder about anything. Think of your church as a safe container—a place 
where judgment is minimized and support is maximized. Instead of focusing on com-
municating answers, focus on finding out how the kid or student you’re ministering to 
feels and help them learn to ask questions about why they feel the way they do. Oh, 
and learn what to say and what not to say when talking to them. They may need you 
to explain vague phrases and clichés that they hear floating around them. Here are a 
few ideas:

SET THE STAGE FOR SAFETY
• Tell humble stories during your conversations. Being vulnerable and sharing your 
not-so-hot moments helps to normalize the fact that everyone has days where they 
don’t feel like they’re winning.
• Make an actual sign. “You don’t have to have it together here.” The truth is, a 
kid shouldn’t ever worry about letting you or God down, because that’s never their 
function in the first place. God holds us up. It’s a truth that doesn’t change when our 
circumstances do.

HAVE CONVERSATIONS THAT WELCOME QUESTIONS
• When a kid shares their story or their feelings about a situation going on around 
them, do your best to hold your advice and wisdom off as long as you can. Ask 
questions about the issue, about how it makes them feel, about what it means to 
them personally. As you gather clues, you may discover that the conversation is about 
something even more than the situation or problem you’re currently discussing. Listen 
longer by asking more questions.
• Be the world’s best listener, especially when they tell a story about something that 
went wrong. Welcome the information. Ask questions that encourage the conversa-
tion to continue, make eye contact and express genuine concern.

BE CURIOUS, YET UNALARMED
• If the subject being shared makes you uncomfortable, it’s likely just as uncomfort-
able for the one sharing it. Do your best not to let your emotions get the best of 
you—lean in and listen. Be curious, unalarmed, kind and attentive. Then at the right 
moment, you might have an opportunity to connect them to something they need.

COMMUNICATE WITH THE WIDER CIRCLE
• In the event of a personal crisis, it’s always better to have a safety net for the stu-
dent to be able to lean on while walking through it. Together with the child, teenager 
or young adult, help them identify who their wider circle is. Name the other adults in 
their life who they feel safe with. Type their names on a list on their phone, give some 
of them a call to let them know that the child or student may be reaching out for 
help. Support the child by taking some of the weight of an awkward first conversation 
or communication away from them by helping them get the ball rolling. There isn’t 
a kid on the planet who doesn’t benefit from having a wider net of adults who care 
about them.
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3. COMPASSION. Get messy, without getting messed up.
Empathy is huge with the kids you lead. But you’ve got to hang in the balance of 
being able to get in their messes, without getting messed up yourself. Compassion is 
the ability to suffer with someone. It’s powerful to feel for them, and even suffer with 
them, but remember to practice empathy, not entanglement. Sitting in the middle of 
a crisis with a kid is also a great chance to give them the gift of language. They may 
not have words to describe how they feel, but you can show compassion and help 
them form words about how they feel by asking great questions. The compassion 
they find on your couch is also a great opportunity to look outward together. If it’s a 
crisis happening around you and no one can make sense of it, look for the helpers 
and join them in their efforts. You may never know why something happened, but you 
can help a kid know how to feel supported and how to respond with love. 

GET MESSY WITHOUT GETTING MESSED UP
• Sometimes you simply need to sit in the dark with people. Anne Lammott once 
said, “Hope is born in the dark. It watches, it waits, it doesn’t give up.”1 Empathy is 
sitting with someone in their mess or sadness. At the same time, depression is also 
born in the dark. That’s why it’s important not to transfer the struggle and claim it as 
your own. Love with every ounce of empathy in your bones, and make sure to nurture 
your own soul with loving kindness and support.

GIVE LANGUAGE WHEN WORDS ARE HARD TO FIND
• Depending on the phase of the kid you’re in crisis with, they may struggle to find 
words to describe how they feel. Use art, storytelling, poetry or even music and films 
to help a kid describe how they feel. When words are hard to come by, help them tell 
another creative story.

INVITE THEM INTO SIGNIFICANT OPPORTUNITIES TO SERVE
• During a conversation with high school kids who had witnessed the devastation 
caused by hurricane Katrina, we decided as a group to go on a mission trip to New 
Orleans. Together, we decided that if we couldn’t change the effects of this terrible 
storm, we could at least help support the after-effects. We could do something signif-
icant to share hope instead of feeling hopeless. You don’t have to take a mission trip 
to help a kid serve. You can start where you are, with the people in front of you, one 
little act of love at a time. Over time, those significant acts build into hearts that feel 
significant and able to handle the impact of future crisis better.
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4. COMMITMENT. Make a commitment to get them closer to what 
they need.
You may have heard the phrase “partner with parents” for church leaders or “wid-
en the circle” for parents. This means that church leaders need to work alongside 
parents and that parents should look for other adults who can encourage, love and 
speak truth to their kids. So help parents find those other influences. Again, if you 
have a small group culture established in your church, you’ve got a built-in influence 
in a kid’s life. If you imagine your child or a child you know sitting on the couch, hun-
kered down in crisis so heavy that they can’t get up, think about who you would want 
to help them get up again. Who can carry the couch to hope when it’s weighed down 
in worries? Who can help position them in front of grace? Make a choice to get your 
kid in front of grace and point them to hope.  

POSITION KIDS IN FRONT OF GRACE
• Find out what the obstacles are. Look for the people, places or things that seem 
to be blocking a message of grace and truth in a kid’s life. If you’re able to move 
some of them, by all means, move them. If they seem immovable, pray about finding 
another way to make truth and grace visible. It might be that grace and truth are the 
things that stand out and comfort kids and parents in your small group or ministry 
because there seem to be so many barriers in other areas of their lives. Be faithful 
to what you know works, sharing the love of God in a grace-filled and truth-filled 
environment. 

LOOK FOR THE HELPERS
• When a kid experiences a crisis that’s beyond themselves—maybe a natural ca-
tastrophe, a death in the family, or a national tragedy—and isn’t sure where to turn or 
what to do, help them look for the helpers. Teach them to focus on the good that can 
be done when people make a commitment to fight for each other’s hearts.

POINT KIDS TOWARD HOPE
• Even if your own heart is heavy with grief (maybe you’re just as shocked and rocked 
as they are) decide each and every day to choose hope. Hope is what believers have 
when they put their trust in a God who loves them. Hope is born in the dark, when 
the knowledge of light exists in your memory and is shared with the kids you lead.

Neil Postman once said that, “Children are the living messages to a time that we will 
not see.”2 As you stay committed to the grace culture that surrounds your kids, you’ll 
also be sending a message to future generations that there is hope.

Let’s recap what a couch culture looks like by going over the four things you’d proba-
bly find in your church, if you’ve created a safe place for kids in crisis . . .

Connection happens in places where kids can be comfortable, have fun and feel 
included.

Communication is important during crisis because words can either help or hurt.

Compassion is fueled by empathy and helps a kid feel less alone.

Commitment is what it takes to be able to repeatedly get a kid closer to what they 
need most.

And at each phase this is going to look a little different . . .
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Preschoolers need you to instill a deep sense of security.
Elementary kids need you to validate their feelings by revisiting what is true.
Middle schoolers need you to affirm their ability to thrive.
High schoolers need you to support their efforts by relieving pressure.

So let’s go back to our couch. What does your couch say?

Does it say . . .
“Jesus loves you if . . .” 
Or does it say . . . 
“Jesus loves you always”?

A couch culture says, “You can sit here on Sunday, and still be safe here on Fridays.”
A couch culture invites and opens the door for your kids to share even wider.
A couch culture is a grace culture.

When life gets real, you have what it takes to keep a connection.
When your kids don’t have the words, your words can be helpful.
When no one has answers, you can sit with them in the uncertainty.
When they need help, you can offer hope.

A good teacher once told me to always be kind, because everyone has their own 
inner battle going on inside. Everyone needs support, including the families in our 
ministries.
 
And support is something you’re good at giving.

Letting a kid know that Jesus always loves them is something they always need. It’s 
true for every person in history. 

There’s a story about a person in crisis, we don’t know his age, but we know he was 
unable to move and unable to reach Jesus when He came to teach in his city.

There are two kinds of people in this story. Let’s take a look at the story and think 
about which kind of person we want to be. 

One day Jesus was teaching, and Pharisees and teachers of the law were sitting 

there. They had come from every village of Galilee and from Judea and Jerusalem. 

And the power of the Lord was with Jesus to heal the sick. Some men came carrying 

a paralyzed man on a mat and tried to take him into the house to lay him before 

Jesus. When they could not find a way to do this because of the crowd, they went 
up on the roof and lowered him on his mat through the tiles into the middle of the 

crowd, right in front of Jesus (Luke 5:17-19). 

Some of the leaders had unintentionally removed the couches. Maybe in their excite-
ment (or skepticism) they forgot that the space needed to be more spacious? More 
gracious? More hospitable for the hurting?

Some were unable to see the ministry around them. They were safe learning yet un-
able to see the needs. But other leaders weren’t stifled by their limitations. The crowd 
didn’t keep them from the crisis in front of them.

Full of empathy and understanding, they paused to provide support. 
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They decided to do whatever it took to get the one in crisis in front of grace, in a 
position to receive support, to be delivered to a front-row seat to the Grace Giver.

That’s our role. To get kids in front of grace and the Person they need. 

To pull up a couch (or mat) and invite the kid in crisis to experience grace. 

Sometimes you’re doing everything in your strength—combined with a Small Group 
Leader on one side, a parent on another. Maybe there’s even a bunch of friends 
ripping the roof off to get this kid a front-row seat to grace, to a place to receive 
whatever it is that they need next.

Sometimes the ones who are learning with Jesus forget that they can be a grace bar-
rier—a physical “closed door” making it feel impossible to make a crisis comeback. 

But what if our homes and our ministries and our small groups became the champi-
ons of the crisis comeback by being filled with people who are willing to stand up 
and carry someone to grace? What if that place was a simple culture of support and 
grace?

You have what it takes to become that place. Your supportive role will help kids figure 
out how to face whatever is next. When a kid is in crisis, you have what it takes to get 
them a front-row seat to grace.

1Lamott, A. (2005). Plan B: Further Thoughts on Faith. New York: Riverhead Books.
2Postman, N. (1982). The Disappearance of Childhood. New York: Delacorte Press.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What are some ways your ministry communicates a sense of security to kids…

… when there is a national tragedy?
… when someone they love dies?
… when the weather conditions are severe?
… when life changes unexpectedly?
… when there isn’t a reason why?

2. When a child or teenager reveals a crisis they are going through, are there 

people and places where they feel safe in your ministry as they process their 

thoughts, feelings, and next steps?

3. If a kid or teenager brings something to your attention that’s too big for them, 

and possibly too big for you, who do you turn to? Identify for your ministry who 

is on deck (remember, these may be people outside your ministry) to help them 

with their next step when…

… a kid struggles with life itself, suicidal thoughts, depression.
… a kid confesses a mistake.
… a kid is being hurt or hurting someone else.
… a family is in crisis.
… a disaster sends shockwaves through community.
… a kid is frozen in grief.

4. How can parents and church leaders work together to support a kid who is 

going through a personal crisis?
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