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INTRODUCTION

Helping a family in distress is a challenge for several reasons. The first challenge is that the family is likely in crisis. Secondly, the problems they face are probably deeply entrenched and chronic in nature. Further, the family's emotions and behavior patterns have likely become "automatic." Therefore, these fixed processes are quite difficult to break.  Fortunately, it is possible for a family to break long-standing and deeply entrenched bad practices. However, to do this, the family must make the following six agreements. 

1. The family admits they have problems.

2. The family members all admit that they cannot solve the problems.

3. The family members all admit these problems make their family unmanageable.

4. The family agrees they need help.

5. The family is willing to abandon selfish solutions.

6. The family agrees to submit to and implement biblical guidance to solve their problems.    

Exodus 23: 20-33 and portions of Ephesians 5:21-6:4 is the basis for the following pastoral counseling and lay ministry protocol. Other scriptures not mentioned are included too. It is necessary for you to read and understand these passages and the statements derived from them before working with the family.  

Exodus 23: 20-33

20 See, I am sending my angel before you to lead you safely to the land I have prepared for you. 

27 “I will send my terror upon all the people whose lands you invade, and they will panic before you. 28 I will send hornets ahead of you to drive out the Hivites, Canaanites, and Hittites. 29 But I will not do this all in one year because the land would become a wilderness, and the wild animals would become too many to control. 30 I will drive them out a little at a time until your population has increased enough to fill the land. 31 I will fix your boundaries from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean Sea and from the southern deserts to the Euphrates River. I will help you defeat the people now living in the land, and you will drive them out ahead of you. 

32 Make no treaties with them and have nothing to do with their gods. 33 Do not even let them live among you! If you do, they will infect you with their sin of idol worship, and that would be disastrous for you.” (NLT) 

Ephesians 5:21-6:4 (selected portions)

21 And further, you must submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 22 You wives will submit to your husbands as you do to the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of his wife as Christ is the head of his body, the church; he gave his life to be her savior. 24 As the church submits to Christ, so you wives must submit to your husbands in everything. 

25 And you husbands must love your wives with the same love showed the church. He gave up his life for her… 33 So again I say, each man must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. 

6:1-4 Children, obey your parents because you belong to the Lord, for this is the right thing to do. 2 “Honor your father and mother…” 
4 And now a word to you fathers. Don’t make your children angry by the way you treat them. Rather, bring them up with the discipline and instruction approved by the Lord. (NLT)  

Thoughts and Understandings:

Exodus 23: 1-33

1. God helps us in our time of need.

2. He uses divine and temporal means.

3. We must participate in the process.

4. The key to health and happiness is obedience to God and His commands.

5.  Change takes time. 

6. A little infection corrupts the whole.

7. The basis for the relationship between God and man and receiving God’s blessings is loyalty. Example: Israel’s loyalty to God secures God’s loyalty to Israel. 

Ephesians 5: 21-6:4

1. Submitting to each other is how Christians should relate to each other. This does not mean absolute control but voluntarily placing oneself under the authority of another.
2. There is equality between husbands and wives. However, they have separate roles. Example, Jesus is not inferior to the Father but has a different role. 

3. Husbands must imitate Christ’s sacrificial love not exert authority. This means that the husband willingly lays down his life to serve his wife and family even if it means suffering. 

4. Wives are to respect their husbands. 

5. Focus not on submission but duties of those in authority.

6. Children are to obey their parents and parents are to treat children in ways that cause them to want to obey. 

7. Children must obey their parents even if the parents are not believers. However, children are not to obey sinful requests. 

8. Parents are not to be unreasonably severe with their children or ridicule them. 

It is not necessary to memorize these ideas and thoughts. However, you should be familiar enough with them that your mind is primed to apply them when prompted by situations during the counseling process. In addition, a brief encounter with these passages does not substitute for your own personal study. 

Finally, the format for this protocol is different from usual counseling protocols. It is a continuous format with certain pause points. This is because family advisement is dependent upon all family members processing and assimilating information. The pastor or lay minister needs to judge when the family has digested present material and ready for new. 

 Counseling Families in Distress:

Best Practice Procedures

Always begin with best practice procedures. 

Best Practice Procedures:

· Begin on time

· Exchange pleasantries, make the family comfortable

· Pray to open and close the session

· Always be accepting

· Never tell, always question

Before each session:

· Make copies of all necessary forms for each family member

1 
Stabilization

When counseling families in distress, a productive first session is critical. Distressed families have high expectations for solving problems. This anticipation comes packaged with longstanding and deeply ingrained pathological interactions wrapped with volatile emotions. However, be calm and confident. Using this protocol, you will help them.

After making the family comfortable, ask one of the adults to tell you why the family came. 


Ask, “What brings your family here?” Then say, “I will ask everyone the same question. And here is a rule, when someone’s talking everyone listens. There are no interruptions.” 

Listen carefully as the adult talks. Do not ask questions. Now ask the other adult the same question. If someone interrupts, gently raise you hand and say, “Let (John, Angela, Dad, etc.) finish. I promise you will have your chance to speak.”

After everyone has spoken say, “I want to talk with you separately.” If the participants are adults and kids, see the adults together first. After this brief time, see the kids together without their parents. 

This arrangement at first may be a little tense. Some adults may feel this challenges their authority. They may think that we are the adults and they are the kids. Why should the kids get to “tell” on us? 

If this objection arises, handle it this way. Reassure the parents of their authority and the kids' position in the family by saying, “I want all of you to know that I believe the Bible gives God’s structure and authority for the family. This assures the parents and lets the kids know that you respect the parent’s role.

Excuse the kids and say to the adults, “Is the problem we need to fix __________?”  Listen for their input. Take their input, modify your understanding of the problem, and write the problem statement on the board. Have them write it on paper.

Now, excuse the adults work with the kids. Erase the parent’s problem statement before inviting the kids back. Use the same statement you used with the parents. Write their problem statement on the board and ask them to write it on paper.

Invite the parents back into the session. Ask one of the adults to read their problem statement as you write it on the board. Do the same for the kids. Notice, the problem statements may be and probably are different. Discuss the differences. Inspect the statements to identify a common thread that combines the problem statements. 

For example, the parents may say that the kids do not keep their rooms clean, they must tell them to do their chores, and when they do them, they never do them correctly. The kids may say that their parents are too bossy. “We never do anything right no matter how hard as we try. They are always on our case.” 

Now, make the family work to identify a statement that properly identifies the real problem. It could be something like this: “When your parents think you are not being responsible, they become angry and frustrated, yell at you, and then everyone gets angry and fights, right?” 

Notice: This process is important because it begins to stabilize the family.  Here is how: First, it is intellectually satisfying. Everyone says what needs saying in a safe environment. Secondly, it is emotionally satisfying. Verbalizing thoughts relieves pent-up feelings. Additionally, compromising, agreement to some minor change in family dynamics (e.g., no one yells), or a well-dialogued, agreed-to problem statement, temporarily stabilizes the family. Remember your task is leading and facilitating the discussion, not developing the temporary stabilizing concept. THE FAMILY MUST DEVELOP THEIR STABILIZING CONCEPT and AGREE TO IT.  

Next, say, “I am writing the problem down and what the family will do to manage the problem. Do all of you agree? Have the family enter all this information on Form 1 Problem Identification Worksheet included on this CD.

Have everyone sign each other’s form.





Compromising, some minor change to family dynamics, or a well-dialogued problem statement temporarily stabilizes families. 





First, stabilize the family.





Pause Point: It may be appropriate to end here. If so, review and practice the stabilization point. Ask all members to pray for each other by name until the next meeting. Write prayer in the ToolBox. End in prayer by modeling in your prayer how they can pray for each other. 
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