
Helping the Hurting: A Guide for Grieving 
Well and Caring for One Another as a 
Church Family

"The Lord is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such as be of a 

contrite spirit." 3 Psalm 34:18 (KJV)

This guide is written first to those who are hurting, and then to those who are walking beside the hurting. In the landscape of loss, the 

church is not divided into distinct groups of caregivers and grievers. In reality, most of us are both, moving between these roles in 

different seasons of life. We are a family, and within a family, we learn how to carry sorrow together. This guide serves as a biblical and 

pastoral resource to help us understand what grief looks like, how to walk through it personally, and how to wisely help others do the 

same. By integrating timeless scriptural wisdom from the King James Bible with proven, compassionate approaches from fields such as 

Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) and professional chaplaincy, we can equip ourselves to be vessels of God's comfort in a world 

marked by pain.
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When Grief First Arrives - What You Need to Know
What You Are Feeling Is Not Wrong
If you are hurting right now, the first and most essential 

truth you need to know is this: what you are feeling is not 

wrong. Grief is not a sin. It is not a spiritual failure or a mark 

of weak faith. It is the normal, God-designed human 

response to loss, and it is an experience we all share in this 

fallen world. The shortest verse in the Bible, "Jesus wept" 

(John 11:35), provides a profound validation of our tears. In 

the face of his friend Lazarus's death, Jesus, the perfect Son 

of God, was "groaned in the spirit, and was troubled." His 

grief was real and visible. This demonstrates that sorrow is a 

righteous and appropriate response to the brokenness of 

our world. Your tears do not signal a lack of faith; they signal 

that you have loved, and that you have lost.

God's nearness to you is not dependent on your emotional 

strength or the clarity of your thoughts. In fact, Scripture 

promises the opposite. As the Psalmist writes, "The Lord is 

nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and saveth such 

as be of a contrite spirit" (Psalm 34:18, KJV). He does not 

draw near because you are holding it all together; He draws 

near because you are brokenhearted. His presence is a 

promise offered not to the strong, but to the suffering.

The Early Days: Shock and Disorientation
In the early days of loss, there is often no sense of direction, 

only a disorienting fog of shock, heaviness, and profound 

exhaustion. This initial phase is a period of acute crisis. 

Professional chaplains and crisis responders recognize this 

as a time for psychological first aid, where the primary goal 

is not to find answers or meaning, but simply to establish 

safety and stability. Scripture does not promise a quick relief 

from this pain, but it does promise something more 

essential: God's steadfast presence.

This aligns with a core principle of Critical Incident Stress 

Management (CISM), which emphasizes crisis stabilization 

in the immediate aftermath of a traumatic event. The focus 

is on mitigating acute symptoms and providing a safe space 

for the individual to begin processing what has happened. In 

a church context, this means being present without 

demanding a response, offering practical help, and 

reminding the grieving that they are not alone. It is about 

creating an environment where the initial shock can be 

absorbed without the pressure of having to feel or be a 

certain way.

"I will bless the Lord at all times: his praise shall continually be in my mouth. My soul shall make her boast in the Lord: the humble 

shall hear thereof, and be glad. O magnify the Lord with me, and let us exalt his name together"  (Psalm 34:1-3)

Having faith does not mean you will not feel the crushing weight of grief. Rather, faith is what sustains us 

through it. Earlier in that same psalm, David gives language to what faith looks like in the middle of pain. 

The Bible is filled with the stories of faithful men and women who grieved deeply, including David, Job, the 

prophet Jeremiah, and Jesus himself. Their honesty and lament before God serve as a model for us, 

demonstrating that faith can coexist with profound sorrow.
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Understanding What Grief Can Look Like
The Whole-Person Impact of Grief

One of the most merciful things we can do for hurting people—and for ourselves—is to understand what grief 

often does to the body, mind, and emotions. Knowing the common manifestations of grief can remove the fear 

of asking, "What's wrong with me?" Grief is a whole-person experience, affecting every part of our being. The 

CISM framework helps categorize these responses into physical, emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 

domains, providing a clear map for the often-chaotic territory of loss.

Physical 
Manifestations

Fatigue or 

weakness

Headaches or 

nausea

Tightness in 

the chest

Trouble 

sleeping

Emotional 
Responses

Deep sadness 

or frequent 

tears

Anger or 

irritability

Confusion or

numbness

Guilt or regret

Cognitive 
Effects

Replaying 

events

Difficulty 

focusing

Persistent 

"what if" 

questions

Behavioral 
Changes

Withdrawing 

from others

Restlessness

Changes in 

appetite or 

routine

Spiritual Dimensions of Grief

For people of faith, grief is also a spiritual event that can bring about profound 

questions and struggles. It is common to wrestle with questions about God's 

presence, His justice, and His goodness. Even Jesus, in his moment of deepest 

agony on the cross, cried out the words of the Psalmist: "My God, my God, why 

hast thou forsaken me?" (Psalm 22:1, KJV, quoted in Matthew 27:46). This type 

of raw, honest cry, known as lament, is a biblical and holy form of prayer. It is 

not an act of faithlessness, but an act of faith, as it is a turning to God with our 

deepest pain and questions. Professional chaplains recognize that addressing 

feelings of alienation, theological conflict, and loss is a critical part of spiritual 

care. Allowing space for these struggles, without rushing to provide easy 

answers, is essential for authentic healing.
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Giving Yourself Permission to 
Grieve
Grief Does Not Move in Straight 
Lines

Grief does not move in a predictable, linear 

fashion. It is more like the ocean, with 

periods of calm followed by sudden, 

overwhelming waves that can arrive without 

warning. Some days will feel manageable, 

while others may feel as raw as the first day 

of your loss. This is normal. The Bible 

acknowledges that life has seasons, and 

there is a proper time for all things under 

heaven. As Solomon wrote, there is "A time 

to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to 

mourn, and a time to dance" (Ecclesiastes 

3:1, 4, KJV). Giving yourself permission to be 

in the season of weeping and mourning is a 

necessary part of healing.

You Are Allowed To

In the midst of grief, you are allowed to feel 

what you feel. You are allowed to cry or 

remain quiet. You are allowed to talk about 

your loss or sit silently with your thoughts. 

You are allowed to need help longer than 

others expect and to experience setbacks 

even after a string of good days. You are also 

allowed to feel "okay" without feeling guilty 

for it. There is no single right way to grieve. 

Your journey is your own, and you have the 

freedom to navigate it in the way that is true 

to your experience.

No Timetable, No Standard to Prove

Our culture often implicitly places a timetable on grief, suggesting that after a certain 

period, one should be "over it." But God does not impose such deadlines on our healing. 

There is no standard you must meet or emotional state you must prove to anyone. Each 

person's grief journey is unique, shaped by their personality, their relationship with the 

person they lost, and the circumstances of the loss. The process takes as long as it takes. 

The prophet Jeremiah, in his deep sorrow, found comfort not in a speedy recovery, but 

in the steadfast character of God: "For the Lord will not cast off for ever: But though he 

cause grief, yet will he have compassion according to the multitude of his mercies. For 

he doth not afflict willingly nor grieve the children of men" (Lamentations 3:31-33, KJV). 

This passage reminds us that God's heart is one of compassion, and His timeline is one 

of mercy, not impatience.
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How the Church Walks with the Hurting
Presence Over Words

If you are supporting someone who is grieving, one of the most profound truths to understand is this: your 

presence matters more than your words. In moments of deep loss, there is often nothing that can be said to 

make it better. The church's primary role is not to explain the loss, but to embody the nearness of God. 

When Job's friends first came to him after his catastrophic losses, they demonstrated this principle perfectly. 

The Bible says, "So they sat down with him upon the ground seven days and seven nights, and none spake a 

word unto him: for they saw that his grief was very great" (Job 2:13, KJV). Their initial response was not a 

sermon or a series of explanations; it was seven days of silent, shared presence. This act of sitting with him in 

the dust was a powerful ministry in itself.

01

The Ministry of Presence
This concept is known in  crisis care as the "ministry 

of presence." It is a form of psychological first aid, a 

core principle in CISM, which involves providing a 

supportive, non-intrusive presence that helps to 

ground the grieving person in their moment of crisis.

The Apostle Paul gives a simple yet profound 

instruction that captures the heart of this ministry: 

<Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with 

them that weep=  (Romans 12:15). 
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What Love Looks Like in Practice
Show up when you can. A quiet visit or a brief phone 

call can communicate care without demanding 

anything in return. 

When you are with the grieving person, sit without 

rushing the conversation. Allow for silence. 

Listen more than you speak. Listen with your full 

attention to understand their heart. 

Be mindful not to overstay your welcome. 

(Proverbs 25:17)
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The Power of Silent Companionship
It is worth revisiting the example of Job's friends. 

They did three things exceptionally well at the 

beginning: they showed up, they sat down, and they 

remained silent. Their failure came later, when they 

opened their mouths to offer theological explanations 

for his suffering. In the initial, acute phase of grief, 

sometimes the most Christlike response is simply 

your quiet, unwavering presence. 

04

Supporting Through Different 
Phases
In the beginning, a quiet presence and practical help 

may be most needed. Later, the person may need 

someone to listen as they tell their story over and 

over. Further down the road, they may need 

encouragement to re-engage with life. Consistent, 

sustained presence over the long haul is a true mark 

of Christian love. It communicates  that you are 

committed to walking with them for the entire 

journey, not just the initial crisis.
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Guardrails for Loving Well - What to Avoid
Even Sincere Believers Can Unintentionally Increase Pain

In our desire to help, even the most sincere and well-meaning believers can unintentionally increase the pain of the grieving. Grief is 

fragile, and spiritual carelessness—however unintentional—can wound a tender heart. Job, after listening to his friends' lengthy and 

misguided attempts to explain his suffering, finally responded, "I have heard many such things: miserable comforters are ye all" (Job 

16:2, KJV). To avoid becoming miserable comforters, we must learn what to avoid, establishing guardrails that keep us on the path 

of loving well.

1

Avoid Analyzing Grief
It is not our place to evaluate how 

someone is responding to their loss 

or to compare their grief to that of 

others. Job's friends failed precisely 

at this point; they moved from silent 

presence to detailed analysis, trying 

to diagnose the spiritual cause of his 

suffering. This only added to his 

agony. A core principle of CISM is to 

offer validation, not evaluation. We 

are there to affirm that their feelings 

are a valid response to their 

experience, not to judge whether 

they are grieving "correctly." Each 

person's journey is their own, and our 

role is to walk alongside them, not to 

critique their steps.

2

Avoid Comparing Pain
Statements that begin with "At 

least..." or that point out how "others 

have it worse" are rarely helpful. 

Phrases like, "At least you had him for 

so many years," or "At least she is no 

longer in pain," may be factually true, 

but they often serve to minimize the 

present reality of the griever's pain. 

These comparisons and platitudes, 

while often intended to offer 

perspective, can isolate people in the 

middle of their pain, making them 

feel as though their sorrow is being 

discounted. Each loss is uniquely 

significant to the one experiencing it, 

and it deserves to be honored as 

such.

3

Avoid Shallow Theological 
Triteness

In moments of  grief, truth matters, 

but timing also matters. Shallow 

theological statements can feel like 

stones thrown at a wounded soul. 

Phrases like, "God needed another 

angel in his choir," "Everything 

happens for a reason," or "At least 

they're in a better place," can be  

hurtful. The sentiment behind them 

may be a desire to give comfort, they 

often come across as  dismissive of 

the raw pain of loss. Fewer words 

often minister more than many 

words. There will be time for  

theological explanations and 

teaching, but the immediate 

aftermath of a loss is not that time.

"Rather than trying to explain God in the midst of tragedy, we should focus on being present and gently pointing to God's 

nearness in the trial."

Prepared helpers  are trained to avoid causing theological harm. This means they do not impose simplistic answers on complex 

suffering. They understand that part of spiritual care is allowing space for lament, for anger, and for the hard questions directed at 

God. They know that God is big enough to handle our honest cries and that faith is often forged in the crucible of wrestling with 

Him. Our ministry to the grieving must also adopt this posture, creating a safe space for people to be honest about their spiritual 

struggles without fear of judgment. True comfort comes not from having all the answers, but from knowing we can bring all our 

questions to a God who is compassionate and full of grace.
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Carrying Grief Together as a Church 
We Are All Both Caregivers and Grievers

In the life of the church, most of us will find ourselves on both sides of a crisis. We will not only help others in 

their time of need, but we will also be the ones in need of help, grieving our own losses. This is not a weakness; 

it is an essential part of belonging to a family of faith. The Apostle Paul speaks to this dynamic when he writes 

that God "comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, 

by the comfort wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God" (2 Corinthians 1:4, KJV). Our own experiences 

of being comforted by God in our grief become the very resource from which we draw to comfort others. This 

beautiful cycle of receiving and giving comfort is at the heart of Christian community.

Give Yourself Permission To

When you are in the role of a caregiver, it is vital to 

remember that you are not an inexhaustible 

resource. You must give yourself permission to care 

for your own soul. This means you are allowed to 

ask for prayer when you feel the weight of 

another's sorrow. You are allowed to accept 

support from others who want to help. It is not only 

okay, but wise, to step back when you feel 

overwhelmed and to lean on others when your 

own emotional strength runs low. You cannot give 

what you do not have, and tending to your own 

spiritual and emotional well-being is a prerequisite 

for effectively caring for others.

The Cost of Compassion

We cannot absorb the great emotional and spiritual 

weight of another person's grief without it costing 

us something. CISM and chaplaincy professionals 

refer to this as "vicarious trauma" or "compassion 

fatigue." It is the natural consequence of entering 

into another's suffering. Recognizing this cost is not 

a sign of failure, but of healthy self-awareness. God 

does not ask us to carry these heavy burdens alone. 

In fact, He commands us not to. Acknowledging our 

own limits and seeking support is an act of faithful 

stewardship of the emotional resources God has 

given us.

"Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ" (Galatians 6:2, KJV)

God designed the church to be a community that bears burdens together. Paul's instruction to the Galatians is 

clear: "Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ" (Galatians 6:2, KJV). The author of 

Ecclesiastes echoes this wisdom, stating, "Two are better than one... For if they fall, the one will lift up his 

fellow: but woe to him that is alone when he falleth; for he hath not another to help him up" (Ecclesiastes 4:9-

10, KJV). The body of Christ is designed to function together, especially in times of suffering. We are God's 

provision for one another. When one part of the body hurts, the other parts rally to support it. This mutual 

support is not just a good idea; it is God's ordained plan for how His people navigate the sorrows of this life.
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Choosing Not to Waste the Pain
Tragedy Does Not Produce Good, But God Can Redeem Our Response

It is a dangerous and unhelpful platitude to say that tragedy is "good." The loss of a loved one, the pain of a 

devastating diagnosis, the sorrow of a broken world—these things are not good. They are the result of sin and death, 

and God himself grieves over them. However, our faith rests on the profound truth that while the pain itself is not 

good, God is near in the pain, and He is able to redeem our response to it. The Apostle Paul articulated this hope 

when he wrote, "And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the 

called according to his purpose" (Romans 8:28, KJV). This verse does not promise that all things are good, but that 

God, in His sovereignty, can work even the most painful things together for an ultimate good in the lives of His 

children.

God Hears the Cries of the Hurting
In the midst of suffering, it can be easy to feel that 

our prayers are hitting the ceiling, that our cries are 

unheard. But Scripture repeatedly affirms that God 

hears the cries of the hurting. The Psalmist declares, 

"The righteous cry, and the Lord heareth, and 

delivereth them out of all their troubles" (Psalm 

34:17, KJV). In another poignant image, he writes, 

"Thou tellest my wanderings: put thou my tears in 

thy bottle: are they not in thy book?" (Psalm 56:8, 

KJV). This beautiful metaphor paints a picture of a 

God who is so intimately acquainted with our 

sorrow that He collects our tears, each one precious 

and accounted for. Our grief matters to God. He 

does not dismiss it, and He does not ignore it.

This Season Is Not Wasted
While we would never choose to enter a season of 

grief, God can use it to produce a spiritual harvest in 

our lives and in the life of our church. This season of 

sorrow is not wasted if it produces More Prayer, as 

a church is driven to its knees in dependence on 

God. It is not wasted if it produces More 

Tenderness, as hearts are softened to the things of 

God and the pain of others. It is not wasted if it 

produces More Gospel Urgency, as we are 

reminded that our time on this earth is short and 

that tomorrow is not guaranteed. And it is not 

wasted if it produces More Unity, as a church family 

is drawn closer together in love and mutual support, 

rather than being fractured by the trial.

The Difference Is in Our Response

Ultimately, pain can make us bitter or it can make us better. It can make us distant from God or desperate for Him. It 

can leave us divided or draw us into deeper unity. The difference is not in the loss itself, but in how we respond to it. 

Do we turn inward in isolation, or do we turn outward to our community and upward to our God? The prophet Isaiah 

speaks of a day when God will bring about a great exchange: "To appoint unto them that mourn in Zion, to give unto 

them beauty for ashes, the oil of joy for mourning, the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness" (Isaiah 61:3, 

KJV). This is the redemptive work that God desires to do in our lives, turning the ashes of our grief into something 

beautiful for His glory.
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Hope and Restoration in Christ
The Ultimate Hope

For the believer, grief, as painful as it is, does not have the final word. Our ultimate hope is anchored in the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ and the promise of our own future resurrection. The Apostle Paul encouraged the 

Thessalonian believers with this truth: "But I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning them 

which are asleep, that ye sorrow not, even as others which have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and 

rose again, even so them also which sleep in Jesus will God bring with him" (1 Thessalonians 4:13-14, KJV). 

Our sorrow is different from the sorrow of the world because it is a sorrow infused with a certain and glorious 

hope. The final chapter of the biblical story is not a funeral, but a wedding feast. John the Apostle was given a 

vision of this future reality: "And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more 

death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away" 

(Revelation 21:4, KJV). This is the promise that sustains us in our darkest hours.

God's Faithfulness 
Through the Valley

This future hope does not negate the 

present pain, but it does give us the 

strength to endure it. The famous 

words of Psalm 23 declare, "Yea, 

though I walk through the valley of the 

shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for 

thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff 

they comfort me" (Psalm 23:4, KJV). It 

is significant that the psalmist 

describes walking through the valley, 

not around it or over it. God's promise 

is not that He will keep us from 

suffering, but that He will be with us in 

the midst of it. His presence is our 

comfort in the darkest places. This is 

the unwavering promise of our faithful 

God, who has said, "I will never leave 

thee, nor forsake thee" (Hebrews 13:5, 

KJV).

Moving Forward with Hope

Grief does not have an expiration date, but its 

character can change over time. As we lean on God 

and our community, the sharp, acute pain can 

soften into a tender ache. The loss remains a part 

of our story, but it does not have to be the defining 

chapter. We learn to carry both the sorrow of our 

loss and the hope of our future restoration in 

Christ. He is our ultimate comfort, the one who is 

making all things new, and the one who will one 

day turn all our mourning into dancing.
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Conclusion

We are a family, and in the family of God, we are learning how to grieve well together. 

The journey of sorrow is not one that any of us would choose, but it is a path that all of 

us will walk at some point. In this shared human experience, we have a unique 

opportunity to live out our faith in the most tangible of ways. The roles of the hurting 

and the helper are not static; they are sacred callings that we will each inhabit in 

different seasons. As we navigate these seasons, may we hold fast to the foundational 

truths of our faith: God is near to the brokenhearted. God hears our cries and keeps our 

tears. And God comforts us, not always by removing the pain, but by His steadfast 

presence in the midst of it. May we, as a church, be a people who are not afraid of 

sorrow, but who, by God's grace, learn to enter into it with one another, bearing each 

other's burdens and pointing each other to the unfailing hope we have in Jesus Christ.

Family
We belong to God's 

family

Grieve Together
Walk sorrow side by 
side

Serve as Helpers
Bear one another's 

burdens

Trust God
God is near and 
comforts

"Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies, and the God of all 

comfort; Who comforteth us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort them which are in any 

trouble, by the comfort wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God." 3 2 Corinthians 1:3-4 (KJV)
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