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More Than Meals: Caring for Those That Struggle 

By: Lisa Duke, M.S., LPC 
 
Southern comfort is often offered in a casserole. Food is a warm, reliable, connecting gesture of love; so 
when someone is hurting, it’s almost an instinct to provide meals. If you’re in the inner circle of 
someone who is suffering, however, meals alone won’t sustain healing. Genuine acts of presence and 
love can be life giving when emotional pain becomes a continual companion. Our family has walked 
through traumatic and traditional loss, and we’ve learned some valuable truths as we’ve sat at the foot of 
the cross. 
 
None of us are prepared for intense struggles, and most of us are surprised and confused by suffering. 
Friends and even family often go away after the initial, visible crisis. There’s an illusion that in times of 
struggle people need “space.” People need presence more than distance. Here are a few suggestions for 
providing a ministry of presence to those who are experiencing grief, divorce, illness or any significant 
loss. 
 
Healing is Relational: Loss wounds us, but relationships can be balm to our soul as the rawness of hurt 
seeks to erode our hope. Be an agent of that healing by not going away, not going silent, and not making 
assumptions. Don’t assume that others are reaching out, showing up, or that time is providing healing. 
Presence is always better than distance and that presence may be needed for months or even years. 
 
Allow those that are struggling to tell their stories: The experience of pain needs to be expressed. 
Every struggle is unique; respect that uniqueness and listen well. There can be notable relief from 
simply being heard. Don’t be surprised by the ugliness of the struggle; pain isn’t pretty.  
 
Don’t try and interpret the story: As you listen, don’t try to interpret the story. Don’t assign spiritual 
value or give comparison or platitudes. Many of us can identify with our own attempts to be “Job’s 
advisors” as we try to reconcile experience and explanation. 
 
Do bring meals: Food is a tangible, non-verbal expression of love. Watch for other practical ways to 
show care. Suffering depletes emotional and physical energy.  
 
Healing is seasonal not linear: It ‘s true that healing takes time, but time doesn’t necessarily heal. The 
path through the wilderness also doesn’t follow a straight line. It does appear there are some stages of 
healing; those stages resurface and recycle at unexpected times.  
 
Don’t be afraid to speak: While listening is crucial, don’t be afraid to speak humble words of comfort. 
Struggles can challenge our sense of identity and leave us questioning the foundations of our life. 
Ignoring emotional pain is a bit like ignoring a physical injury. Most of us would continue to check in 
with someone who had an amputation, but most of us fear asking about an emotional amputation.  
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Pray: Of course pray for healing. Ask the Lord to help you provide care at the place of deepest need. 
Ask for insight and perspective that only the Lord can provide. There is great opportunity to be the 
hands and feet of Christ as we give physical, emotional, and spiritual care for those that struggle.  
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