
             HOW CAN I HELP YOU?
Serving Begins By Asking the Right Questions

Text: Romans 12:9-16

Serve Needs (Part 3)

Called to Help

Sooner or later, all of us find ourselves confronted with scenarios like these. 
The news comes that one of your friends has been diagnosed with a terminal 
illness.  Or maybe you learn that somebody you know has just lost a loved one 
to murder, suicide, or a tragic accident. Perhaps a baby has miscarried. A child 
or sibling is dead or disfigured. Maybe a neighbor has lost a job without any 
hope of replacing it. Or their spouse has decided to leave them. What do you 
do in moments like these?

If we are Christians, then we know that simply standing on the sidelines in such 
seasons is not really an option. We serve a God whose passion is to “bind up 
the broken-hearted” (Isa 61:1).  “I will bind up the injured and 
strengthen the weak” (Ezek 34:16), says our God. “For the Lord comforts 
his people and will have compassion on his afflicted ones” the Bible 
declares (Isa 49:13).  Jesus said: “A new command I give you: Love one 
another as I have loved you” (John 13:35). So “bear each other’s 
burdens,” writes the Apostle Paul, “and so fulfill the law of Christ” (Gal 
6:2).  If we follow this God the Bible reveals, then we know that when 
someone is in crisis, we are meant to help. We are called to serve needs.

No Helping Without Some Hurting

The more difficult question, however, is “HOW?” More specifically, “How can I 
help without hurting?”  I ask this particular question because rendering 
appropriate service in times of crisis is complicated. Coming close to people in 
pain is a tumultuous experience.  As a young pastor, I used to go into hospitals 
to see sick people and come out feeling sick myself.  I’d get near to grieving or 
dying people and start to feel deep sadness or fears about my own mortality I 
didn’t want to face. To this day, I’m unable to care for people in marital or 
parental crisis without feeling pangs of concern for my own family. I never 
stand with people tormented by their sinful choices without feeling some 
increased anguish about my own unresolved sin. I hear others talking about 
maintaining some “professional distance” from the pain of people in need, and 
it is hard for me to get there. As Christians, I’m not sure we are ever supposed 
to get there.  

The Apostle Paul says, “Love must be sincere” (Gal 12:9).  Serving the needs 
of someone in crisis isn’t a clinical act from an emotional distance; it’s a 



“sincere” – as in deep and true -- entrance into the complexity of someone 
else’s confusion in a way that is bound to ruffle you up.  If you are going to 
get down in the ditch with people like the Good Samaritan did, you are going 
to get blood on your hands like Jesus did. If you are going to help people pass 
through sin, sickness, or death you are going to be pierced by the pain of these 
things as well. If you are going to come close to the poor you are going to be 
heartbroken by the circumstances that broke them. The bottom line is that the 
deepest kind of helping almost always involves some measure of hurting. The 
most significant serving sends us into suffering. Remember the Cross. 

Strategies We Use to Maintain Our Safety

Maybe that’s why a lot of us resort to what I’d call  “SAFETY STRATEGIES” 
when we encounter somebody with a really devastating need.  What I mean is 
that many of us adopt an approach to caring or serving that is unconsciously 
aimed at preserving our own emotional safety. As understandable as this is, it 
actually hurts the very people we intend to help. People in crisis repeatedly 
describe three particularly unhelpful behaviors they meet in would-be “servants” 
or “care-givers.”  They can be summed up in three words. What people in crisis 
do NOT need from us is Separation, Superficiality, and Spiritualizing.

“What hurts me most,” one man with terminal cancer said, “is the SEPARATION 
from others. People avoid me now. It’s like I’m already dead.” A man who’d 
been given notice he was to be laid off from his company confided: “People I 
worked alongside for years, avoid eye-contact with me now. I’m a leper to 
them.”  A woman going through a divorce shared: “The friends we had as a 
couple no longer call me.  You’d think that I’d divorced them.” It’s awful to 
have your health or your job or your marriage die.  But it’s agony to be 
separated from the living.  

Even when people aren’t so consumed with their own safety that they stop 
coming around or calling, the conversations people often have with those in 
crisis need are marked by a kind of SUPERFICIALITY that is either wearying or 
wounding to the already hurting person.  A dying friend once shared with me: 
“What really wearies me are all the repetitive shallow conversations I have to 
have. I am so tired of answering people’s questions about my condition and the 
chemo treatments. It’s like they weren’t listening the first ten times I explained 
it all to them.  Or then they just breeze on about the Bears or the weather. 
What I’d like to talk about today is how scared I am of dying, how uncertain I 
feel about God, and about all the things I’m going to miss.”

And then there are those people who preserve their sense of safety by 
SPIRITUALIZING things with someone in crisis.  “I guess God must have needed 
Joe more in heaven than here.”  Or “God must really have a lot of confidence in 
your faith to have you go through something like this.” Or “You know, God 
never closes a door without opening a window someplace.”  Have you heard 



people say this sort of thing?  Have you said it?  

The Apostle Paul says that we should “never be lacking in zeal, but keep 
our spiritual fervor, serving the Lord” (Roms 12:11).  For some reason we 
often conclude that doing this means defending God’s providence or issuing 
sermons at the point of people’s deepest pain. Why can’t we simply stand with 
people in their naked need, amidst the mystery and the mess of it, as Jesus did?  
In John 11, we read of how Jesus heard the news that his friend Lazarus was 
dead and his sisters were in agony over it. Jesus knew about God’s power to 
bring life out of death. He would actually raise Lazarus from the grave about 
half an hour later. Jesus had every appropriate word of truth and wisdom at his 
disposal. So what did he say to Mary and Martha when they were crying out in 
anguish about why God had let this happen?  Answer: Nothing. John 11:35 
reports: “Jesus wept.”

Strategies for Serving Sincerely

If we want to serve the needy, we must be open to feeling the hurt in our own 
flesh, as Jesus did. We have to push past the temptation to separate ourselves, 
or remain on the superficial level, or spiritualize everything. In other words, we 
need to surrender our emotional safety. Once we’ve done this, we can begin to 
serve others more sincerely and Romans 12 offers us some strategies for doing 
just that.

First of all, St. Paul says, if you want your love to be sincere, then “hate what 
is evil; cling to what is good” (Roms 12:9).  That admonition suggests 
another question it is helpful to ask when you’re with someone in a place of 
crisis need. Ask them: “What feels especially wrong or evil about your 
situation?”  People in pain need permission to talk openly and specifically about 
their experience of darkness, even if it doesn’t feel safe. They need to know 
that somebody else understands what is particularly hard for them, and that 
you hate it too. 

A little boy was very late in coming home from school one day. “What in the 
world were you doing all this time!” his worried mom demanded. “I met a kid 
whose books got dumped on the ground by some bullies,” he explained. “It 
took you THAT long to help him pick them up?” she asked. “No, but it took 
awhile helping him cry.”  We can’t always pick up all the pieces that sin and 
death shatter in this life.  We can, however, always assure people that they are 
not alone in the ruins. As Paul says in Romans 12:15,  sometimes we just need 
to “mourn with those who mourn.”

Another question to ask someone in crisis is: “Where are you seeing any good?”  
A dear friend of mine passed away after a three-year battle with a rare disease. 
As I’ve shared once before, one of the things Jim most enjoyed talking about 
was what he called the “ironic grace” he’d experienced through his illness. He 



choked up as he spoke of the deeper bond he’d found with his wife, the 
greater pleasure he took in simple things he’d always taken for granted, the 
hope he found in the promises of God – even though he struggled to trust 
them at times. The Apostle John once wrote:  “The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:5).  Sometimes, 
people just need a little bit of help spotting that light, but if you help them 
look for themselves, rather than preaching it at them, most people eventually 
discern the rays of God’s grace. Seeing those rays will not remove all their 
needs, but it will remind them of the One who still works for their good in the 
midst of life’s struggle.

Paul also encourages us to “share with God's people who are in need. 
Practice hospitality” (Roms 12:13).  Time and again, I’ve heard from people 
whose life has come unraveled how much small acts of practical hospitality 
have meant to them.  They talk about the person who left a casserole by their 
door or sent a restaurant gift certificate. They marvel over the person who came 
in to babysit so they could get away and think through their circumstances. 
They praise God for the person who invited them out for coffee and just 
listened, or helped them think though their options and next steps, or bought 
them a meal, or gave them a coat, or wrote them a letter, or got them a job 
interview, even if they couldn’t solve all their needs.  

It must be said, however, that some people in crisis need just the opposite. 
They need margin more than anything else. That’s especially true at the end of 
life. When someone feels so ugly, miserable, and out of control, they don’t 
need us stopping by. Their family doesn’t need us interrupting their last 
precious days, so that we can feel like we’ve done “something.” Sincere service 
requires that we, “be devoted to one another in brotherly love.” And that 
means seeking to “honor one another above yourselves” (Roms 12:10). 
The number one mistake we often make when it comes to serving needs – 
especially for those in crisis -- is that we do what makes US feel better instead 
of honoring what makes THEM feel better. Sometimes the only way to know 
their need is to simply ask: “What would feel like help right now?” and then 
honor that. 

Let me close by saying that as we seek to serve the needs of others in times of 
crisis, we are called to “be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, and 
faithful in prayer” (Roms 12:12).  Being “joyful in hope” doesn’t mean 
putting on a smiley-face and glossing over suffering. It means being one of 
those steady people folks in crisis can lean on because we are leaning in trust 
on God at a time when they hurt too much to feel Him near.  Being “patient 
in affliction” means being one of those people who aren’t surprised that 
moving through adversity is a long journey, with many ups and downs. And 
being “faithful in prayer” means exactly that. It involves faithfully praying 
that God will do in the heart and life of a hurting person a work of healing 
beyond what we as caregivers can ourselves do.  



Truly serving needs in the way Jesus models begins by asking the right 
questions.  I suppose this is why Jesus asked so many of them himself: “Where 
are you?” (Gen 3:9)  “Do you want to get well?” (John 5:6) “What do 
you want me to do for you?” (Mark 10:51)  He wants us to enter into the 
life of other people with that kind of curiosity too. Somebody you will meet out 
there in days ahead will really need YOU and what you have to offer. Don’t let 
them find in you the penchant for safety they’ve met in so many others. Let 
them meet instead a passion for sincerity – a commitment to that daring servant 
love we meet most perfectly in Jesus, who once entered into the messy 
suffering of this world to serve our deepest needs. v
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