
Advice for the Hurting Caregiver 

A casserole is the ultimate comfort food for me.  It doesn’t matter what the
ingredients are. They are almost always creamy warm comfort, oozing with cheese.
 My husband who is from Mexico does not understand casseroles and is always very
suspicious of the ingredients. He asks, “What is this, anyway?”  I say, “Cheese.” He
looks at me as though that is not a very convincing answer, and I wonder how I
could have married a man who is so mistrustful of cheese.  When we brought our
children home, our friends all signed up to bring us dinner for a month. More often
than not, friends showed up at our door with warm casseroles – cream and broccoli,
chicken and rice, and always, always, with cheese on top.

Casseroles are often brought to people enduring some type of loss or hardship.
 They are a warm expression of comfort given to remind people that they are not
forgotten, given to acknowledge grief; however, not all hardships are shared.
 Parents are more likely to share, “My child has leukemia,” than “I just had to call
911 and have my teenager admitted to the mental hospital.” Both situations are
tragic, but in the first, help is called for on social media and at church podiums.
People flock with promises of prayers and start a dinner train. Updates are posted
and shared on social media. Money is sometimes raised, and generosity is
experienced even from strangers. In the latter example, however, parents often
keep quiet. Rumors spread, people whisper, but grief is not shared.  People don’t
know what to say or how to ask.

I heard parents say once that they were collecting stories to tell at their child’s
wedding.  The immediate thought I had was, “That must be nice.” It struck me that
so many of the parents I work with do the opposite.  They collect stories they will not
tell. They stay alone. There are hurts parents can’t share – shame so deep, wounds
so raw, regrets they can’t speak, pain that never ends, and the heartache of broken
children they can’t repair.  These parents suffer alone, retreating like an armadillo
rolling quickly into an armored shell. No one can be let in. They don’t get casseroles
and promises of prayers. They don’t get invitations or sympathetic glances.

There are things inside of this rolled-up shell that no one really wants to see.   When
they ask “How is everything?”, they really don’t want to know, and if they do want to
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know, your radar goes up.  You must protect your family. There are things inside of
this shell that are so holy, so broken, so precious, that you must retreat.  Retreat – a
word that sounds like surrender, but to these families it feels like a war. There is no
time for socializing. There is no time for small talk.  There is no time for texting.
There is no world outside of the shell.

This is the place no one visits.  People talk about these places in whispers, but no
one wants to go there. The suffering is too raw.  These are the prayer requests never
asked for. These families rarely ask for help.

Here are some of the families rolled up in a shell:

Mental illness in the family

Mental illness hospitalizations

Incarceration of family member

Addictions within the family

Children with disabilities that don’t improve year after year

Adoption disruption in a family

Sexual abuse within the family

Families of those in fulltime ministry

How you can help a family that is quietly suffering?

Give a practical gift that can’t be refused

You can send a card in the mail with a restaurant gift certificate.  You can order
pizza for them and tell them when it will be delivered.  You can hire someone to
clean their house or pick up loads of laundry. Unless you have been in a forgotten
place, you can’t imagine what these small gestures mean to a family.

Invite them over

These families generally feel isolated and are often excluded from social events
because there is an assumption that their lives are just too complicated for fun.



 Include them anyway. Their lives will often continue to be hard, and a fun night out
is often the exact thing that is needed.

Say Something

Don’t fill the space with false reassurances or spiritual words that minimize suffering
and normalize their pain.  It is Ok to say, “I don’t know what to say, but I really
wanted to reach out to you,” or “I just wanted you guys to know that I am thinking
about you.”  If you have a history of similar suffering, and you are comfortable
sharing that, this can be an incredible comfort.

Don’t Give Advice

If things were as simple as an outsider looking in and offering a formula for fixing the
problem, don’t you think the problem would be fixed by now?  These things are
complicated. These families are often living day by day, just trying to make the next
right decision.
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