A Biblical Foundation for Creating Safe Places
By Kathy Collard Miller

The book of Job offers foundational wisdom for creating safe places. Job’s friends show us both the loving and the unloving ways of giving Job a safe place.

Job’s friends create a safe place in the beginning by literally sitting in silence for seven days with Job as he pours out his grief and sorrow. Of course, in our gatherings, the idea isn’t to say nothing while one person talks endlessly. But Job’s friends do give an incredible gift of listening without criticism nor evaluation. They do not tell him what to do or say.

Unfortunately, in time they feel compelled to step in with their own brand of “help.” Job’s then calls them “sorry counselors” (Job. 16:2).

What Not To Do

1. Job’s friends give Job the impression that the innocent do not suffer; therefore Job must be guilty of something. In effect, they don’t believe what Job is saying about his innocence, even though they have absolutely nothing to base their opinion on.
2. They give pat answers without compassion. They want to be heard, not dialogue.

3. They don’t ask any questions. If they’d really wanted to know Job’s heart, they would have found out he had a tremendous passion for God. 
4. Job’s friends decide his guilt taking on a role of jury that God did not give them.

5. They give instructions that may or may not be God’s ideas. “If only you would...” Saying that to someone is never helpful. It only makes it seem like you’re giving them a guarantee of a fast solution and usually there aren’t any fast solutions to emotional pain. 

6. They demand to be agreed with. Their attitude is “Accept everything we say without argument or discernment. We know what’s best for you.” 
General Inappropriate Responses
· Shock: “I can’t believe you did/said that!”
· Unrealistic expectations of their ability to cope: “Why haven’t you conquered this yet?”

· Make promises you can’t keep: “I’ll always be here for you!”

· Say something reassuring that may not be true.

What To Do

Now, let's look at some positive responses.

1. Help the hurting person find the underlying cause of their hurt. 

2. Reflect back their feelings (Romans 12:15). Say things like, “I can really hear the hurt in your voice.” Or, “You must really be feeling angry about that.” 

3. Determine at what point, if any, giving ideas for growth or change is appropriate. The leader of the group must be the one who initiates asking if the hurting person would like some ideas for growth or change. If the person does, realistic, small steps of growth should be given.

4. Help in practical ways (Romans 12:13). If they need help, find someone or direct them to someone who can give them the assistance they need.

5. Pray with them (Philippians 1:4). It’s often effective to pray something like, “Heavenly Father, Suzie is really feeling depressed and desperate right now…” Bringing their pain before God’s throne will comfort and affirm them.

6. Say too little rather than too much (James 1:19). It may be hard, but sometimes your silence is more supportive than lots of words. 
7. Don’t compare their situation to someone else unless they ask for ideas from other people (Galatians 1:4). 

8. Find out their definition of support (Galatians 6:2,5). What exactly do they think will help them? Ask, rather than assume. Your questions will also direct them toward a point of action. Asking questions also helps them to think more clearly than if you just told them what they should do.

Appropriate Responses From Scripture 
At times, a gathering may require confrontation while still remaining a place of safety. Consider these biblical examples.
· Jesus with Mary and Martha when Lazarus died: Jesus didn’t put them down for their grief but gently pointed them to the truth.

· Ruth’s response to Naomi: by Naomi’s own confession, she was deeply depressed; yet, Ruth was supportive and never told her, “You shouldn’t feel that way; just trust God!”

· Nathan confronted David about David’s sin by telling a story which involved David’s emotions, rather than just condemning him for his adultery.
· Aquila and Priscilla as they ministered to Apollos: they didn’t do it publicly but invited him to their home to discuss it privately. 
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