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By Tony Bianco  

As a minister to families, parents, and students, you will encounter a myriad of difficult 
situations and conflicts. Few are as difficult as when a student in your ministry receives a 
diagnosis of a long-term illness, terminal disease, or cancer. The circumstance can pull on 
your heart-strings and test your ministry stamina. That’s why it’s important to prepare an 
effective and consistent strategy in advance of the need. 

I serve at a church in Houston, Texas, near MD Anderson, one of the leading hospitals in 
the country for cancer treatment and testing. As a result, I often meet and counsel families 
who are struggling with a diagnosis and seeking hope during their storm.  

Based on my experiences, I recommend the five following guidelines as you prepare to 
care for families with a sick child. 

Create a Plan 

A plan may seem like a simple strategy, but a diagnosis often comes unexpectedly. 
Developing a plan in advance ensures your team/ministry knows your expectations, critical 
partnerships are in place, and the family will experience a consistent, loving response.  

Choose and set up a meal-sharing website/program in advance, coordinate with a local 
florist to negotiate special pricing and procedures, and decide the method/platforms of 
communication you will utilize.  

Be Present 

Often in ministry, you must counsel and support families and students with issues you 
have never personally faced. This circumstance is especially true when dealing with an 
illness. The pressure to share the right words is real. However, what families need to know 
is they are not alone. Being present in the situation speaks louder than any words you 
could share.  

Be Proactive  

Contact the parents as soon as you learn of the sickness to communicate care. Be sure to 
ask them about visitors. Many people appreciate an actual visit and draw strength from 
that tangible show of support. However, not everyone desires company within the moment.  

5 Ways to Care for a Family 
with a Sick Child 



The key is to be sensitive to each family’s situation. Here are some practical tips to utilize 
when considering a visit. 

•    Ask permission before you visit. 
•    Establish the amount of time you plan to stay (1:00-2:00, or I can visit for 2 hours). 
•    Carefully consider whether to show up the first day.  
•    Bring something with you (a snack or meal, flowers, a gift card, or a gift basket). 

In the case of families who do not want to (or cannot) receive visitors, you can still be 
proactive to care for them. Call, text, message, or send a card or email to stay involved 
and let them know you are there for them. 

Connect 

A parent whose child is going through an unexpected illness may feel very alone. Although 
you may implement your plan and make every effort to be present, they may still feel 
helpless and overwhelmed. You show them care when you connect them with another 
parent or adult who may have experienced a similar issue or struggle.  

In my own life, I find it hard to discuss things when I don’t think others can understand. 
Parents of seriously ill children uniquely feel this. If you can facilitate a connection with 
another adult who has experienced their situation, it can result in a relationship that will 
minister to them for years to come.  

Before you make the connection, check with the family for permission to pass on their 
information. Each family values privacy differently.  

Follow Up 

Once the illness has come to its completion—whether in recovery or remission—people 
naturally move on. Remember that this family’s struggle may be something that lingers and 
may have residual effects. It’s so important to follow-up and express love and concern.  

Set a reminder or add an event to your calendar as a trigger to follow up and let the family 
know that you still care. Regular contact throughout the subsequent months (or years) will 
allow them to see your heart for them and provide additional opportunities for ministry. 
  
Families who face the long-term illness of a child are in a vulnerable, desperate situation. 
Don’t be afraid to step into their space gently. In the Bible, Jesus often healed and met the 
physical needs of people before he tried to address their spiritual needs. By preparing a 
plan and prayerfully seeking to care for them, God can use your ministry to bring people 
closer to Him.



5 Ways to Care for a Family 
with a Sick Child 

CONNECT

Families want to know they 
are not alone, yet often feel 
no one can understand their 
situation.


- Connect them with 
another parent or adult 
who has experienced a 
similar issue or struggle.


- Offer to connect them to 
counseling, if needed.

FOLLOW UP

Make an effort to 
remember and follow up- 
even after the illness or 
season is over.


- Send a card, message, 
or text. 


- Set reminders on your 
calendar for regular 
follow-up.

HAVE A PLAN

A plan provides clear 
expectations and a 
consistent response- and 
keeps you from 
scrambling in the 
moment. 


- Set up a meal-sharing 
website/ program


- Coordinate and 
negotiate with florist


- Establish 
communication 

BE PROACTIVE

Families want to know 
others care, but be 
sensitive to their 
preference for visitors.


- Ask permission before 
you visit.


- Establish the amount 
of time you plan to 
stay.


- Bring something with 
you.

BE 
PRESENT.



By Tony Bianco 

Difficult conversations are a daily occurrence in family ministry. Talking with students about 
behaviors, choices, and dating is tough, but also familiar and expected. One unforeseen 
conversation you may have with a student is one whose parent is seriously ill or battling a 
problematic diagnosis. There is no easy way to prepare for these discussions. 

As a Student Minister for more than fifteen years, I have counseled many students whose 
parent or grandparent is undergoing a non-routine medical procedure. From infections and 
comas to difficult diagnoses or cancer treatments, a sick parent places an unusual strain 
on a student. I wish that every situation resulted in a return to full health, but sadly, they 
have not.  

Below are four strategies and ideas to help you walk alongside a student whose parent is 
ill. 

Cultivate Communication 

Depending on your ministry context, it may be natural or quite challenging to know when a 
student/family is experiencing a medical crisis. Often, families build a wall around personal 
situations because they feel the pressure to “fit” or “look” a certain way. The easiest way to 
break down the barricade is to cultivate communication with your students.  

Create a prayer request wall or start an email account/text message number for students 
and families to submit requests. Believe it or not, your students might not know that you 
want to pray for them and their families.  

Ask specific questions, such as “How are things at home?”  or “How can I be praying for 
you?” When students realize that you care and want to know about their life and struggles, 
they will open up and tell you.  

This communication cultivation also applies to the leaders in your ministry. You may not be 
able to have a deep relationship with every student, but your leaders can delve into the 
lives of the students in their small groups. When they learn of needs, they can share them 
with you. Sometimes the hardest part of the ministry is just knowing about the need in the 
first place. 

4 Ways to Walk with a Student 
Whose Parent is Ill



Be Present 

A sick parent will often be unable to attend or participate in regular events. Their absence 
creates a space for you, and your team, to connect and be present in the student’s life.  
Show up at a basketball game, band concert, musical, or chess tournament. Grab some 
other members of their discipleship group and surprise the student.  

As you and your ministry team find ways to support the student, you continually show them 
they matter during this difficult season. It also communicates care to their family and fills a 
need for the sick parent, as well. 

Offer Assistance 

A sick parent creates challenges for the whole family. Some families will never tell you they 
need help, while others will subtly drop hints or mention areas of struggle.  

Create a meal train, coordinate people to babysit, collect donations to buy groceries, 
volunteer to run errands, or help with housework. Consider offering a camp scholarship or 
discounted fees for a student event.  

Be creative! There are countless ways to assist a family in their time of need. 

Normalcy 

In times of unexpected illness, schedules become erratic and inconsistent.  Doctor 
appointments, hospital visits, and time away from work become regular occurrences.  

A great way to minister to a student and their family is to help create some normalcy. If the 
family always enjoyed pizza on Friday nights, pick up a pizza, and deliver it to them. If they 
attend the children or youth service on Wednesday night, then make sure they have a ride.  

Look for things that were once part of this family’s routine and help to bring about 
restoration. Creating pockets of normalcy will help the student cope with the other, more 
challenging aspects of this situation. 

No matter the details of the illness or diagnosis, dealing with a sick parent is hard. You 
may not always know the right words to say, but you communicate love and concern by 
showing up and giving support. The reassurance that someone cares is often enough to 
help a student cope.



4 Ways to Walk with a Student 
Whose Parent is Ill

CULTIVATE 
Sometimes the hardest part of a ministry is just knowing about the needs  
around you. Cultivate a culture of communication within your ministry and 
allow leaders to serve as a conduit of communication regarding student 
needs.

BE
Illness often prevents a parent from being present and connected in their 
student’s life. Train a team of adult volunteers to understand and share in this 
need. Step in, and together, show up to games, programs, and events.

OFFER
An illness often disrupts and drains the family finances and resources. Offer 
to help with monetary gifts, errands, chores, and childcare.

CREATE
Find ways to alleviate the chaotic schedule and create some normalcy 
for the student and family. Help them stick to routines of family life they 
enjoyed before the illness.



Thinking ! Y". 
Dear    , 

 I am thinking of you during this time. 
You are a strong and courageous parent who 
is resilient. There is a pack of parents who 
support you. You are not alone.  

We believe in you. You CAN do this!

Sincerely, 

Sincerely, 

Thinking ! Y". 
Dear    , 

 I am thinking of you during this time. 
You are a strong and courageous parent who 
is resilient. There is a pack of parents who 
support you. You are not alone.  

We believe in you. You CAN do this!



From: 

From:



Thinking of You. 
  , 

There are no words we can share to make 
this easier. Pain is not an easy path to walk. 
But we see how you are bold and brave 
every day. There is a group of students who 
support you. You are not alone. We believe 
in you.  

You CAN do this! 

With respect, 

Thinking of You. 
  ,   

There are no words we can share to make 
this easier. Pain is not an easy path to walk. 
But we see how you are bold and brave 
every day. There is a group of students who 
support you. You are not alone. We believe 
in you.  

You CAN do this! 

With respect,



From: 

From:



What do you call a horse 
that swims under water? 

TO:  

	 We hope you feel better soon.  
	 	  
	 We are cheering for you. 

	 We miss you.   

	 	 	 FROM: 
an

sw
er

: 
a 

se
ah

or
se

!
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From: 

From:



THANKS.

an expression of 

gratitude or 
appreciation


THOUGHTS. 

a way of pondering in 

one’s head


TRANQUILITY. 

relief from activity


When a family member is sick with 
an illness, the world seems to fly by 
at a breakneck speed. Bills pile up 
on the desk. Conversations pause 
awkwardly in the grocery store. 
Stress is at an all-time high.  

To experience illness is not an easy 
road. You may be so tired you can 
barely read, so I created a simple 
guide to use just about anywhere- 
from an overnight in the hospital to 
the waiting room. 

HOPE in the HOSPITAL offers one 
word a day for a week. Take time to 
let God care for you. As you read 
about His character, you will find 
comfort. We believe the God of 
Comfort is present amid the illness. 
Here is how it works: 

THANKS. Each page provides 
banners at the top. Use them to 
write moments of gratitude from the 
week. In a world of hurt, speaking 
thanks lifts a little bit of the pain.  

THOUGHTS. The Scripture listed is 
what God spoke about Himself. In 
the unhurried moments, slowly read 
these truths. What do you think 
about them? Do you wonder if they 
are right? Would you allow yourself 
to believe and act as if He has 
already accomplished them?  

TRANQUILITY. REST is written at 
the end as a reminder to allow 
yourself to be comforted by the 
Scriptures. I wrote a prayer because 
sometimes, in moments of pain, it is 
hard to speak. If that is you, let 
these be your words.

HOPE in the 
HOSPITAL.   
Encouragement in the Midst of Illness.  

5 Days. 

5 Words. 

By Elisabeth Lee 



Psalm 46 (NLT) 

LORD,  
Although my world 
seems to be 
crumbling, help me 
trust you are stable. 
Help me believe you 
are at steadily at work 
so I can experience 
peace.  

1 God is our refuge and strength,  
always ready to help in times of 
trouble.
2 So we will not fear when 
earthquakes come and the 
mountains crumble into the sea.
3 Let the oceans roar and foam.  
Let the mountains tremble as the 
waters surge! 
4 A river brings joy to the city of 
our God, the sacred home of the 
Most High.
5 God dwells in that city; it cannot 
be destroyed. From the very break 
of day, God will protect it.
6 The nations are in chaos, and their 
kingdoms crumble! God’s voice 
thunders, and the earth melts!

7 The Lord of Heaven’s Armies is 
here among us; the God of Israel is 
our fortress. 
8 Come, see the glorious works of 
the Lord:See how he brings 
destruction upon the world.
9 He causes wars to end throughout 
the earth. He breaks the bow and 
snaps the spear; he burns the shields 
with fire.
10 “Be still, and know that I am 
God! I will be honored by every 
nation. I will be honored throughout 
the world.”
11 The Lord of Heaven’s Armies is 
here among us; the God of Israel is 
our fortress. 

REST.

Day One  
Stable 



Psalm 34:1-10 (NLT) 

LORD, 
Although we 
experience pain and 
hurt, help me to see 
the goodness in you. 
Help me to perceive 
you as my trusted 
Companion. You have 
not left me.  

1I will praise the Lord at all times.  
I will constantly speak his praises.

2 I will boast only in the Lord; let 
all who are helpless take heart.

3 Come, let us tell of the Lord’s 
greatness; let us exalt his name 
together.

4 I prayed to the Lord, and he 
answered me. He freed me from all 
my fears.

5 Those who look to him for help 
will be radiant with joy; no shadow 
of shame will darken their faces.

6 In my desperation I prayed, and 
the Lord listened; he saved me from 
all my troubles.

7 For the angel of the Lord is a 
guard; he surrounds and defends all 
who fear him.

8 Taste and see that the Lord is 
good. Oh, the joys of those who 
take refuge in him!

9 Fear the Lord, you his godly 
people, for those who fear him will 
have all they need.

10 Even strong young lions 
sometimes go hungry, but those who 
trust in the Lord will lack no good 
thing.

REST.

Day Two  
Good



Psalm 40:1-5 (NLT) 

LORD,  
Help me see I am not 
a burden to you. You 
are a safe place to 
share my hurts. Give 
me the patience to 
wait for you. Help me 
believe you are here.  

1 I waited patiently for the Lord to 
help me, and he turned to me and 
heard my cry.

2 He lifted me out of the pit of 
despair, out of the mud and the 
mire. He set my feet on solid ground  
and steadied me as I walked along.

3 He has given me a new song to 
sing, a hymn of praise to our God.  
Many will see what he has done and 
be amazed. They will put their trust 
in the Lord.

4 Oh, the joys of those who trust 
the Lord, who have no confidence in 

the proud or in those who worship 
idols.

5 O Lord my God, you have 
performed many wonders for us. 
Your plans for us are too numerous 
to list. You have no equal. If I tried 
to recite all your wonderful deeds, I 
would never come to the end of 
them. 

REST.

Day Three 
Present



Psalm 23 (NLT) 

LORD,  
You are a good, kind, 
and loving Shepherd. 
Even though my world 
is chaotic and messy, 
you are my constant 
companion and 
advocate. This week, 
help me understand.  

1The Lord is my shepherd; I have 
all that I need.

2 He lets me rest in green meadows;
he leads me beside peaceful 
streams.

3 He renews my strength.
He guides me along right paths,
bringing honor to his name.

4 Even when I walk through the 
darkest valley, I will not be afraid, 
for you are close beside me. Your 
rod and your staff protect and 
comfort me.

5 You prepare a feast for me in the 
presence of my enemies. You honor 
me by anointing my head with 
oil. My cup overflows with 
blessings.

6 Surely your goodness and 
unfailing love will pursue me all the 
days of my life, and I will live in the 
house of the Lord forever.

REST.

Day Four 
Companion 



Psalm 91 (NLT) 

LORD,  
You are my strength 
amid the suffering. You 
do not promise to take 
the pain away, but to 
be a comfort, provider, 
and refuge within it. 
Help me receive your 
aid. 

1 Those who live in the shelter of 
the Most High will find rest in the 
shadow of the Almighty

2 This I declare about the Lord:  
He alone is my refuge, my place of 
safety; he is my God, and I trust 
him.

3 For he will rescue you from every 
trap and protect you from deadly 
disease.

4 He will cover you with his 
feathers. He will shelter you with 
his wings. His faithful promises are 
your armor and protection.

5 Do not be afraid of the terrors of 
the night, nor the arrow that flies in 
the day.

6 Do not dread the disease that 
stalks in darkness, nor the disaster 
that strikes at midday.

7 Though a thousand fall at your 
side, though ten thousand are dying 
around you, these evils will not 
touch you.

    REST.

Day Five 
Provider


