Caring in a Crisis
Article by Paul Gray, Presbyterian Orphan and Children’s Society

The Smith family* is an ordinary family.  Harry and Barbara and their two children live in Fermanagh and belong to their local Presbyterian congregation.  Harry is self-employed and business, if not buoyant, is at least constant.  Like many families they have struggled at times but at least they can generally make ends meet.  Some months ago their world was turned upside down.  Their youngest child, Jane, took ill and was rushed to hospital.  The family was told that she had a serious condition which would involve weeks in hospital.  The family was in turmoil.  The hospital was many miles from where they lived.  Harry had to take time off work and suddenly the family was under severe stress from the travelling to be with Jane, the emotional strain of an ill child, and the added financial pressure of Harry not being at work, because, being self-employed, when he did not work he did not get paid.  Members of the local congregation gathered round and did what they could and the minister visited them, but everyone knew that these were stressful times for the family.

The minister made contact with the Society and asked if we could help.  A cheque from the Society for £500 was sent to the minister immediately and more was promised as and when it was needed.  Imagine the minister arriving with this family, bringing not only spiritual solace in the midst of crisis, but also practical financial support and meaningful pastoral care.  I do not know what greeted the minister in this case but some have described to me, in other situations where exceptional grants are made, the sense of disbelief and grateful thanks that the Church could do so much so quickly and without ‘red tape’.  There have also been stories of tear-filled expressions of thanks that the Church cared for them when they needed it.  I do know in the case of the Smith family that the grant was deeply appreciated, that it helped to get this family through a particularly stressful period, that Jane recovered, and Harry is now back at work.

This is the joy and privilege of being able to administer exceptional grants for the Society.  They make such a difference to a family and bring hope in a time of need.  They also mean the Church is not just kind words and prayers, though both of these are important, and they help ministers and the Church to minister practically when a family needs it most.

Exceptional grants are a growing aspect of the work of the Presbyterian Orphan and Children's Society.  In 1997, 29 grants were paid totalling £4,705.  By 2002 this had risen to 76 grants totalling £21,935, and last year there were 92 grants totalling £36,537.  In 2008, up to the middle of November the Society has already given 94 grants totalling almost £40,000.  The situations of need vary enormously but every application is made through a Presbyterian congregation and approved by a Presbyterian minister.  Each situation of need is carefully and sensitively addressed and encompasses a wide range of family circumstances, including hospitalisation of a child or parent, stress and trauma, sometimes of a severe nature, financial crises and acute difficulty after the bereavement of a loved one.

Sensitivity and confidentiality are crucial in this aspect of the Society’s work.  Perhaps a few comments will highlight both the need for and benefit of these grants.

A Parent

“I really appreciate your kind gift to us of £300.  It frees me to be around more, in order to take care of my daughter as she starts chemotherapy.”
A Parent

“I have just received a visit from … with your kind cheque for £300 to help my family.  It is so kind of you and I cannot express enough thanks.”
A Minister

“Just a note to thank you and the Society for your most generous grant for the family that I contacted your office about.  It really will help them in a very difficult time.  It also helps our congregation to express Christian compassion in a practical way.”
Our work can be seen as immensely practical, and the Christian compassion already alluded to is crucial to the ministry and mission of the Church.  The practical and the spiritual go together, the spiritual within the practical showing all members of the Presbyterian community that the Church can be personal and relevant to them, both now and in the future.
* Names and some details have been changed 
to preserve the anonymity of the family.

