
DEFINING EMERGENCIES  
 
When we offer pastoral care, we often face what are or appear to be emergencies. How can we 
know the difference? Here are some questions to ask and issues to address? 
 
§ What exactly is the problem? Can it be identified succinctly and clearly? 

o Red Flag: If the problem can’t be identified, it may not be a problem. 
o However, there are times when legitimate problems can’t be expressed due to issues 

such as fear (abused child) or hysteria. 
§ What exactly am I being asked to do? When? Why? How? By whom? 

o Red Flag: You’re being asked to do something unethical, immoral, or illegal. 
 
§ Do I have the necessary facts to decide if this is an emergency? How can I get them? 
§ What don’t I know? 

o Red Flag: There are holes in the story/situation and you aren’t supplied answers. 
§ Is this person calling on their behalf or for another person? 

o Red Flag: If they’re calling for another person and the other person isn’t asking for 
help. 

 
§ How long has this problem been going on? 

o If it’s been around a long time, it’s probably not an emergency (like financial 
disruptions). 

o If it cycles around repeatedly, it’s probably not an emergency (like marital 
disruptions). 

 
§ What obvious solutions are available? 

o Red Flag: Solutions are available but they don’t like or want them. 
§ Has the person identified any solutions? Is the person willing to work to find solutions? 

o Red Flag: If they don’t have any solutions and won’t work to get them. 
§ Are there other relationships or resources available to this person more appropriate to the 

situation, like a family member who hasn’t been called? 
o Red Flag: If they don’t want to contact others who can help, they may not want it. 

§ Is the person(s) willing to be inconvenienced or make sacrifices to get resolution (like driving 
somewhere instead of making you do it)? 

o Red Flag: Don’t work harder than they’re willing to work. 
 
§ What will happen if I do nothing? 
§ What will happen if I wait to respond until a more convenient time? 
§ Is someone in outright physical, sexual, legal, or spiritual danger? 
 


