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A strategic missional approach for envisioning 
the local church on how to effectively impact 
the lives of people in their surrounding commu-
nities through the investment of lay counselling 
resources is presented. Transformation happens 
when the church is fully equipped to holistically 
be Christ’s hands and feet.   PAGE 4

volume

issue

10
3

We all find ourselves in moments of heart 
ache and despair, but some people face situa-
tions that breed extreme discouragement and 
hopelessness. Effective Christian counselors ac-
knowledge the cries of the heart in counselees, 
and listen carefully, while providing a hopeful, 
godly presence.   PAGE 7

Crises in life bring 
opportunities for spiritual 

growth. The floods in 
southern Louisiana in 2016 

challenged my faith in 
God and gave me a new 

perspective and hope in my 
counseling ministry. I learned 
how faith and obedience help 
me to experience God’s peace 

through trials, and how such 
experiences can enhance the 

ministry of counseling.  

T
he Scripture passage Philippians 4:17 (NIV), 
“the peace of God that surpasses all under-
standing” has often been said by believers 
and the church, but is this just a cliché 
phrase among believers or is it a reality for 

Christians? Is this concept of peace really believed, un-
derstood, and felt throughout the body of Christ or are 
these mere words we say? It was years into my Christian 
walk before this peace surpassing all understanding actu-
ally became a reality in my life. Looking back, I can see 
that God used trials to teach me about peace. 

by Christine Varnado, MAMFC, LPC

THE PEACE THAT 
SURPASSES ALL 

UNDERSTANDING

http://www.aacc.net/
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The most recent trial felt closer to Noah’s story than I would have liked. I survived 
the Great Flood of 2016. Ninety percent of my city, Denham Springs, Louisiana, flooded 
in August that year. A brief snapshot of my story started when my husband had to get 
my 88 year old grandmother from her house because of the impending flood waters. 
The following day, we took in our friends, a family of five, whose house had flooded and 
had already been evacuated twice. By that afternoon, our house was taking on water, and 
all of us (five adults and five children under five years old) took shelter upstairs, with 
only a few supplies. Although we had electricity, we had shut off the breaker to the air 
conditioner to avoid overloading the circuit. It was August in Louisiana, it was hot, and 
we were limited on water. That night, the adults stayed up sitting at the edge of the stairs 
listening to the water rush through the house knocking furniture and belongings down. 

On Sunday afternoon, we were rescued by boat and taken on a treacherous boat 
ride through rapid currents over what use to be roads and backyards. The men drove and 
navigated the boat through changing terrain and currents. All the children were wailing 
because it began pouring down rain. We just clung to our children to keep them from 
falling into the water, and we tried to comfort them as best we could. Finally, we were all 
taken to my parents’ house, which had not flooded and had become a makeshift shel-
ter. We stayed there for a few days, until the roads were clear enough for us to get back 
home. An assessment of the damage revealed that we had lost many of our possessions, 
our oldest child experienced some slight trauma in response to all that happened, my 
husband’s business flooded as well as my counseling office, and our church was com-
pletely destroyed along with most of our friends’ and family’s houses and businesses. It 
was devastating. 

Honestly, as I write this now, we are still struggling in the aftermath of all of this, as 
we try to rebuild our home, businesses, church, and community. So why am I writing 
about peace that surpasses all understanding? Instead of living in the devastation, I clung 
to my desperate need for God; finding, seeking, experiencing his supernatural peace. I 
remember how real God’s peace was to me throughout this trial, and how it became my 
greatest hope through it all. 

While the flood waters ravaged our house, I walked downstairs as far as I could go 
to assess the damage. What once was our happy clean home, was filled with dirty river 
water that was washing away our earthly belongings. As I stood there looking at our 
destroyed house, I remember feeling disappointed and sad, but thinking, this isn’t our 
home anyway. Heaven is our home, and I take great hope and joy in that. In that quiet 
moment of checking out the damage, God just whispered to me the verse from Proverbs 
31:25 (NIV), “She looks at the future and laughs.” I knew God was reminding me that 
He can handle this. He is bigger than this. 

The Lord kept putting Scripture in my heart, and Psalm 20:7 (NIV), a Psalm of Da-
vid when facing adversity kept resonating with my soul.  “Some trust in horses and oth-
ers in chariots, but we trust in the name of the Lord our God.” While I’m not tempted 
to trust in horses or chariots, I am tempted to trust in flood insurance, bank accounts, 
emergency preparedness kits, and the familiar or known. All of these things failed us or 
were insufficient or we didn’t even have them to trust in. But God was and is sufficient. 
God continued to bring peace through affirming me through his Word and reminding 
me of who He is. 

This flood brought an odd dynamic to my role as a counselor. Since our area was so 
devastated by the recent tragedy, that meant not only was I impacted, but the majority of 
my clients were too. We were in it together. It took some personal processing before I was 
ready to get back in the counseling game. Fortunately, as a counselor, I have many friends 
who are counselors, and they played a significant role in helping me tell my story. God 
provided, through a generous church member, a place for me to meet with my clients, 
which meant I only missed less than two weeks of work. Through this process as flood 
victim and counselor, I was reminded of God’s peace that surpasses all understanding, 
God’s character and faithfulness, and the role of obedience. 

Knowing when and how to be a Christian counselor in a secular world is some-
thing that challenges me. I use many therapy models in my practice, and I am still using 
these models to continue to work through the “flood life.” However, my greatest source 
of hope was not the EMDR that I did or the CBT, but Christ and His eternal hope. 
Each time the Lord brings me through a trial and meets me with His peace, I’m fur-
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ther equipped to meet my clients in their times of need. I am 
reminded of my own and their constant need to be rooted in 
truth, and how easily that peace can leave when our focus leaves 
Him. For me, I often sing hymns to remind me of God’s good-
ness, sovereignty and His promises. I like to help my clients find 
ways to stay grounded in God’s truth such as consistent Bible 
study and prayer, note cards, encouraging music, and regular fel-
lowship with believers. As a counselor, I’ve become deeply aware 
of the brain’s tendency to repeat old patterns and how easily the 
irrational thoughts not rooted in truth can become truth and 
strong guiding beliefs. 

The experiences in the valley better equip me to help guide 
my clients in their valleys toward Him and His peace. A con-
sistent prayer I’ve prayed for my clients is from Psalm 34. The 
whole chapter is a wonderful prayer, but I’ve consistently prayed 
verse 8, which says, “taste and see that the Lord is good, blessed 
is he who takes refuge in Him.” I pray that through both my 
own trials and my clients’ trials, we can look to God and know 
His goodness. I have learned that an essential component to the 
peace that surpasses all understanding is obedience. It is hard 
to know God’s goodness while we are living in disobedience to 
Him, and it is impossible to experience His peace as we actively 
defy Him. One positive aspect of trials is that they reveal the na-
ture of our heart. Throughout this most recent trial, sometimes 
as the nature of my heart is revealed, I become convicted about 
my proneness to sin. However, I now recognize and value the 
opportunity trials provide for growth and sanctification. 

One of my three-year-old son’s favorite stories is David and 
Goliath. Since toddlers love repetition, we have read this one 
many times. Each time I read this story with my children, I’m 
always struck by David’s bravery and insolence toward Goliath. 
Goliath was going against God’s people and though the war-
riors all feared him, David, the shepherd boy, boldly approached 
Goliath. He modeled the peace that surpasses all understanding. 
It is real; it is more than just a wise adage. It comes from obedi-
ence to God and faith in who He is and what He has already 
done. I have wondered that, if I were David’s counselor, would 
I try to help him see how impractical it would be for him as a 
young boy to go up against a giant who was far more skilled in 
battle, or would I help him be brave, bold, and obedient to God? 
I am certainly prone to focus on logical details rather than the 
power of God. David is small, Goliath is big. However, a biblical 
worldview teaches a different way that puts obedience to God 
first. Peace is part of God’s character, and while we may never 
experience it perfectly on this side of heaven, we can certainly ex-
perience such peace, which does not appear to make sense from a 
worldly perspective. My personal experiences have allowed me to 
help my clients experience this peace of God.   

Christine Varnado, MAMFC, is a licensed profes-
sional counselor in Louisiana. She works in private 
practice counseling children, adolescents, and 
adults. She is married and has two young boys.  

“TASTE 
AND SEE 
THAT THE 
LORD IS 
GOOD, 
BLESSED 
IS HE WHO 
TAKES 
REFUGE 
IN HIM.”
PSALM 34:8
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by Madz Deyzel, B.A.

B
ill Hybels, pastor of Willow Creek Community Church in Illinois, 
U.S.A., stated that “The local church is the hope of the world.” While 
I believe in this statement wholeheartedly, I also believe that the local 
church needs to be strategically intentional in its approach to see holis-
tic transformation happen in the lives of those people who attend, by 

investing in counseling training resources.   
I don’t need to convince anyone of the fact that we live in a broken, addicted, 

depressed, divided, abused and confused world. The mission of Christ was to bind 
up the broken-hearted, to see prisoners and the oppressed freed, and to bring good 
news to the poor in spirit (Isaiah 61:1; Luke 4:18). The mission is still the same 
today, as are the needs of this world. 

A strategic missional approach for envisioning the local church on how to effectively 
impact the lives of people in their surrounding communities through the investment of 
lay counselling resources is presented. Transformation happens when the church is fully 
equipped to holistically be Christ’s hands and feet. 

A MISSIONAL MODEL OF COUNSELING 
BY EQUIPPING THE LOCAL CHURCH
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In the opening chapter of his book Christian 
Counseling, Gary Collins quotes Wayne Oates, who 
was a young pastor only a few years out of semi-
nary. Oates (as cited in Collins, 1988) was totally 
overwhelmed by the reality of so many hurting 
people. “The pastor, regardless of his training, does 
not enjoy the privilege of electing whether or not 
he will counsel with his people. They inevitably 
bring their problems to him for his best guidance 
and wisest care. He cannot avoid this if he stays 
in the pastoral ministry. His choice is not between 
counseling and not counseling, but between coun-
seling in a disciplined and skilled way and counsel-
ing in an undisciplined and unskilled way.” 

The reality is that those who turn to the 
church are not just in a spiritual crisis, but in 
emotional crisis too.  In the 1940s, Oates (as cited 
in Collins, 1988) stated that no-one warned them 
that they “might have to deal with mate beating, 
father-daughter incest, fear, confusion, threats of 
suicide, homosexuality, alcoholism, drug abuse, 
depression, anxiety, guilt, family problems, eat-
ing disorders, chronic stress, and a host of other 
problems. We had one counseling course and never 
suspected the depth and variety of problems that 
we could encounter following graduation.” Nearly 
80 years later, nothing has changed. 

As the director of Grace Counselling at Grace 
Family Church in Durban, South Africa, for the 
last ten years, I have focused on the key role of 
training up lay counselors, assessing counselees 
who have turned to the local church for counseling 
aid, and mentoring pastoral counselors from other 
local churches. I have witnessed a few common 
core issues.  

n Many people turning to the church 
for emotional help are seeking Bibli-
cal input in preference to a profes-
sional approach.

n Many people turn to the local church 
for help as they literally cannot afford 
to see a professional. 

n There is a high expectation that all 
pastors are equipped, gifted, and 
skilled to counsel.

n Pastors are often neither gifted nor 
skilled in counseling, and over time 
they have become burned out and/
or hardened to the emotional needs 
of their congregation. Counseling 
related topics are often avoided in 
the context of church, so as not to 
awaken the demand for counseling.

n Church-based counselors cannot keep 
up with rapidly growing churches and 
are often not skilled to train and lead 
a team of lay counselors. They too 
become burned out. 

When I started leading the counseling ministry at Grace Family 
Church just over a decade ago, our church had one campus with two ser-
vices. We now have three campus and ten services. With this rapid growth, 
we urgently needed to move into the sphere of training and developing 
lay counselors. Over the years, more and more members from other local 
churches started to attend our training, as they too were facing the same 
demands for counseling with limited or no lay counseling resources. 

My heart began to be burdened with the fact that a missional approach 
to counseling and the local church needed to be established. 

It was in this season in 2009 that God gave me a very clear picture of 
what this approach would look like. 

n The local CHURCH has a desire to make an IMPACT holis-
tically on the lives of the people in their surrounding commu-
nity. 

n People in our local COMMUNITIES generally turn to the 
church when they have two NEEDS. They are either in a 
spiritual or an emotional crisis. 

n COUNSELING becomes a dual RESOURCE: 
w First, it is a training resource for mature, devoted follow-

ers of Christ who feel called to volunteer as a lay coun-
selor, therefore relieving the pressure of counseling from 
the shoulders of senior pastors. 

w Second, it is a resource for the needs of those in the local 
community, also creating a bridge for many people to 
feed into the local church. 

I believe that if local churches invest in counseling resources by 
training up volunteer members and establishing lay counseling ministries, 
then they would become the hope for their local community’s spiritual and 
emotional needs. 

Now just imagine if every local church invested in counseling training 
resources in order to holistically meet the needs of their communities. We 
would, over time, start to see not just cities, but nations transformed. 

CHURCH
IMPACT

COMMUNITY
NEEDS

COUNSELING
RESOURCE
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This is my missional calling – join me!
In 2017, Grace Counselling has 120 new volunteer counsel-

ors being trained from 35 local churches in and around Durban, 
South Africa. There are also training intensives that reach local 
churches in other cities. If, as Hybels says, the local church is 
the hope of the world, then it is crucial that all local churches 
are intentional about establishing some form of a lay counseling 
ministry to effectively serve this broken and hurting world. One 
by one, lives are holistically transformed and healed by pointing 
people back and restoring the broken to a right relationship with 
God through the ministry of lay counseling.  

References
Collins, G. R. (1988). Christian counseling, Revised edition. Nash-
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Oates, W. E. (Ed.). (1959). An introduction to pastoral counseling. 

Nashville, TN: Broadman.  
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ONE BY ONE, LIVES 
ARE HOLISTICALLY 

TRANSFORMED 
AND HEALED 
BY POINTING 

PEOPLE BACK AND 
RESTORING THE 

BROKEN TO A RIGHT 
RELATIONSHIP WITH 

GOD THROUGH THE 
MINISTRY OF LAY 

COUNSELING.  
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We all find ourselves in moments of 
heart ache and despair, but some people 

face situations that breed extreme 
discouragement and hopelessness. 

Effective Christian counselors acknowledge 
the cries of the heart in counselees, and 

listen carefully, while providing a hopeful, 
godly presence.  

I
nscribed over the entrance to Hell, in Dante’s poem Inferno, are the words 
“Abandon all hope, you who enter here.” Counselors regularly deal with 
people who find themselves in what they believe to be hopeless situa-
tions. The “hell” that they find themselves in offers little possibility of a 
satisfactory solution or a hope for the future. As Christian counselors, we 

carry the knowledge of biblical truth and eternal hope; however, we also need 
to recognize the depths of despair and the sometimes overwhelming problems 
that people face, without being dismissive or immediately assuming that the 
root problem is a lack of faith.  

The Reality of Despair
The Bible has a number of passages that deal with despair and desperation 
among believers. There is an entire book dedicated to Lamentations, and the 
psalms of lament constitute one of the largest portions in the Book of Psalms. 
Among such psalms are the imprecatory or cursing type of lament, and Psalm 
88 represents one of the most extreme examples. This is a psalm of pleading, of 
anguish, of a sense of rejection and abandonment, everything appears hopeless. 

by Ian F. Jones, Ph.D., Ph.D.

FINDING HOPE IN 
HOPELESS SITUATIONS
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It begins with a description of feeling overwhelmed:
1 LORD, you are the God who saves me;
    day and night I cry out to you.
2 May my prayer come before you;
    turn your ear to my cry.
3 I am overwhelmed with troubles
    and my life draws near to death.
4 I am counted among those who go down to the pit;
    I am like one without strength.
5 I am set apart with the dead,
    like the slain who lie in the grave
whom you remember no more,
    who are cut off from your care.
6 You have put me in the lowest pit,
    in the darkest depths.
7 Your wrath lies heavily on me;
    you have overwhelmed me with all your waves.
8 You have taken from me my closest friends
    and have made me repulsive to them. (Ps. 88:1-8, NIV)

The Psalm ends on a note of utter despair and rejection:
13 But I cry to you for help, LORD;
    in the morning my prayer comes before you.
14 Why, LORD, do you reject me
    and hide your face from me?
15 From my youth I have suffered and been close to death;
    I have borne your terrors and am in despair.
16 Your wrath has swept over me;
    your terrors have destroyed me.
17 All day long they surround me like a flood;
    they have completely engulfed me.
18 You have taken from me friend and neighbor—
    darkness is my closest friend. (Ps. 88:13-18, NIV)

Being Honest Before God
Like the psalmist, other people in Scripture have faced difficult situations. Jo-
seph was imprisoned on false charges (Gen. 36), as was Paul (Acts 16), yet both 
men were able to see the hand of God working. Job faced debilitating spiritual, 
social, and physical challenges that led him to cry out and question God. One 
important lesson we can learn from our psalmist, however, is that crying out 
to God and expressing our true thoughts and feelings is okay. Good fathers 
hear the cries of their children. The psalmist never once indicates a disbelief in 
God. He cries out continually to God (v. 9). He acknowledges his situation and 
places everything in the hands of God, even as he questions and pleads with 
Him.

Finding Hope Amidst Despair
The opening lines of Psalm 88 provide a glimmer of hope amidst the despair: 
“LORD, you are the God who saves me” (v. 1). The exclamation “shows that 
the last cord, uniting the suppliant to God, even if worn down to the last 
thread, is not entirely severed. All that follows is a complaint as though from 
the depths of hell” (Lange, 2008, p. 475). One additional exception to the 
despair is found in verse 13, where we find a light of hope. The psalmist con-
tinues to cry to the Lord for help, indicating that his focus in on God, and that 
he knows or expects that his prayers will be heard. This is a psalm of reality—a 
reminder that in such times when our temporal situation is bleak, our eternal 
confidence in God can be strong. Even today, some Christians may face similar 
despair and desperation. 

HE (THE 
PSALMIST) 

ACKNOWLEDGES 
HIS SITUATION 
AND PLACES 

EVERYTHING IN 
THE HANDS OF 
GOD, EVEN AS 
HE QUESTIONS 

AND PLEADS 
WITH HIM.



Missionary Nik Ripken was taught as a young believer about 
the possibility of facing discouragement in the Christian life, but 
he was not prepared for the crisis of faith that he experienced 
when he witnessed the genocide of a people in his work in Soma-
lia in the 1990s. 

. . . This was something different—something that I had 
never faced before. And I discovered that I had no tools for 
dealing with it. Nothing in my background had equipped 
me to handle despair. I didn’t even have a vocabulary to 
describe it. Like Job in the Old Testament, “I knew that my 
Redeemer lived”—but I couldn’t figure out why He was 
being so painfully silent. I was desperate for answers, but my 
questions simply hung in the air. (Ripkin, 2013, p. xxix)
His experience took Ripkin on a journey of discovery, 

interviewing persecuted Christians around the world. From these 
people, some of whom had suffered unimaginable cruelty, he 
learned that, indeed, Jesus is worth it. 

The Value of Listening
When dealing with the Somali people who had lost everything, 
Ripkin was cured of his “loving arrogance.” He assumed that the 
most important questions to ask should deal with the need for 
food, medicine, clothing, and shelter, but he learned, instead, 
that the most important thing was to slow down and to listen to 
their stories. 

By doing that, we were saying to them that they mattered. 
We were saying that they were important enough to be 
heard. Just by listening, we could restore a measure of hu-
manity. Often, that felt more important and more transform-
ing than one more dose of life-saving medicine or another 
day’s worth of physical nourishment. (Ripkin, 2013, p. 87)
Christian counselors must not overlook the healing value of 

listening carefully to people who are suffering.

The Knowledge that God Hears
The person who is able to wrestle with God in lamentation and 
prayer will always be on the path of hope. “The night of trouble 
may be very dark, but as long as the man, who is pressed down 

by the chastening hand of God, can rise at once again to prayer, 
his lamp is not yet gone out.—Though the hand of God lie ever 
so heavily upon us, yet, as long as we can invoke God as our 
Saviour, we can never lose our last hope, or fail of help at last” 
(Lange, 2008, p. 478). Answers to prayer and relief from suffer-
ing may not come immediately, in fact they may not be answered 
in this life, but Christians find hope in the knowledge that God 
is there and that he hears their cry, in contrast to the unbeliever 
who is ultimately without hope. “There is a difference between 
the anxious fear of believers in suffering, and the despair of the 
ungodly: the former cry to God in their fear; the latter cast all 
hope away, nor seek any help in God” (Lange, 2008, p. 478). 

My hope is built on nothing less
Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness;
I dare not trust the sweetest frame,
But wholly lean on Jesus’ name.
On Christ, the solid Rock, I stand;
All other ground is sinking sand. 
(Edward Mote, 1797-1874)
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