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Supporting members of the armed forces in your church

Being a member of the armed forces is a unique calling. More than ajob, itis an
opportunity to serve in ways that demand huge sacrifice. Like all believers, those in the
forces need encouragement to live for Christ day by day — but their particular
circumstances mean that congregations and church leaders may need to be more
intentional and considered in how that support is given.

Conversations prior to joining

It’s a huge step to join the armed forces. New recruits are often nervous —they can be
unsure what to expect. And, whilst it is absolutely possible to live for Christ in the forces,
doing so can be deeply challenging — thinking through how to persevere well will be
important. Meeting up with people preparing to join can be a real encouragement. Help
them think about how their faith might be grown — and challenged - in the years ahead.
Help them to pray intentionally about what it will mean to stand firm for Christ if colleagues
mock (unlike most of us, they will be with their colleagues for extended periods of time,
there is no scope for compartmentalizing work and faith). Help them to pray intentionally
for their heart. Help them to wrestle with theological questions around what “just war”
looks like from a biblical perspective. Help them to plan for how they will continue to grow
—with the help of a local church, resources, and chaplains on base.

Getting to know what life is like for serving members of your church

The armed forces are not one size fits all. Some personnel will live in the UK, others abroad
with their family — others will leave their family behind as they are posted overseas alone.
Some will be able to keep in a fair degree of contact with family and friends while away —
others (such as submariners) will have no communication with their families while away.
Some will have time to prepare for deployments — others may be called with just a couple
of days’ notice. Simply asking the question, “what’s life like for you?” can be a helpful
place to begin. You might like to follow up with, “what does this week look like for you?”,
“what are some of the joys?” - “where are the pressure points and challenges?”.



Acknowledging the pressure points

The run-up to a deployment can be a tricky season. There are the logistics of a move to
navigate. Those about to move away from those they love can struggle with heightened
anxiety. Children can begin to exhibit challenging behaviour as they prepare for one of their
parents to be away for an extended period. Churches do well to ensure families are visited
in this season. It does not need to be a long visit but asking “what can we do to help?” -
“what can we be praying?” can be useful topics to explore. People will not be able to give
details of exactly where they will be and what they will be doing — it would be inappropriate
to ask for an itinerary so church members can pray specifically day by day — but asking for
general prayer points (and then praying those things) can be very encouraging indeed.

Supporting forces men and women while they are away

Life in the forces is busy. Schedules often do not include lots of down time to keep in touch
with church friends back home, sometimes keeping in touch is not an option at all. People
may miss family and friends — people may struggle to keep their devotions going — people
may face challenging circumstances at work. Sending through WhatsApp messages
containing Bible verses, songs, links to sermons, and short articles can be a huge
encouragement. Sending short bits of personal news and news from church can help keep
people in touch. It’s best not to expect quick responses. Nor long responses. But
reminding people they are still a valued part of the body of Christ, as expressed in your
local church, is an important task.

Supporting those left at home

The family of those serving — spouse, children, parents — can find time apart hard. There are
extra practical tasks to be done — extra emotional burdens to be carried. The call here is for
the church to love. To welcome those left behind into people’s homes. To include them in
the normal activities of church, providing whatever extra help might be necessary (a
babysitter, some funds for a taxi, a slightly tweaked start time) to enable them to engage.
Maybe there are practical tasks that we can help with. Company going for arun can be a
joy. It can be unhelpful to repeatedly ask “is there any news?” - if there isn’t, it can be hard
to keep saying that. Platitudes of “don’t worry, it’ll all be fine” will feel hollow too. But what
opportunities there are for dwelling together on the sovereignty of God and growing in trust
together —turning to the Rock and Refuge when anxieties overwhelm.

When personnel return



Sometimes deployments will have gone well - sometimes less so — these things are to be
expected in a fallen world. It is not going to be wise to ask for lots of detail, there may be
some things that cannot be shared, and it is loving to allow them to be vague when they
need to be. But asking is good. “How have the last few months been?” Asking such
questions in quiet spaces, maybe on a walk, may be best. If it has been hard, people may
not want to show that in public - members of the armed forces are rarely well-versed in
showing weakness. If they do show emotion, how important it is for church friends to be
able to sit with them in their pain, weeping with those who weep as Romans commands.
Simple questions like, “How would you like me to be praying?” - “Is there any further
support that you can be sourcing?” - or “What Scripture has been bringing you
encouragement in this season?” can help the conversation progress.

When it all goes wrong

Sometimes life falls apart. Sometimes deep trauma has been witnessed. Sometimes the
pressures of being away from family take their toll. The church can be a place where
marriages under strain can be encouraged. The church can be a place where hope in the
darkness can be offered. Forces personnel have to seek medical help from medical staff
on base —but alongside that the church can be praying, loving, encouraging, listening,
speaking the truth in love, offering compassion, wisdom and hope. Offering opportunities
to speak by asking, “how are things at home?” or “how are you sleeping?” or “what’s on
your mind now you’re back?” can help people open up.

After leaving the forces

Leaving the armed forces is a huge transition. People have to move from a very clear and
hierarchical setting to a very different kind of society. People have to find new ways of
spending their time, new friends, new purpose, new structure. That can be fraught with
challenges — and a deep sense of loss. Churches can be places where ex-forces personnel
can be reminded of their value in Christ, their purpose, their place in God’s family — where
prayer can be offered for the future and opportunities for service can be made. The season
that comes after leaving can also be the season where mental health struggles arise. The
memories of the past do not disappear once the uniform has been taken off. And now there
are fewer people around with whom to share the stories. If churches notice a change in
someone’s demeanor, it can be wise to ask not just “how are you doing?” but more direct
questions like, “has PTSD ever come knocking on your door?” Former service personnel
are at above average risk of addiction and suicide, it is wise to be alert to the possibilities
and lovingly ask questions to help. Often churches will not feel equipped to offer the
specialist care that may be needed in these seasons - thankfully there is an abundance of



charities, as well as the NHS veterans’ helpline, that work in this field — the church can
concentrate on offering Christ-centred love and hope in community.

And as the local church loves with such wisdom, our serving brothers and sisters all over

the world can thrive.



