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Crisis Communications: 6 Tips You Won’t Want to Read

Before we do anything else, let’s get real. This resource isn’t going to be fun to read. Here’s the 
reality we are dealing with though: Humans make up the church—humans who may love Jesus, 
but who also make mistakes and sometimes even crash and burn. It’s not going to be fun, but I’m 
going to recommend you take a deep breath, exhale, and dig in. You owe it to your church to 
read this before you need it.

Step 1: Determine if you have a crisis
If we’re going to talk crisis communications, we should start by looking at how the dictionary 
defines a crisis:

• A stage in a sequence of events at which the trend of all future events, especially for better 
or for worse, is determined; turning point.

• A condition of instability or danger, as in social, economic, or international affairs, leading 
to a decisive change.

• A dramatic emotional or circumstantial upheaval in a person’s life.

I think the real world definition of this word is much simpler. If you’re debating whether a 
situation is a crisis or not, it’s probably not. As a former news reporter, I’ve had the unfortunate job 
of covering things like the sex abuse scandal within the Catholic Church in Los Angeles in the late 
2000s,  the Sikh Temple shooting in 2012, and countless others. As a church communicator, I’ve 
seen things from the other side, and no matter which hat I’ve been wearing at the time, it’s always 
been very clear the word “crisis” applied.

Step 2: Determine your team and your bat signal
The best time to define who will be on your church’s crisis communications team is before 
you have a crisis. This needs to be a sober decision. It needs to be made without egos. And I 
recommend you keep the team as small as is logistically possible. 

The people on your team should have an exceptionally high trust with each other and an even 
higher level of candor. When facing a crisis, you will not be allowed the luxury of holding back. 
For some churches this will be a small handful of staff, but in certain cases this group may also 
include church attendees.

Once the team is selected, set up a notification system to use when a crisis arises. What’s your bat 
signal? How and where will you meet? When you get everyone in the same room, close the door. 
Get honest. Everyone in the room should know all of the details. It’s the only way you can then 
begin to move on to the next steps.

Step 3: Who Needs to Know What?
It’s up to your team to determine what people or groups of people need to know about your 
crisis. You need to consider who to tell and in what order to notify them. You can start with the 
group consisting of the fewest people and work toward larger groups. You could also consider 
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first addressing those with the largest investment in the crisis area and move outward to those 
impacted but who may not have as emotional of a reaction.

Groups to consider: 

 � Leaders
 � Staff
 � Small groups
 � Volunteers
 � Ministry teams
 � Entire church
 � Media
 � Community partners

Step 4: determine what to say and who should say it

Next your team should work together to create talking points for each group that will be notified. 
Sometimes messages overlap, but usually each group has a different set of questions that need to 
be addressed. Your priorities should be to keep things as honest, transparent, and clear as possi-
ble. 
You may not need to dump the entire story on everyone right away. Just get through the crisis. 
You can always come back and add more color. You also don’t need to have every detail set in 
stone before commenting. People typically appreciate candor, and with the speed of information 
these days, it’s much better to tell your story rather than letting someone else tell it, or allow 
people to dream it up for themselves.

One of the most important things you’ll need to decide is who from your team (or your church’s 
leadership) will be delivering the messages to the groups listed above. This may not be, and 
in some cases should not be, your lead pastor. I suggest you select someone who is a natural 
communicator and who can keep cool under pressure. This person should practice the talking 
points and be as natural as possible when delivering your church’s message. 

Step 5: Decide what to do if you get questions
You probably will. Don’t be shocked by it. 

Stick to your talking points. Be clear, be honest, and be as transparent as you ethically and morally 
can be. Whether you’re dealing with key stake holders or news media, remember, it’s OK to say, 
“I don’t know.” It’s equally OK to say, “I can’t comment on that right now,” or, “It wouldn’t be 
appropriate for me to comment on that.” 

Your goal isn’t to make everyone like you or your answers. Your goal is to get through the crisis.



Step 6: debrief
When the crisis has passed, but before it’s a distant memory, it’s best to get your team back 
together again to evaluate how you handled the situation. What did your team do that worked 
well? What was messy or confusing? What lessons did you learn that you need to remember if 
there’s a next time?

God is on the throne
As I was writing this, I kept coming back to something my executive pastor told me as we were 
waiting to hear whether something we’d been facing was going to be a crisis or not. He told me 
that no matter the outcome, God is still on the throne. At first I wanted to roll my eyes at him and 
brush it off to re-focus on the “task at hand,” but thankfully God tapped me on my shoulder when 
my pastor said it again: God is on the throne. 

My prayer is that you never have to deal with a crisis at your church. But if you do, I hope these 
tips serve you well, and—more than anything—I hope you remember that before, during, and 
after the crisis, God is on the throne.
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