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LEAD ARTICLES

DIANE LANGBERG, PH.D., BOARD CHAIR 
Diane has been in clinical practice for more than 35 years specializing in abuse, 
trauma and clergy-related issues. She is the director of a group practice outside 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and is currently involved in training globally to help 
equip Christian professionals and the Church in these strategic areas. For restora-
tion, she enjoys music, hiking, gardening, “deck time” with her husband, Ron, and 
visits with her two grown sons and two delightful granddaughters.

RON HAWKINS, D.MIN., ED.D. 
Ron serves as the Vice Provost at Liberty University. In addition, he is a pastor, 
author, and frequent presenter at numerous conferences. Ron will celebrate 50 years 
of marriage to his wife, Peggy, in September. They both enjoy gardening, attending 
conferences, and traveling together, including cruises the past two years. Recent 
trips have included Germany, Switzerland, Jamaica, Canada and Cancun. Their 
grandchildren are a delight to keep up with through their variety of activities—soc-
cer, baseball, paintball, cheerleading, hunting and fishing. Ron loves reading, espe-
cially the Bible, and also likes to mix it up with an occasional work of biography or 
fiction. He got hooked on Ken Follett’s book, The Pillars of the Earth, and was deeply 
moved by Eric Metaxas’s Bonheoffer. In addition to reading, Ron enjoys deer hunting 
and fishing and has taken a fishing trip to Ontario with his son and grandson for 12 
successive summers. He is an avid walker and jog-a-walker. 

MICHAEL LYLES, M.D.
When Michael takes off his psychiatrist hat, he is the father of three truly wonder-
ful kids—a lawyer, future teacher, and nurse practitioner. His lovely wife of 30 
years, Marsha, is the CEO of their home and family life, as well as the treasurer for 
the local high school PTA where his youngest child attends. Gardening is Michael’s 
true hobby, followed by golf, fishing, attempting to write a book, and the Atlanta 
Falcons! He specializes in growing perennials and trade plants with other garden-
ers. His other passion is mentoring young people, having served as an adolescent 
Sunday school teacher in his local church for more than 20 years.

GARY J. OLIVER, TH.M., PH.D.
Gary is a husband, father, Executive Director of The Center for Relationship Enrich-
ment and Professor of Psychology and Practical Theology at John Brown University. 
He has five earned degrees including a Ph.D. from the University of Nebraska-Lin-
coln. Gary is the author or co-author of more than 20 books and 250 popular and 
professional articles. He enjoys reading (especially Jonathan Edwards, C.S. Lewis, 
Henri Nouwen, and Richard Foster), bike riding, and scuba diving (he is a Mas-
ter Scuba Diver and Divemaster and has traveled around the world for dives that 
include places like the Great Barrier Reef in Australia). However, what he enjoys the 
most is discussing spiritual formation, praying and/or laughing with friends.

DAVID STOOP, PH.D. 
David is a Licensed Clinical Psychologist and the founder and director of The 
Center for Family Therapy in Newport Beach, California. He is a graduate of Fuller 
Theological Seminary, where he is an adjunct professor. David is a Gold Medallion-
winning author with more than 25 books to his credit and is often heard as the 
co-host of the national New Life radio program. He loves photography, is a collector 
of old fountain pens, and spends his spare time driving and working on his 1964 
MGB. He and his wife, Jan, have three sons and six grandchildren.
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CLINICAL

Shannon Royce, J.D.

The journey of parenting a child with a hidden disability is different than 
any other I have taken. As a preacher’s kid, I was raised in the church and 
steeped in the Word from my earliest memories. However, nothing pre-

pared me for the journey on which my husband and I embarked at the diagnosis 
of our son’s hidden disability.

Hidden disabilities are those challenges which are deeply life affecting, but 
show no visible markers. There is no wheelchair or service dog as with some other 
disabilities. Examples of hidden disabilities would be some of the diagnoses found 
on the autism spectrum—individuals with mental health concerns such as anxiety, 
bipolar disorder, depression or schizophrenia, and those with neurological impair-
ment such as Tourette’s Disorder or epilepsy. Each of these disabilities can have a 
profound impact on a person and his or her family.  

The particular challenge of these diagnoses is also a blessing—they are, for 
lack of a better term, hidden. Yet, it is this hidden quality that can create unusual 
stresses for the family. From our own experience, here are several things counsel-
ors, pastors, or lay people can do to assist families living with hidden disabilities. 

Help us understand and process our grief. A diagnosis that confirms a 
disability can be grief-filled. We have plans and dreams of what parenting a child 
will be like. This is a normal part of parenting, but one that changes when the 
unwelcome news is received. We are unsure which dreams are realistic, and which 
must die. Unlike grief at the death of a loved one, there is no typical pattern to 
anticipate when it comes to living with a disability. The grief can come like crash-
ing waves that knock us off our feet and leave us gasping for air. Each anticipated 
event (the first day of kindergarten, the first sleepover, etc.) is marked by limita-
tions and a new loss occurs with each occasion. Over time, these losses become 
more familiar, but they are still real losses and need to be mourned.

Help us live securely in the assurance that God gave this child to us as a 
stewardship responsibility. Dealing with the challenges of disability adds a whole 
layer of complexity to life. There are doctor and specialist appointments, school 
challenges and Individual Education Plans (IEPs), as well as medications and side 
effects. The journey can seem daunting at best. It is critical to rest in God’s sover-
eign goodness in giving this child to our care. He will empower and give wisdom 
for the task. 

Help us be at peace with the judgment of others. When parenting a child 
with a hidden disability, there are often abrupt or unacceptable behaviors that 
must be managed with wisdom and discernment. It never ceases to amaze me 

when people presume to understand and give advice for things about which they 
have no knowledge or experience. Help me focus on the “audience of One”1 and 
seek to please the Lord rather than others.

Remind us it is important to take care of ourselves and other members of 
the family. It is easy to be overwhelmed with caring for the child with the disabili-
ty to the exclusion of oneself, one’s spouse, or one’s other children. This dangerous 
and damaging tendency has to be countered very deliberately and intentionally. 
Help us manage our time in ways that reflect balance and trust in God’s provision 
for our family.

Remind us it is okay that there are limits to our abilities. There is only so 
much one person can do. This is part of our humanity and has to be accepted with 
humility. Trying to discern one’s boundaries can be one of the most difficult parts 
of the journey of living with disability. How much is enough? How much is too 
much? How do I discern the difference? “God grant me the serenity to accept the things 
I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the differ-
ence.”2

Help us deal with the loneliness of parenting a child with a hidden dis-
ability. One of the most disheartening challenges of living with a disability (hid-
den or not) is the incredible isolation that results from the limits of time, human 
understanding, and one’s own emotional capacity—what Christian psychologist, 
Dr. James Dobson, calls “the doctrine of limited tears.” Help us find community 
within the confines of our unique family journey.  

All of these are life lessons we must learn in walking with God. We are learn-
ing them through the prism of living with hidden disabilities. Christian counsel-
ors, pastors and lay ministers can help by walking with us and reminding us of 
God’s love and faithfulness, regardless of the life challenge.

Shannon Royce, J.D., is president & CEO of ChosenFamilies.
org, a ministry to families living with hidden disabilities. She is a 
wife, mom, attorney, cancer survivor, marathoner, and pro-family 
advocate. 

Endnotes
1 Os Guinness, The Call: Finding and Fulfilling the Central Purpose of Your Life.

2 Reinhold Niebuhr.
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INNOVATIVE THOUGHT & PRACTICE
“Don’t start a private practice right now. This is a difficult economy and I would 
hate to see you struggle,” was the advice I received from many of my friends. Thir-
teen months later, I signed a business lease for a second luxury suite in a promi-
nent part of town. My private practice has several staff members, and we oversee 
both graduate and undergraduate interns. In the last 13 months, I have experi-
enced the blessing of becoming a media contributor for local TV stations and am 
now a regular radio guest at a leading FM station. While there are multiple factors 
that have led to our success, I truly believe the strategic use of social media has 
contributed to our positive momentum.  

The effective use of social media for licensed professionals is an extensive topic 
of discussion because we have to address issues such as confidentiality, HIPAA, 
dual relationships, and professional ethics. As important as these topics are, they 
are beyond the scope of this article. I am simply acknowledging these issues 
because I know many of you are already thinking about them. When it comes to 
social networking, many counselors are starting to ask themselves, “How can I use 
this medium to grow my practice?” Others still seem to struggle with understanding 
how social media really works, and their questions are more along the lines of, 
“What is it?” rather than, “How can 
I use it?”

YOUR WEB SITE MATTERS
Your Web site should be at the 
center of all of your social media 
marketing efforts because it is the 
equivalent of your online “real 
estate.” This personalized site is 
your place on the Internet, and 
it is typically the first impres-
sion people form about your 
brand and the quality of services 
rendered. Sadly, I know too many 
incredibly gifted clinicians who 
have horrible Web sites that 
poorly reflect the quality of work 
done within the therapeutic hour. 
As a result, many potential clients 
end up moving on to another 
site. Having a good Web site is 
not enough, but it is foundational 
to developing a successful social 
media presence.

SEVEN SOCIAL MEDIA TOOLS THAT WILL BOOST 
YOUR PRACTICE
Using social media for most businesses is no longer a differentiator; it is an ex-
pectation. Not every person who engages with you will become a client, but your 
social media funnel has the potential to transform people into advocates, referral 
partners, or paying clients.  

1. FACEBOOK 
This is the perfect place for your practice to engage with a community of people 
who may want to better understand and interact with your brand and experience a 
personal touch. Reply to comments. Survey your followers. Share a little about the 
life and particulars of your practice.

2. TWITTER 
When it comes to social interaction on Twitter, it is more important to be interested 
than it is to be interesting. People want to know that you care about them, not just 
about marketing to them. This means you must tweet to people and not at people.  

3. BLOGS
I strongly recommend that your Web site is either built on a blog platform or that 
you find a way to integrate a blog into your existing site. Blog entries have the po-
tential of driving high traffic, with the added benefit that search engine spiders will 

love the fact that your site produces new content on a regular basis.

4. FOURSQUARE 
While none of my clients check in on Foursquare (location-based social network-
ing), our practice is listed and automatically promoted when someone checks into 
a nearby business. I listed my practice on Foursquare because I am a believer that 
exposure breeds familiarity, and familiarity breeds brand trust.

5. PINTEREST 
This is a creative way to communicate your unique message visually by using this 
online pinboard to organize and share the content you have “pinned,” such as im-
ages, videos, or inspirational stories.  

6. INSTAGRAM
Take pictures of your office using this photo sharing application and show people 
your space. Since many of us see multiple clients every day, we forget that some of 
our clients have never been to a counselor’s office. Put them at ease by giving them 

a preview of what to expect. Show them 
your front office staff. Use photography to 
convey a therapeutic message. 
 
7. YOUTUBE 
Consider making short, informational 
videos that you can promote on your blog 
or Facebook page. Videos are a great way 
to showcase your personality and your 
expertise.  
 
BECOMING A MARKET LEADER
Whether you are already using social 
media to promote your practice or are 
considering doing so, let me suggest three 
key principles that will help maximize 
your efforts in this arena and gain positive 
momentum.

1. Remember marketing is a sys-
tem. Putting and ad in the local paper or 
adding your Web site to your business 
card is no longer sufficient for marketing 
and promoting your business. Building 
a brand requires intentional efforts on 
your part to ensure your message is both 

clear and consistent. It is important that you carefully consider which social media 
platforms you feel comfortable using and which ones need to be set aside for now. 
I suggest you use the social media tools that work best with your personality, inter-
ests, and current marketing goals.

2. Focus on adding value. The only way your blog will attract subscribers or 
your Twitter will gain followers is by producing quality content that adds value to 
your audience. One of the easiest ways for counselors to engage with people is by 
educating them. Blogs, videos, and eBooks are great ways to generate interest in 
your practice and help your audience develop confidence in your ability to help.

3. Have a personal touch. While many of your potential clients expect you to 
have digital interactivity, all of them crave the personal touch that I believe many 
businesses are losing. This is one of the reasons why I have chosen to have some-
one answer the phone when people call my office, rather than letting a recorded 
voicemail greet my potential clients. People expect you to be professional, but you 
will gain their trust, loyalty, and business when you also show them your heart for 
what you do. After all, aren’t we in the business of caring?

Cesar G. Gamez, M.A., LPC, is the Clinical Director at North 
Phoenix Counseling, LLC, and the founder of the Arizona Center 
for Eating Disorders. He is an adjunct professor at Arizona Chris-
tian University, a highly sought-after speaker, and a consultant for 
clinicians seeking to grow their practices.
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