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CHAPTER 1 

 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 

     The importance of treating a person in the area of pastoral counseling is in the ability to 

understand the effects that a person inherits during his or her lifetime and how they have dealt with 

their issues to find resolution.  Did they make a poor choice and try to correct themselves?  Does the 

person continue to make poor choices that will continue to place them at risk?  Does this pattern 

continue on a regular basis?  If so, how can we as pastoral counselors make the most positive and 

spiritual difference in their lives that will help us to create and implement a corrective action plan 

that will change this pattern of behavior?  Pastoral counseling encompasses a wide variety of issues 

specific to the individual’s life experience and their family life including their level of spirituality.  

In addition, the counselor must be focused on how these issues affect the patient’s way of life, 

his/her family and how to address the problem within the pastoral community. 

     My experience over the past thirty-seven years working with students, teachers and community 

members at large is that people do not utilize all of the support services that are readily available to 

them.  It is in both my professional experience and opinion as a school administrator, teacher and 

Eucharistic minister that many people in need of pastoral counseling would rather pay a psychologist 

for therapy services or not seek professional help at all rather than seek counseling services from the 

clergy in their community.  This does not mean that people never seek help from pastoral counselors, 

but based on my experience, numerous people have stated that the clergy lack the life experience 

needed to fully understand and interpret the person’s problems and true needs.  Their knowledge is 

“book” knowledge.  Nevertheless, they recommend a ways and means for resolution. 
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     My argument with this is that there will always be a controversy over issues such as this one, but 

based on facts that I will provide in this dissertation along with the abilities, training and life 

experiences required of pastoral counselors, I will attempt to “bridge the gap” between the 

perception of a pastoral counselor and the “true” professional.  This perception is unfair and not 

accurate by any means.  Through training and spiritual leadership, the pastoral counselor can and 

will able to understand and interpret the client’s issues and will be able to address family life issues 

head-on through the use of common sense techniques and spirituality.    

     Although pastoral counseling shares some of the same features with counseling done by other 

professionals, it also has some important distinctive differences as listed below: 

 Pastoral counseling training 

 The role of the pastoral counselor 

 The surrounding conditions of a pastoral counselor 

 Pastoral counselor goals 

 Pastoral counseling resources 

     The training of ministers is distinctive because it provides the pastoral counselor with a spiritual 

perspective on clients and their problems.  Ministers are the only counseling professionals who 

routinely have systematic training in theology, biblical studies, ethics, and church history.  This 

framework of understanding provides pastoral counselors with an invaluable perspective on those 

clients seeking their help.  “What a shame, therefore, when ministers abandon this perspective for a 

psychological one, judging the latter to be superior or more prestigious.”  (Benner, 32)  The training 

of pastors provides them with a unique and vitally important perspective.  It equips them to see 

people spiritually, that is, the light of their relationship with God and their response to this 

relationship. 
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     A spiritual perspective should in reality always be a holistic perspective.  This is separate and 

apart from immature and unhealthy forms of spiritually that limit our experience of God to one 

sphere of being, the human encounter with the divine always has ripple effects that spread out to 

touch all aspects of our being.   The pastoral counselor must realize that Christian soul care must 

always involve a focus on the whole person, with particular attention given to the inner self.  We, as 

pastoral counselors are in a unique position to provide this service.  “Pastoral counselors are trained 

in such a way that it offers the opportunity to understand people from the biggest of all perspectives, 

the spiritual.”  (Benner, 32) 

     The author of the book, Strategic Pastoral Counseling, by David G. Benson stresses that while 

pastors may have taken a few courses in pastoral psychology and/or counseling, it does not certify 

the counselor as a psychologist.  Even with internship or supervised experience in clinical pastoral 

education, their typical exposure to psychology is somewhat limited.  Without specialized training 

in psychotherapy, counselors should therefore not attempt long-term approaches to counseling that 

focuses on changing the underlying personality structures or resolve deep-seated unconscious 

problems and conflicts.     

     As ministers we are uniquely equipped to foster spiritual wholeness, and this must be the heart of 

any counseling that is defined as pastoral counseling.  This spiritual focus will build on the 

distinctive strengths of pastoral training and represents an approach to counseling that is not only 

consonant with other aspects of the pastoral role but also allows counseling to be integrated into the 

context of pastoral care and ministry. 

     Pastors are also unique among counselors in that they play both social and symbolic roles.  They 

are religious authority figures that represent religious values and beliefs.  Community parish 

members approach pastors with different expectations than those associated with other helping 
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professionals.  They expect pastors to represent Christian values, beliefs, and commitments.  This 

brings Christian meaning to focus on human problems.  “Because ministers are perceived as 

representative of the Christian church, some people avoid approaching them when struggling with 

personal problems.” (Benner, 33)  This statement supports my argument why people avoid 

approaching pastoral counselors when in crisis.  The reasons for this are quite varied and are 

associated with idiosyncratic responses to the symbolic role of the clergy.  Many adults continue to 

view clergy through the eyes of their childhood, possibly recalling judgmental or punitive 

encounters with strict and intimidating religious authority figures.  It is understandable why these 

people are so afraid of approaching a pastoral counselor at a time of need.  Others have more 

positive associations with clergy but, assuming that they are only interested in explicitly religious 

matters, judge their own problems as too mundane or secular for a religious professional. 

     But these same associations and expectations cause a majority of people to come to the opposite 

conclusion.  “In an important and now quite well-known study conducted in 1957, 42 percent of 

Americans reported that when facing a significant personal problem, a minister is the first person 

they would consult when seeking help.”  (Benner, 33)  This means that 58 percent would not 

consult with a pastoral counselor.   

     “A family physician was preferred by 29 percent of the sample.  When this study was replicated 

in 1976, ministers were still the most preferred group of helpers chosen by 39 percent of the people.  

(Benner, 33)  This means that 61 percent of the people would not seek help from the pastoral 

counselor. 

      Although these statistics demonstrate that in spite of what often seems to be a diminishing sphere 

of influence for the church in society, a considerably higher percentage of people go to the clergy for 

help with personal problems than to any other helping professional.  This choice was made because 
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of the clergy’s role as representatives of the Christian church who bring a Christian perspective and 

unique Christian healing resources to their work as counselors.  But the fact still remains that 

although this study demarcates that there is a higher percentage (39 percent) of people seek help 

from the clergy, there is still 61 percent of people that would not seek their help. 

     People also seek the clergy because the symbols and expectations associated with the church 

make it very clear where the pastoral counselor stood on important value matters.  The counselee 

then needed less time to get to know the counselor’s values.  Other common associations related to 

the church include being a place of quiet and safety or where one meets God, also aids in the 

facilitation of counseling in the church context.     

     It is important that we clearly understand the goals of counseling.  This is the most important 

aspect of any counseling relationship.  Without clear goals, counseling becomes an aimless activity 

where the means becomes the end.  If pastoral counseling is to be unique, its goals must be both 

clear and distinctive. 

    The main goal of the pastoral counselor is the facilitation of spiritual growth.  Pastoral counselors 

are just like any other counselor in that they seek to provide whatever help is possible for the 

problems that are presented to them.  Solving the problems is only one of the concerns.  The other 

concern is to make sure that the client understands their problems and their lives in the light of their 

relationship with God and hopefully provide them with the opportunity to live their lives more fully 

in the light of this understanding.  “Problems should never be the primary focus in counseling 

sessions.  The primary focus should be on the whole person as he or she lives out life before the face 

of God.  The pastoral counselor’s working premise is that spiritual growth is both foundational to all 

human wholeness and related to all other aspects of wholeness.”  (Benner, 36)   
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     The author, David G. Benner states that “pastoral counseling involves the establishment in a time-

limited relationship that is structured to provide comfort for troubled persons by enhancing their 

awareness of God’s grace and faithful presence and thereby increasing their ability to live their lives 

more fully in the light of these realizations.”  (Benner, 40)  Pastoral counseling is not ongoing 

relationship of pastoral care that a pastor has with all his parishioners.  This form of counseling is set 

up in response to a request for help, structured in ways to facilitate its purposes, and terminated when 

these purposes have been fulfilled.  Other pastoral-care responsibilities are generally not terminated 

at any time other than at a person’s death or departure from the church or community.  “Pastoral 

counseling is, by its very nature, a special and unique relationship.  Like emergency room care, it is a 

form of intense treatment that should be replaced as soon as possible by more regular and ongoing 

care, in this case, pastoral care.”  (Benner, 41)  

     The training, role, context, goals and resources of pastoral counseling combine to give the 

pastoral counselor a number of advantages over other counseling professionals.  These advantages 

are listed below: 

 “The ability to bring theological reflection to bear on life experiences” 

 “The holistic perspective that accompanies the spiritual focus” 

 “The availability of religious and congregational resources” 

 “The facilitation of trust associated with knowledge of a pastor’s values and 

worldview” 

 “The ability to relate in ways that are not restricted to the counseling role” 

 “The ability to provide services regardless of capacity to pay” 

                                                                                                                         (Benner, 41)  
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     “The pastoral counselor is a person called by God and set apart by their congregation to be God’s 

ambassador to prepare the way for salvation.  Moreover, this view of a pastor has been associated 

with the concept of a shepherd, one who helps others help themselves by providing an environment 

for growth, health, and salvation.”  (Wicks, Parsons, Capps, 276)  This view of the pastoral 

counselor’s job description has been associated with the concept of a shepherd.  The focus for the 

pastor is to help others learn to help themselves.  In order for this process to be successful, the pastor 

must create an environment that supports growth, health and salvation for the client/parishioner.    

     The concept of pastoral has a much deeper meaning that that of ordained clergy.  The term 

pastoral refers to people specifically trained and uniquely sensitive to the domain of religious-value-

meaning systems of human nature.  Pastoral counseling is the discipline that synthesizes this special 

training, sensitivity and commitment to understand the religious-value-meaning dimension of people 

with this training.  This process provides the mental health services that the parishioner needs.  It is 

the willingness and ability to deal with the religious-value-meaning dimension of the human 

condition that makes the pastoral counselor a unique professional. 

     The pastoral counselor brings to marital and family counseling a special perspective that is not 

available from other professionals.  This counselor also brings to the table spiritual direction.  The 

purpose of pastoral care is to help people to union with God.  Preaching, liturgy, teaching, 

admonishing, pastoral visiting and feeding the hungry are all forms of pastoral care.  All these 

ministries can be undertaken with the sole purpose of helping people to union with God and aid in 

the process of curing the soul.   

     At this point we can now better understand that spiritual direction is a form of pastoral counseling 

given by one person to another that enables this person to pay attention to God’s personal 

communication to him or her, to respond to this personal communication by God, to grow in 
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intimacy and to live out the consequences of this relationship.  The practice of consultation with 

parishioners draws the pastoral counselor into the mental health arena along with other care-givers 

such as social workers, psychologists, psychiatrists, educators and spiritual directors.  Consultation 

has been defined as a technique that, at a minimum, will always have the following six 

characteristics: 

 “it is a helping or problem-solving process” 

 “it occurs between a professional help-giver and a help-seeker who has responsibility for 

the welfare of another person” 

 “it is a voluntary relationship” 

 “the help-giver and help-seeker share in solving the problem” 

 “the goal is to help solve a current problem of the help-seeker” 

 “the help-seeker profits from the relationship in such a way that future problems may be 

handled more sensitively and skillfully” 

                                                                                                 (Wicks, Parsons, Capps, 162) 

     Consultation provides a method for the mental health professional to assist the person to function 

more effectively with a counselee or a group.  Pastoral counseling consultations broaden the 

effectiveness of the counselor well beyond one’s original training and strength.  Numerous 

situations arise in the course of a pastoral counselor’s ministry where assistance to the counselee 

would be enhanced if consultation were sought by the counselor.  Even in the area of an 

organization, place of employment or where school counseling takes place. There are four main 

types of consultations that are identified in these areas of counseling: 

 “Client-Centered Case Consultation” - This approach is derived from the pastoral 

counselor’s desire for assistance from a specialist.  This specialist actually assesses the 
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counselee in order to help assist the counselor to find the most effective way to help the 

counselee. 

 “Consultee-Centered Case Consultation” - In this form of consultation specifically, the 

pastoral counselor needs the assistance in order to function with a counselee more 

effectively.  At this time the consultant’s job is to assess the counselor’s difficulty, not the 

counselee’s problem.  This difficulty may arise due to the lack of knowledge, skill, 

confidence, objectivity, or from interpersonal difficulties which impede effective 

counseling. 

All counselors are vulnerable to a loss of objectivity due to their own personality or 

unconscious dynamics.  This may occur when presenting problems of the counselee 

trigger unresolved conflicts in the counselor’s own life. 

 “Program Centered administrative consultation” -   The goal in this form of consultation is 

in the development of an action plan that can be implemented by the consultant or 

associates to resolve the administrative problem. 

 “Consultee-centered administrative consultation” – The goal is to help the consultee to 

improve problem-solving skills in dealing with current organizational problems. 

                                                                                                      (Wicks, Parsons, Capps, 163) 

     To support my argument, I feel that pastoral counselors have been as successful as any other 

counselor in dealing with problems in the area of alcoholism, family relationships, interpersonal and 

job-related issues.  It is in my opinion, that pastoral counselors have not made enough active 

attempts to be a significant part of any social agency team.  A pastoral counselor, who is an expert in 

spirituality and has a sound knowledge of human personality and strong counseling methods, has a 

distinct contribution to make to a community mental health team.  If this was recognized, the 
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pastoral counselor would then be actively sought for consultation, collaboration and referral more 

frequently.  This would change why people look suspiciously at secularized mental health care.  This 

would provide the community with a significant enriching delivery of community mental health care 

for all involved.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

       

     In reviewing material relating to the topic of this dissertation, “Who would be best suited to be a 

pastoral counselor?”  Those interested in establishing a pastoral counseling ministry should first 

evaluate the local church or parachurch context and needs.  It is important to differentiate the 

different levels of counseling ministry possible, ranging from basic caring or encouragement skills 

for all Christians to learn and use in general interpersonal relationships, to sophisticated and 

specialized helping or counseling skills for some gifted Christians to learn and use more specific, 

focused ministry of pastoral counseling to people facing problems in living.   

     In the book, Clinical Handbook of Pastoral Counseling, Volume 2 by Robert J. Wicks and 

Richard D. Parsons, these authors inform us that there are different levels of lay counseling ministry 

that is basically divided into three models or categories as described below: 

 “Informal, spontaneous model” - This model assumes that counseling should occur 

spontaneously and informally in interactions and relationships already present in the 

existing structure of the church.  Therefore, only some basic care skills training should 

be made available to as many leaders and interested members in the church as possible. 

 “Informal, organized model” - This model assumes that Christian counseling should be 

an organized and well-supervised ministry that should, however, still occur in informal 

settings such as in homes, hospitals, restaurants, etc. 
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 “Formal, organized model” - This model assumes that Christian counseling should be an 

organized and well-supervised ministry conducted in a formal way in the context of a 

counseling center or service that is established in a local church.     (Wicks, Parsons, 31)                  

     Those that are interested in the areas of lay or pastoral counseling should first decide which 

model or models may be best suited to their specific church context and needs.  The choice of 

specific programs and materials from the great variety that are now available today will be a little 

easier once the decision is made about which model to use.   

     It is in my opinion that the “informal, organized model” is a more helpful and appropriate one to 

use for many local churches, especially in some of the ethnic churches where there may be a stigma 

against both formal counseling and lay or nonprofessional counseling.  These authors state that 

there are eleven characteristics necessary for the pastoral counselor who works on cultural 

boundaries and becomes culturally aware when working in the culture of origin.  This counselor 

must demonstrate the following cultural traits: 

 “Culturally aware, interpathically skilled, and authentically present in dialogue with persons 

of other cultures, values, and faiths, unafraid to cross over and return from alternate world 

and religious views.” 

 “Culturally sensitive to what is universal, cultural, or individual; and values humans as 

essentially of ultimate worth, culturally of comparable worth, individually of equal worth.” 

 “Conscious of both individuality and solidarity with others in his or her self-identity, in its 

infinite variety in other cultural, familial, and personal identities; and sees the individual-in-

community as the basic unit.” 
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 “Sensitive to the wide variation of human controls-anxiety, shame, guilt – in the different 

human contexts, respectful of the positive as well as the negative functions of each emotion 

and its moral as well as functional context.” 

 “Aware of values – their nature, universality, uniqueness, variety, and power in directing life 

– and sensitivity to the core values of each culture, group, or person.” 

  “Concerned with essential human groups – family, marriage, and kinship groups – as well 

as individuals; and sees relationships of integrity as essential to personal integration and 

health.” 

 “Aware of the inequities of gender roles, sensitive to the exploitation and abuse of women, 

and committed to work for justice and the liberation of all who suffer oppression.” 

 “Aware of the moral character of human choice, reasoning, and behavior, of the constancy 

of form and contrasts in content in ethical stories and storytellers.” 

 “Sensitive to world views which accept middle zone experience; which utilize metaphorical, 

mythical, and supernatural explanations for human pain, tragedy, and disorder; and which 

demand power confrontations with evil and the demonic.” 

 “Aware of the cultural shaping and labeling of mental illness, respectful of the wide 

variation in what is normative and normal in each culture; and responsive to human frailty 

and suffering with insight and compassion.” 
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 “Open to the many metaphors for psychotherapy which exist in various cultures, recognizing 

in each the possibilities of an experience of grace and truth inviting integrity and 

wholeness.”  (Wicks, Parsons, 136) 

     These are important elements that are integral to effective intercultural pastoral care giving, 

which will take many forms with richly varied content.  “The goal is not the construction of a single 

integrative model, but the recognition of the need for as many models as there are cultural contexts, 

and the call for pastoral counselors to work creatively, flexibly, humbly, and redemptively on the 

boundaries where crossing over and returning enrich and transform our vision of human life and 

destiny.” (Wicks, Parsons, 137)  

     As Pastoral Counselors, we have the knowledge, ability, and opportunity to learn from these 

occurrences and aide our clients in understanding the true spiritual meaning of their issue.  A more 

proactive approach is needed to focus our lives and theirs toward the path of God.  God sends us 

messages and communicates with us in many ways.  It is quite refreshing to know that God sends 

these people, as our clients to us so that we can continue to lead, guide and preach the word of God 

throughout our lifetime.   

     In the book, Pastoral Counseling: The Basics by James E. Dittes, the author tells us that many 

people assume that pastoral counseling refers to any conversation a pastor and parishioner may have 

about any one of a relatively limited roster of “pastoral” issues, such as death, illness, faith, family 

relations, alcoholism, or sexual indiscretion or any other damaging behavior patterns.  But many of 

these conversations on these topics may lack the attitudes of soul-searching that characterize 

pastoral counseling.  “A person’s readiness to be a pastoral counselee is never clearly 

communicated because the readiness is never clear.” (Dittes, 6) 
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     For pastoral counseling to occur, the counselee must be ready to be vulnerable, to discuss his or 

her life in the mode of confession or surrender.  This is where the counselee knows that something 

is wrong and can’t be fixed by without the help of the counselor.  “The counselee must be ready to 

abandon the conventional and comfortable selfhood as he or she has constructed it for the sake of 

rediscovering the self as created.” (Dittes, 8) This is difficult for the counselee to adopt and 

maintain.  This is also an important contribution of the counselor to provide the atmosphere that 

allows the candor of confession.  The counselee must be ready and not pushed into this discussion 

or else the counseling will never occur. 

     Pastoral counseling is usually precipitated out of an ongoing relationship between both the 

pastoral counselor and the parishioner.  This relationship may facilitate pastoral counseling much 

more that it could ever complicate it.  This type of relationship can provide the familiarity and trust 

that are critical to pastoral counseling.  The strength of the relationship and church activies will 

bring about counseling that would never otherwise occur. 

     This author describes the pastoral counseling conversation and relationship as like no other, and 

perhaps is not a relationship at all.  It is unlike a conversation between friends or lovers, and unlike 

a family conversation or a schoolroom conversation.  Both the counselee and counselor find 

themselves wanting to revert to the familiar. 

      “As a counselee, you experience feelings of being safe, trusted, trusting, reprieved from 

expectations and sanctions, removed from the scramble and competition of the marketplace and 

transported into a momentary sanctuary.  You also feel, “from somewhere inside yourself, 

unfamiliar hints of resentments, grief, chagrin, doubt, and alienation and also unfamiliar hints of 

affection, faith, confidence, and self-assurance.” (Dittes, 13)   
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     “If you are the counselor, you experience your own kind of moratorium, even transcendence, 

from involvement and mutuality.” (Dittes, 13)  The purpose is not to look for ways to bond with the 

counselee, but your gratification comes as a deliberate vocational renunciation, the acceptance of 

the ascetic discipline of pastoral counseling.  

      “With God we experience this curiously reassuring aloofness, this noninvolvement, as a 

guarantee that God’s investment in our lives is firm, unreserved and unconditional.   And just as the 

transcendence confirms the immanence, so too, the immanence reveals the transcendence; we come 

to feel God’s presence so intensely and intimately with us that the experience transports.  It feels 

“out of this world,” and it is.  What the pastoral counselor provides to the counselee is not a clever 

diagnosis, nor an astute remedy, nor a surfeit of love, but a constancy of attention, enabled by a 

disciplined abstinence from the vagaries of desire.” (Dittes, 15)  Pastoral counseling is committed 

and effective in energizing people to address the issues of counselee’s so that they can change what 

they can and cope creatively as they must. 

     This author supports my argument in that God’s investment in our lives is firm, unreserved and 

unconditional.  It is in my opinion that by the power of God’s support of the counselor and 

counselee, the counseling session becomes effective in energizing the counselee in the healing 

process.  God is the primary ingredient in the successful healing process of the counselee.  

Parishioners should come to understand the spiritual effect of healing.  

     In the book, Basic Types of Pastoral Care Counseling by Howard Clinebell, the author states that 

“ministers are the only professional persons with training in counseling who have automatic entrée 

to the world of most sorrowing people.”  (Clinebell, 218)  This gives the clergyman an unparalleled 

opportunity and responsibility to be effective guides and companions of the bereaved as they walk 
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through their shadowed valley of loss.  The pastoral counselor must develop a high degree of 

competence in bereavement care and counseling.  As pastoral counselors, we must remember that 

there are all forms of grief.  Grief is involved in all significant changes, losses, and life transitions, 

not just in the death of a loved person.  Every life event on the Holmes-Rahe stress scale involves 

some loss and therefore grieving takes place. 

     This author also states that in the practice of the counseling art, it is helpful for us to remember 

the following perspective-giving facts of the pastoral counselor: 

 “The pastor’s focus on the acute needs of individuals who seek counseling should always 

be balanced by developing a broad ministry of pastoral care; this includes lay care givers 

as well as the minister.” 

 “One can help many troubled people without becoming a specialist in pastoral counseling 

and therapy.  At every level of growth in caring skills the professional and lay care 

givers, there are countless opportunities to be of genuine help.” 

 “Every pastoral counselor, however skilled, fails to help some people.  It is important to 

remember the human limitations of all counselors and all helping relationships.  Jesus’ 

lack of success with Judas, in spite of his close association, is a case in point.  As Jesus’ 

parable of the sower, the seeds in counseling do not always fall on receptive soil.  The 

counselor’s job is to keep sowing, trusting the God-given growth forces the people and 

relationships, and remembering that, at best, he/she is an imperfect instrument for 

communicating healing resources beyond her/him.” 
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 “Increasing one’s caring and counseling skills is a continuing, lifelong challenge.  One 

never “arrives.”  The heart of the counseling art can be learned by experience.  However, 

this learning is accelerated immensely if one’s experience is exposed to systematic 

reflection and evaluation.  This is why supervision, consultation, and reality-practice can 

be so fruitful.” 

 “Having examined a variety of theories and methods of counseling, it is important to 

reemphasize the heart of the matter.  This was put well in Jung’s advice to 

psychotherapists:  “Learn your theories as well as you can, but put them aside when you 

touch the miracle of the living soul.  Not theories but your own creative individuality 

alone must decide.”  Engraved in every pastor’s mind should be these words:  Caring 

Relationships – the Instruments of Help! 

Without a warm, accepting relationship, the methods of counseling described become 

mere techniques – sterile, manipulative, and ineffective.  But when skillfully employed 

within an accepting, energized, caring relationship, they become means by which that 

relationship’s healing power is released.” 

 “Finally, it is liberating to remember that all healing and growth are gifts of the creative 

Spirit of life whom we call God.  When healing and growth occur in counseling 

relationships, it is because persons have become more open in their minds and bodies and 

relationships to the re-creating energies of Spirit.  Healing and growth may occur in spite 

of, not because of, what a counselor says or does.  This awareness is no excuse for doing 

poor counseling.  It is a reminder that at best a counselor is a finite and often fractured 

channel for the healing power of the universe!”   (Clinebell, 428) 
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     This author supports my argument in that the key to pastoral counseling is in the creative Spirit 

of life whom we call God.  Parishioners must feel comfortable, a feeling of trust and an established 

relationship with the pastoral counselor in order for the counseling session to take place.  We, as 

pastoral counselors must not force the issue, but embrace the issue knowing when the appropriate 

time is for the counselee to request this service. 

     In the book, Introduction To Pastoral Counseling by Loren Townsend, the author states that “all 

counselors, pastoral or not, implicitly or explicitly manage the boundary between personal faith, 

religious or spiritual knowledge, and psychotherapy.  Because of their claim to engage the spiritual 

and religious lives of clients, pastoral counselors must be more intentional about this than other 

kinds of counselors.” (Townsend, 76)  This is what makes pastoral counseling so unique.   

     Pastoral counseling as defined in The Dictionary of Pastoral Care and Counseling is a twentieth-

century phenomenon.  It emerged among North American Protestant pastors who incorporated new 

psychological information into their ministries, and by midcentury it had become a ministry 

specialty requiring distinct training.  Pastoral counselors claim a genealogy anchored in ancient 

Hebrew and Christian understanding of care, expanded through the history of the Western Christian 

church and the Protestant Reformation, and later focused in the confluence of modern theology and 

behavioral sciences in the late nineteenth-century Europe and North America. 

     The genealogy mentioned above highlights contemporary pastoral counseling’s Euro-American 

characteristics and the dominant Protestant, clerical interpretive tradition that anchors its identity.  It 

also shows that pastoral care and counseling were central factors in shaping congregational life and 

clergy practice in American history.  Just as equally important, historical review helps us to 



20 

 

appreciate what practices, traditions, and people are marginalized or excluded by the particularity of 

this genealogy. 

     “In the mid- and late 1990’s, cultural and religious shifts changed the landscape that supported 

pastoral counseling for a half century.  Mainline Protestant dominations struggled with internal 

conflicts and declining membership.  Racial, ethnic, class, gender, international, and sexual 

diversity began to challenge the practices, theories, and institutional identity of pastoral counseling.  

States increased their legislative control over all counseling disciplines.  Managed care rearranged 

rules for the way in which mental health and counseling services were delivered and financed.” 

(Townsend, 53)   

     By the late 1990’s it was quite clear that pastoral counseling was defined as a North American 

movement among mostly male, Euro-American, clinically trained Protestant clergy, was stretched 

thin.  Pastoral counselors reflect theology and ethics.  “This is a grounding practice that transcends 

the therapy model or any set of counseling procedures.  It is near the heart of what makes identity 

and practices pastoral.” (Townsend, 158)  At its best, pastoral counseling is a form of spiritual 

practice that holds diverse pastoral counselors together across a multiverse of practices, theories, 

and personalities that characterize contemporary pastoral counseling. 
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        CHAPTER 4 

 

FINDINGS 

 

     It is my contention that our society has been blindsided to the fact that pastoral counselors can 

provide some of the main ingredients for counseling success in dealing with personal life issues in 

their local church ministry.  I have previously stated that in my experience as an active Roman 

Catholic, there have been numerous people that feel uncomfortable speaking to the clergy about 

issues such as marriage, and divorce and personal family problems.  The reason for this is because of 

their life experience and personality traits.  Priests have never been married and have not personally 

experienced the issues and problems that develop from a “bad” marriage and/or divorce.  

     It is my opinion that as a counselor in any field, your background, education and life experiences 

are valuable and bring much to the table of success.  We learn every day through our different life 

styles and experiences.  We also learn from each other.  With this in mind, we have the ability to 

learn just as much from someone else’s experience.   Sometimes we can even learn more from the 

perspective of looking at issues not from the inside out, as many do, but from the outside in.  This 

can provide the holistic picture that can bring some form of resolution to the client. 

     As an example, if a person is sad or depressed, the pastor’s own experience of sadness can help 

the counselor understand the patient, parishioner, or client.  The pastor may have had an illness, or 

other life-changing experience such as a near-death experience that can be related to what the client 

is experiencing.  This provides the common experience that will bring some form of understanding 

and relationship that is needed to create the trust needed between the two parties.   
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     Having a similar experience can help the counselor understand and be responsive in the pastoral 

situation.  The counselor must also be aware that this similar experience may temp the counselor to 

talk about his/her experience more than listen to the experience of the client.  “There needs to be 

definable limits on the pastor’s self-expression of the feeling and experiences that can help him/her 

respond helpfully to another.”  (Patton, 41)   

     Pastoral counseling is not a ministry that stands alone.  It is truly a part of a larger caring ministry 

of the congregation.  Pastoral counseling is the type of pastoral care in which the receivers care has 

in some way initiated the pastoral conversation and directly or indirectly asked for help.  As in all 

pastoral care, it requires that the pastor’s knowledge base, presence and guidance in every situation.  

How a pastor’s counseling differs from counseling that is provided by other counseling professionals 

in the community has to do with the person and accountability of the pastor than with the methods 

adopted for the counseling.  “The primary criterion for method is that it is consistent with what 

ministry is and with what persons and relationships are understood to be within the context of 

Christian faith.” (Patton, 103) 

     Because the counseling that a pastor does is part of his or her church’s ministry of pastoral care, 

the parish minister has an important accountability to that community of faith for the counseling that 

he or she does.  Pastoral counseling in a parish situation requires that the community, not the pastor 

alone, be responsible for it.  The parish minister’s accountability for his or her counseling is an 

important issue because far too many pastors carry out their pastoral counseling in secret.  Many 

times there is no group within the church that knows how much and what kind of counseling the 

pastor is doing and what percentage of his or her ministry is devoted to pastoral counseling. 

     The confidentiality that is so important and needed in any form of counseling does not have to be 

compromised by the pastor’s reporting regularly to a duly authorized committee of the church.  The 
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church only need to know that through this committee how much of the pastor’s time is encumbered 

in this way.  It is important to note that any money received for these services such as, money given 

away to persons in need, the types of situations that he/she may be dealing with, the consultation 

about the counseling that he/she is receiving and from whom he/she is receiving it should be 

documented.  Another important fact that should be reported to this committee is how much of the 

pastor’s counseling is an outreach ministry for persons not members of the congregation. 

     I suggest that in order to create this accountability need, the pastor should ask the governing body 

of the church to form a small, temporary committee to assist the pastor in planning his/her ministry 

of pastoral care, in particular, the ministry of pastoral counseling and referral services.  The initial 

committee can be an ad hoc committee instead of a standing committee so that a new pastor comes 

to know the members of the congregation; can better change the membership of the committee in 

order to deal with issues that may have developed.  The formation of this committee early in the 

pastor’s ministry will support the fact that the pastor’s counseling ministry is not a private practice or 

a secret to the congregation at large.  One of the first actions of the committee is to advise the pastor 

of the “network of care” available in the community.  This provides a holistic view and approach in 

the success of the counseling ministry.   

     After this initial work of establishing the counseling committee, the committee can and should be 

used to consult with and advise the pastor on different situations as they arise.  Some questions come 

to mind at this time.  Should a fund be established for the pastor to use to help people in financial 

difficulty?  Guidelines should be developed.  The committee can, for example, make 

recommendations in regard to this issue and set specific policies so that the framework is set in stone 

for future issues of this nature.  What kinds of situations have legal implications for pastor and 
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congregation?  This committee’s function can support, advise, and suggest resource without in any 

way breaching the pastor’s confidential relationship with his or her clients.   

      Another important part of this ministry is to assure the pastor that he/she is not working alone 

and that the counseling ministry is an integral part of the church’s ministry of pastoral care.  As 

stated in my argument and the title of this dissertation.  We have to promote the counseling ministry 

in a more positive and spiritual way.  This ministry should make every attempt to provide a warm, 

caring and spiritual focus to attract congregation members to use this service.  Yes, the relationship 

with the pastor and the client is important, but if you do not set up a foundation for success, you will 

create a foundation for disaster.  The pastoral counseling ministry will be defunct. 

     I will stress that pastoral counseling is a part of the pastoral care ministry of the church, not the 

private practice of the pastor.  Its strength lies in the church and the pastor’s ability to communicate 

and in his or her awareness of the other resources of help that lies beyond those of the church.  

“Pastoral counseling involves all of the wisdom that the pastor has developed in pastoral care plus 

the ability to structure the counseling situation through the use of questions that focus the 

parishioner’s concerns on what he or she wants to achieve.”  (Patton, 114)      

     The ministry of pastoral care comes from the Christian affirmation that God created humankind 

for relationship with God and with God’s other creatures.  God continues in relationship with us by 

hearing and remembering us.  We have the ability to care for others because God cares for us.  

Pastoral care is not just the act of one individual on behalf of another.  “It is the action of a 

community of faith that celebrates God’s care by hearing and remembering those who are in some 

way cut off from the faith community.” (Patton, 117) 

     What is specifically essential in the implementation of this action is a practical, pastoral wisdom 

that includes what we know, what we are, and most importantly, what we do.  The Wisdom literature 
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of the Bible offers us insight for this because it deals more with practical human concerns than with 

speaking of God.  Unlike other parts of ministry that involve teaching and preaching about God and 

religion, what is essential for pastoral care is familiarity and comfort with ordinary language about 

everyday life.  Mostly pastoral care involves dealing with people who talk practical, everyday 

problems more than they talk God.  “Wisdom in pastoral care involves recognizing the deeper, 

theological dimension of ordinary talk whether or not God is explicitly mentioned.” (Patton, 117) 

     The words “pastor and “pastoral” are associated with the image and function of the shepherd and 

with representing the shepherd Lord as described in the Twenty-third Psalm.  The focus of the psalm 

is on the presence and guidance of the Lord in restoring the soul of those in the darkest valley.   

Restoring soul to those who are in some way lost or separated from the community of faith is more 

than a role to play or a function to perform.  Theologically, a pastoral care giver, lay minister or 

clergy, is not called to care for persons by solving their problems.  He or she is called to recognize 

and communicate, even in the most difficult circumstances; a person is more than the problem that is 

presented.  Also, the patient or parishioner is not just a medical or psychological diagnosis, a couple 

struggling to stay in an unhappy marriage, or a lonely or demoralized person. 

     These people previously mentioned are persons created for relationship with God and God’s 

creations.  The pastor may contribute to the solution of the person’s problem, but the pastoral care 

that is offered is not the guidance given, but the relationship provided and the restoring of the 

person’s soul that can results from the union.  Rediscovering one’s self and one’s power to live and 

to change in the context of relationship is what pastoral care is all about.   

     Care is pastoral when it looks deeper than the immediate circumstances of a person’s life and 

reminds that person that he or she is a child of God created in and for relationship.  Therefore, the 
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spiritual value of the counseling session is the most important concept that must be learned through 

the counseling transition. 

     In the book, Pastoral Care Emergencies by David K. Switzer, the author informs us that “pastoral 

care is a critical part of any ministry but has taken a back seat, of late, as writers have focused on 

pastoral counseling or pastoral theology.”  (Switzer, vii)   By being in a position of church 

leadership, by the very nature of this position, is usually an open invitation for people in the 

congregation as well as for many people in a larger community to reach out for help.   This 

invitation is to bring for discussion their individual hurts, pressures, crises, decisions, the great 

variety of difficult experiences which as human beings they often need to share with someone that 

they trust.                

     Some people in church leadership positions are more invitational that others.  This sometimes 

creates a wall between the congregation member and the pastoral counselor, especially in 

emergency situations.  Due to the ways in which certain church leaders express openness, caring, 

trustworthiness, and competence in their other tasks and relationships, they are even more likely to 

be approached by persons in need. 

     “In addition, regardless of the church position held (pastor, general associate, ordained staff 

with special areas of responsibility, lay persons who might be working in Christian education, music, 

administration, secretarial services, and others), many of these persons in church leadership also 

have what might be called “subcongregations” of their own:  the choir, members of boards and 

commissions for which they have administrative responsibility, the committee or commission on 

education, along with church school superintendents and teachers, members of the church school 

department or class, and various other groups of volunteers.” (Switzer, 1)  
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     In large congregations, these church leaders are usually closer to their particular constituency 

than a senior minister/pastor is.  So when people within these subcongregations get sick, go to the 

hospital, are operated on, receive a dreaded diagnosis, die, have serious difficulties in their families, 

divorce, become shut-ins, it is natural for them or for members of their families to turn for help to 

that church staff person whom they know best and trust.  This can also segue into these 

subcongregation leaders to following through and introduce the person in need to the pastoral 

counselor for more focused and professional support services.  This provides a smooth transition of 

trust from the group leader to the pastoral counselor on behalf of the person in need.   In addition, 

this will also support the pastoral counselor in advertising for continued success in the parish. 

In the book, Solution-Focused Pastoral Counseling by Charles Allen Kollar, the author supports 

my argument in that he feels that ministers and Christian Leaders should be upbeat and positive 

individuals.  They have a message of grace and power as well as of God’s forgiveness and love.  

Pastoral leaders look to communicate strength and encouragement from God and the local church.  

Pastoral counselors are committed to their calling and preach a message of faith and hope.  Pastoral 

leaders enjoy teaching this message in Sunday schools, Bible studies, small groups and adult elective 

classes.  “Pastoral leader sermons are new and fresh because they come from the very heart of God.”  

(Kollar, 26)  Pastoral leaders have seen a message enter into individual spirits in such distinctive 

ways that it works in each person’s life uniquely and according to God’s will. 

When pastoral counselors work with their clients/parishioners, some pastors may experience some 

form of frustration.  They are expected to diagnose the problem, assess their own expertise, and 

determine the amount of time that they have to devote to their counselee.  Some pastors feel that they 

are not qualified to counsel the hurting individuals or families who come for help.  These kinds of 
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problems may seem too overwhelming and complex for them.  They listen compassionately, share 

Scripture, and try to offer options that seem right. 

     Many parishioners that come for help are hurt deeply, and some church counselors may not 

believe that they are experienced enough to dig down into the cause of distress.  This can happen if 

the couple or family is too enmeshed or dysfunctional.  There may be too much anger or depression.  

Counselors may feel that these issues are beyond their capabilities.  This is true but the good part of 

these situations is that they have identified that they need help.  The pastoral counselor can set the 

tone for the client, reach out to community professionals to team up collaboratively to support the 

client or in fact refer the client to a professional counselor.  “The professional counselor will also 

listen carefully but then may set up treatment goals based on the nature of psychopathology.  The 

nature and purpose of psychopathology are quite different from anything preached from the pulpit or 

taught in the classroom.” (Kollar, 26) 

     This author writes that church counselors deliberately do three things during their counseling 

sessions: 

1.  “Finds out what the counselee wants.”  Many clients that attend counseling sessions enter 

the session explaining what they do not want; that is, the client tells the counselor their 

problem.  The counselor focuses on these problems, unwittingly reinforcing them as 

counseling continues. 

2. “Looks for what God has already placed into the counselee’s life that is working and 

encourages him to do more of that.”  The approach of psychopathology is to diagnose what 

is wrong and what doesn’t work.  This differs from person to person.  In a solution-focused 

approach, the church counselor looks for what is working that then presents his/her 
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findings as meaningful.  This approach presupposes that God is actively engaged in the 

individual’s life. 

3. “Does something different.”  You cannot dig yourself out of a hole if you continue to dig 

deeper.  When what the counselee is doing is not working anymore, it’s time to try a 

different approach.  God is always doing a “new thing” in our lives. (Kollar, 42)    

          By using the approach of describing and clarifying solutions, this approach offers a wonderful 

freedom for both the counselor and counselee.  We can build solutions with a counselee, as the Holy 

Spirit guides the conversation.  “Building solutions is based in part on a constructivist view of 

reality.” (Kollar, 42) 

     This author also reminds us to be ethical in our practice.  Ethical considerations are as important 

to a pastor or Christian leader who is counseling within the local church as they are to the 

professional therapist, psychologist, or psychiatrist.  The church counselor needs to have a clear 

understanding of the ethical concerns that inform his counseling procedures.  Listed below are 

seven suggested ethical guidelines for the pastoral/church counselor to follow: 

1.  “Remain alert to your limitations.” 

2.  “Counseling must be informed by a theoretical framework of identity formation and 

therapeutic assumptions.” 

3. “The rights of the counselee are primary.” 

4. “Make every effort to refrain from dual relationships.” 

5. “Be sure the counselee is aware of the responsibilities or limitations of the counseling 

relationship.” 

6. “The counselor must not become romantically or sexually intimate with a counselee.” 
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7. “Do not use diagnostic or treatment procedures in which you have not been professionally 

trained.” (Kollar, 267)                                                                   

     The American Association of Pastoral Counselors (AAPC) states in its code of ethics: “We do 

not abandon or neglect clients.  If we are unable, or unwilling for appropriate reasons, to provide 

professional help or continue a professional relationship, every reasonable effort is made to arrange 

for continuation of treatment with another professional.” (Kollar, 268) 

     A pastoral counselor using a solution-focused approach should be tenacious.  Solutions 

conversations are about clarifying a goal and taking small steps toward it.  Yet the counselor is 

ethically obligated to refer if counseling remains ineffective.  Unless the counseling session is a part 

of the counselee’s support structure, the counselor should consider referral if there has been no 

progress toward a specific goal or goals given a reasonable amount of time.  It is generally 

recommended that the pastoral counselor give three to four sessions in order to assess the client’s 

progress.   

     It is in my opinion that the pastoral counselor should be well acquainted with pastoral counseling 

resources within the community.  Professional counseling agencies, peer self-help groups, support 

groups, crisis intervention services such as those offered for battered wives or counseling regarding 

pregnancy, day-treatment programs, as well as skill-building workshops.  These are all helpful as 

referral or adjunct services. 

     Every pastoral counselor and church leader who is engaged in the ministry of counseling should 

consider the following to aid in the success of their ministry counseling program: 

1.  “Counselors should have access to qualified supervision.” 
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2. “Consultation with fellow pastors and counselors is crucial for maintaining professional 

accountability.  The willingness to reach out for consultation is evident of professional 

maturity.” 

3. “Consultation is also vital when one is counseling those who may be potentially suicidal or 

dangerous to others.  Pastoral counselors are encouraged to become members in local 

pastoral counselors associations when and where possible.” 

4. “It is imperative that suspected physical problems be examined by a physician when 

indicated.  Also, it is good practice for the pastor to maintain a working relationship with a 

Christian psychiatrist for purposes of consultation regarding counselees who exhibit bizarre 

behaviors.” 

5. “Counselors should be aware of cultural differences and how they may affect the counseling 

relationship.  A counselor may be acting unethically when cultural differences are not 

considered.” (Kollar, 269) 

     Through my findings, pastoral counselors must be in tune with the different populations that exist 

in our society.  Special populations require the pastoral counselor to be on top of his or her game in 

understanding the cultural differences within the congregation.  In addition, the pastoral counsel 

must be able to specifically identify cultural differences within the follow populations: 

 “Military personnel” 

 “The aged” 

 “Asian Americans” 

 “Latino Americans” 

 “Individuals with disabilities” 

 “Persons with sexual addictions” 
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 “Hospice patients”                                   (Wicks, Parsons, Capps, 1) 

                                                                               

The group populations listed above help us to focus on the individual needs for successful 

counseling.  Many of us have had some experience dealing with these groups.   

     I feel strongly that hospice in a group that counselors should focus on because it is common to all 

of us in our society and in all of our lives.  The metaphor of journey has been a significant part of 

hospice history.  Hospice is defined as a house of shelter or rest for pilgrims.  Our personal 

preparation will equip us, as co-pilgrims and grief counselors for some of the rough roads that lie 

ahead.   

     An important aspect of this preparation is to address our own issues as pastoral counselors.  “Self-

monitoring needs to be ongoing for our professional growth as pastoral counselors.” (Wicks, 

Parsons, Capps, 231)  When we, as pastoral counselors prepare to work with a dying client and with 

the family members and others who are bereaved, it is essential that we include the proper attention 

to the client and sufficient grieving time in our treatment plan.  “Pastoral counseling is a special gift 

that is reflected through our skill.”  (Wicks, Parsons, Capps, 229)   

     The bereaved client does not have a strict timeline for grieving.   We must remember that the 

client does have a deep pain that will not heal on its own.  It is important for us to understand the 

need for grief to evolve, and to work in partnership with the client according to his or her individual 

need for sufficient time.  The client will have a sense of his/her own timing and how they will spend 

it.  This could be a short session, which can be very challenging to us as pastoral counselors who 

may perceive a need for more time than the client wants to devote to this process.  So, can we sit 

back and wait or try to fix it?  As pastoral counselors, we have much to give, but in the end, we must 

be able to receive wisdom and insight from those that we serve.  It should be noted that the lives that 
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we touch also touch us in many ways.  Because loss is a part of every person’s life, we as pastoral 

counselors must prepare ourselves for this journey. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

          Throughout this dissertation I have stated that it has been my professional experience over the 

past thirty-seven years working with students, teachers and community members at large that people 

do not utilize all of the support services that are readily available to them.  It is in both my 

professional experience and opinion as a school administrator, teacher and Eucharistic minister that 

many people in need of pastoral counseling would rather pay a psychologist for therapy services or 

not seek professional help at all rather than seek counseling services from the clergy in their 

community.  This does not mean that people never seek help from pastoral counselors, but based on 

my first-hand experience, numerous people have stated to me that the clergy lack the life experience 

needed to fully understand and interpret the person’s problems and true needs.  Their knowledge is 

“book” knowledge.  Nevertheless, pastoral counselors recommend a ways and means for resolution. 

     I have discussed pastoral counseling theories, practices, and mechanisms to advocate an active 

counseling practice to be used within church ministries.  The first key in my opinion in starting a 

counseling practice within a congregation, especially if you are new to the church is to establish a 

relationship with your parishioners.  As stated in the book, Pastoral Care in the Small Membership 

Church by James L. Killen, Jr. this author states that “One of the best ways for a pastor to move into 

relationship with the members of a congregation and a community is to make a get-acquainted visit 

with each church member family.” (Killen, 19)  Most of the members of the congregation will 

welcome a visit from their pastor.  This visit can do a lot to help the pastoral counselor to get to 

know the family members and begin to build a caring relationship with them.  This provides the 
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pastor a way to get off to a good start in a new parish.  By making systematic series of visits to as 

many families as possible will reinforce the relationship. 

     These visits can help communicate to the people that you are genuinely interested in their well-

being and want to have and maintain a personal relationship with every member of the congregation.  

This news travels very fast within a church community.  These visits guide the pastor in obtaining a 

better understanding of who the people are and what is going on in the lives of his or her 

parishioners.  It can provide the pastor with a direction to aid in the planning of his/her own personal 

ministry and preaching.  It will also provide insights that will be valuable in planning church 

programs that meet the challenging needs of the congregation. 

     The author informs us that “there was a time in many rural parishes when people were happy for 

the pastor to drop around unannounced at any time.  It is best not to assume that this is the case any 

longer.”  (Killen, 20)  This author stresses that it would be wise to make an appointment before 

visiting parishioners.  We are living in a different time and age.  This is a fast pace society so provide 

parishioners with the courtesy of a personal telephone call when scheduling appointments.  I would 

recommend that it would be best to arrange visits with single people of the opposite sex who are near 

your own age somewhere other than in their homes.  It could be in a library or church hall where 

there are other people in the general vicinity.  

     I would first announce your visitation plans to the congregation from the pulpit or in a church 

newsletter if there is one that was established.  As a new pastor of the church, I would send a 

welcome letter with specific information such as this planned visitation and include your 

introduction into the parish.   

     A sample letter might include some of the following information: 
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     “I am really happy to have been chosen to be your new pastor.  I am eager to get to know you all 

so that I can serve you as well as I can.  Sometime in the next few months, I hope to have a visit with 

each of you and your families just to get acquainted.  I would be happy to come to your homes.  If 

that isn’t convenient for you, I would be happy to meet you at the church or at some other place that 

you might suggest.  I don’t want this to be a big, formal occasion.  I don’t want you to clean the 

house or bake a cake or get dressed up.  I just want to drop around and spend a half an hour getting 

acquainted with you.  I hope that your children can be there because I want to get acquainted with 

them too.  I will need your help in planning a schedule of visits that will work for all of us.” (Killen, 

20)  This announcement will need to be made several times so that everyone will understand the 

purpose and focus of what you are doing when you call to ask for an appointment. 

     As previously stated, the pastor must be warm and friendly as possible.  Dress professionally but 

don’t dress up in a way that will make people you are visiting feel uncomfortable.  Questions should 

be asked of the people that you visit such as, “Which of the things that happen in the church is your 

favorite?” (Killen, 20)  If the parishioner offers refreshments, but polite and take something.  Do not 

stay long.  Stick to your schedule which should be no more than thirty minutes for each visit. 

     Another ingredient to developing parishioner relationships is to visit the town square that is if you 

live in a town with a square.  Attend school carnivals, high school football games, plays and 

musicals.  It is also a good idea to visit community events, even fund-raisers at other churches and 

schools.  The key is visibility of your presence.  Do these suggestions and trust that God will use 

your efforts to accomplish good things for both you and the parish community.   Building these 

relationships will prepare the way for pastoral counseling in addition to other forms of pastoral care. 

     The pastor must realize that leadership through change can be extremely crucial for many 

churches.  Many of the small membership churches must make important changes in their ways of 
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doing things in order to survive and to minister effectively in the changing world that we live in.  

Only a pastor who has won the trust of the congregation through building good pastoral relationships 

will have the opportunity to lead the churches through needed changes.  By building these 

relationships, it also reinforces the way for prophetic ministries. 

     As stated in the book, Biblical Counseling by Dr. Tim Clinton and Dr. Ron Hawkins, these 

authors state that in every situation that is troublesome for the client, it is important realize that 

sometimes God allows suffering to come into believer’s lives to strengthen their faith.    The client 

must understand that he or she should rejoice because of what God will do in your life and He 

promises for your future.  “Cast your shadows on Christ because His faithfulness never changes.”  

(Clinton, Hawkins, 250)  

     Some questions that the client must answer to himself or herself are: 

 “What do you think God is teaching you in this situation?”     

 “What would you like to learn?” 

 “How would you like to come out of it at the other end?” 

 “What could God possibly be doing in your situation?” 

 “Where do you see His hand at work?” 

 “Which of the lessons do you think God is teaching you right now? 

 “What small step can you take today to move through the pain?” 

 “What do you need to do to function effectively at home, at work, and other places?” 

 “What small step can you take today to begin the process of rebuilding your life?” 

                                                                                                           (Clinton, Hawkins, 250)  

     I recommend that the client be placed in a small group that will help him or her walk through the 

pain, follow up with the pastoral counselor and help the client take some of the steps needed for 
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resolution.  In addition, try to encourage the client to find a support group of people that have faced 

similar situations and pain.  This can truly help the client because these people have faced the same 

pain while they were in the trenches. 

     Some key points that the authors, Dr. Tim Clinton and Dr. Ron Hawkins point out from their 

book, Marriage & Family Counseling, is that “families who attend church and are active in their 

faith are more likely to stick together.”  (Clinton, Hawkins, 83)  Children who are involved in their 

local church do better in school and are less likely to participate in delinquent behaviors, such as 

crime, premarital sex, and drug use.  Usually if parents are active participants in their local church, 

it increases the likelihood that their children will do the same even in their adult life.   

     An interesting point that these authors state in their book is “What determines whether a child 

will go to church as an adult?”  (Clinton, Hawkins, 83)  These authors found that some children 

who are bused to church will attend church when they are older; being brought to church as a child 

by one’s mother creates a higher likelihood of adult attendance; and children who followed their 

fathers to church on Sunday are the most likely to attend church later in life.  

     One of the best antidotes to stress issues, understanding that all issues are stress related, is seeing 

God’s purposes in the difficulties and to believe that God intends some good outcome.  We must 

realize that God may use certain situations to develop one of the fruits of the Spirit in you.  

Knowing that God uses every situation, every day of your life, including even the petty, irritating 

situations of life is specifically to teach you to become more like Jesus.  This can help you feel less 

stressed by things that you feel are out of your control.  

     In the book, The Practice of Pastoral Care by Carrie Doehring, this author supports my earlier 

statement in that a code of ethics must be developed to provide leadership and authority to religious 

organizations around the world.  “The primary sources and norms of authority for establishing 
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pastoral care relationships that ensure the well-being of care seekers are the statements outlining 

governance in religious organizations that designate persons as pastoral caregivers and hold them 

accountable.  These include promises concerning religious beliefs and practices made by candidates 

at ordination or recognition services.  These promises become the basic covenant between those 

designated to offer ministry and the designating organization.” (Doehring, 48)  For Christians, these 

beliefs and practices generally concern the meaning of life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 

and the relationship between Jesus Christ, God, and the Holy Spirit.  Those designated to provide 

ministry are accountable for the ways that their practices reflect their beliefs about the Trinity and 

the person of Jesus Christ. 

     One last fact that I would like to address at this time concerns ministers that have retired or left 

the parish.  In the code of conduct and ethics, it is important for this exiting minister to be respectful 

of the caregiving provided by the current minister, and should not continue caregiving relationships 

with members of the parish unless they are directed to by the current pastor and have their full 

consent. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



41 

 

CHAPTER 6 

 

SUMMARY & CONCLUSIONS 

 

     To summarize many of the important facts in this dissertation, the reader must note that 

Christians often seek out pastors and other mental-health counselors because they are hurting and 

want solutions to their emotional and interpersonal difficulties.  They have unresolved issues, 

especially bitterness and unforgiveness that have infiltrated their relationships with loved ones.  

“Decision-based forgiveness sessions have been effective in helping Christians seek and grant 

forgiveness.”  (Clinton, Hawkins, 136)   

     During counseling sessions, ongoing practice can enhance self-awareness, cultivate evaluative 

thinking, decrease entanglement of emotion, and provide for a more objective exploration of 

intrusive thought patterns.  “Since the construct is a core cognitive process, this experience can be 

adapted to fit within the scope of a wide range of theoretical approaches in counseling.”  (Clinton, 

Hawkins, 141)  It is imperative that counselors have the ability to train their clients to develop 

effective communication skills.   

     As a school administrator, it is through my experience in working with parents and students that 

there are five key components that I feel are very important in maintaining healthy communication 

between the client and the counselor.  These key components are listed below: 

1.  The ability to clearly identify the client’s interpersonal feelings.  A feelings journal or log 

should be current and properly maintained. 

2. Develop the ability to proactively listen to the other person’s point of view.  Pastors or 

counselors should be trained in the art of active and reflective listening. 
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3. The use of “I” statements instead of “you” statements is extremely important.  This 

method is a process of diffusing the hearer’s defense mechanism. 

4. Pay close attention to body language.  Initiate eye contact when speaking to the person.  

Be cognizant of the volume level when you are speaking. 

5. Pay strict attention to the physical surroundings where the conversation is taking place.  

As an example, a husband and wife should not be discussing their financial status during 

their son’s basketball game.  All discussions should be time and place appropriate.    

     As you can see through the focus and purpose of this dissertation, there is a lot of hard work to be 

done in educating people, clients, family members and friends to the way and Word of God.  As 

pastoral counselors, this is a monumental undertaking that will not end here.  Our first concern is 

always to improve the state of mind, state of body and the state of soul of our clients in order to place 

them in a spiritual state of well-being.   

     It is my opinion that more programs on family life issues, alcohol and other drug dependencies 

should be made available for people in all communities, especially for today’s youth.  This can be 

done through the churches, schools and the general public through their municipality.  Libraries, 

schools, churches and halls are also good places to offer these types of educational services to the 

public.  There are many existing groups that can be utilized for people to share their experience and 

talk about their commonalities to help them cope with their issues.  These programs are available in 

the evening and on weekends for convenience purposes for all interested parties.  Some of these 

programs can also be held after Sunday church services and served with refreshments to encourage 

participation. 

     As we have learned through our Ministerial course work of the University of 

Metaphysics/University of Sedona, the Supreme Power is the key and the source to all of our beliefs 
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and healing efforts.   In the area of family issues, alcohol and drug related dependencies; we cannot 

continue to be oblivious to God’s process of healing our hearts and soul and in his ability to provide 

us with their spiritual strength to recover from our health issues.  We must be thankful for these 

forms of spiritual communications.  Our clients must turn to their inner-self, their inner God-Mind 

and accept God’s gifts and the challenges that life dictates to us every day of our lives.  This is the 

main purpose of our existence.  Spirituality provides the individual with a redirection of his/her life 

to better make use of the person’s skills and abilities in making our world a better place to live in.  

In addition, we will grow spiritually from the process. 

     Whether we are a pastoral counselor, client or just your average every day person, we must open 

our hearts and eyes and humbly accept and apply the gifts that God has provided us.  I continue to 

stand tall with fellow travelers in the belief that our faith and spirituality in God provides us with 

the strength to overcome our human downfalls.  

     Life can take your breath away.  Sometimes it happens when you are surrounded with the 

awesomeness of God’s creation.  This can happen when we walk in the woods, ponder a gorgeous 

sunset, and/or watch an ocean wave crash against a rocky shore.  And then, it can come more like a 

punch to the stomach, when you can barely breathe.  This pain can suffocate you.  The key is that 

we find understanding, acceptance and resolution through the process of pastoral counseling.  “Live 

in a state of amazement and gratitude in the beauty of God’s good creation.  May God’s grace be 

evident.” (McMinn, xix)   

     My hope is that by reading this dissertation, I have provided a wealth of knowledge, numerous 

facts and suggestions for the reader to utilize during some of the most difficult times in their client’s 

life.  Of course, it is understood that this information will also play an integral part of the 

counselor's own life experiences. Our faith and love in God must be “spiritually” strong.   
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     I truly hope that this material will help the reader to better understand and believe that as pastoral 

counselors, we provide a way and a means for our clients to find resolution and peace in the 

acceptance of their issues.   Our goal is to help the client experience resolution and accept the 

counseling process in their heart, mind and soul.  I am optimistic in believing that we can all make a 

difference in our client’s life in transforming them back to a new beginning after their recovery.  

God bless you and may He lead you on your journey in keeping you open-minded and spiritually 

strong.  And so it is… 
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