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ADVANCE PASTORAL CARE AND COUNSELING MINISTRY 

Chapter 1 

 Pastoral care and counselling 

There has been a longstanding discussion within the academic study of theology (Browning 

1991; Osmer 2008) as to what practical theology is and where pastoral care and counselling 

might fit in this discourse. Browning (1991), for example, suggests four questions that guide 

practical theology: how do we understand the concrete situation in which we must act? What 

should be our praxis in this concrete situation? How do we critically defend the norms of our 

praxis in the concrete situation in which we practice theology? What means, strategies and 

rhetoric should we use in this concrete situation? This theological debate will not be rehearsed 

here. Pastoral counselling has value and a place within practical theology. Practical theology 

supports the interpretation of human needs and praxis of pastoral care. This position is also the 

claim of Steyn and Masango (2011) that: 

This understanding and interpretation of human needs points to a theological and 

hermeneutical analysis of a practical-pastoral problem. In this context, we mean that pastoral 

problems cannot be separated from their urge to caregivers to find solutions in the praxis of the 

same. Furthermore, this understanding and interpretation should also provide the caregiver 

with the motivational means to offer this pastoral care from within his or her theological 

convictions. To say one should care for people in need in a pastoral way and yet not grapple 

with the question of why one should care at all would be somewhat presumptuous. Practical 

theology should therefore both prompt and sustain the following question: what is the 

motivation for this conviction to care? (p. 2) 

This essay does not address the many different ways healing is understood in different cultural 

contexts. We have, since our beginning as a human species, sought to define illness and health 

and assign to it a meaning. We seek advice and help for what troubles us from a variety of 

healers and sources depending upon our physical and emotional needs and cultural context. 

Healers are called by many different names ranging from physician and psychotherapist to 

priests and diviners. Healing practices vary to include our calling upon divine intervention in 

addition to engaging in other non-traditional and traditional therapeutic practices in our effort 

to feel better. These practices, as Hucks (2013) suggests: 

function as important epistemic and generative resources for how Africana populations [people 

everywhere ...] deploy religious meaning, invoke counter strategies of resistance, and seek to 

create remedies of restorative health and wholeness as protective shields from individual and 

collective affliction, disease, threat, and annihilation. (p. 47) 

Jesus asks: do you love me? (Jn 15:19 New International Version [NIV]). I wish to propose 

that in the developed world context of conceptualising practical theology, love be the primary 

motivation for pastoral counsellors to care and provide counselling to those in need. Love, as 

described below as a guiding principle of pastoral caring, lends itself to the orientation that 

postfoundationalism offers to theological reflection and praxis. 

This article explored the meaning of love as an ethical principle and the aim of providing 

pastoral counselling and care. The author, inspired by the work of Professor Julian Müller, 
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applied Paul Tillich's notion of love to affirm the value of pastoral counselling as a constituent 

practice and research focus of practical theology. The focus of the discussion was upon love as 

the primary witness of the church and motivating factor for offering pastoral counselling and 

care to those who seek it. Distinctions were drawn between psychotherapeutic counselling and 

pastoral counselling. Müller's postfoundationalist approach to listening and reflecting upon the 

work of pastoral counselling and valuing the counselee or co-researcher role as teacher was 

supported. 

 

Descriptions and definitions of the meaning of pastoral care and counselling abound (Clebsch 

& Jaekle 1964; Couture & Hunter 1995; Dittes 1999; Moon & Shim 2010; Pruyser 1976; 

Wimberly 1979, 1982; Wise 1983). According to the American Association of Pastoral 

Counselors (2012): 

Religious communities have traditionally sought to provide religion-based solutions for those 

in trouble. Their leaders have listened intently to personal problems for centuries, and have 

developed religious counseling responses to those who suffer from mental and emotional 

illness and relational difficulties. Traditional religious counseling continues to help many of 

these people. It was recognized long ago, however, that in many cases specialized professional 

therapy was necessary for effective treatment and healing ... Pastoral counseling has evolved 

from religious counseling to pastoral psychotherapy which integrates theology and other faith 

tradition knowledge, spirituality, the resources of faith communities, the behavioral sciences, 

and in recent years, systemic theory. (n.p.) 

The integration of psychological theories and methods of counselling with religion, theology 

and concepts of spirituality, as implied in the above statement from the American Association 

of Pastoral Counselors, has given rise to the practice of pastoral counselling as a distinct area 

of practice within the life of parish ministers, as well as those clergy and other religious 

professionals whose practice context includes other institutions such as hospitals, mental health 

clinics and the military. The training and practice context of pastoral counsellors vary in the 

USA. The growth in the interest in religion and spirituality in the field of mental health (Kahle 

& Robbins 2004) and helping professions, such as social work (Canda & Furman 1999; Hugen 

& Scales 2002; Lee & O'Gorman 2005; Streets 2009), also reflect the variety of ways that 

pastoral care and counselling is being understood and practiced in North America. 

Carroll A. Wise, long ago in his Pastoral psychotherapy (1983): 

dispenses with the term pastoral counseling and used the term pastoral psychotherapy . In using 

the word psychotherapy rather than counseling we are returning to the roots of our religious 

tradition. The Greek word 'psyche' in the New Testament refers . to the living person as a total 

reality or unity. It cannot be taken to mean a spiritual aspect as distinguished from the mental 

or physical. It is man as a whole, an organic unity . Pastoral psychotherapy is that 

psychotherapy done by a person who has a professional identity and commitment within a 

religious faith group. This means that in addition to all of the problems of human values that 

are the concern of other kinds of therapists, the pastor openly recognizes the place of ultimate 

realities and values in all aspects of human life, and is, therefore qualified to help persons to 

deal with their false ultimate's, or in religious terms, their idolatries.  
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At the beginning of his text, Wise (1983) states what the mental health community in North 

America, even today, would describe as a meaning of psychotherapy: 

By psychotherapy we mean a process, engaged in by two or more persons in which one is 

accepted as a healer or helper, who aims at assisting the other to change feelings, attitudes, and 

behavior, or, in other words, become in some ways a different person. Psychotherapy deals 

with intrapsychic processes, with interpersonal relationships, and with the person's response to 

his total environment, including his cultural milieu. (p. 3) 

What is pastoral about Wise's understanding of psychotherapy is the way the religious 

counsellor understands and explores with his or her counselee the 'ultimate' or religious values 

and beliefs that influence the way the counselee sees the world and how that perspective 

contributes to his or her sense of self, illness, health and manner of relating to other people. 

The robust interest of the pastoral counsellor and other helping professionals in the spiritual 

and/or religious orientation of their assistance to others suggests the importance of thinking 

about the concept of love, more than theology per se, as one of the ethical principles guiding 

the practice of pastoral psychotherapy or pastoral care and counselling. What are some of the 

ways might we consider the meaning of a pastoral counsellor loving those whom he or she 

counsels? It is also important not to privilege psychological systems of thought and methods of 

intervention over some of the traditional and indigenous ways people have understood and 

coped with their troubles and made meaning out of their experiences. Love is a common factor 

within the variety of ways people have understood and experienced religion and spirituality 

and by which they have been motivated to minister to one another. Love is an important idea 

for pastoral counsellors to consider and reflect upon in their work. 

 Pastoral care and theological education 

One could easily assume, at least in the developed world, that theological education is also 

education for the professional practice of ministry. The curricula of most seminaries or divinity 

schools in the USA are structured according to the students' area of study or concentration such 

as the Bible, History, Theology and Pastoral practices. There are subdivisions within each of 

these areas that students can further explore. Literature regarding the nature of theological 

education in the USA will not be reviewed here. 

I have observed from my experience in graduate theological education that there has been a 

longstanding tension between professional theological education for the practice of ministry 

and theological education in the developed world (Foster et al. 2006). A focus upon practical 

theology and pastoral ministries of the church, in general, are often less valued by some in the 

academy as areas of study than those of the Bible, History and historical and systematic 

theology. These areas of study are considered by the academy as the dominant domain of 

religious research, scholarship and teaching. Such scholarship has value and contributes to the 

work and mission of the church and academy. However, the research and teaching in these 

areas are often highly theoretical and divorced from the situation in which people live and 

experience life (Foster et al. 2006). I have often heard from students in theological education 

(as was my experience as a Divinity School student) that they feel they are either indirectly or 

implicitly given the impression by some faculty members - and based upon their experience of 

the way that the entire theological education enterprise is conducted -that they should be 

suspicious of the pastoral practices of ministry as areas of study with scholarly rigour and 

research muscle. 
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There is the ongoing need for connections to be made between theological theory and 

ministerial praxis and the role of human emotions in pastoral care. One would rarely find, for 

example, as an object of study the idea of empathy in the curriculum or course content of 

seminaries or divinity schools. In the work conducted by Foster et al. (2006:22-26), the term 

'pastoral imagination' is used in such a way that it is divorced from pastoral feeling and 

emotions and framed as primarily a cognitive exercise.  

Those students who plan to engage the pastoral ministries of the church may find some 

reference to empathy in some courses on pastoral care and counselling and in the clinical 

pastoral education (CPE) programme. CPE is an elective offered in many graduate theological 

schools in the USA and therefore it is not taken by many, if not most, students graduating with 

a theological degree. It is the author's opinion that graduate theological students who are 

studying the various meanings of him who came into the world as the 'bread of life' do not 

sufficiently reflect upon or empathetically imagine the various meanings of life people create 

for themselves and for which this bread is offered. Kelsey (2005), for example, critically 

reflects on the important Christian concept of redemption. He does so in the context of a lived 

experience of a colleague and friend who asked him, as a theologian, to explain the meaning of 

redemption. 

 Pastoral care and the emotion of love 

New research into the science of human attachment and negative emotions, such as hate 

(Bartlett 2012), and positive emotions, such as love and empathy, as important aspects to teach 

helping professionals (Gerdes et al. 2011), show the importance of our need to further 

understand how emotions like these are developed and nurtured in human beings and how they 

impact our behaviour. The neuroscientific research of Cacioppo et al. (2012) shows that: 

Social neuroscience of love is a growing field of research, which only recently has become the 

topic of intensive and rigorous scientific empirical investigations. By identifying the specific 

cortico-subcortical neural network as well as the central and peripheral electrophysiological 

indices of love, we hope to provide an interdisciplinary approach to better understand the 

complexity of love and its disorders. Although combining knowledge from neuroimaging 

(fMRI and EEG) studies with standard approach in relationship science still doesn't solve the 

hard problem of love regarding its nature and origin, an integrative approach combining 

neuroimaging techniques with other disciplines such as social psychology, animal studies, and 

genetics has the potential to answer age-old questions as to the function of love, which can 

have useful applications in mental health and couple therapies. (p. 12) 

Locating her argument within her scientific study of emotions, Fredrickson (2013) makes a 

distinction between the 'products of love', such as the 'bonds' people may have to one another, 

and the 'commitments' that connection between them might generate from love itself. She 

offers, based upon her research, that: 

Love is the momentary upwelling of three tightly interwoven events: first, sharing of one or 

more positive emotions between you and another; second, a synchrony between your and 

another person's biochemistry and behaviors; and third, a reflected motive to invest in each 

other's well-being that brings mutual care. My short hand for this trio is positivity resonance. 

(Fredrickson 2013:17) 
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I will return to share some implications of Fredrickson's view of love later in this discussion. 

The concept of agape or caritas as described and related to the profession of social work by 

Tillich (1963) is a description of what I am proposing as a meaning of love for the practice of 

pastoral counselling: 

Here, when I use the term love ... I certainly do not mean the love which is emotion; nor do I 

think of philia - of friendship which only really develops between the social worker and his 

patient, nor do I think of the love which is Eros, which creates an emotional desire towards the 

patient that in many cases is more destructive than creative; rather, it is the love whose name in 

Greek is agape and in Latin caritas - the love which descends to misery and ugliness and guilt 

in order to elevate. This love is critical as well as accepting, and it is able to transform what it 

loves. It is called caritas in Latin, but it should not be confused with what the English form of 

the same word indicates today - namely, Charity, a word which belongs to the many words 

which have a disintegrated, distorted meaning. Charity is often identical with social work, but 

the word 'charity' has the connotation of giving for good causes in order to escape the demand 

of love. Charity as escape from love is the caricature and distortion of social work. (p. 29) 

The problems of those who seek the assistance of pastoral counsellors are often not unlike the 

concerns we all have as human beings. Humanity's larger life situation is embedded in the 

conversation between the pastoral counsellor and his or her congregant or counselee. There are 

many reported moments in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament when God spoke words to 

humankind. 

 Theological conversations 

There are also conversations between God, Jesus and human beings. Perhaps the first dialogue, 

and I think pastoral conversation, between God and human beings is found in Genesis 3: 

God called to man and said to him, 'Where are you?' He said, 'I heard the sound of you in the 

garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.' He [God] said, 'Who told you 

that you were naked?' (vv. 8-13 New Revised Standard Version [NRSV]) 

There are no insignificant conversations between us and God. The first human could recognise 

the sound of God and the voice of God calling him. The first emotion and problem, according 

to this story of a human being presented to God, was fear and an awareness of being 'naked' in 

some way. An adequate biblical exegetical treatment of this story of the Garden of Eden in 

Genesis is beyond the scope of this discussion and my expertise (Linzer 2008). My reference to 

this story is for the purpose of suggesting that in pastoral counselling the counsellor listens for 

at least four things from the one who comes to them for help, namely: 

 How does he or she express their understanding of hearing God in their spirit - their 

view of their divine nature? 

 Of what are they afraid? This is a question of vulnerability and mortality. 

 What and/or who is telling them who they are? This is a question of identity and self-

understanding. 

 What does it mean for them to feel 'naked'? This is a question of feeling defenceless or 

unprotected. 

In the context of this story, God asks Adam one of the most important questions a pastoral 

counsellor may ask his or her counselee: 'who told you that you were naked?' In other words, 
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what are the sources from which we draw the meaning of our life? Of all the questions God 

could ask 'Adam' at that particular moment, why ask him 'who told you that you were naked?' I 

am suggesting that a question such as this one is one that a pastoral counsellor may also ask as 

it comes from the pastoral counsellor engaging in a 'deep listening, understanding and 

reflection' process (Mollica 2013:34) and this process characterises the nature of a potentially 

transformative dialogue that is at the heart of pastoral counselling and care. It is pastoral love 

in action. Deep listening requires the listener to have empathy for or 'feeling into' the feelings 

and attitudes of the person whom they are trying to help (Jackson 1999:87). Jackson (1999) 

further characterises empathetic listening: 

The effective healer in the realm of psychological healing has tended to be someone who has 

been interested in talking with and listening to the other person. And these inclinations have 

been grounded in an interest in other people and a curiosity about them. Further, such healers 

have had a capacity for caring about and being concerned about others, particularly about those 

who were ill, troubled or distressed. The sufferer has tended to seek out an interested, 

concerned healer responsive to the distress, who would minister to his or her ailments and brig 

relief, if not cure. Sufferers yearn to be listened to, to be taken seriously, and to be understood, 

crucial aspects of the healing process. (p. 93) 

The impact upon those with whom pastoral counsellors work can last long beyond the 

professional relationship they have with their counselees. The process of their work together 

can therefore be a way that love is expressed by the counsellor and experienced by his or her 

counselee. What then are some of the fundamental convictions and values that undergird the 

work of pastoral counselling and the nature of the dialogue or conversation between pastoral 

counsellors and those whom they counsel? 

 Listening love: An underlying value of pastoral counselling 

Even if in any given society all of its social and supportive institutions were functioning at 

their ideal conception, we as human beings would, from time to time, struggle with our 

experiences of our human limitations, unfulfilled aspirations and ways by which our 

relationships with other people leave us frustrated. Balancing the fulfilment of our need for 

intimacy and connectedness with time to be alone is a part of our dance of life. Any number of 

things can interrupt and/or obstruct our efforts to live a meaningful life. Making meaning of 

our lives and discerning our own essence and value and coping with the reality of death is a 

part of our ongoing human agenda that we cannot attend to alone. We are always selves-in-

relationship to other people and to nature itself. We become who we are as a result of our 

relationships with others. In this sense, we are made and healed in relationships just as we can 

also be destroyed by relationships (Rosenberger 2014; Streets 2014). 

There will be a need for pastoral counsellors as long as these human situations exist. We need 

others to speak to and listen to us. Our need to listen and talk to one another and the healing 

that we can derive from having such conversations is becoming increasingly important as we 

allow technology - and our preoccupation with texting and emailing other people whilst we are 

physically with someone else - to intervene and sometimes interfere with our need to pay 

attention to one another. The space that the counsellor and counselee shares that is 

uninterrupted by technology facilitates their communication with one another. 

Tillich (1963:28) describes this listening aspect of our relating to one another in a helping 

relationship as 'listening love'. I consider this one of the essential acts performed by pastoral 
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counsellors. Tillich (1963:28) writes that listening love is: 'one of the decisive characteristics of 

love that listens sensitively and reacts spontaneously'. His use of the word 'spontaneously' 

refers to our natural and immediate response to those situations and people in need of help. I 

interpret Tillich's use of the word 'spontaneously' as applied to pastoral counselling as the 

ability of the counsellor to be fully present with those he or she is counselling and allowing 

their empathy for the counselee to facilitate the pastoral counsellors' disciplined and informed 

immediate response to his or her counselee's concerns. 

Pastoral counselling normally focuses on individuals, couples and/or families and not the wider 

social context that may also be contributing to the counselees' concerns. Tillich (1963) further 

advances the idea of Max Wertheimer that 'things cry'. By this, Tillich (1963:28) indicated that 

'situations have a voiceless voice'. I take him to mean by this that, like an animal, who cannot 

communicate using human language, we have to therefore develop techniques and methods of 

examining the animal to determine its physical condition. 

The pastoral counsellor has to use his or her listening skills, knowledge and experiences and 

what the counselee has to teach them about who they are and what it is that they are struggling 

with in order for them to see, hear and interpret the conditions or 'situations' in which the 

counselee find themselves and how these are impacting their lives. We are not only selves-in-

relationship with others but we are also selves-in-relationship to our environments. 

This kind of listening love guards us against the danger of objectifying those whom the 

pastoral counsellor seeks to help. This is a problem in all of the counselling and helping 

professions where the professional refers to the client, patient or counselee as a symptom, or by 

the name of the disease from which they are suffering instead of as 'Mr or Mrs Smith' with a 

certain diagnoses or condition. Tillich's (1963) warning to social workers can apply to pastoral 

counsellors of being seduced into becoming a 'dilettante psychoanalyst' by having a 

mechanistic view and approach to understanding and helping other human beings. Such an 

orientation: 

... made the social worker into a dilettante psychoanalyst, just as the minister in the alliance of 

religion and psychological counseling is in danger of establishing himself as a minor 

psychoanalyst - an attitude against which I have warned my students of theology for thirty 

years now. (Tillich 1963:30) 

Listening love requires that the pastoral counsellor give up trying to control or determine the 

course the counselee will take in addressing his or her problem, or the feeling that he or she 

must have and provide all of the answers his or her counselee may ask. Their listening love 

implies that the counsellor not only sees similarities and differences between those whom she 

or he counsels but also recognises the right and freedom people have to make choices about 

how they will live their lives.  

This affirmation of the counselee by the counsellor can facilitate a feeling of mutual love or 

'positive resonance' (Fredrickson 2013:17) between the two of them and can lead to a possible 

transformation in both the counsellor and counselee. A real connection to the counselee, or 

what Tillich (1963:30) called 'a point of communion', is what facilitates their counselee's 

healing and/or further thriving. Jackson (1999) observes: 

... The attentive listening of a concerned and interested healer has frequently had a compelling 

effect on the sufferer . The very process of the sufferer's confiding, in turn, commonly has had 
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a compelling effect on the listening healer. The listening and the talking, the talking and the 

listening, have had a mutual attachment effect. (p. 94) 

Through either Tillich's notion of communion or Jackson's idea of mutual attachment 

mentioned above, the healer and the sufferer learn more about themselves in the process of 

talking and listening to one another. 

Jesus seems to never have had a minor or trivial conversation with anyone with whom he 

spoke, as reported in the New Testament. The Gospel writers never depict Jesus as just talking 

with others about the weather. Every dialogue between Jesus and someone else mattered both 

to him and to the person or group of people with whom he was speaking. A conversation 

between two people can result in each of them being profoundly impacted by what they say to 

one another. The power of such communication and how it connects us to one another and to 

ourselves and to God is remarkable. It is also somewhat a mystery as to how human dialogue 

can negatively impact us or promote our well-being. 

Some of the aims of a pastoral relationship and conversation as an expression of love are: to 

bring some sense of relief to the one who is suffering, to encourage human agency, for the 

counselee to foster a healthy sense of self and interdependence and for the counselee to 

consider that he or she is an image of God (the imago Dei). 

 Pastoral care: Coping with and transforming trauma 

Just as a theory of love and nonviolence can become embodied in people, our belief in God can 

become a personal experience. Love, nonviolence and justice are attributes of pastoral caring 

that the counselee can experience as real. This healing work is extremely important when the 

pastoral counsellor is helping someone who has been traumatised (Jones 2009). Van der 

Merwe and Gobodo-Madikizela (2008) remind us of the powerful impact a traumatic 

experience can have upon individuals: 

Narrating one's life is about finding structure, coherence and meaning in life. Trauma, in 

contrast, is about the shattering of life's narrative structure, about a loss of meaning - the 

traumatized person has 'lost the plot'. A fundamental issue concerning trauma is the regaining 

of meaning after trauma, the rewriting of one's life narrative to incorporate the traumatic loss in 

the new narrative. (p. 6) 

Individuals, families, communities and entire nations can be impacted by traumatic events such 

as mass murder, civil unrest, disease, famine and war, as well as by events of less magnitude 

that are embedded in the vicissitudes of our common life, or our existential condition as human 

beings (Epstein 2013). Being able to talk with someone whom we sense cares about us and in 

an atmosphere that is safe can help us feel supported and some relief as we carry the weight of 

what burdens us.  

This feeling of buoyancy can lead to creating options for how we might handle the problems 

we are facing and this can increase our sense of being empowered. The thought that we should 

be able to resolve many of our life's challenges alone reinforces the narrative of being the 

'rugged individualist' that is prominent in parts of the world. Helping the counselee to see our 

mutual dependence upon one another as an asset rather than as a personal liability or weakness 

can foster their capacity to ask for help and see the value of being in community with others. 

Our failures and disappointments can blur our self-value, detracting from the creation of a 
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healthy self-image and making it difficult for us to remember that we are created by God 

whose image we as human beings reflect. When the counselees experience pastoral counselling 

as love, or when its aims as indicated above are seen as values that guide its practice, then 

pastoral counselling and care as a form of love, according to Tillich (1963): 

.... transcends the limits of its techniques. It is certainly understandable that this aim is not 

always conscious to those who have the burden of the daily work. It may be of inspiration to us 

to think that we contribute to the ultimate aim of being itself in our small way - and every 

individual's way is small ... In helping every individual to find the place where he can consider 

himself as necessary, you help to fulfill the ultimate aim of man and his world, namely, the 

universal community of all beings in which any individual aim is taken into the universal aim 

of being itself. (p. 65) 

I like Tillich's (1963) notion of 'feeling necessary', which he qualifies in the following way: 

Being necessary is, of course, never absolute. Nobody is indispensable. Nevertheless, 

somebody who does not feel necessary at all, who feels that he is a mere burden, is on the edge 

of total despair ... There are many reasons for every effect, but one of the reasons for this is that 

in our secularized society one thing is lost, namely, that, whatever their external destiny may 

be, people no longer have an eternal orientation, an orientation which is independent of space 

and time. It is the feeling of having a necessary, incomparable, and unique place within the 

whole of being. The easy way in which politically we are playing now with collective suicide 

is analogous to the phenomenon of individuals who have lost the feeling of a necessary place, 

not only in their work and community, but also in the universe as a whole. (p. 30) 

A personal conversation that has as one of its objectives to help the counselee to feel 

'necessary' does not exclude exploring the limitations, weaknesses of our human nature and 

how religion - any religion - understands human sin. 

 Listening: Bridging practical theology, pastoral counselling and Postmodernism 

According to Van Wyk (1995): 

Practical theology is intent on being part of the theological sciences. Although practical 

theologians would admit that it is a 'how-science', its role is not that of searching for techniques 

or for rules on how to conduct religious meetings, etc. It is a procedure which involves 

scientific researching and description of certain events and communicative actions. Practical 

theology cannot accept the claims sometimes made by other theological disciplines to the 

effect that they produce universal theories which can open up reality in its entirety and which 

are capable of interpreting all phenomena. According to this view, practical theology makes no 

contribution to the epistemology of the theological disciplines. Rather, practical theology is 

intent on being the theory of practice. It is intimately concerned with praxis in worship and 

faith. However, its approach to praxis is not pragmatic, but critical-analytical. (p. 17) 

Müller (2005) asserts that: 

Practical Theology happens whenever and wherever there is a reflection on practice, from the 

perspective of the experience of the presence of God. There are obviously various levels of 

Practical Theology. It can be very spontaneous, informal and local. It can also be very formal, 

systematic and organized. It can be part of ministerial activities on the congregational level, or 
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it can be highly academic on university level. In any case, it is always guided by the moment of 

praxis (always local, embodied, and situated). (p. 2) 

A narrative-based approach to doing theological research is central to Müller's (2003) 

conception of practical theology and is another way of understanding and using a qualitative 

method as a research paradigm: 

The aim of research is to listen to stories and to be drawn into those stories. We do not strive 

for objectivity, but rather for subjective integrity, with a method of participatory interaction. 

Furthermore, referring to the work of Pattison and Woodward, Müller's (2003) notion of 

pastoral or practical theology is: 

At its best, like cultural anthropology ... It needs to pay minute attention to seeing and 

understanding a particular phenomenon and to listen before moving into carefully chosen 

words. Contextuality and situationally sensitive pastoral theologies will be modest in their 

claims and assertions.  

Müller's description of practical theology affirms the art and science of pastoral counselling, or 

what Wise (1983) advocated as pastoral psychotherapy, and restores to it its religious values 

orientation, as well as the importance of the multiple meanings of its context of practice and 

the active role that both the pastoral counsellor and his or her counselee, or what Müller (2005) 

refers to as researcher and co-researcher, play in the listening-healing relationship. 

So much can be said in just a few words and so much meaning can be implied by a few words 

that are either sung, spoken and/or written. A conversation between two people can affect their 

quality of life. A conversation can be 'crucial' because it can be 'transformative' (Patterson et al. 

2002:2). A postmodern approach to understanding pastoral counselling is ever evolving 

because its dynamic encourages that the pastoral counsellor see the counselee as the pastoral 

counsellor's teacher. Both of them seriously take into account their cultural, gender-based, 

social, political, economic and sexual orientation that help to shape how they each see 

themselves and the nature of human suffering and potential.  

Each of Müller's (2005) seven movements in his 'A postfoundationalist HIV-positive practical 

theology' paper are involved in the understanding and interpretive process of pastoral 

counselling and care and provide aid at each stage of deep listening, understanding and 

reflection. Remaining curious, suspending judgement about the value of a phenomenon, an 

emotion or thought, embracing a 'not knowing stance' when in the presence of those who are 

suffering or troubled and holding in balance valuing the scientific search for truth with the 

beauty that is embedded in the art of human beings listening and responding to one another as 

they investigate the meaning each gives to their experiences, are all acts of love. This way of 

discovering new knowledge, ways of knowing or a new epistemology is an outcome of this 

kind of loving relationship between the counsellor and counselee (i.e. co-researchers). 

It can be argued that Wise's (1983) definition of psychotherapy, given earlier and restated here, 

is a traditional or foundational developed world conception of what psychotherapy means: 

By psychotherapy we mean a process, engaged in by two or more persons in which one is 

accepted as a healer or helper, who aims at assisting the other to change feelings, attitudes, and 

behavior, or, in other words, become in some ways a different person. Psychotherapy deals 
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with intrapsychic processes, with interpersonal relationships, and with the person's response to 

his total environment, including his cultural milieu. (p. 3) 

It implies that the counsellor who operates from this framework brings to bear on his or her 

interpretation of the counselee's story a judgement about how and what 'feelings', 'attitudes' and 

'behaviour' the counselee wishes to change; that, in fact, changing the counselee is the goal of 

the conversation. In this model of treatment, the reality of the counselee is reconstructed by the 

interpretive reality of the counsellor. Cornett's (1998) understanding of psychotherapy in 

relationship to a counselee's view of spirituality can be applied to other beliefs or views a 

counselee holds and is a slightly different expectation of a goal of therapy than that advocated 

by Wise. Cornett (1998) writes: 

One of the most helpful things that therapy can do with regard to spirituality is not to change a 

client's view but to amplify it or bring it into sharper focus so that the client my scrutinize it 

more carefully and decide whether it truly fits the individual circumstance of lie. (p. 38) 

Cornett's approach to doing psychotherapy reflects a postfoundationalist-like perspective on 

the nature of a counselling relationship. The rationalist or scientific positivism paradigm is 

dominant in developed world thought. This philosophical orientation has value and should be 

respected but it is only one way of interpreting human experience.  

The emphasis Cornett (1998:12) cautions us about is that: 'human behavior is explainable, 

predictable, and ultimately controllable with accurate knowledge and the application of that 

knowledge' limits our exploration and understanding of how the historical and cultural context 

of people and groups construct and live into the reality they create. There is no purely objective 

conception or research orientation to the development of any theory or to practical theology. It 

seems to me that a more diverse methodology of working with people and perspective on 

interpreting human experience is looked upon with suspicion by some academics and practical 

theologians. This is unfortunate. 

 Pastoral theological thinking and Postmodernism as black theology 

The attempt to have a meta, or an overall and overreaching, theory and method of helping 

people to fit all groups can be less than helpful and even harmful to some people and 

communities. In the USA during the 1970s and 1980s, for example, a theological discourse 

emerged as black theology or the black liberation theology movement. This movement 

revolutionised theological education and ministerial practices in the USA and influenced the 

black struggle against apartheid in South Africa. Cone (1969:120) wrote, 'Black Theology 

knows no authority more binding than the experience of oppression itself. This alone must be 

the ultimate authority in religious matters.' Cone later (1970) defined theology as: 

a rational study of the being of God in the world in light of the existential situation of an 

oppressed community, relating the forces of liberation to the essence of the gospel, which is 

Jesus Christ. (p. 66) 

Howard Thurman (1976), much earlier in his Jesus and the disinherited, proposed a theology 

of God being on the side of the oppressed and the need for African-Americans and the church 

as a whole to interpret the life and teaching of Christ to confront and transform the situation of 

a racist society in which both black and white people found themselves. In a real sense, the 

work of scholars such as Thurman and Cone predates the idea of a postfoundational 
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perspective of doing theological research and practical theology. Critiques and supporters of 

Cone's propositions are too numerous to justly review here. 

Like Cone and Thurman, Wimberly (1979, 1982, 2000, 2006) and Martin and Martin (1995, 

2002) advance a theological hermeneutical reflexive praxis and practice of pastoral and 

counselling care of African-Americans in the context of their situation of oppression in 

America. Wimberly's (2006) comment is worth noting fully here as a further example of 

postmodern practical theological thinking: 

In this context of internalized racism, the role of pastoral counseling is to enable individuals, 

married couples, families and mediating structures that bridge between the individual and the 

wider society to edit or re-author the negative internalized stories and identities that African 

Americans have embraced. The editing needs to facilitate and enable us to participate fully in 

society. Such editing is understood as a practice of the self that enables individuals and small 

groups of people to alter the way they have been recruited into identities that are oppressive 

and self-destructive. Editing is also a practice of care exhibited by caregivers who create safe 

environments and provide help and prompting in understanding evil of the past and the 

possibilities for the future that are necessary for persons to revise and re-author the internalized 

negative stories frustrating their growth and development. Practices of the self and practices of 

care are inherently political processes . The terms 'practice of self and practices of care' are 

rooted in the practices of conversation and recruiting. (pp. 22, 23) 

 Pastoral care and parish ministry: A postmodern approach 

Parish ministers are sometimes called upon to offer pastoral counselling to others when they 

least expect to have to offer such a service. The phone rings and the voice on the other end 

belong to a person who shares with them that they are having suicidal thoughts but not a plan 

to act on them. Another person calls and indicates that they wish to be prayed for only to reveal 

that they have been through a traumatic experience. A woman, not a member of my 

congregation, called me late one evening and said that her husband was drunk and was holding 

her hostage with a gun pointed at her.  

He told her that she could make one phone call. She called me. This happened many years ago 

before we had cell phones or email capacity and so we were on the only one phone line we had 

at the time. Therefore, I was not able to use a different phone to call for emergency assistance 

whilst talking to her. I immediately asked her to put him on the phone. A conversation between 

us lasting over an hour ended when he fell asleep whilst talking to me. I then told his wife to 

take the gun, get out of the house and call the police, which she did. 

In the early 1980s, I was visiting a congregant, Rob (not his real name), about whom I have 

written before (Streets 2008, 2013), a young man in his early thirties who was in the hospital 

with AIDS. He was having a difficult time during the period in which my hospital visit with 

him occurred. At a point when there was a pause in our conversation, he broke what seemed to 

be a respite silence and asked me: 'do you love me?' I responded, 'Yes, as a brother in Christ.' 

This was my honest and sincere reply and it seemed to please him. Sometime earlier he had 

visited with me in my office where he shared with me his diagnosis of having AIDS. We only 

saw one another once in this context. I also visited with him and his parents in their home soon 

after his visit with me in my office. They were loving and supportive of their son. A few days 

after seeing him in the hospital he died. 
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Upon his initial visit with me at my office, Rob told me that he came because he felt it was 

'safe' for him to share his condition with me after hearing me preach about AIDS and the need 

for us to be compassionate towards those with HIV or AIDS. It seemed that he was also saying 

to me that 'safe' meant to him that he would not be judged by me as being a bad person for 

whom his diagnosis of AIDS was a judgement from God because of his sexual orientation and 

having contracted HIV. I assured him of my support and expectation that he would remain 

involved and visible at the church as long as he felt able to do so. 

I continue to reflect on the time we spent together and at his bedside in the hospital. Parish 

ministers often have similar but brief significant conversations with people who are suffering. 

His question to me whilst I was visiting with him in the hospital, 'do you love me?' caught me 

by surprise because I thought the way I had been reaching out to him and his comfort with me 

expressed my loving acceptance of him as a person. Time did not permit us to explore how he 

may have re-authored (White 2007, 2011) his life had he lived longer. Within this time 

limitation and our 'thin' conversation, one could see Müller's (2005) seven movement process 

unfolding, with each step requiring deep listening, understanding and reflection. These seven 

steps briefly noted are: 

 Specific context is described - Rob is an African-American man in his early thirties 

living with AIDS and in the hospital. 

 Experiences recounted within this context - Rob as an African-American gay man in 

the 1980s and active member of a Baptist congregation. 

 Collaborative interpretation of these experiences - Rob seeing the minister and church 

as a safe person and space. 

 Experiences are described and informed by the various traditions of interpretation 

operating in the context -Rob's question of, 'do you love me?' 

 Religious and spirituality are explored in the specific situation - Rob wondering, 'what 

does God think of me as a gay person?' 

 Interdisciplinary reflection on the description of the experience - what does the Bible, 

theology and psychology and the American black church and wider communities have 

to offer Rob? 

 Alternative interpretations that go beyond the local community - the church rallies 

around Rob and starts an AIDS outreach ministry. 

It seemed that Rob was trying to re-story (White & Epston 1990; Wimberly 2006) his life 

before he came to see me as his pastor. This was, at the time, my best tentative impression, 

hypothesis or theory about what Rob was framing as our conversation. He impacted the 

congregation and his death resulted in their starting an HIV and AIDS outreach ministry. I 

continue to reflect upon my experience with him and its impact upon my meaning of ministry 

and pastoral relationships.  

The question, 'do you love me?' is a provocative and profound question that anyone could ask 

another person. Rob and congregants like him become for pastors, even posthumously, their 

co-researcher in creating a meaning of human suffering and flourishing. If the opportunity had 

presented itself, part of my conversation with Rob would have focused upon his understanding 

of himself as an African-American gay man and how his view of himself informed the 

meaning of liberation and what would have been our work together and understanding of God's 

presence. This would have been explored along with the traditional notions of guiding, 

sustaining, reconciling and healing found in the historical framework of the meaning of 

pastoral care. 
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Pastoral relationship 

Tillich (1963) reminds us that as an attribute of loving those whom the pastoral counsellor 

seeks to help, the counsellor must know the counselee. To know just the facts about a 

counselee is primarily to treat him or her as an object. This is done in: 

detachment, through an empirical approach. The second is done through participation in the 

inner self of the other one. The first is unavoidable, but never enough in human relations. The 

second gives the real knowledge, but it is a gift given alone to the intuition of love. No amount 

of actual knowledge about each other can replace the intuition of love, which remains love 

even if it judges. (Tillich 1963:29) 

Tillich's intuitive love reflects Fredrickson's (2013:17) idea of love as 'a reflected motive to 

invest in each other's well-being that brings mutual care'. 

It is by loving that the pastoral counsellor listens and engages in his or her reflection upon 

theology, the Bible, the healing rituals of the church, the lived experiences of those whom he or 

she seeks to help, as well as his or her own, and a mutual sharing of him or herself with others, 

that the pastoral counsellor comes to know those whom he or she seeks to help. This 

understanding of love in action undergirds and guides pastoral care and counselling as practical 

theology. 

 Postmodern pastoral care: Operationalising love 

Love as the capacity to stimulate a positive resonance in ourselves and with other human 

beings is shown by scientific research (Fredrickson 2013) to be the most generative, creative 

and healing of all our emotions. The emotion of love can be researched and theories about the 

meaning of love can be advanced. We must be careful not to privilege one set of lenses, 

scientific or philosophical, in our approach to understanding our experiences. The experience 

of love has to be learned and nurtured. This is at the heart of the ethics of offering pastoral 

counselling to those seeking help from a religious counsellor. Pastoral counselling is a 

constituent of practical theology.  

Love of our fellow human beings ought to be the queen motive of helping professionals in 

general, whether or not they are religious. However, love is more than a concept to be reflected 

upon theologically. It is the witness of the church that love has to be lived as it was embodied 

in the life of Christ. In this way love's aim is as Tillich (1963:29) suggests: 'descends to misery 

and ugliness and guilt in order to elevate.' 

Practical theology involves doing research, using empirical data and the use of self, all of 

which requires an authentic investment by the practical theologian or pastoral counsellor. 

According to Setleis (1975): 

To be authentic is to know oneself in terms of one's self-definition that can be affirmed in the 

engagement with either the phenomenon that is the object of one's scholarship or the object of 

one's practice. It is in accordance with one's self-definition that either phenomenon it ordered 

and rendered meaningful. Scholarship and practice require different uses of the authentic self.  

The competences of empathy, listening skills and our use of our theological, biblical, 

psychological knowledge and insights about the relationship between a person and their 
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environment and their existential situation considered from multiple sources and disciplines 

and perspectives, along with our self-awareness and the 'conscious use of our professional 

selves' (Rosenthal 1979:3) in practice, are the means to the end which is love. 

Linzer (1978) states that: 

William Rosenthal has elaborated different levels of awareness upon which human behavior is 

predicated. The naive or natural attitude is absorbed in one's doing or experience without 

standing back or reflecting on it. When the natural attitude has been jogged, either through the 

client's intervention or by self-generation of the professional, a level of reflective awareness 

has been achieved. This is what is meant by consciousness of self and it is a second level of 

awareness. The conscious use of this self, or the professional self, is realized in the selectivity 

and control of second level awareness of acting and doing, based on a set of values. The social 

worker's conscious use of self-entails affirmative action in relation to the client and actions of 

restraint on self needs, e.g. to give solutions, express irritation with the client and desire to 

control. (p. 310) 

In the USA, the work of Schoen (1983) addressed the meaning of professional practice. Carroll 

(1986), considering the research of Schoen, raised three concerns about the professional model 

of the practice of ministry: 

... Among the liabilities of the professional model is its tendency to foster a sense of the 

professional as set apart from the laity, just as it can also encourage creation of a dependent 

laity. (p. 11) 

Carroll's (1986) second caution is when the practice of ministry is to adopt psychological and 

sociological theories and methods and apply them to ministerial or pastoral practices as the 

sources of professional ministerial authority, identity and functions. This practice becomes 

divorced from or devoid of a 'critically thought out theological vision that gives coherence to 

the functions' (Carroll 1986:12) and runs the risk of not being the church or addressing the 

values, ethics and morals that are important to its witness. 

The third pause Carroll (1986) introduces is: 

With its heavy emphasis on acquiring the knowledge and skills necessary for competent 

ministry, the professional model of ministry neglects the calling of ministers and the formation 

of their spiritual life. The result is often competent pastors . who lack the spiritual authenticity 

and integrity that have been associated with both the sacramental and evangelical models of 

ministry . the minister's relationship to God has priority. (p. 13) 

A postfoundational perspective and approach to practical theology and pastoral counselling and 

care takes the context of the counselee (co-researcher), and the relationship she or he has with 

their pastoral counsellor, seriously and examines the meaning the counselee gives to their 

experiences, interpreting them in light of the perspectives that are relevant from a variety of 

additional sources and disciplines. This is the transversal character of the work between the 

counsellor and counselee of creating knowledge. Müller's (2005) seven movements in this 

process, mentioned earlier, reinforce the theological integrity of this work as a reflection of the 

values of the church. Müller's (2008) orientation to practical theology includes the three 

following guiding questions, (1) 'What are the concerns of the counselee?', (2) 'How would you 

formulate your discipline's unique perspective on these concerns and why is it important that 
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this perspective be heard at the interdisciplinary table?' and (3) 'Why do you think your 

perspective will be understood and appreciated by researchers from other disciplines?'. This 

method and these questions are potential correctives to Carroll's (1986) abovementioned three 

concerns about the professional practice of ministry losing its Christian theological focus and 

values. One of those values is love, as I have proposed here. 

The postmodern definitions and descriptions of practical and pastoral theology and the 

narrative (story) approach to counselling discussed here are in addition to, rather than a 

substitute for, many of the historical or traditional ways of doing research, interpreting data and 

applying the results of these endeavours in an effort to interpret the meaning of a phenomenon 

and assist others. Taking a tentative versus a curious and exploratory stance rather than a 

perspective that sees the limitations and contribution that each of them has and can make to the 

other, narrows a theological vision of the human meaning-making experience and its inherent 

uniqueness or specificity, messiness, diversity and paradox. This aspect of human experience is 

mine by a narrative and interdisciplinary approach to thinking and doing practical theology. 

 Conclusion 

Pastoral theology: Multiple perspectives 

So much of our understanding of the experiences of others would be severely limited if these 

other 'ways of knowing' (i.e. postfoundationalist practical and pastoral counselling and care 

theology, black theology and black liberation theology, feminist and womanist theology) were 

not a part of our toolkit of learning more about other people and ourselves. Our discerning the 

nature of God and the witness of the church in our time (context) and situation are embedded in 

these methods and theoretical orientations to our doing researching and theological reflection 

upon the various meanings of faith and practices of ministry. 

It is most important that the pastoral counsellor allow and create the space for those whom they 

seek to help (the co-researcher) to teach them about and the meaning of what they are 

experiencing. This requires that pastoral counsellors increase their awareness and be intentional 

in our practice of loving others and themselves. Pastoral counsellors contribute through loving 

in their own small way, not only to the possibility of helping other human being to love 

themselves and to flourish but also to do the will of God for humankind. God's will is that we 

love one another. It is inspiring to consider that pastoral counsellors, those whom they counsel 

and the field of practical theology using the framework discussed here as postfoundationalism 

can foster our love for God, ourselves and one another. 

Chapter 2 

Advantages of Church-Based Counseling 
 

“God knows me well,” a friend once said to me. “He knew that, apart from the accountability 

and love that comes from a Christian community, I would not survive in this world.” 

God never meant for Christians to live alone. Through the church on earth, therefore, he 

created a place where Christians could gather for corporate worship, accountability, fellowship, 
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instruction, and godly exhortation. I would even dare say that the fullest expression of our faith 

cannot occur apart from loving communion with other believers in a local church. 

Yet because Christians are often scared to reveal their problems to people they know, they 

commonly seek out counselors who work in private practices outside of their church. Now, 

many of these counselors are doing good work, and I do believe there is a role for private 

practice counseling. Yet, I want to argue that there are distinct advantages to doing specialized 

counseling in the context of one’s local church, and I would even propose that it should be the 

norm. 

Here are five thoughts on counseling in the context of the local church. 

SUBMITTING TO THOSE WHO HAVE WATCH 

First, church-based counseling means submitting to leaders who already have watch over your 

soul. 

If you had a choice between seeing someone who knows nothing about you and has no 

obligation to you outside of counseling or seeing someone who will give an account to God for 

how well he has watched over your soul, who would you choose? 

Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you as men who must 

give an account. (Heb. 13:17) 

Counselors counsel, pastors pastor. Counselors help you and send you on your way. But 

pastors are charged with helping you and staying committed to you for the long-haul. 

Counselors are typically open to you returning to their office if the problem resurfaces. But 

pastors are constantly in your life, so if the problem comes back they will already be walking 

alongside you. The counselor will help, care, and love. But the pastor will help, care, love, and 

will exercise authority over you through the ministry of the Word. 

Both pastor and counselor do important work in the kingdom. But the nature of the pastoral 

relationship includes an ongoing commitment to the members of his local church. Thus, within 

a church context, the pastor’s task is much greater than the counselor’s. 

If you are struggling with a problem, it would not be uncommon to want to see someone who is 

skilled at counseling. The market for Christian counselors has grown steadily over the last 

twenty years. And there are many more competent, biblical counselors available today as 

compared to twenty years ago. But what if you could go to someone who was both a skilled 

counselor and also your pastor? What if you could combine both professions into one? Think 

about someone who was trained in counseling, who didn’t charge a fee for counseling (and 

allowed you to avoid the hassles of insurance), who was committed to pastoring you and your 

family for twenty or thirty years, and was readily available to you in your own church. Would 

you at least give him a try? 

BUILDING ONE ANOTHER UP IN THE FAITH 

Second, church-based counseling reaffirms our commitment to build one another up in the 

faith. 

One priority laid out in Scripture is the importance of Christians building one another up in the 

faith. 
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It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some 

to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of 

Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of 

God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:11-

13) 

God has given the church pastors and teachers, and part of the work of pastoring includes 

counseling as well as teaching the members of a church to counsel one another (see also 1 

Thes. 5:14). A biblical counselor’s work is one part of the overall project building the church 

toward maturity and attaining the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 

In counseling, there is always a temptation to problem-solve and “fix” people’s lives. Yet the 

end goal of biblical counseling is spiritual growth. Pastoral counselors use their gifts to counsel 

because they want people to grow in greater maturity in Christ. 

EXTENDING OUR COVENANT 

Third, church-based counseling is a natural extension of our covenant to one another as 

members of the same church. 

Covenants are important tools in the life of the church. They represent a commitment that 

members of the same church have to one another. When a church member meets a counselor in 

his church, he is meeting with someone who has already made a commitment to live with the 

member in a Christ-centered way. Biblical counseling should be a natural extension of the 

covenantal commitment we have made as members of the same church. 

Not all churches have a formal covenant. But whether or not they do, all churches have a sense 

of how they are going to live together, which is what a covenant articulates. At my church, 

there are several lines in the church covenant that articulate what we want to accomplish in the 

counseling room and beyond: 

“We will work and pray for the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.” 

“We will walk together in brotherly love, as becomes the members of a Christian church; we 

will exercise affectionate care and watchfulness over each other and faithfully admonish and 

entreat one another as occasion may require.” 

“We will rejoice at each other’s happiness, and endeavor with tenderness and sympathy to bear 

each other’s burdens and sorrows.” 

“We will seek, by Divine aid, to live carefully in the world, denying ungodliness and worldly 

lusts, and remembering that, as we have been voluntarily buried by baptism and raised again 

from the symbolic grave, so there is on us a special obligation now to lead a new and holy 

life.” 

On the one hand, every member of our church commits to pursuing these promises toward 

every other member. On the other hand, our church has generously set aside one individual full 

time—me—to help it with the work of fulfilling these promises in areas of special need. Of 

course, I and the other elders need to work hard at reminding the congregation that all this 

remains their work too. As I’ve already mentioned, I as the pastor of counseling am also called 

to equip the congregation to do this work. 
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OTHER BENEFITS OF BELONGING TO THE SAME CHURCH 

Fourth, there are other benefits for pastoral counselor and counselee to belong to the same 

church. 

Many of the secular counseling paradigms advocate no contact with counseling clients outside 

of the counseling office. But being in the same church helps because 

 it allows the counselor to live as a Christ-like example both inside and outside the 

counseling setting. The integrity of the counselor’s words can be matched with the way 

he lives and participates in a church. It shows the counselee that the counselor doesn’t 

just “talk the talk” but also “walks the walk.” 

 It provides the counselor with greater insight into the most important dimension of the 

counselee’s life—their spiritual life. 

 It allows the two to serve together in a variety of ministries. 

 It allows them to serve each other and pray for each other. 

 It allows them to grow together through the same corporate experiences. As they sing, 

worship, hear the Word preached, pray, study Scripture, carry burdens, care for the 

community, and exalt God together, they share in the experiences that builds them up 

together in their faith. 

Recently, one of our pastors taught from the book of Philemon, and his thoughtful sermons 

prompted members to share with me their struggles with forgiveness. What an invaluable 

opportunity! Both the counselor and the counselee talked about the pastor’s sermon and the 

ways God’s Word had shaped us. And we got to do this because of our shared experience on 

Sunday mornings. 

GREATER ACCOUNTABILITY AND NETWORKING CAREGIVING 

Fifth, church based counseling provides the potential for greater accountability of shared 

problems, as well as the opportunity to know who else in the church can share the care-giving 

load. 

A pastor has a unique opportunity to hear people share their struggles. Often no one else will 

hear and know the things that a pastor knows.  How can a pastor of counseling then use this 

privileged knowledge well? When there is a church member who struggling with a problem, a 

pastor of counseling can serve the individual by connecting him or her with someone else who 

has already worked through the same problem. A private practice counselor outside the church 

has no other human resources to draw upon—no one else in the counselee’s life who can assist. 

It all comes down to that counselor’s wisdom. 

But is there not wisdom in a multitude of counselors (Prov. 14:11; 24:6)? Why not charge the 

close friends of an individual to play a larger role in counseling and care-giving? Why not 

bring together those people who share the same problems to encourage one another through 

their struggles? Let the former alcoholic help the struggling alcoholic; or let the abuse survivor 

comfort the woman who was recently abused. Let them do this as Christians in a church. Let 

them do this as brothers and sisters who have a covenantal obligation to one another. Let them 

do this as those who received God’s comfort, and now desire to show that comfort to others. 

Let them do this as those who have grown and matured in Christ, and who now desire to help 

those who are struggling. 
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What a beautiful picture of the body of Christ—not just the strong helping the weak, but the 

weak helping one another. 

Chapter 3 

Defining Pastoral Care and Biblical Counselling 

 

a) Pastoral Care  

 

i) Defining Pastoral Care 

 

Pastoral Care is the care provided by pastors and leaders for their congregations. It is 

attentive to issues of spiritual growth and thus is not only an intrinsic component of 

spiritual leadership but is also vitally connected to the wider mission of the church. 

Pastoral care can be broadly defined to include many aspects of caring for God’s 

people—teaching, preaching, mentoring, baptising, administering communion, church 

discipline, general discipleship, visiting the sick, conducting funerals and weddings, 

and the list could go on. So pastoral care isn’t something only reserved for crisis 

moments or unusual difficulties. Pastoral care is also positive and proactive. Spiritual 

leaders are shepherds (1 Peter 5:1-4) who care, in a variety of ways, for the flock. 

Pastoral care nourishes spiritual growth and is intrinsic to pastoral leadership. 1  

 

PASTORAL CARE is that branch of Christian theology that deals with care of 

persons by pastors. It is pastoral because it pertains to the offices, tasks, 

and duties of the pastor. It is care because it has charge of, and is 

deliberately attentive to, the spiritual growth and destiny of persons. 

Pastoral care is analogous to a physician’s care of the body. Since that 

particular sphere over which one exercises care is the psyche… pastoral 

care is also appropriately called the care of souls.2 

 

Drawing on various classical authors, theologian Thomas Oden employs the analogy of 

a medical doctor: As the physician cares for the body, so the pastoral leader cares for 

the soul. For thousands of years, God has entrusted spiritual leaders with the care of 

souls. Pastors are physicians of the soul.  

 

                                                           
1 It may be worth noting that not all pastoral care is explicitly leadership. Although all pastoral care does provide some form of 

guidance and does seek to influence folk in a particular direction, pastoral care is not something exclusively reserved for those 

in senior leadership positions. Pastoral care is something that everyone gets a chance to do, and pastoral counselling is also 

sometimes practiced by those who are not in senior leadership.   
2 Thomas C. Oden, Becoming a Minister, Classic Pastoral Care (New York: Crossroad, 1987), 5. 
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Pastoral care may be broadly defined as spiritual care and guidance, or 

the shepherding of human souls. Pastoral care historically included the 

collective duties of the clergy aimed at healing, guiding, and sustaining a 

congregation.3 

 

Pastoral Care is not just a historical fact, it’s also a biblical imperative—something 

spiritual leaders are explicitly commanded to do.  

 

Firstly, we see that the Shepherding metaphor is used throughout the Old Testament to 

refer to God as the Shepherd of His People (cf. Gen. 48:15; Ps. 23:1, 95:6-7; Isa. 40:11, 

etc.). In this sense, God Himself provides pastoral care for His people (His flock).  

 

But, secondly, Scripture then uses this same shepherding imagery to refer to those who 

lead God’s flock. Two clear examples of this are Moses and David, who acted as 

Shepherd-Leaders of Israel (Isa. 63:11; Ps. 78:72). A key leadership-shepherding 

chapter is Ezekiel 34, where we see the Lord rebuking the elders of Israel for failing to 

care for God’s flock. God also promises to send a Shepherd-King, who will truly care 

for God’s people. In the New Testament, Jesus fulfils the prophecy of Ezekiel 34 when 

he proclaims that He is the ‘Good Shepherd’ (John 10:14). Today, Jesus continues to 

provide shepherding care for His people but now He does this through his church—thus 

the shepherding metaphor remains at the forefront of the conceptualization of church 

leadership. The apostles Peter and Paul both emphasize the centrality of leadership as 

shepherding work when they exhort leaders (cf. 1 Peter 5:1-4; Acts 20:28).  

 

Clearly, from the perspective of Scripture, leadership is pastoral—a Christian leader is a 

Shepherd-Leader. Pastors care for people’s souls.  

 

ii) Pastoral Care and the Mission of the Church  

 

Let’s briefly reflect on how caring wisely and well for people might help a church also 

fulfil the missional component of its purpose. When one studies the New Testament, we 

see that churches seek to both care for their members (Eph. 4:1-16) but also reach those 

who don’t yet know Christ (Matt. 28:18-20). We might say that the mission of the 

church is both to ‘build up’ and ‘reach out’, to edify and evangelise.  

 

Sometimes, these two activities are pitted against each other—some churches seek to be 

pastoral whilst others seek to be missional. But this is surely a false dichotomy. 

Counselling is not just an opportunity to disciple believers, counselling can also be an 

opportunity to reach those who don’t yet know Christ. Furthermore, when Christians in 

a local church are growing and changing their psychospiritual renewal is a powerful 

                                                           
3 B. N. Mitchell, “Pastoral Care,” ed. David G. Benner and Peter C. Hill, Baker Encyclopedia of Psychology & Counseling, Baker 

Reference Library (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1999), 832. 
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statement to their unbelieving friends and family. Tim Lane insightfully notes that 

practicing pastoral care and counselling, rather than creating an inwardly-focused 

church, actually enables the church to become more evangelistically effective.  

When a church counsels, it is saying more than the Bible is true; it is 

saying that the God of the Bible is real. He comes to change lives, families, 

communities, cultures and the entire cosmos. You can actually see those 

changes! When a church counsels, it is engaging in one of the most 

important apologetic tasks it can engage in. It is saying, “We will not 

simply proclaim the truth, we will demonstrate the truth in the way we live 

and in the visible proof of lives changed.” Talk to any church that takes 

counseling seriously and they will attest to the fact that they reach non-

believers naturally because they are addressing the problems they struggle 

with in their daily lives.4 

 

iii) Examining the relationship between Pastoral Care and Counselling. 

 

All counselling is pastoral care—but not all pastoral care is counselling. In other words, 

pastoral care is the broader term which encompasses the narrower activity of 

counselling. As we’ve said, pastoral care can take various forms. Counselling tends to 

refer to longer-term, formal, personal, intimate conversations in a more private setting. 

As David Powlison rightly says, counselling is a form of conversational love, practicing 

in private what you preach in public, a “relational and pastoral enterprise engaged in the 

care and cure of a soul.”5 Defined like this, it is helpful to recognise that pastors have 

what some would call a ‘dual-role’ in that they are both a person’s leader and 

counsellor. In many cases, we are often our church member’s friend as well! The Bible 

doesn’t conceive of this role duality as a personal problem, but because of the 

complexity of issues that we may face in counselling—it could well become a practical 

problem in terms of the time required and the expertise involved.  

 

Many folk come to pastors for counselling with certain expectations that may be 

unrealistic, and many pastors have neither sufficient training nor gifting to shepherd 

someone through a complex and long-term psychospiritual struggle. How might we 

wisely navigate these difficulties? Below are some extended quotes offering counsel on 

how to both lead well and care wisely.  

 

One of the most important considerations is that of the pastor being clear 

when counseling is occurring and when it is not… Additionally, it is 

important for pastors to know their own limitations in helping people. 

Well-meaning pastors often overextend themselves with people’s issues 

                                                           
4 “Will Counseling Make a Church Turn Inward?” Tim Lane. http://timlane.org/blog/will-counseling-make-a-church-turn-inward  
5 “The Pastor as Counselor” David Powlison, (Journal of Biblical Counseling 26:1, 2012).  

http://timlane.org/blog/will-counseling-make-a-church-turn-inward
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that are far in excess of their expertise, leading to more harm than good. 

These limitations can best be addressed through such things as peer 

supervision or professional supervision within the helping community.6 

 

Because pastors are often compassionate and seeking to genuinely care for those in 

need, they may overextend themselves. Wise leadership involves recognising when to 

refer someone to a formal counselling process, or when to refer someone to another 

caregiver who can offer more competent help. Referring is not a failure of pastoral 

leadership, in fact, when done well, it can be an expression of loving and wise 

leadership. Wise pastoral leaders know when and how to make use of other care and 

counselling resources.  

 

If you have professionally trained counselors in your church, they can be a 

rich resource for helping you care for and equip other people. The obvious 

challenge is recognizing what models are most influential in their care. 

Make every effort to pursue them and begin a conversation that moves in 

the direction of mutual understanding and appreciation. Most 

professionally trained counselors have not been adequately exposed to 

Biblical and theological categories that are essential to distinctively 

Christian counseling. It is also true that many pastors and leaders have 

not had adequate exposure to helpful diagnoses and skills in discipling 

ministry with more complex struggles. Strive to bring these two together.7 

 

What these authors are helping us recognise is that pastors do not need to do all of the 

counselling. There may be significant differences in training, gifting, and competence. 

In cases of real difficulty, it will be wise to refer the counselee to someone who has 

sufficient expertise in understanding a problem. Of course, the pastors will still remain 

involved, but they are also ensuring that folk are receiving the level of care that they 

require. Counselling is certainly a pastoral activity that can be appropriately delegated 

to those the elders of a local church trust.  

 

However, because counselling is a form of pastoral care—it is important for the elders 

of a local church to be comfortable with the type of counsel that is being provided. 

There must be theological congruency—the counsellors and the church leaders should 

have the same vision regarding the care and cure of souls.  

 

 

b) Biblical Counselling 

                                                           
6 S. A. Cappa, “Pastoral Care and Counseling, Role Conflicts in,” ed. David G. Benner and Peter C. Hill, Baker Encyclopedia of 

Psychology & Counseling, Baker Reference Library (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1999), 834. 

7 “A Web Of Care: External Resources” Tim Lane. http://timlane.org/blog/a-web-of-care-external-resources  

http://timlane.org/blog/a-web-of-care-external-resources
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We desire that our counselling ministry focus on a positive presentation and proper 

understanding of the sufficiency of Scripture and the power of the gospel in progressive 

sanctification. At Jubilee Community Church, we conceive of ‘Biblical Counselling’ in the 

following way:8 

 

Biblical counselling occurs whenever and wherever God's people engage in conversations 

that are anchored in Scripture, centered on Christ and the Gospel, dependent upon the Holy 

Spirit and prayer, directed toward sanctification, rooted in the life of the church, attentive to 

heart issues, comprehensive in understanding, and oriented toward mission. 

 

Let’s look at this definition in more detail.  

 

i. Our Counselling Aims to Be Anchored in Scripture 

 

We believe that God's Word is authoritative, sufficient, and relevant (Isaiah 55:11; 

Matthew 4:4; Hebrews 4:12-13). The inspired and inerrant Scriptures, rightly 

interpreted and carefully applied, offer us God's wisdom. We learn to understand who 

God is, who we are, the problems we face, how people change, and God's provision for 

that change in the Gospel (John 8:31-32; 10:10; 17:17). No other source of knowledge 

thoroughly equips us to counsel in ways that transform the human heart (Psalm 19:7-

14; 2 Timothy 3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:3). Other systems of counseling aim for other goals 

and assume a different dynamic of change. The wisdom given by God in His Word is 

distinctive and robust.  

Wise counseling is an insightful application of God's all-embracing truth to our 

complex lives (Romans 15:4; 1 Corinthians 10:6; Philippians 1:9-11). It does not 

merely collect proof-texts from the Bible. Wise counseling requires ongoing practical 

theological labor in order to rightly understand Scripture, people, and situations (2 

Timothy 2:15). We must continually develop our personal character, case-wise 

understanding of people, and concrete pastoral skills (Romans 15:14; Colossians 1:28-

29). 

The Bible actively drives our theory and practice as we interpret it accurately and apply 

it relevantly so that our conceptual framework and practical methods emerge as much 

as possible from the biblical text itself. When we say that Scripture is comprehensive 

and all‐ encompassing in wisdom, we mean that the Bible makes sense of all things, not 

that it contains all the information we could ever know about all topics. God’s common 

grace brings many good things to human life, and we are grateful for many of them! 

We can learn much from psychology, sociology, literature, history and more—but these 

common grace sources of knowledge cannot cure the soul. We affirm that numerous 

                                                           
8 The following definition and explanations are based on, adapted from, the Biblical Counseling Coalition’s Confessional 

Statement and the Guiding Philosophy for Counseling at Bethlehem Baptist Church.  
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sources contribute to our knowledge of people, but none can constitute a 

comprehensive system of counseling principles and practices. 

ii. Our Counselling Aims to Be Centered on Christ 

 

We believe that wise counseling centers on Jesus Christ - His sinless life, death on the 

cross, burial, resurrection, present reign, and promised return. Through the Gospel, God 

reveals the depths of sin, the scope of suffering, and the breadth, length, height, and 

depth of grace. Wise counseling gets to the heart of personal and interpersonal 

problems by bringing to bear the truth, mercy, and power of Christ's grace (John 1:14). 

There is no true restoration of the soul and there are no truly God-honoring 

relationships without understanding the desperate condition we are in without Christ 

and apart from experiencing the joy of progressive deliverance from that condition 

through God's mercies. 

We point people to a person, Jesus, our Redeemer and greatest Treasure. People need a 

real and personal relationship with him, not a system of self‐salvation, 

self‐management, or self‐actualization. Authentic counseling guides people to a 

dynamic relationship with Jesus. We desire to lead struggling, hurting, and confused 

people to the hope, resources, strength, and life that are only available in him. Our 

counseling is not one of many systems of change; rather, it places its trust in the 

transformative power of the one who is our Redeemer and greatest Treasure, as the only 

hope to change people’s hearts. 

iii. Our Counselling Aims to Be Dependent upon the Holy Spirit and Prayer 

 

We believe that both genuine change of heart and transformation of lifestyle depend 

upon the ministry of the Holy Spirit (John 14:15-16:16; 2 Corinthians 3:17-18). Biblical 

counselors know that it is impossible to speak wisely and lovingly to bring about true 

and lasting change apart from the decisive, compassionate, and convicting work of the 

Spirit in the counselor and the counselee. We acknowledge the Holy Spirit as the One 

who illuminates our understanding of the Word and empowers its application in 

everyday life. 

Wise counselors serve in the truth that God reveals and by the strength that God 

supplies. By the Spirit's work, God receives glory in all the good that takes place in 

people's lives. Biblical counselors affirm the absolute necessity of the work of the Holy 

Spirit to guide and empower the counselor, the counselee, and the counseling 

relationship. Dependent prayer is essential to the work of biblical counseling 

(Ephesians 6:18-20). Wise counselors humbly request God's intervention and direction, 

praise God for His work in people's lives, and intercede for people that they would 

experience genuine life change to the glory of God (Philippians 4:6). 
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iv. Our Counselling Aims to Be Directed toward Sanctification 

 

We believe that wise counseling should be transformative, change-oriented, and 

grounded in the doctrine of sanctification (2 Corinthians 3:16-18; Philippians 2:12-13). 

The lifelong change process begins at salvation (justification, regeneration, redemption, 

reconciliation) and continues until we see Jesus face-to-face (1 John 3:1-3). The aim of 

wise counseling is intentional and intensive discipleship. The fruit of wise counseling is 

spiritually mature people who increasingly reflect Christ (relationally, rationally, 

volitionally, and emotionally) by enjoying and exalting God and by loving others well 

and wisely (Galatians 5:22-6:10). 

Wise counseling seeks to embrace the Bible's teaching regarding God's role and human 

responsibility in spiritual growth. God's strength and mercy call for our response of 

faith and obedience. A comprehensive theology of the spiritual life provides the basis 

for applying relevant biblical methods of spiritual growth. Biblical counseling helps 

believers to understand what it means to be in Christ (Romans 6:3-14). It equips them 

to apply the principles of progressive sanctification through renewing their minds and 

actions based on Scripture with a motive of love for God and others (Romans 12:1-2). 

v. Our Counselling Aims to Be Rooted in the Life of the Church 

 

We believe that we best reflect the Trinity as we live and grow in community (John 17; 

Ephesians 4). Sanctification is not a self-improvement project, but a process of learning 

to love and serve God and others. Wise counseling embeds personal change within 

God's community - the church - with all God's rich resources of corporate and 

interpersonal means of grace (1 Corinthians 12:12-27). We believe that the church 

should be both the center and the sender of Gospel-centered counseling (Romans 

15:14). 

By example and exhortation the New Testament commends the personal, face-to-face, 

one-another ministry of the Word - whether in one-to-one or small group relationships 

(Hebrews 3:12-19; 10:19-25). God calls the church to mutual wise counseling just as 

He calls the church to public ministries of the Word in preaching, teaching, worship, 

and observing the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper. God desires His people 

to love and serve each other by speaking His truth in love to one another (Ephesians 

4:15-16). The primary and fullest expression of counseling ministry is meant to occur 

in local church communities where pastors effectively shepherd souls while equipping 

and overseeing diverse forms of every-member ministry (Ephesians 4:11-14). Other 

likeminded counseling institutions and organizations are beneficial insofar as they serve 

alongside the church, encourage Christians to counsel biblically, and purpose to impact 

the world for Christ.  

vi. Our Counselling Aims to Be Attentive to Heart Issues 
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We believe that human behavior is tied to thoughts, intentions, and affections of the 

heart. All our actions arise from hearts that are worshipping either God or something 

else, therefore we emphasize the importance of the heart and address the inner person. 

God fully understands and rightly weighs who we are, what we do, and why we do it. 

While we cannot completely understand a person's heart (even our own), God's Word 

reveals and penetrates the heart's core beliefs and intentions (Hebrews 4:12-13). 

Wise counseling seeks to address both the inward and outward aspects of human life to 

bring thorough and lasting change into the image of Christ. The Bible is clear that 

human behavior is not mechanical, but grows out of a heart that desires, longs, thinks, 

chooses, and feels in ways that are oriented either toward or against Christ. Wise 

counsel appropriately focuses on the vertical and the horizontal dimensions, on the 

inner and the outer person, on observable behavior and underlying issues of the heart 

(Matthew 23:23-28). Biblical counselors work to help struggling people to learn 

wisdom; to love God with heart, soul, mind, and strength; to love one's neighbor as 

oneself; and to endure suffering in hope. 

vii. Our Counselling Aims to Be Comprehensive in Understanding 

 

We believe that biblical counseling should focus on the full range of human nature 

created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-28). A comprehensive biblical 

understanding sees human beings as relational (spiritual and social), rational, volitional, 

emotional, and physical. Wise counseling takes the whole person seriously in his or her 

whole life context.  

We recognize the complexity of the relationship between the body and soul (Genesis 

2:7). Appreciating the complexity and mystery of the interface between body and soul, 

we recognize that there are physiological factors and organic issues that affect a 

person’s life and that treatment of those factors may require medical diagnosis in some 

circumstances. As biblical counsellors, we refrain from making a medical or psychiatric 

diagnosis. We encourage medical assessment and treatments for any suspected physical 

problems.   

We recognize the complexity of the connection between people and their social 

environment. Thus we seek to remain sensitive to the impact of suffering and of the 

great variety of significant social-cultural factors. In our desire to help people 

comprehensively, we seek to apply God's Word to people's lives amid both positive and 

negative social experiences. We encourage people to seek appropriate practical aid 

when their problems have a component that involves education, work life, finances, 

legal matters, criminality (either as a victim or a perpetrator), and other social matters. 

We further recognize that people are spiritually influenced, under God’s wise control, 

by the spiritual realm and that demonic factors may impact moral response (Eph. 6:10–

20). Appreciating the complexity and mystery of the interface between a person and the 
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spiritual world, we seek to remain sensitive to those spiritual influences and address 

them accordingly. 

While we do not view all these factors—physical‐embodiment, social‐embeddedness, 

and spiritual‐influence—as determinative, recognizing these factors and the interplay 

between them does help us address the influence they may have on how people relate, 

think, choose, and feel. 

viii. Our Counselling Aims to Be Missionally Oriented  

 

We believe that Christianity is missionary‐minded by its very nature. Therefore, our 

counselling should be a powerful evangelistic and apologetic force in our world. We 

want to bring the good news of Jesus to the world that God created and only God can 

redeem. We seek to speak in relevant ways to Christians and non‐Christians, to draw 

them to the Saviour and the distinctive wisdom that comes only from him. 

 ENDNOTES 

1. Robert Morgan, “Why Pastors Make Great Counselors,” Leadership, 

Spring 1997, 29-31 

2. Using an illustration from one of your counseling sessions is not 

ethically correct. Counselors must protect the confidentiality of those 

they counsel. 

3. Larry Crabb has used a variation of these points in his books and 

counseling seminars. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

Reflection on pastoral care in Africa: Towards 

discerning emerging pragmatic pastoral ministerial 
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responses 

 
Pastoral care takes different forms in responding to people’s needs in their context. Accordingly, 

over the centuries it has evolved in response to emerging needs. Historical developments in 

pastoral care are well-documented. However, pastoral care in Africa has a short and 

unsystematically documented history. Scholarly discussions on pastoral care concerning the 

continent tend to be considered under African theological frameworks. Notwithstanding the 

already existing weaknesses in African theological discussion, pastoral care in Africa has 

remained fragmented with diverse and seemingly knee-jerk approaches in guiding individuals 

who provide pastoral care. In view of this, this article firstly aims to provide a broad overview 

and initiate a discussion on the current challenges in pastoral care in Africa. Secondly, it aims to 

reveal some gaps worth pursuing by scholars in the discipline.  

 

Thirdly, it sheds some light on approaches employed by pastoral practitioners in pastoral ministry 

practice. In doing so, this article opens the lid on some perspectives adopted in ministry work on 

the frontlines, that is, providing pastoral care to people in their communities – particularly church 

communities. This article first outlines the problem to be addressed followed by an overview of 

pastoral care in Africa. It then proceeds to address potential research opportunities within the 

discipline. Finally, it highlights some emerging approaches in providing pastoral care in the 

communities. This article does not focus on one particular pastoral care issue, but gives an 

overview of the situation relative to pastoral care in Africa and the emerging responses. 

Problem statement: Pastoral care and the African situation  

 

Pastoral care is an internationally established field despite the divergent views on the meaning of 

the word pastoral. Patton (2013:99–103) noted in his writing within the context of the 

International Pastoral care and Counselling Movement that the word pastoral means different 

things. He asks whether pastoral refers to caring attitudes and acts, or if it refers to administrative 

oversight by a responsible clergyperson. 

 

A response to this question depends on one’s confessional tradition. It could mean one or the 

other or both. However, what can be derived from this is that pastoral care has been consistently 

concerned with the caring ministry of religious communities, which is also the view of this 

article. Mills (1990:836) noted that historically and within the Christian community, pastoral care 

is in the cure-of-souls’ tradition. Pastoral care, known as cura animarum [cure of souls], refers to 

the thorough care of people in their existential situations (Lartey 1997; Mills 1990). 

 

Pastoral care and pastoral counselling are phrases that are sometimes used interchangeably in 

some parts of the world to refer to cura animarum even though the two are distinguishable 

(Magezi 2007:655–656). Whereas pastoral care refers to broad caring activities, pastoral 

counselling emphasises pastoral caring in the form of dialogue and communication to alleviate 

distress within the context of pastoral ministry. Benner (1992) explains the difference as follows: 

Much as pastoral ministry is broader than pastoral care, so too is pastoral care broader than 

pastoral counselling. And to attempt to reduce all pastoral care to counselling is to fail to 

recognize both the breadth of pastoral care as well as the distinctive nature of counselling. 

 

Clinebell (1984:26) added that pastoral care is the broad, inclusive ministry of mutual healing and 

https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0029_2130
https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0025_2130
https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0017_2130
https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0025_2130
https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0021_2130
https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0001_2130
https://www.indieskriflig.org.za/index.php/skriflig/article/view/2130/4058#CIT0006_2130
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growth within a congregation and its community through its life cycle. Pastoral counselling, then, 

as an aspect of pastoral care, is the utilisation of a variety of healing (therapeutic) methods to help 

people handle their problems and crises in a more developmental way. 

 

While the above distinction of pastoral care and counselling provides clarity to students of the 

discipline, a more useful process of developing a distinctive identity and greater expertise in the 

pastoral field is provided by Van Arkel (2000). He (Van Arkel 2000:143–160) mapped out the 

major trends and developments in the field of pastoral care and counselling as well as pastoral 

theology in the decade leading up to the year 2000. His mapping reflected published literature in 

the discipline. His review reflects on the major voices across the globe in the field of pastoral 

care. The greatest value of Van Arkel’s work is in his concluding observations in which he 

insightfully discerned that pastoral care has reached a stage where it is necessary to identify four 

specifiable forms of pastoral work.  

 

These forms are mutual care, pastoral care, pastoral counselling and pastoral therapy (Van Arkel 

2000:160). Mutual care is the first level of care and it is concerned with supporting and sustaining 

individuals by the community of believers. Pastoral care is the second level and it specialises in 

building up a community of believers through dialogical caring action. Pastoral counselling is the 

third level of care. It includes some kind of contract or agreement over a fixed time and place. It 

functions on entry level where other professions such as psychology counselling function. 

Pastoral therapy, which is the fourth level of care, uses longer term reconstructive therapeutic 

methods to heal deep, chronic problems. The distinction between pastoral counselling and 

pastoral therapy is that pastoral counselling is part of a larger ministerial function while pastoral 

therapy is specialised and uses therapeutic activities. 

The foregoing distinctions are important in conceptualising pastoral care – particularly 

considering its ‘shifts over the years’ (Gerkin 1997:23–51; Heitink 1993:90–97). More 

importantly, it provides an embracing understanding of pastoral care both in the West, where it is 

significantly influenced by the findings in psychotherapy, and other places such as Africa where 

there is no distinction between pastoral outlook and practice – at least at the level of practice.  

 

Notwithstanding that the four level demarcations are fluid and dynamic in practice, they shed 

conceptual light. Ganzevoort writing about Practical Theology (2009) made remarks that are apt 

for pastoral care. He (Ganzevoort 2009:1–3) stated that the ways in which we move through the 

field of Practical Theology (and in our case, pastoral care) is too dynamic to be captured in a map. 

There are convergences in some areas and divergences in others. In this situation, Gerkin’s advice 

(1997) is worth noting. He (Gerkin 1997:76) advised that in our time, pastoral caregivers should 

be more proficient interpreters. 

 

The pastoral caregivers should interpret the biblical and Christian language and its ways of seeing 

and evaluating the world of human beings and their affairs in order to shape their everyday life. 

Being an interpreter is a daily calling of pastoral care givers in the context of people’s lives. This 

entails being on the frontlines of life with people and providing relevant pastoral care despite its 

mode, level and approach. This implies ministry at the frontlines in a fast changing world. 

Notably, academic theological reflection on pastoral care in Africa has a short history compared 

to those in Europe and North America. Elsdörfer (2013), Gerkin (1997), Heitink (1993) and many 

other pastoral care scholars have carefully described the developments in pastoral care until the 

21st century. This history excludes Africa for the obvious reason that there is little documented 

activity. This is very clear according to Gerkin (1997) and Heitink (1993).  

 

Pastoral care as a discipline is not yet significantly developed in many parts of Africa. By lack of 
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development I mean the absence of a clear historically accounted path and a distinguishable 

school of thought. I contend that it is reasonable for one to conclude that the approaches 

employed on the continent are too diverse to allocate a framework. The situation has been 

compounded by little or no written history, or at least a description of developments in the 

discipline. However, this vacuum does not suggest that there are no recognisable voices in 

pastoral care scholarship. Many scholars engaging in cutting-edge scholarship in the discipline 

can be noted. For instance, African scholars’ contributions to the publication by the Society for 

Intercultural Pastoral Care and Counselling based on Contributions in International Seminars 

(1988–2008) and Pastoral Care and Counselling Today Manuscript (1991) can be singled out as 

illustrations. These publications contain essays with a focus on African pastoral care issues 

authored by African Pastoral Care theologians. These include Masamba ma Mpolo, Kongo 

(Democratic Republic of Congo); Emmanuel Y. Lartey (based in the USA but originally Ghana); 

Charles K. Konadu (Ghana); Wilhelmina J. Kalu and Daisy N. Nwachuku (Nigeria); Daniel J. 

Louw, Julian Müller and Stephan de Beer (South Africa); Archiboldy Elifatio Lyimo and Derrick 

Lwekika (Tanzania); and Rose Zoé-Obianga (Cameroon). 

 

The efforts of the above-mentioned African pastoral care theologians do not negate the reality of 

a young and developing scholarship. The African Association for Pastoral Studies and 

Counselling (AAPSC) was established in February 1985 after an ecumenical meeting held in 

Limuru, Kenya. It was initiated by Professor Jean Masamba ma Mpolo from the DRC (called 

Zaire that time) together with the World Council of Churches. At the same conference, a 

publication series on pastoral care and counselling in Africa, edited by Emmanuel Y. Lartey, 

Daisy Nwachuku, Kasonga wa Kasonga and Jean Masamba ma Mpolo, was founded. There have 

been subsequent AAPSC meetings, but the movement has lost momentum particularly in the last 

10 years. This gap has weakened pastoral care reflection on the continent at a critical time. It is 

widely documented that Africa has the fastest growing church and yet a vacuum on pastoral care 

direction to systematise the ministry is clearly glaring. The observations made at the All Africa 

Conference of Churches more than half a century ago in the context of African church leadership 

still holds. Kohls (1998) recorded the 1964 All Africa Conference of Churches’ observations that 

are particularly relevant in our current discussion of pastoral care.  

 

He (Kohls 1998:107–110) noted that the church in Africa is in crisis, because it seems not to be 

equipping people to meet the ministerial needs on the continent. This situation has not changed 

much particularly in pastoral care reflection where the voices are fragmented. 

Having been appointed as the Executive Treasure of the AAPSC in 2012, I have not encountered 

a single meeting that was formally arranged. The point here is not to suggest dysfunctionality, but 

as a proxy to indicate fragmentation. By fragmentation is meant no coherent theme, focus or 

guiding perspective. In such a situation where pastoral care scholars across the continent are 

fragmented, it is critical to reflect how pastoral care in Africa is being practiced.  

 

Stated differently: What is the hanging thread that defines pastoral care practice in Africa both 

from a theoretical reflection and at the frontline of ministry perspective? An attempt to respond 

to the above questions attracts criticism for a number of reasons. These include, firstly, the 

simplistic assumption of Africa as being homogenous whereas heterogeneity is the reality. 

Secondly, there is an apparent gulf between academic reflection and employed categories and 

images (e.g. in the writings of African theologians such as the late Bediako and others) and 

grassroots congregational ministry.  

 

Thirdly, there is diversity in pastoral care ministry practice across denominations, namely the 

traditional missionary started churches and the budding emerging African founded churches with 
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a largely Charismatic and Pentecostal outlook. Fourthly, there is significant diversity in pastoral 

care approaches among practitioners from different theological persuasions (Ganzevoort 2009). 

Fifthly, there is sheer lack of a narrowed focus on the questions considered in pastoral care. 

Considering these challenges, it is important to state from the outset that this article’s attempt to 

respond to the above posed questions is ambitious.  

 

However, its noble aims are to provide an overview and initiate a discussion of the current 

challenges in pastoral care in Africa. It furthermore aims to reveal some gaps worth pursuing by 

scholars in the discipline. In addition, it provides pointers for ministerial practice within the 

context of pastoral care diversity on the continent. In so doing, this article opens the lid on some 

perspectives on frontline ministries. In other words, it describes the way pastoral ministry among 

faith communities is being practiced. 

Pastoral care in Africa – An overview and a frontline approach  

 

Africa is heterogeneous with diverse groups of people. Despite this diversity, Masamba ma 

Mpolo (2013) rightly argued that there are clearly discernible elements that are common and can 

be found in different forms that homo africanus are organised. These are sanctity of life, relation 

between illness, misfortune and sin, spirits and ancestors in the life of the community, and life 

experienced as a whole. 

Elsdörfer (2013), Louw (2008) and Masamba ma Mpolo (2013) explained the above homo 

africanus characteristics as follows: Sanctity of life means life comes from God (sometimes 

called Supreme Being) and finds its origin in him. Hence, life should be preserved by all means. 

The life of the individual is abundantly lived when it is shared and hidden in the life of his or her 

community. Illness and misfortune are associated with personal or group transgressions. The 

illness and death of an individual is explained in terms of the result of an offence against the 

ancestors, violation of social taboos, an attack by deities and evil spirits, or the result of 

witchcraft. Sin is associated with the breaking of prohibitions agreed by the community or 

inherited from the ancestors.  

 

The violation of morals leads to a severing of established relationships between God and his 

creatures and between the living and the departed ancestors – hence the illness or death. The 

place occupied by spirits and ancestors in African spirituality should also be noted. African 

cosmology is believed to contain a constellation of powers that constantly interact with human 

beings and influence – for good or for bad – the course of people’s lives. God as the Creator of 

life and the Power that orders the universe is best revealed in and through ancestors, lesser deities 

and spirits. Life in Africa is viewed (w)holistically.  

 

To be whole is to be healthy and free from any sickness or life’s challenges of any kind (e.g. 

healthy children, good marriage, stable job, being at peace with parents, etc.). The wholeness of 

life entails being free and being at peace both physically and spiritually. When life’s challenges 

arise, people believe in the existence of diverse divinities, witches, wizards, the ancestral spirits 

and other innumerable spirit-beings that are capable of interfering in the affairs of human beings. 

Hence, one has to be in complete harmony with spiritual and physical forces. 

 

The above elements broadly represent a common African framework regarding life and 

spirituality. For this reason, many African theologians and religion scholars refer to these 

elements in their work, for example Mbiti and Bediako. These scholars’ discussions are located 

within Christian and African traditional religious experience. The implication of these elements is 

that Western religion at the end of the 19th century and during the entire 20th century, where 
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pastoral care largely evolved to become the special occupation of psychotherapists (Elsdörfer 

2013), is different to African pastoral care that has always been considered within the context of 

the churches’ pastoral ministerial work.  

 

The efforts of African pastoral care scholars have centred on how to provide pastoral care that 

utilises Christian pastoral caring resources that incorporate African traditional experiences and 

potentials to ensure pastoral care that is contextually relevant and effective. 

While the foregoing framework represents a generally predominant view, a notable situation 

across the African continent is the lack of a concise and defining approach or at least an 

organising centre for pastoral work refection and practice. Compared to the West where, for 

instance, psychotherapy could be identified, in Africa such a general organising centre is absent. 

Among the scholars who have contributed to pastoral care in Africa (African essays from 1988 to 

2008 in Elsdörfer 2013), which include leading pastoral care scholars as indicated above and 

others, the themes are broad and diverse.  

 

For instance, Masamba ma Mpolo’s essay he wrote in 1988 (Federschmidt, Temme & Weiss 

2013) describes spirituality and counselling for liberation focusing on the context and praxis of 

African pastoral activities and psychology. Lartey’s 1991 and 1998 essays (Federschmidt et al. 

2013) address the subject of healing in Africa. Nwachuku (1991, 2000) focus on creating 

communities through pastoral care and counselling in urban African life as well as the situation of 

women in Africa in the process of adjustment and change. The other themes considered include 

marital relationship, intercultural exchange, social change, violence in polygamous families, 

nurturing and building community, human dignity for youth and women, human dignity, 

spirituality and social-cultural analysis. 

The broadness of pastoral care reflection in Africa, which renders this discussion superficial, is 

also evident in the book edited by Waruta and Kinoti (1994). The essays include the contributions 

of Philomena Mwaura, Douglas Waruta, Nasimiyu-Wasike, Jesse Mugambi, Laurenti Magesa, 

Constantine Mwikamba, Hannah Kinoti, Mary Getui, and Teresia Hinga. These scholars are 

largely from East Africa – particularly from Kenya.  

 

The topics considered include ministerial formation, healing, counselling in African families, 

domestic violence against women, the plight of street children, growing old in Africa, and 

pastoral care of the clergy. These essays, just like the ones in the book edited by Federschmidt et 

al. (2013) shows a similar trend. The essays are diverse and deal with fragmented topics with no 

in-depth discussion and reflection on the discipline – at least at theoretical level. Another 

significant theological work generated in Africa is Phiri’s ‘The Circle of Concerned African 

Women Theologians’ (2005:34–41) commonly referred as the Circle. The Circle is a community 

of African women theologians who come together to reflect on what it means to them to be 

women of faith within their experiences of religion, culture, politics and social-economic 

structures in Africa (Macoba 2015; Phiri 2008:63).  

 

The Circle has generated a considerable amount of research regarding women of faith in Africa 

since its establishment in 1989. 

Despite the significant work of the Circle, it has remained focused on women’s liberation within 

theology and through theology nexus. The edited work by Federschmidt et al. (2013) largely 

contains essays of scholars predominantly from West Africa with a few voices from South Africa 

and East Africa. The work edited by Waruta and Kinoti (1994) carry essays of predominantly 

Kenyans. Gifford (2008:18) noted that East Africa, particularly Kenya, produces much more 

theology on the continent than many other African countries. The other comparable countries that 

produce significant theological work is Nigeria, Ghana and South Africa. Kenya’s high volume of 
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publications is made possible by two publishing companies: Paulines Publications and Acton 

Publishers. 

 

However, the literature produced is not widely distributed or known outside Africa. The quality 

of these publications is at a rather low academic level. Gifford (2008) rightly observed that these 

publications are produced: 

as papers for meetings of the Ecumenical Symposium of East African Theologians (ESEAT), the 

Kenyan branch of the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT Kenya), 

and the local branch of the Circle of Concerned Women Theologians.  

The papers are then collated and published. Bowers (2002, 2009) made similar observations as 

well that most of the publications are generated through meetings and conferences. These essays 

are usually written as short conference papers and they often lack depth and tend to only scratch 

the surface of issues and are generally uncritical to be deemed in-depth scholarly work. While the 

essays, contributing to pastoral care in East and West Africa, have tended to be generated from 

conferences, in South Africa much of pastoral care reflection is contained in peer-reviewed 

journals. 

 

These essays also tend to focus on broad issues just like in East and West Africa. Despite the 

above fragmented approach, Daniel Louw can be singled out as the most consistent and prolific 

practical and pastoral care scholar who has written extensively on the subject in South Africa. He 

has authored more than 10 books and more than 100 articles on various pastoral care issues with 

an African flavour. However, Louw’s writings do not narrowly focus on African issues, but on 

global pastoral care theoretical and practical issues. 

The apparent weak scholarly engagement on pastoral care can generally be traced back to the gap 

in the African theology movement. Bowers (2009:96–100) noted that African theological 

reflection, which I view as a discipline where robust pastoral care reflection in Africa should have 

budded from, has been substantially engaged in the discourse of cultural contextualisation and its 

theological implications.  

 

Different from theological reflections in Europe and North America, where they devote reflection 

to prevailing intellectual trends of their contexts and to the challenges that these trends represent 

for them, no such comparable critical attention exists within the African theological community 

where they engage intellectual trends of their context. This has resulted in intellectual issues such 

as pastoral care on the continent remaining uncharted in a serious manner. African theological 

reflection has remained preoccupied with establishing Africa’s distinct identity against the West 

that is derived from independence agenda and ideology (Bowers 2009:102). Unfortunately, this 

has resulted in one-sided critical reflection where only the West is criticised while African 

traditional culture is romanticised.  

 

The participants in the African Theology Movement over the last five decades since the 1960s, 

who include influential voices such as Harry Sawyerr of Sierra Leone, Bolaji Idowu of Nigeria, 

John Mbiti of Kenya, Charles Nyamiti of Tanzania, John Pobee and Kwame Bediako of Ghana, 

Jesse Mugambi of Kenya and many others, have remained entangled in this cultural 

contextualisation debate. The implication for pastoral care is that critical issues that require in-

depth and theoretical reflection have remained neither explored nor academically considered in a 

systematic manner. Gifford (2008:31–33) observed that this situation has caused a deficiency in 

African theological reflection. Bowers (2009:96–100), who has almost 40 years of theological 

education and church engagement in Africa, noted that there is a critical deficiency in African 

theological reflection that is increasingly being acknowledged by African theological scholars. 
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The cultural contextualisation approach, as an influential movement, is clearly evident in pastoral 

care scholars’ work such as Masamba ma Mpolo (2013) and Berinyuu (1988a). 

 

Considering the broad and apparent lack of clear focus on African pastoral care, the following 

questions arise: How is pastoral care being practiced on the frontlines of ministry? How are 

pastoral theologians practicing ministry? These questions are critical in delimiting and focusing 

our discussion for the following reason: The pastoral care approaches, adopted by universities and 

other academic institutions such as seminaries, church leaders, and people (pastors) providing 

pastoral care at the forefront of ministry on a daily basis, differ. Lecturers at universities and 

academic institutions, which Bowers (2002; 2009) called intellectuals, tend to focus on the 

cultural contextualisation debate where they look for categories that are relevant in African 

culture and should be incorporated into pastoral care, for example divination by Berinyuu 

(1988b). Church leaders’ focus has been more interested in pastoral implications of the 

contextualisation discussion.  

 

On the one hand, Bowers (2002) stated that church leadership tends to frame its reflection more 

directly in terms of the pastoral and catechetical needs of the believing Christian community in 

Africa – especially as it is affected by traditional culture, for example with respect to rites of 

passage, polygamy, liturgical custom, divination, traditional healing or the role of ancestors. The 

people (pastors) providing pastoral care at the forefront of ministry on a daily basis tend to adopt 

multiplicity of approaches in practically administering pastoral care on the frontlines and space of 

real-life challenges where the rubber meets the rod. The approaches tend to be informed by 

denominational background and practices. The focus of this article, particularly in the next 

section, is to consider people (pastors) providing pastoral care at the forefront of ministry, hence 

the working title Ministry at the frontlines. It is indeed valuable to consider pastoral care at the 

frontlines as Tiénou (1990) proposed. He (Tiénou 1990:74–76) rightly advised that the defining 

matrix of ministry in Africa, with its needs and expectations, its requirements and preoccupations, 

is the Christian community. This is particularly important in Africa, because, as Bowers 

(2009:94–100) observed, the intellectual preoccupations are at a tangent to what is practically 

happening in the lives of people on the ground. The African intellectual project does not reflect 

the needs and practicalities of church and pastoral care in life on the frontlines. Accordingly, it is 

worthwhile to follow Tiénou’s advice (1990) as referred to above. 

Where forces meet: Pastoral care ministry on the frontline of people’s lives  

 

There are two dimensions to pastoral care that are discernible in many parts of Africa. The first 

dimension relates to literature (publications) reflecting on pastoral care. The second relates to the 

actual practice of pastoral care ministry. Pastoral care reflections by churches that were started by 

missionaries generally focus on enculturation and correlation with African culture and theology. 

These churches include Roman Catholic and Protestant. The Protestant church includes 

conservative churches, and the ones with liberal and liberation orientation.  

 

The reflections are published in monographs, academic papers and journals. Consequently, 

literature from emerging churches with a strong Pentecostal and Charismatic background, largely 

rely on their church leaders’ popular booklets. The booklets outline the leaders’ views and 

opinions on various pastoral care issues at a popular level. While published literature can be 

identified, the actual pastoral care practice is much more difficult to describe. Pastoral caregivers 

practice it differently. Hence, pastoral care on the frontline requires a detailed consideration. 

Pastoral ministry in many parts of Africa is practiced in at least seven discernible ways. These 
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ways organically arise as responses to the context of people’s pastoral needs. These approaches 

are distinct but integrated.  

 

They are often practiced eclectically. The application of these approaches is influenced, among 

other things, by church background, intensity of problems, position in family, distance of an 

individual from traditional extended family, level of education and age. These approaches have 

some resemblances with Landman’s outline of Township Spiritualties and Counselling (2009), 

but it is much broader. The approaches derive from personal reflections on existing approaches: 

  

 The first approach entails mixing African traditional practices and Christian pastoral care 

practices. When problems arise, the leaders, who are the prophets, perform rituals to exorcise and 

cast away the misfortune. They perform healing functions using substances such as water and oil. 

These prophets operate just like traditional diviners. In fact, there is very little difference between 

the way diviners and these prophets conduct their care to the people. These practices are prevalent 

in churches that are commonly called African Independent Churches (AIC) (Lartey 2013), white 

garment churches or Zionists in South Africa. Pastoral care is concerned with addressing the 

spiritual causes of misfortune and restored the person back to full health. 

  

 The second approach is one that draws a dichotomy between Christian values and 

practical life. This approach is not verbalised, but rather acted upon by individuals in church 

communities. In this approach, people tend to hold and adhere to Christian values and virtues 

when there are no problems or threats to their lives. In times of problems, in addition to prayers 

and Bible reading, people, however, seek extra help from diviners and magicians. This approach 

is different to the first approach that falls within a Christian framework although the focus is on 

healing. In this approach, people revert to traditional healing practices. This is done in secret 

(usually at night) in order to maintain one’s position in the church community. This is usually 

called syncretism. Pastoral caregivers therefore focus on guiding people to maintain faith in Jesus 

and trust him as capable in providing solutions to their situations. However, people under threat 

of spiritual forces find the message of pastoral caregivers unconvincing and unpractical in view of 

the spiritual challenges they experience. This usually occurs in missionary-started churches where 

the issues of spirituality in pastoral care were not significantly addressed. 

  

 Thirdly is an approach that entails agonising and alienating Christianity. This entails 

church community members who remain trusting in the Christian caring message of Jesus 

without wavering. This stance sometimes results in ridicule and blame by extended family 

members and community. Pastoral care to these people entails supporting, sustaining and 

empowerment by the caregivers. 

  

 The fourth approach focuses on formation of family and community coping with support 

structures. The extended family and community pressure often causes strain on the suffering 

people as indicated in the second and third approaches. To mitigate these challenges, church 

community leaders empower communities to establish alternative family support structures to 

provide an emotional net for people ostracised by relatives due to their stance in dealing with 

problems. 

  

 The fifth approach is family group enrichment. Due to multifaceted challenges 

experienced by people, pastoral caregivers are establishing youth, family, male and female groups 

to discuss and explore solutions to the challenges of life. The focus of this approach is to address 

contemporary challenges experienced on the frontline of life. 

 The sixth approach is exorcism and healing. Problems and any other life challenges are 
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attributed to curses and evil attacks. Pastoral care entails conducting healing sessions and 

exorcism as reported in Lartey’s 1988 essay (Federschmidt et al. 2013). The pastors pray over 

protective items such as water, oils, pieces of cloth and arm bands to ensure protection at all 

times. This approach is prevalent among new emerging Pentecostal and Charismatic churches. 

  

 The seventh approach is position reversal. In times of severe problems, some individuals 

decide to abandon the Christian faith and its approaches to care and adopt a traditional African 

approach. Pastoral care to these people entails persuading them to return to the Christian faith and 

trust Jesus during their circumstances. 

The above approaches present the general situations that pastoral caregivers encounter in pastoral 

ministry practice. The type of pastoral care provided is informed by the person’s need and 

context.  

 

These pastoral needs are experienced on the various fronts and spaces of people’s lives. It is 

important to note, however, that pastoral care in Africa is particularly a church ministry. 

Therefore, with little or no specialisation, pastoral care is considered as part of church pastoral 

work that is different to some areas in the West where ministries such as hospital ministry is 

considered a specialised ministry. There is limited specialised training in chaplaincy resulting in 

pastoral ministry assuming the role of chaplaincy. 

 

The location of pastoral care as part of church ministry in Africa is in line with trends in pastoral 

care (Gerkin 1997; Heitink 1993; Van Arkel 2000). For Africa, however, this presents a 

simultaneous advantage and disadvantage. The location of pastoral care within the broader 

ministry context makes it a theological matter. There are many voices advocating an emphasis for 

pastoral care to maintain a strong theological character (Louw 2008:18–22; Mills 1990:836; Van 

Arkel 2000:149, 156). This way, pastoral care will remain rooted in its Christian and biblical 

foundation that was lost at the rise of psychology.  

 

However, the deep roots and entanglement with other theological disciplines presents it with a 

challenge of failing to address emerging and contemporary issues. It appears that pastoral care 

has largely remained preoccupied with the elements that Masamba ma Mpolo’s 1988 essay 

(2013) rightly observed as homo africanus elements, namely sanctity of life; relation between 

illness, misfortune and sin; spirits and ancestors in the life of the community; and life experienced 

as a whole. These elements are evident in the issues raised above that pastoral care givers address 

through the indicated approaches. To a considerable extent the approaches seem preoccupied with 

healing, spirituality, spirits and ancestors, curses and spells, and community issues.  

 

These elements are important for pastoral care as they form the foundation for African people, but 

they are deficient in addressing emerging challenges in the modern and technologically advanced 

Africa. These challenges include the reality of Africa being sandwiched between modernity and 

African traditional patterns (Magezi 2010) – a phenomenon that is not adequately attended to. 

With pastoral care being part of an African theological discourse, it carries with it the weaknesses 

of the movement and thereby leaving a pastoral care vacuum. Bowers (2009:96–100) observed 

that the African Theology agenda and project has largely remained stuck in African identity 

issues and ignored the contemporary challenges.  

 

This has resulted in modern Africa remaining theologically an uncharted territory. 

Gifford (2008:31–33) added that the above gap has caused many African scholars to fail in 

critically engaging with contemporary African challenges such as bad governance from a 

theological perspective. This gap challenges pastoral care to shift towards public theology that 
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essentially is the emerging trend in pastoral care. There is growing interest in public theology as a 

significant trend in the discipline of pastoral care as theologians in pastoral care widen the lens of 

care to incorporate a critique of relevant cultural norms and practices (Koppel 2015).  

 

This entails shifting from care in faith communities to a concern about cultural disorder, injustice 

and oppression. Bonnie Miller-McLemore (2005:102–103), who is one of the leading scholars in 

pastoral care, added that there is a clear shift that should be noted and heeded, namely the shift of 

pastoral care to public theology. This shift has not been taken place in Africa and it further 

impoverishes African pastoral reflection. Lartey (2013:10–20) noted that, even African led 

churches that provide pastoral care to Africans in the diaspora, exhibit backward African thinking 

and much less progressive African thinking. 

 

Gifford (2008:31–33) advised that promoting ‘traditional’ African forms is worthwhile, but this 

should not be done uncritically. African traditional norms should not be promoted in a manner 

that is regressive by encouraging Africa to return to the past. If African Christianity and indeed 

pastoral care are to make a contribution to the world of Christianity, they should reconsider and 

improve their agenda in light of contemporary African challenges. The redesign should include 

refocusing on the Africa of the 21st century, focusing on Africa in a global context and to be 

critical of African approaches (Bowers 2009). 

 

From a pastoral care reflective perspective, there is a need to seriously engage with contemporary 

issues in a systematic manner. There is some engagement happening, but this needs to be 

substantially increased (see for instance Dames 2010; Muhindo 2010). However, what remains a 

huge gap is a substantial systematic consideration of pastoral care. It is important for pastoral care 

to respond to contextual challenges and critically reflect on its theory as well as its contribution to 

global care rather than be narrowly focused. 

Conclusion  

 
The article has highlighted how pastoral care took different forms in history to respond to 

people’s needs in their context. These developments and evolvements have been clearly 

documented except in Africa. It pointed out that pastoral care in Africa has a short and 

unsystematically documented history. Scholarly discussions on pastoral care concerning the 

African continent have tended to be considered under African theological frameworks. However, 

with noted weaknesses in African theological discussion, pastoral care in Africa has remained 

fragmented with diverse and seemingly knee-jerk approaches in guiding individuals who provide 

pastoral care. In view of this, the article has provided a broad overview and initiated a starting 

point for a discussion on the current challenges in pastoral care in Africa. It has also flagged some 

gaps worth pursuing by scholars in the discipline. Importantly also, the article has shed light on 

some approaches employed by pastoral care practitioners in pastoral ministry practice. In so 

doing, it is hoped that this article has opened a lid on some perspectives adopted in ministry work 

on the frontlines where people provide pastoral care to people in their communities – particularly 

church communities. 
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