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Following the Ancient Paths:

Mapping the Intersection between Historical Spiritual Care and Progressive Sanctification

by Robert W. Kellemen, Ph.D., LCPC, www.rpmministries.org, bob.kellemen@gmail.com

Abstract
Increasingly, the Spirit is shepherding lay spiritual friends, pastors, soul physicians, soul care-givers, spiritual directors, and Christian counselors to understand the relationship between historical spiritual care and the process of assisting others toward progressive sanctification. This presentation probes how the Church today can use four biblical and historical compass points—sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding—to change lives in our changing times with Christ’s changeless truth.

Thus the purpose of this presentation is to assist in the recovery of the tradition of Christian spiritual care as it has been exercised in the past (in Scripture and in Church history), and to assist care-givers to become more spiritually aware and skillful by deriving modern implications for progressive sanctification (growth in grace) from these recovered resources. The presentation will trace the historical background to soul care through sustaining and healing and spiritual direction through reconciling and guiding. It will then present implications for how lay spiritual friends, pastors, spiritual directors, and counselors might integrate these time-tested arts into their ministry to their spiritual friends, parishioners, directees, and clients.

Upon completion of this presentation, the participants will be able to: 1) Read God’s biblical and historical map to discern the four compass points of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding, 2.) Implement biblical and historical soul care through the practice of the relational competencies of sustaining and healing, and 3.) Implement biblical and historical spiritual direction through the practice of the relational competencies of reconciling and guiding. 

Introduction: Spiritual Map Quest


Two recent interviews with prospective faculty members bring to mind Frank Lake’s insight. “The maladies of the human spirit in its deprivation and its depravity are matters of common pastoral concern” (Clinical Theology, p. 37, emphasis added). 


The first interviewee saw deprivation or suffering as the core issue addressed in Christian counseling. “We have to focus on healing the hurts in human hearts,” he contended. 
The second interviewee perceived depravity or sin to be the core issue that biblical counselors must face. “God calls us to expend our energy on confronting hard hearts,” he insisted.


Which is it? Do we follow the counseling roadmap marked deprivation, suffering, hurts, healing, and parakaleo? Or, do we travel the route marked depravity, sinning, hardness, confronting, and noutheteo? Or, like Frank Lake, do we see deprivation and depravity as matters of common spiritual friendship, pastoral care, spiritual direction, and professional Christian counseling concern?

Of course, there is a more fundamental issue. “Do we even need a roadmap?” Some say, “I don’t have a counseling model. I just do what comes naturally.” Still others claim, “I don’t follow a model of counseling. I simply use the Bible.” 


However, realize it or not, we all have some “counseling model.” We all approach personal ministry from some perspective and practice our approach according to some pattern.



Tilden Edwards notes that every person addresses spirituality and spiritual care out of some particular framework. The value of a model, according to Edwards, is that it makes explicit the already implicit framework (Spiritual Friend, pp. 1-6). 



Further, it is evident that typically we either develop a scriptural approach to counseling or we borrow a secular philosophy of counseling. Speaking about what happens when we lack a well thought-out Christian model of care, William Clebsch and Charles Jaekle explain:

The unfortunate result of this circumstance is that the pastoral profession sorely lacks any up-to-date vocabulary of spiritual debilities and strengths that takes seriously man’s intense personal and social aspirations and anguishes. Faced with an urgency for some system by which to conceptualize the human condition and to deal with the modern grandeurs and terrors of the human spirit, theoreticians of the cure of souls have too readily adopted the leading academic psychologies. Having no pastoral theology to inform our psychology or even to identify the cure of souls as a mode of human helping, we have allowed psychoanalytic thought, for example, to dominate the vocabulary of the spirit. . . . In so doing it has restricted both the depths and heights of which the human spirit under Christian formation is capable (Pastoral Care in Historical Perspective, p. xii).


Edwards concurs with Clebsch and Jaekle when he speaks of the cost we pay for not following a biblical and historical model of Christian care.

The price has been a tragic Western categorization of the truth into bits and pieces that never seem to weave a single cloth. In the mainline churches, for example, theologians offer broadscale analysis. Helping a person with the integral appropriation of the truth to which theology points, however, is left to “practical people,” especially pastoral clergy. Unable to adequately translate their theological training into the nitty-gritty of the personal crisis and developmental help asked of them by people, and goaded by the lack of perceived spiritual concern on the part of many people coming for help, they usually turn to the empirical sciences for assistance (Spiritual Friend, p. 31).  

Urgent concerns plus no Christian model often equals acceptance of secular psychology as the only hope.


Someone enters our office saying, “My son has been diagnosed with schizophrenia. You have to help us. Please meet with him tomorrow.”


What do we do? Does our Bible concordance have a notation for “schizophrenia”? Since it does not, we are tempted to rush to the self-help shelf of the local bookstore. When faced with the complexity of the human soul, we tend to turn to secular models if we have no thought-out Christian approach.


Edwards observes that Christian and secular thinking have always co-existed. However, in past generations Christians had a historical biblical model to follow and were able to evaluate and transform current approaches in light of that Christian tradition. Edwards sounds a dire warning concerning the state of post-modern Christianity due to our lack of a time-tested, traditional, Christian model of care. 

But if there is no deep awareness of the experiential, developmental anthropology of the tradition, then there is no real mutation, just a whole-hog graft. If the graft takes, it tends to take over. Sooner or later then the Church loses its unique experiential wisdom for society; it finds itself more and more absorbed as an expedient base for someone else’s “revelation,” unqualified by its own (Spiritual Friend, pp. 32-33). 

Without a theological foundation and a historical Christian model, we tend to reject biblical revelation and historical theology in favor of current human reasoning.


Wayne Oates joins his voice to this chorus of concern. Speaking specifically of Protestants, he notes:

Protestants tend to start over from scratch every three or four generations. We do not adequately consolidate the communal wisdom of the centuries because of our antipathy for tradition. Therefore, we have accrued less capital in the form of proverbs, manuals of church discipline, etc. We have been, furthermore, in closer contact with the distinctly empirical dimensions of pastoral counseling by reason of our greater dependence upon secular forms of education. At the same time, as Protestants we have tended to draw our theoretical presuppositions for pastoral counseling from the scientific sources that are extrinsic to the theology of the church (Protestant Pastoral Care, p. 11).


We all follow some model in our people helping—an approach that is fundamentally either Christian or non-Christian. We will surrender our approach to the prevailing secular theories unless we follow some roadmap, some model of Christian care based upon biblical and historical theology. 

God’s Treasure Map


It is one thing to insist that we need a model, a roadmap. It is another matter to discover the map. Some would have us believe that no such map exists—it is all fool’s gold, nothing more than the mythical lost treasure of El Dorado. 


However, in their introduction to the history of spiritual care, Clebsch and Jaekle highlight the great treasure we have. 
The Christian ministry of the cure of souls, or pastoral care, has been exercised on innumerable occasions and in every conceivable human circumstance, as it has aimed to relieve a plethora of perplexities besetting persons of every class and condition and mentality. Pastors rude and barely plucked from paganism, pastors sophisticated in the theory and practice of their profession, and pastors at every stage of adeptness between these extremes, have sought and wrought to help troubled people overcome their troubles. To view pastoral care in historical perspective is to survey a vast endeavor, to appreciate a noble profession, and to receive a grand tradition (Pastoral Care in Historical Perspective, p. 1).

Since God does not play games with us, He has not hidden His treasure map from us. Through the pages of Scripture and the halls of Church history, we find our way. The Church has always been about the business of soul care and spiritual direction. God’s people have always provided soul care through sustaining and healing hurting people in the midst of suffering (parakaleo for deprivation). The Body of Christ has always offered spiritual direction through reconciling and guiding hardened people struggling against sin (noutheteo for depravity). The role of the Church has always been to train soul physicians who work in concert with the Holy Spirit to diagnose the condition of the soul, and from there proceed to the personal work of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding souls toward communion with Christ and conformity to Christ.

Mapping Soul Care and Spiritual Direction


Experts examining the history of pastoral care have consistently identified the twin historical themes of soul care and spiritual direction. John T. McNeil’s A History of the Cure of Souls traces the art of spiritual care throughout history and various cultures. He summarizes the entire New Testament period and highlights the Apostle Paul’s teaching:

Lying deep in the experience and culture of the early Christian communities are the closely related practices of mutual edification (aedificatio mutua) and fraternal correction (correptio fraterna) . . . In such passages we cannot fail to see the Apostle’s design to create an atmosphere in which the intimate exchange of spiritual help, the mutual guidance of souls, would be a normal feature of Christian behavior (A History of the Cure of Souls, p. 85).


Throughout his historical survey, McNeil spotlights the twin concepts of mutual edification and fraternal correction. Mutual edification involves the care of souls through the provision of sustaining (consolation, support, and comfort) and healing (encouragement, cure, spiritual insight). Fraternal correction includes the direction of souls through the provision of reconciliation (discipline, confession, absolution) and guidance (direction and counsel). McNeil observes in Jesus the convergence of these two aspects and understands Jesus to be both physician of the soul (soul care) and spiritual counselor (spiritual direction).



Seward Hiltner, a leading figure in the pastoral theology movement of the 1940s and 1950s, bases his pastoral theology on a historical study of shepherding. In his work Preface to Pastoral Theology, he traces a model of soul care and spiritual direction from early writings to modern times. He finds that the German phrase seelsorge (shepherd, pastor) provides a foundation for outlining the history of pastoral care. 

A. H. Becker (Luther as Seelsorger) builds upon Hiltner’s work by delineating two broad classifications from the concept of the pastor as seelsorger. The first category is fur die seele sorgen which means to care for souls, to be concerned for souls—soul care. The second category is die seele weiden which means to guide souls, to tend to their direction and condition—spiritual direction.  


H. Ivarsson (The Principles of Pastoral Care According to Martin Luther) proposes a very similar breakdown. He uses the two categories of soul care and spiritual direction while also describing the use of these pastoral functions both with individuals and the entire congregation.  


Lake (Clinical Theology) advances an analysis of historical Christian care in which soul care deals with suffering, while spiritual direction treats sin. He summarizes his breakdown when he explains that “pastoral care is defective unless it can deal thoroughly both with these evils we have suffered as well as with the sins we have committed” (p. 21).

Mapping Sustaining, Healing, Reconciling, and Guiding

 
Church historians studying the history of soul care and spiritual direction identify four common themes running throughout Christian spiritual care, labeling them: sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding. Using these four motifs, often called “the four tasks,” they outline a profile of historic pastoral care according to the following framework:

· Soul Care: Parakaletic Comfort for Suffering and Sanctification   

· Sustaining

· Healing

· Spiritual Direction: Nouthetic Concern for Sinning and Sanctification 
· Reconciling

· Guiding

Plotting the Map of Sustaining, Healing, Reconciling, and Guiding



Few contemporary descriptions of the inner life of the Christian congregation during the first three centuries have been preserved. Therefore, Church historians attach special interest and influence to the Didascalia Apostolorum (c. 225/1903). A major portion of this work is a discourse on the office and pastoral function of the bishop or presbyter. The work sets forth four analogies for understanding the character and duty of the chief minister of pastoral care. The bishop is to be:  

· A shepherd who sustains by partaking of the suffering of the flock—sustaining.

· A physician who heals by mending the wounds of the patient—healing.

· A judge who reconciles relationships by providing discerning rulings—reconciling.

· A parent who guides by giving parent-like direction to the young in the faith—guiding. 


Reflecting on these four concepts, Clebsch and Jaekle note that:

Thus the pastoral office, even as early as the third century, was seen as consisting of the four functions of guiding, sustaining, reconciling, and healing. The far-reaching influence of this early analysis of pastoral care can be measured by reference to modern writings on the subject (Pastoral Care in Historical Perspective, p. 103).


Clebsch and Jaekle further state that pastoral care or the cure of souls has historically involved “helping acts, done by representative Christian persons, directed toward the healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling of troubled persons whose troubles arise in the context of ultimate meanings and concerns” (Pastoral Care in Historical Perspective, p. 4).  


Kenneth Leech (Soul Friend), writing from an Anglican background, asserts that Clebsch and Jaekle’s definition has become the standard definition for pastoral care and counseling. Leech supports his contention with the observation that the Association for Pastoral Care and Counseling adopted the definition into their constitution.  


Edwards (Spiritual Friend), writing from an Episcopalian background about Catholic and Eastern Orthodox spiritual direction, explains that St. Anthony of Egypt, in the fourth century, was one of the early pioneers of spiritual direction. According to Edwards, St. Anthony’s soul care involved comforting/sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding (pp. 50-58).


C. Schieler’s prominent Roman Catholic essay (Theory and Practice of the Confessional) follows these four areas of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding. Throughout his work he asserts that the confessor must be a judge to hear the person’s confession (reconciling), must act the part of the shepherd (sustaining), the physician (healing), and a father (guiding).  


Hiltner (Preface to Pastoral Theology) discusses six themes in the history of pastoral care that he combines into four core areas. The six themes are discipline, comfort, edification, healing, sustaining, and guiding. Edification and guiding he unites into the guiding function; comfort and sustaining he merges into the sustaining function; healing he maintains as a separate category; and discipline Hiltner sees as the reconciling and purifying function of the pastor with the congregation.


Hiltner defines these four areas from a historical perspective and believes that all these functions are needed to do justice to the full dimension of the shepherding perspective viewed historically. He identifies sustaining as the relationship between pastor and people where the pastor comforts and upholds an individual, standing with that person in suffering even if that situation cannot be altered except perhaps by a change in the person’s attitude. Healing historically expresses the relationship between pastor and people as the pastor binds up the wounds of the individual. Hiltner perceives discipline or reconciling as the relationship between pastor and people in which the purity of the entire congregation’s relationship to God is the priority. He views guiding as the relationship between pastor and people in which a pastor helps an individual to find direction when the person has sought such help.


Hiltner identifies Martin Bucer as one of the first Protestant ministers to structure the ministry systematically. Bucer, a follower of Martin Luther, wrote a pastoral care manual called On the True Cure of Souls (1538/1950). Bucer’s systemization contains the categories of sustaining (strengthening weak Christians), healing (restoring sickly Christians), reconciling (drawing to Christ the alienated), and guiding (preserving Christians who are whole and strong, urging them forward in all good).


Charles F. Kemp’s Physicians of the Soul: A History of Pastoral Counseling attests to the same categories of care. He affirms that there has apparently never been a time or a place where individuals have not sought out religious leaders for personal help for: sustaining comfort, healing for spiritual health, reconciliation through forgiveness and assurance, and guiding counsel.


Kemp traces this process from the Old Testament, to Christ and the Apostles in the New Testament, to the early Church, through the Medieval Church, and from the Reformation to his own day. He views physicians of the soul as those who are concerned both with soul care and spiritual direction. They are guides and counselors (spiritual direction) and soul physicians (soul care). His terms for these two roles, which encompass the four tasks, are: physician of the soul and spiritual adviser.


R. Kolb (Luther: The Master Pastor) highlights the work of Conrad Porta as related to Martin Luther’s pastoral care. In the generation after Luther’s death, Porta compiled a textbook on pastoral theology that consisted largely of quotations from Luther’s works. Porta’s purpose was to organize Luther’s insights into an easily usable form for young pastors of the 1580s. Kolb proposes that Porta apprehends the breadth and depth of Luther’s pastoral care by identifying four primary categories: healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling. 


M. Begalke’s doctoral dissertation (“An Introduction to Luther’s Theology of Pastoral Care”) examines the theological foundation behind Luther’s pastoral care. His study of the history of pastoral care identifies the same four themes of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding. Begalke comments that “certainly in Luther’s pastoral care, we will discover all four of these functions” (p. 10).


My own dissertation on Martin Luther (“Spiritual Care in Historical Perspective: Martin Luther as a Case Study in Christian Sustaining, Healing, Reconciling, and Guiding”) concludes that Luther helped hurting people to endure and transcend irretrievable loss (sustaining). He also sought to restore debilitated people to a new level of spiritual insight and welfare (healing). In spiritual direction, Luther strove to reestablish broken relationships between people and God and between each other (reconciling). Finally, he assisted perplexed people to make confident choices in matters of the soul (guiding). 

E. Brooks Holifield (A History of Pastoral Care in America) outlines the model followed by Richard Baxter, the English Puritan pastor and teacher of future pastors. Baxter believed the pastor’s “task was to glorify God through the traditional range of healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling activities that characterized the work in a local congregation” (p. 37).


Gary Collins (“Evangelical Pastoral Care”) outlines the history of Evangelical pastoral care explaining that “like other believers, Evangelical care givers have long been involved in the ‘four pastoral functions’ of healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling” (p. 373). J. R. Burck and R. J. Hunter (“Pastoral Theology: Protestant”), in their study of pastoral theology, comment that sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding are terms that have become standard in American pastoral care (p. 869).


As Church historians have probed the history of personal ministry, they have categorized all “people-ministry” using the four tasks of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding. Though different terms were used in different periods, these historians have found consistent categories, definitions, and descriptions. Historically, holistic care of people involved the twin functions of soul care and spiritual direction and the four tasks of sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding.

The two functions and four tasks are not the only way to organize historic pastoral care. However, as this section demonstrates, the suggested model encompasses Evangelical, mainline Protestant, Eastern Orthodox, and Roman Catholic faith traditions. The pattern of soul care (sustaining and healing) and spiritual direction (reconciling and guiding) does represent a breadth of vision and scope of perspective under which we might subsume various approaches (Collins, “Evangelical Pastoral Care”). 


Thomas Oden (Care of Souls in the Classic Tradition) suggests that the four tasks “try to absorb and work seriously with a wide variety of confessional and denominational viewpoints on ministry” (p. 10). They try to “reasonably bring all these voices into a centric, historically sensitive integration, with special attention to historical consensus” (p. 10). 

Transition: Using the Roadmap Markers


Before examining this “GPS” for the soul, it would be wise to reflect on a gnawing problem. The preceding pages clearly outline a biblical and historical process with great prominence and promise. (See also Kellemen, Soul Physicians, Spiritual Friends, Beyond the Suffering, and Sacred Friendships for further demonstration of the biblical and historical use of the sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding motifs.) This process, model, or map, seems to resurface from time to time only to submerge again for decades at a time. Why? Why do historians continue to uncover this treasure map of spiritual formation wisdom and practice, while practitioners continue to re-bury or misplace such a great treasure? 

The Problem of Historical Amnesia: Practitioners Who Are Not Historians 

Perhaps it is because far too few of us as practitioners—lay spiritual friends, pastors, spiritual directors, and counselors—are historians, or at least lovers of history, or at the very least historically aware. It seems that the DNA that creates and is common to “counseling types” is often lacking in the “historian types.”


Writing from the vantage point of a professional counselor and educator, Paul Pedersen concludes that, “We lack a sufficient awareness of the ways in which people solved their psychological problems in the last thousands of years . . . . We are perceived to lack a respect for traditional time-tested ways in which a particular culture has dealt with personal problems in preference for the latest trends or findings in counseling” (A Handbook for Developing Multicultural Awareness, p. 43).

Oden explains that too often Christians conceptualize personal ministry models without the aid of the historic voices of the Church. According to Oden, some Christians are only willing to listen to their own voice or the voice of contemporaries in the dialogue. “Christians have usually been losers when they have neglected the consensual writers of their own history and tradition” (“Whatever Happened to History?”, p. 7). 

Hiltner perceives that “we lack in pastoral theology a sense of identification with our pastoral roots and heritage. Unless such identification is present, it will be difficult to develop a systematic pastoral theology for our day.” He presents a solution to this lack of pastoral heritage. “This situation demands that we inquire into some significant orders of shepherding data from the past as well as from the present . . . .  If we should find matters of importance in past practice and theory that are being neglected in modern work, then we should have to judge critically the modern” (Preface to Pastoral Theology, pp. 70-71).

Richard Butman’s thoughts on the relationship between history and current practice serve as an effective summary of the preceding authors. “Counseling is a culturally-defined activity that tends to exist in a historical vacuum. But the psychological and spiritual care of persons was important long before the development of so called ‘modern’ methods. We would be wise to look back and to let the richness of the pastoral care tradition more deeply inform and influence contemporary Christian counseling” (“Where’s the Beef?”, p. 20).

As practitioners, we all could use a dose of G. K. Chesterton’s wisdom. He famously observes that tradition is democracy extended through time. History and tradition give “votes to the most obscure of all classes, our ancestors. It is the democracy of the dead. Tradition refuses to submit to the small and arrogant oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about” (Orthodoxy, p. 32). Unfortunately, most practitioners of the soul physician’s art do indeed submit to the oligarchy of contemporary thought.
The Problem of Practical Amnesia: Historians Who Are Not Practitioners 

Practitioners who are not historians compose only half of the reason for our failure to use our soul care and spiritual direction treasure map. Perhaps this failure is also due to the fact that few in the discovery process are historian-practitioners. Perhaps it is because few historians have built relevant bridges between past practice and contemporary ministry. 

It is as if the historian hands a foreign currency to the practitioner who looks at it, can’t decipher the current rate of exchange, wads up the odd looking money, shoves it deep in his pocket or her purse, and races out to buy the “most in,” the current “fad,” what is most “chick” in today’s psychological currency.  


We need historians who are practitioners, or who at least are skilled currency exchange experts. As George Lane explains, we need people who know “how to balance the changing with the changeless, how to balance the demands of contemporary society with the treasures of the past.” He suggests that we attempt to “formulate a spirituality which is at once vital for our time and solidly grounded in the best traditions of the past” (Christian Spirituality, pp. 1-2). 

In a similar vein, Edwards in Spiritual Friend proposes that we “reclaim the classic strengths of spiritual friendship for the communities to which we belong and adapt them to our historical moment” (p. 20). Oates further urges us towards and explains the nature of this adaptation and adoption process. He encourages modern counselors and pastors to enter “into durable fellowship with the theological, historical, and biblical disciplines by calling upon the wisdom and pastoral comradeship of laymen at the operational level of the life of the churches, and by drawing upon the poetic-prophetic experience of Christian pastors in other eras” (Presence of God in Pastoral Counseling, p. 18).

Unfortunately, few, if any, historians have suggested how pre-modern and modern models of care might function in our post-modern world. They have failed to outline any approach that translates the signs from the ancient paths for the post-modern journey. 

To follow the suggestions of Lane, Edwards, and Oates, and to counter the sad state of buried soul care and spiritual direction treasures, the reader can see the rest of this paper as an attempt to keep this treasure un-buried, as an attempt to share the wealth by helping those of our generation to see the value (relevance) of this gold mind for ministry today. It is this writer’s attempt to suggest a “profitable exchange rate.” Or, to use the words of Lane, it is an attempt to discover how to balance the changing with the changeless—how to change lives in our changing times with Christ’s changeless truth.  

It is hoped that the current effort to do so will lead not to one exclusive “model,” but to many richly varied approaches to following the ancient paths. Once we understand the compass points on the historical map, then with spiritual eyes we can follow many intersections on the route between historical spiritual care and the post-modern work of assisting others toward growth in grace through progressive sanctification.


The framework of the two functions and four tasks provides a perspective—a historical way of viewing and thinking about spiritual friendship, pastoral care, and professional Christian counseling. It is one way to organize systematically what Christians have done throughout Church history to care for people. It offers us the lenses for spiritual friendship through which we can view and develop a biblical methodology of soul care and spiritual direction.


Boxes 1:1 and 1:2 (original source: Kellemen, Spiritual Friends, pp. 47-48) sketch pictures of spiritual friendship. Together they portray the historical and biblical methodology of parathetic spiritual friendship through soul care (sustaining and healing) and spiritual direction (reconciling and guiding). Consider them two maps to one location.

Box 1:1
Soul Care and Spiritual Direction

Sustaining, Healing, Reconciling, and Guiding

Soul Care: The Evils We Have Suffered

“God Is Good Even When Life Is Bad”

Soul care-givers compassionately identify with people in pain

and redirect them to Christ and the Body of Christ

to sustain and heal their faith so they experience

communion with Christ and conformity to Christ 

as they love God (exalt God by enjoying and trusting Him) and love others.



Sustaining: “It’s Normal to Hurt”




Sense Your Spiritual Friend’s Earthly Story of Despair




Empathize with and Embrace Your Spiritual Friend



Healing: “It’s Possible to Hope”




Stretch Your Spiritual Friend to God’s Eternal Story of Hope




Encourage Your Spiritual Friend to Embrace God

Spiritual Direction: The Sins We Have Committed

“God Is Gracious Even When I Am Sinful”

Spiritual directors understand spiritual dynamics

and discern root causes of spiritual conflicts,

providing loving wisdom that reconciles and guides people so they experience

 communion with Christ and conformity to Christ

as they love God (exalt God by enjoying and trusting Him) and love others.



Reconciling: “It’s Horrible to Sin, but Wonderful to Be Forgiven”




Strip Your Spiritual Friend’s Enslaving Story of Death




Expose Your Spiritual Friend’s Sin and God’s Grace



Guiding: “It’s Supernatural to Mature”




Strengthen Your Spiritual Friend with Christ’s Empowering Story of Life




Equip and Empower Your Spiritual Friend to Love
	Box 1:2

Parathetic Spiritual Friendship



	Parakaleo

Soul Care

“The Evils We Have Suffered”

Encouragers

Mutual Edification

Aedificatio Mutua

	Noutheteo

Spiritual Direction

“The Sins We Have Committed”

Disciplers

Fraternal Correction

Correptio Fraterna



	Sustaining

Anthropology

Soul


	Healing

Sufferology

Suffering


	Reconciling

Hamartiology

Sin


	Guiding

Soteriology

Sanctification

	“It’s Normal 

to Hurt”

Desert

Fellowship of 

Suffering

“Climb in the 

Casket”

Hurting

Comfort

Empathizing/

Engaging

Sense Their

Earthly Stories

of Despair

“Life Is Bad”


	“It’s Possible 

to Hope”

Thirst

Power of 

Resurrection

“Celebrate the Empty Tomb”

Hoping

Courage

Encouraging/

Extending

Stretch Them to

God’s Eternal Story

of Hope

“God Is Good”


	“It’s Horrible to Sin,

but Wonderful to 

Be Forgiven”

Cistern

Friend of 

Sinner

“Speak the Truth

in Love”

Hardening

Confront

Exhorting/

Exposing

Strip Them of Their

Enslaving Stories

of Death

“I Am Sinful”
	“It’s Supernatural 

to Mature” 

Spring

Power of 

Sainthood

“Stir Up the Gift 

of God”

Holy Living

Challenge

Empowering/

Equipping

Strengthen Them by Christ’s Empowering Story of Life

“God Is Gracious”


God’s Roadmap Marker Number One: Soul Care

Whether we label it spiritual friendship, pastoral counseling, biblical counseling, or Christian counseling, the personal ministry of the Word has always dealt with the evils we have suffered and the sins we have committed. God’s roadmap, our treasure map, provides the two primary directional markers or lenses of soul care and spiritual direction. We begin our spiritual care journey looking through the lens of soul care—examining one model that attempts to relate the ancient paths to the post-modern journey.

Parakaleo: “The Evils We Have Suffered”


Soul care recognizes that not all suffering is due to personal sin (compare Job 1-2 and John 9). Therefore, not all counseling focuses upon confrontation of the sins we have committed (spiritual direction). 


Parakaletic spiritual friends gladly assume the role of encouragers coming alongside to help a friend upon whom the fallen world has fallen. As the Good Samaritan crossed over to the other side and bloodied himself to care for a stranger’s suffering body, so soul care-givers move near to enter the mess and muck of a friend’s suffering soul. 
Spiritual friends compassionately identify with people in pain. We reject the shallow pretense that denies suffering. Like Jeremiah, we lament. Like Paul, we groan for home. We are out of the nest. East of Eden. We are not home yet. We join our hurting spiritual friend in admitting that life is bad.


We also insist that God is good. Therefore, we do not direct people to ourselves. We keep them from becoming dependent upon us. Instead, we redirect people to Christ and the Body of Christ. We point suffering friends to their suffering Savior. We remind them what a Friend they have in Jesus. We also equip them to avail themselves of all the resources of the Body of Christ through discipleship, worship, fellowship, stewardship, and ambassadorship. 


As we participate with the Holy Spirit in the sustaining and healing of their faith, we have God’s greater purposes in mind. Our map provides our soul care mission on behalf of our spiritual friends: experiencing communion with Christ and conformity to Christ as they love God (exalt God by enjoying and trusting Him) and love others. Symptom relief is not our primary goal. Whether our spiritual friends find cures or not, whether their symptoms are alleviated or not, we want to help them to find God (communion) in the midst of their suffering. 


Finding God, we long for them to love Christ and love like Christ (Matthew 22:35-40). We want them to see that God is good even when life is bad, so that they exalt God (worship, glorify, praise, and honor Him) by enjoying God (seeking, desiring, thirsting for, and drawing near to Him) and by entrusting themselves to Him (clinging to, living for, obeying, serving, and surrendering to Him). Empowered by their deepened connection to Christ, they love others more deeply.


Satan wants suffering to crush us. God uses suffering to soften us. Satan wants suffering to defeat us. God uses suffering to defeat Satan by transforming us into better lovers. Becoming a better lover—that is the progressive sanctification goal of soul care for suffering.  

Soul Care through Sustaining: “It’s Normal to Hurt”

Knowing that life lived in a fallen world can be raw, we communicate to one another, “It’s normal to hurt.” We weep with those who weep, refusing to blame people for hurting or shame them for feeling pain. We join them in the fellowship of their suffering. Created for Paradise, our hurting spiritual friends now live in a desolate desert. Our first calling is to sense their earthly story of suffering. We empathize with their agony, engaging them in their despair.


How? We offer compassionate commiseration, a term flowing through the pages of Church history. Co-passion feels another’s passion, shares a friend’s suffering. Co-misery becomes a partner in our spiritual friend’s misery and woe. Such empathy is not simply understanding with someone’s pain, but sharing in and experiencing his or her pain.


Shared sorrow is endurable sorrow. As Jonathan with David, the binding of our hearts together exponentially and miraculously enables us to endure what otherwise would overwhelm. Ponder Paul’s words.

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God. For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows. If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same suffering we suffer. And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort (2 Corinthians 1:3-7, emphasis added).


In order to provide compassionate commiseration, we need to practice dual listening: listening to our friend’s earthly story while listening to God’s eternal story. Spiritual friends tune into their friend’s smaller story that communicates “Life is bad” (sustaining). Spiritual friends also tune into God’s larger story that communicates “God is good” (healing). 


In sustaining, our empathy promotes our spiritual friend’s grieving. Paul commands us to grieve within the context of hope (1 Thessalonians 4:13). Without hope, grieving terrifies. Faced with what appears to be nothing but a black hole of unending pain, we back away. We deaden ourselves; we deny. We refuse to grieve and groan. Often to start the “chain of grieving” we must grieve for our spiritual friends before they can grieve for themselves. Our weeping allows them to weep. Grieving is the bridge toward healing. When we grieve and groan we admit that we are not God, that we cannot control life, and that we need God (Romans 8:18-27). 


Spiritual friends understand the essential principle for sustaining faith in the goodness of God: we have to climb in the casket with our spiritual friends. Life is a series of multiple deaths, daily crucifixions. We need the courageous compassion to climb in the casket with our friends in the throes of death, in the valley of the shadow of death. When they sense us there with them, when they see our courageous hope, then they are encouraged to face death so that they can face life again. As Paul writes to his friends in Corinth: 

We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death (2 Corinthians 1:8-9a emphasis added).


Let’s not be ignorant of our friends’ earthly stories of suffering. Let’s not miss their hearts. When we do, we tend to cram God in. Instead, we want to encourage them to invite God into the casket with them.

Soul Care through Healing: “It’s Possible to Hope”

Neither should we be ignorant of God’s larger story of hope. When we are, then we allow Satan’s lying story to win the day. His story proclaims, “Curse God and die.” His story reads, “Life is bad and so is God. Life is bad because God doesn’t care about you.” To empower our friends not to buy that lie, they need healing.



What if our friends do buy the lie? What if we leave them in the casket? They know we care, but that’s all they know. Sustaining faith is an awesome starting point, but an awful finish line. Notice how Paul moves from the casket of despair to the resurrection of hope. “But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9b). Like Paul, in healing we are sharing the power of Christ’s resurrection.


We need to stretch our spiritual friends to God’s eternal story of hope. They need to know that “it’s possible to hope because God is good, even when life is bad.” We encourage our spiritual friends in the biblical sense of that word—to stir up courage to face life with God and for God.


We encourage through extensio animi ad magna—stretching the soul to great things. Soul stretching is necessary in the midst of suffering because when life stinks, our perspective shrinks. Created for Paradise, we find ourselves in a desert. Naturally, we’re parched, thirsty. In our thirst, Satan tempts us to forget to remember God (Job 1-2). We feel as though the Father has skipped town, abandoned us to this evil world, and left us orphans.  

So, we need spiritual eyes to see life from God’s eternal perspective. 

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal (2 Corinthians 4:16-18). 



Spiritual friends learn how to perform spiritual laser surgery on their friends by engaging in spiritual conversations that invite God back into the picture. They create a greater God awareness by developing a spiritual curiosity. “I wonder where God is in this? I wonder what He’s up to? I know He always has a plan. He amazes me how He works stuff out. Where do you see Him at work even in this?”


Their spiritual curiosity causes them to see what others might miss and pursue what others might ignore. They scope out and share ways their spiritual friend is already connecting to God. “Jim, how in the world have you been able to cooperate with God to survive and thrive like you have? It’s amazing to me what a loving, together man you are. God sure has been doing a great work of healing in your life over the years.”


When we’re at the end of our rope, there’s less of us and more of God. When we embrace and face our suffering, then we can embrace and face our need for God. As in Paul’s soul, so in ours: “This happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9).


During the dark night of the soul, as we trudge through the valley of the shadow of death, God is present. He does care. He comforts. He heals and delivers—in His time and in His way—but He always heals. “He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us” (2 Corinthians 1:10). Paul knows that God has a good heart.


Notice who Paul hopes in. “God who raises the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9, emphasis added). In sustaining, our calling is to climb in the casket. In healing, our joy is to celebrate the empty tomb.  


In Mourning into Dancing, Walter Wangerin teaches us to embrace our daily deaths so that we can experience daily resurrections. Death is always experienced as separation. So every event of separation (divorce, job loss, empty nest, fractured relationships, illness, etc.) is a “mini-death.” When we invite God into the casket of our mini-deaths, then we can experience daily resurrection. Every day is Easter when we hope in God. Again, as Paul reminds us: “Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened so that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead” (2 Corinthians 1:9, emphasis added).  

God’s Roadmap Marker Number Two: Spiritual Direction


Recall that God’s roadmap, our treasure map, provides two directional markers: soul care and spiritual direction. The absence of either lens leaves the process of helping others to grow in grace out of focus, distorted. We continue our spiritual care journey looking now through the lens of spiritual direction. We propose one possible model for applying timeless truth to our changing times in order to change lives.
Noutheteo: “The Sins We Have Committed”


Some Christian counselors focus only on the evils we have suffered: the damage done to us. They tend to ignore or minimize the sins we have committed: the damage we have done. Spiritual directors, on the other hand, focus on the truth that, “God is gracious even when I am sinful.” They are disciplers who practice the ancient art of fraternal correction—concerned confrontation and challenge for the purpose of creating core heart change. 


Spiritual directors understand spiritual dynamics and discern root causes of spiritual conflicts. They understand anthropology—God’s original design for the soul. They also grasp sufferology—the effect of being sinned against in a fallen, hurtful world. Additionally, spiritual directors comprehend hamartiology—sin, our fallen nature, and the horrors of personal sin against God and others. Furthermore, they apprehend soteriology—salvation, sanctification, and the process of growth in grace.


Spiritual directors use their discernment to provide loving wisdom that reconciles and guides people. Their reconciling and guiding emphasizes the same ultimate purpose of sustaining and healing—communion with Christ and conformity to Christ. They want to empower and equip people to fulfill the great commandment of loving God and loving others—progressive sanctification. 

Spiritual Direction through Reconciling: “It’s Horrible to Sin, but Wonderful to Be Forgiven”


Some Christian counselors who focus on sin fail to focus on grace. They are quick to quip, “It’s horrible to sin.” But they are slow to grasp, “It’s wonderful to be forgiven.” We must focus on both.  


Satan loves to foul and fool us. Even as regenerate believers with a new heart, Satan dupes us into believing that we are his slaves. He tempts us to curse God, condemn others, and experience contempt for ourselves. It requires tremendous biblical wisdom and personal discernment to sort through his pack of lies and cling to God’s Word of truth.


The truth is, it is horrible to sin. Sin alienates us from God, separates us from each other, and dis-integrates us from our own selves (Romans 1:18-32; Ephesians 2:1-3; 2:11-19; 4:17-32). Due to sin’s deceitfulness (Romans 7:11; 2 Corinthians 4:4; Ephesians 4:17-20; Hebrews 3:13) we need spiritual friends. We need spiritual directors who can ask and answer the question raised in James 4:1. “What causes fights and quarrels among you?” Only spiritual directors like these can fulfill the ministry description provided in Hebrews 3:12-13.

See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God. But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.

We also need spiritual directors who can use the living Word of God to expose the thoughts and attitudes of the heart (Hebrews 4:12-13), and to teach, rebuke, correct, and train in righteousness so that God’s people are equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17).


As spiritual directors, we are like the Puritans who practiced the art of loading the conscience with guilt. Like them, we know that to break the habitual web of sin’s deceit, people need to experience the horrors of their sin against God and others.


We also need to be like the Puritan spiritual directors in practicing the art of lightening the conscience with grace. How sad that many Christian counselors de-emphasize grace. It is wonderful to be forgiven. Forgiveness by grace is the dynamic God uses not only to cleanse our lives, but also to change our love. Christ woos us back to God by grace (Romans 2:4; 3:1-5:21; 1 John 4:7-20). 


Christ calls spiritual directors to be dispensers of grace meeting human guilt with God’s grace and forgiveness. Grace is God’s medicine of choice for suffering and sin. Grace is God’s prescription for our disgrace.


Notice how the author of Hebrews exposes grace in the context of exposing sin. After exposing sin in Hebrews 3:12-13, he shifts to grace in 3:14. “We have come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.” We detect the same pattern in Hebrews 4:12-16. After discussing the power of the Word to expose evil in 4:12-13, he immediately focuses on grace in 4:14-16.

Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin. Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need (emphasis added).

We expose our spiritual friends’ sins and Christ’s grace. We speak the truth in love to them, softening their hardened hearts. We invite them to drink from Jesus their Spring of Living Water who is the Friend of sinners—even of sinners who dig broken cisterns that can hold no water.

Spiritual Direction through Guiding: “It’s Supernatural to Mature”

 Spiritual directors also have the privilege of guiding believers to realize that “it’s supernatural to mature.” Our task is to guide faith by strengthening our spiritual friends to understand, depend upon, and apply Christ’s resurrection power.


We start the process by understanding new life in Christ—our new nature (regeneration) and our new nurture (reconciliation). We look inside our struggling spiritual friends and see the power of sainthood—a new creation in Christ, and the presence of sonship—a new relationship to God. 


We enlighten our spiritual friends to the truth that God’s grace not only saved them for all eternity, but also changed them for life now. In Christ, they have everything necessary to live a godly life (2 Peter 1:3). Thus it is neither impossible to mature, nor is it natural to mature. Maturity is the supernatural work of God implanted in us at salvation and growing daily in sanctification (2 Corinthians 3:18; 2 Peter 1:3-11; 3:18). We grow in grace by grace because God is gracious. 


We continue the guiding process by envisioning the work of God within our spiritual friends (2 Timothy 1:5-7; Hebrews 10:24-25). Paul realizes that he does not need to create spiritual power, love, and wisdom within his disciples. All he has to do is stir it up. Provoke it. Fan it into flame.

For this reason I remind you to fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you through the laying on of my hands. For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline (a sound mind, wisdom) (2 Timothy 1:6-7, emphasis and parenthesis added).


In fact, according to the author of Hebrews, one of the prime directives for church life is mutual provocation.

And let us consider how we may spur (provoke) one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching (Hebrews 10:24-25, emphasis and parenthesis added).

We draw out what God has already placed within.


Notice what we draw out—love. The goal of guiding is not to make life easier. The purpose of spiritual direction is not to change circumstances. The focus is to equip and empower our spiritual friends to love—holy living through Christlike loving. 


Created for Paradise, our friends find themselves in a desert of suffering. Tempted to dig broken cisterns (self-sufficient idols of the heart and false lovers of the soul), they repent and receive Christ’s grace. Turning to God, they drink from the Spring of Living Water. Streams of living water overflow into the lives of others (John 7:37-39). Empowered by the Holy Spirit, our spiritual friends become shepherds in a jungle. In the jungle of fallen life in a fallen world, they exalt God by loving Him and loving others.

Conclusion

God has left us His roadmap, our biblical and historical treasure map. Discovering it, we uncover His how to—His plan for offering soul care and spiritual direction through sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding.


How to, of course, does not imply easy to. It does not suggest a one-size-fits-all, mechanical, soulless process. 


Consider sustaining, healing, reconciling, and guiding like the four points on a compass. They inform us what direction we are now heading and what direction to head to reach our destination. However, there’s still the journey, the dance, the art of soul care and spiritual direction. The preceding pages sketch one brief outline—one dance lesson from one dance instructor.   


The real question is, “Will this unburied treasure be deposited only in the hands of historians, to be lost again before practitioners of the soul physician’s art can even use it in post-modern ministry?” It will be lost if this generation continues the trend of past generations—considering contemporary ideas and practices to the exclusion of the wisdom of the ancient path. It will be kept, used, and distributed if historians and practitioners work together to unite Scripture, soul, and society (ancient and current) to develop relevant models of soul care and spiritual direction applied to the process of progressive sanctification. 

We need historians and practitioners joining together to balance the changing with the changeless. Together we need to study biblical and historical theology, develop a spiritual theology of life, and create models of practical, pastoral theology for spiritual care and progressive sanctification. When we do, then we can reclaim the classic strengths of historical spiritual care and adapt them for our changing times to change lives with Christ’s changeless truth.
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