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A NEW LOOK IN 2011
Refl ective Practice Joins the Digital Age

To be more eco-friendly and
to optimize our availability

as a global resource in formation and supervision
for the next generation

Refl ective Practice is moving toward
ELECTRONIC PUBLISHING.

We anticipate that our next volume will be electronic.
Printed copies will be available on request.

More information about this transition
is available on our Web site:

www.refl ectivepractice.org

Appropriately,
the theme for Volume 31 is

FORMATION AND SUPERVISION IN A DIGITAL AGE
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  EDITORIAL POLICY

Good practice relies on constant refl ection. And the capacity for 
critical self-refl ection is an essential dimension of any habitus for 
ministry and religious leadership. Pastoral supervision is itself a 
practice that occurs in relationships that encourage such critical 
refl ection in ministry. When formation is added to supervision, 
the practices are expanded to include the many ways by which 
people are prepared for and sustained in religious leadership. This 
journal, Refl ective Practice: Formation and Supervision in Ministry, seeks to provide 
a framework for refl ection on supervision and formation for a range of minis-
tries, in a variety of contexts, and from different faith traditions. The mission 
statement of this journal supports that goal:

Refl ective Practice: Formation and Supervision in Ministry is a journal 
that seeks to understand, expand, and promote theory, learning, and 
refl ection in the practice of supervision and formation in various minis-
tries from diverse ethnic and religious perspectives.

This journal is a continuation of the Journal of Supervision and Training in 
Ministry that was founded in 1977 to foster critical refl ection and writing on su-
pervision for ministry. Over the years, JSTM expanded beyond its original con-
texts of clinical pastoral education and pastoral counseling to include supervised 
fi eld education and formation for spiritual direction. Each time another context 
or discipline has been added to the conversation about supervision, the task of 
holding together the increasingly rich diversity of theoretical perspectives and 
ministry practices becomes more complicated.

Although the Journal has changed its name and its editorial location, su-
pervision remains the central practice for refl ection. Refl ective Practice: Formation 
and Supervision in Ministry is the new name and the San Francisco Bay Area is its 
new editorial home. The various educational centers provide a richly diverse re-
ligious, theological, and clinical context in which to explore the future of forma-
tion and supervision.

As an Editorial Board, we are committed to that diverse dialogue. We are 
determined to enhance the richness of refl ective practice through soliciting arti-
cles from a variety of religious and ethnic/cultural perspectives. With this issue, 
Elizabeth Liebert, Lynn Rhodes, and Peter Yuichi Clark leave the Board. The wis-
dom of these Board members during the transition to Refl ective Practice and its 
location in the Bay Area has been beyond measure. Thank you. We are grateful 
that Peter Yuichi Clark will continue as the ACPE Theory Paper Editor with the 
added responsibility of choosing the annual recipient of the Cederleaf Award. 
We are grateful for the willingness of the following individuals to join the Edito-

rial Board as we begin our transition to electronic publishing: Susan S. Phil-
lips, Kamal Abu Shamsieh, Eva Marie Lumas, SSS, and Carrie Bruckner. We 
have not lost any wisdom, and we have gained greater diversity.

We hope that readers will learn from refl ecting on the practice of su-
pervision and formation in disciplines and contexts quite different than their 
own. We invite you to send your comments about this Journal and its focus 
through our Web site www.refl ectivepractice.org . And of course we hope you 
will submit for publication your refl ections on the practice of supervision and 
formation in ministry.

The Editorial Board
Spring 2010

Theme for Volume 31 of Refl ective Practice 
FORMATION AND SUPERVISION IN A DIGITAL AGE

How we live has already been profoundly affected by digital communication 
and the rapidly emerging tools of social media are likely to change forever 
how we solve problems and create social renewal. Patterns of communication, 
revolutionized access to information, shifted the balance of power between 
experts and amateurs, expanded collaboration in solving problems, redefi ned 
the way that we think about membership, and created new possibilities for 
social intimacy. Digital technologies and the new media landscape are also 
transforming the church. This shift will accelerate in the coming years. As 
Refl ective Practice begins its own digital era with Volume 31, it is timely that 
we focus on this theme: Formation and Supervision in a Digital Age.
• What needs to be done to form a new generation of pastors and supervisors for 

whom digital technology is natural?
• What might the success of distance learning teach us about digital supervision?
• Is it necessary to balance electronic meetings in supervision with face-to-face 

meeting with a supervisee? 
• How will the fl uidity of personal boundaries in social networks like MySpace 

affect the willingness to be vulnerable in formation or supervision? 
• How will confi dentiality be secured if the internet is the vehicle for formation 

and supervision? 
• How will the specter of predators who use the internet to attract victims affect 

forming learning communities of trust?
• Although sharing may be more intimate online, how might the absence of in-

person connections affect the sustainability of relationships limited by distance 
from the outset? 

• How will digital formation/supervision affect people with different levels of 
skill and adaptability to the technology?

More than ever, it is important that young pastors, supervisors, and leaders in 
ministerial formation write about this topic at this time. Proposals are welcome 
any time. Articles should be submitted to Herbert Anderson, Editor, by December 
1, 2010, for inclusion in Volume 31.
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be a viable choice. How does the current political and fi nancial context of mistrust 
and cynicism and unchecked self-interest infl uence the process of forming religious 
leaders? Is a ‘shared sense of responsibility’ evident among the many professional in-
dividuals who have a collective hand in shaping the next religious leaders?

Responsibility is also a personal reality. I write this introductory edito-
rial as a recovering ‘responsible child’ from my family of origin. Several quar-
ters of clinical pastoral education, marriage and parenthood, years of psycho-
analysis, and extensive supervised ministry experience did not fully liberate 
me from a deep sense of responsibility for my mother’s well-being. I felt re-
sponsible for her pain and worked hard, sometimes risking the well-being 
of my own family, to make things better for her. My hunch is that many men 
and not a few women of my generation found their way into religious lead-
ership because they had a deeply embedded sense of responsibility. When 
being responsible becomes a part of one’s self-defi nition, it is hard to give 
up even though the weight of the responsibility was burdensome. And when 
signifi cant communities to which we belong reinforce the role by applauding 
responsibility, it is doubly diffi cult to let go. A professor in graduate school 
would excuse my excessive sense of responsibility by insisting that the world 
needs a few over-achievers to function effectively. People hooked on being re-
sponsible are often happy to be heroic.

One aim of pastoral supervision in the past was to temper excessively 
responsible behavior in order to care for the self more consistently and not 
unwittingly impede others from caring for themselves. In what sense are re-
sponsibility and accountability dominant issues in the pastoral supervision 
of future religious leaders? Rodney Hunter observed, in his seminal essay in 
Volume 29 of Refl ective Practice, that one negative factor for the postmodern 
student was “diffi culty functioning responsibly and professionally.” 3 Is foster-
ing “a shared sense of responsibility” a necessary and appropriate goal for supervision 
for ministry in these times?

The intent of the Editorial Board in selecting this theme was to explore 
dimensions of responsibility and accountability in formation and supervision 
that certainly include but extend beyond a supervisory relationship. Super-
vision is a relational system that depends on mutual responsibility, includ-
ing the capacity to assess the effectiveness of the process. Anyone engaged 
in forming or supervising future religious leaders is accountable to a range 
of unseen or even unknown religious communities and institutions not pres-
ent in the supervisory relationship. Moreover, we have been sensitized by 
postmodern and postcolonial perspectives to be aware that our assumptions 

RESPONSIBILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
IN FORMATION AND SUPERVISION

IN MINISTRY

SECTION 1

REFLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY, HEALTHY
BOUNDARIES,  AND THE IMPORTANCE OF VIRTUE

When the theme for Volume 30 of ‘responsibility and accountability in for-
mation and supervision’ was chosen in early fall of 2008, responsibility was 
already a slogan in the campaign for president of the United States, and it 
was well on its way to being a societal crisis. The subsequent global fi nan-
cial collapse elicited moral outrage at irresponsible risk-taking and created 
wide-spread human misery because of unpayable medical bills, home fore-
closures, increased domestic violence, and generalized anxiety. Political and 
fi nancial leaders promised greater responsibility and transparency and then 
reneged. And when promised accountability was not delivered in church 
or society, it became another occasion for cynicism. Although none of the 
essays in this volume address this larger social and global crisis, it adds 
urgency to the consideration of responsible formation and supervision. All 
leaders, and perhaps especially religious leaders, will be evaluated rigor-
ously by diverse defi nitions of responsibility and by higher standards of 
accountability. We need to keep asking how fostering personal responsibility or 
forming accountable religious leaders is or should be an aim of pastoral supervision?

There are some who believe that the current worldwide fi nancial crisis 
will enhance “the whole of humanity’s relationship of responsibility toward 
the resources of the planet and their use.”1 This sentiment was also refl ected 
in the phase “responsibility revolution” that Time magazine used in its Sep-
tember 11, 2009 issue to describe emerging trends in the United States marked 
by an increased willingness to volunteer and a deepening commitment to the 
common good. As a corrective to heedless self-interest that Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt once defi ned as ‘bad morals,’ the Time essay proposed that, since 
the recession, we have discovered that “enlightened self-interest—call it a 
shared sense of responsibility—is good economics.”2 The phrase ‘shared sense 
of responsibility’ implies a commitment to the common good that does not 
seem to be an accurate description of United States society at this time. In a 
society intoxicated by individual freedom, shared responsibility struggles to 

ANDERSON
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about the communities we serve and the regulations that have guided prac-
tices must be explored with new eyes. What are the impediments in formation 
and supervision to developing patterns of enduring responsibility and accountability 
appropriate for this time? How does our understanding of authority relate to account-
ability and responsibility?

The review at the end of this section of H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic 
work The Responsible Self (pp. 59–63) provides a theological framework for 
rethinking responsibility and accountability in supervision. Responsiveness, 
interpretation, accountability, and social solidarity are woven throughout al-
most all of the essays in this volume. Karen Lebacqz has written a thought-
ful essay that will become standard text for conversations about responsible 
formation and supervision. For Lebacqz, our particular responsibility must be 
discerned with wisdom and insight. It requires ‘refl ective interpretation’ so 
that our response is fi tting. Whenever we ask ‘what was I thinking?’ there has 
been a failure of accountability, a lapse of responsibility. “Only the supervisee 
who learns to hear risk and vulnerability will be prepared to be refl ectively 
responsible” (p. 17).

Marie M. Fortune has been a pioneer advocate for forming religious 
leaders who understand the necessity of healthy boundaries that create the 
kind of safety people need to explore their vulnerabilities. She also recognizes 
in this essay that it is impossible to do ministry without crossing boundaries. 
“The point of policies, training, and discussion of boundaries is to help us un-
derstand when it is appropriate and necessary to cross boundaries in ministry 
and when it is a violation of boundaries that can cause harm” (page 31). Our 
responsiveness to others in ministry is measured by what we want for them 
but not what we want from them.

We are delighted to have Barbara Blodgett writing again for Refl ective 
Practice.4 She has a way of asking provocative questions for which there are 
no easy answers. Trust is always risky between people, she says. Account-
ability contributes to trust but is not the whole story. Supervisors who are 
open to outcomes they may not have expected are not simply looking for a 
faithful accounting of responsibilities, important as that might be. Students 
are also trusted to make judgments about their duties. “We want to be able 
to hand them something and see where they go with it. For in those cases, 
we are entrusting ourselves to them, not to the practices and procedures laid 
out before them” (p. 40). Accountability is important, Blodgett argues, but in 
the end there is no substitute for trust. It is fi nally sturdier and more fruitful 
than accountability. In an increasingly cynical society in which trust is in short 

supply, that is a necessary but challenging word for any engaged in forming 
religious leaders. The reader might fi nd this distinction helpful in reading the 
case study and responses later in this volume.

Trust is something we do but trustworthiness is a disposition of the soul 
or a virtue. In his essay, Gordon J. Hilsman addresses one of the critical ques-
tions regarding the task of forming responsible and accountable religious 
leaders. What internalized criteria do we have against which to measure the 
effectiveness of what we do in supervision? Hilsman argues that it is the re-
sponsibility of clinical practitioners to pay attention to one another’s virtues 
and by extension to be attentive to the virtues of those we supervise. Although 
his refl ections focus on overseeing the professional practice of certifi ed clinical 
supervisors, they are applicable to any process of forming religious leaders. 
Hilsman links the traits or virtues he proposes with the standards of a profes-
sional discipline like ministry. They could also be collated around authenticity 
in ministerial practice. The great enemy of authenticity is self-deception and 
the inclination to claim too much for oneself as a person or a religious leader. 
Appropriately, humility is fi rst on Hilsman’s list of virtues. You will fi nd dis-
cussion on the connections between responsibility, vulnerability and authen-
ticity woven throughout all the essays in this volume.

NOTES

1. Lewis S. Mudge, “After the Financial Crisis: Fostering Stakeholder Responsibility 
as Practical Theology.” Shortly before his death, Mudge presented this unpublished 
paper to the International Academy of Practical Theology meeting in Chicago, July 
30-August 3, 2009.

2. Richard Stengel, “The Responsibility Revolution,” Time 174, no. 11 (September 11, 2009): 
38.

3. Rodney J. Hunter, “The Changing Faces of Theological Education: Implications for 
Clinical Pastoral Education,” Refl ective Practice 29 (2009): 201.

4. Barbara J. Blodgett, “Field Education and Critical Pedagogy: A Conversation,” Refl ec-
tive Practice 28 (2008): 179-191.

Herbert Anderson
Editor
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ing of circumstances, history, and future possibilities, all within an overarch-
ing theological framework.

Professional Responsibility

A brief glance at the rise of “responsibility” as a core theme in ethics yields 
some insights regarding the relative role of thinking as it impinges on pro-
fessional responsibility. I begin with Weber’s notion that an ethic of respon-
sibility is one in which “one has to give an account of the foreseeable results 
of one’s actions.”2 In this notion, accountability and responsibility are clearly 
linked: to be responsible is to be held accountable for one’s actions and their 
results. Indeed, holding one responsible in the sense of accountable is one of 
the two approaches that Albert Jonsen identifi es as dominant in philosophi-
cal understandings of responsibility.3 We attribute responsibility to people 
when we hold them accountable: they can be blamed or praised for what 
they do; their actions may be justly rewarded or punished. To be respon-
sible means “owning up to” our deeds and acts.4 Attributing responsibility 
means expecting agents to defend their actions, to give reasons that hold up 
to public scrutiny. Agents are not responsible if they act under constraint 
or ignorance, and responsibility may be mitigated if there are excusing cir-
cumstances. But we expect an agent to deliberate, to have clear intentions, 
and to have motives that are suffi ciently transparent to be defensible. This 
is one clear public meaning of “responsible.” It focuses on actions and their 
justifi cation.

A second clear public meaning also emerges in philosophical literature. 
Responsibility is not simply about actions, and it is not simply something at-
tributed to others; it is something that we also claim for ourselves. We grow 
into responsibility by taking it on ourselves, by becoming responsible people. 
My mother used to say that I was “overly” responsible. By this, she meant that 
I took on responsibility where I was not necessarily expected to do so. I wor-
ried about things, I worked hard to make them come out right, and I carried 
a sense of caring for the world around me that left me always feeling respon-
sible. Responsibility in this sense focuses not on particular actions and their 
justifi cation, but on character and moral agency.

Responsibility requires that we have a “self” or center of integrity. It re-
quires that we exercise foresight into possible consequences of our actions. It 
requires that we are conscientious about what we do, not simply reacting but 
deliberating and being serious. Our actions over time should exhibit some 

Refl ective Responsibility

Karen Lebacqz

What Was I Thinking?! Every one of us has probably at some time in our lives 
looked back and wondered, “What was I thinking?” In the country-western 
song by that title, the youth admits he was not thinking.1 He was carried 
away by a little white tank top; in the thrall of lust, he did some very stupid 
things. Whether it is lust or loyalty or love or longing or simply a lapse in 
judgment, most of us have moments when we have made bad decisions. 
With the benefi t of hindsight—and a big sigh or two—we wonder “what 
was I thinking?” Or perhaps we ruefully admit: I wasn’t thinking.

The indiscretions of youth may be somewhat forgivable, but those of 
professionals are less so. Professionals are expected to be responsible, account-
able. But what do these elusive terms mean, and what is the role of thinking in 
responsibility? This essay attempts to answer these questions. I will argue that 
responsibility requires a certain kind of thinking—a pondering and consider-

Karen Lebacqz, professor emerita of Theological Ethics, Pacifi c School of Religion and the 
Graduate Theological Union, 2400 Ridge Rd., Berkeley, CA 94709 (Email: Klebacqz@psr.
edu).

LEBACQZ
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tion of the meaning of all actions within an ongoing community. He gives us, 
as Bush notes, a “cathekontic” ethics—an ethics of the “fi tting.”7

Niebuhr contrasted his ethics of the fi tting with two other approaches 
to ethics: the teleological that focuses on results or consequences of an action, 
and the deontological that focuses on doing one’s duty in accord with rules. It 
is not enough simply to try to maximize good consequences; while results are 
important, a focus solely on future outcomes neglects important dimensions 
of ethics. In particular, it neglects past histories. If we have harmed someone 
in the past, we have responsibilities to them that we do not have to those 
whom we have not harmed. We have a duty of reparation, for example. In 
his study of the possibilities of dialogue among different religious traditions, 
Lewis Mudge suggests that responsibility means “being accountable to hu-
mankind for wrongs that have been done in the name of religion.”8 Part of the 
task of interpretation is discerning what past actions mean for present duties. 
We may have duties of gratitude, reparation, justice, or not-harming that can 
trump concerns for future outcomes.9

But it is also not enough to focus on duties, especially if these are iden-
tifi ed with rules. Our particular responsibility in a given situation is never 
fully defi ned by a rule. It must be discerned with wisdom and insight. As I 
write this essay, Haiti struggles to deal with the aftermath of a devastating 
earthquake. From my small rural hospital in northern California, six members 
of the medical team (three doctors, three nurses, and an emergency medical 
technician) are on their way to Haiti to help. They had no specifi c “duty” to 
do this; indeed, they may have had to put aside duties to their local patients 
in order to go. Yet they felt a sense of responsibility to utilize their specialized 
skills in the crisis situation and assist as best they could. Their response, even 
if not required by rules or by the stated duties of their professions, is “fi tting.”

Determining a Fitting Response

But how does one determine a fi tting response? There is a danger in re-
sponsibility ethics that may be illustrated by Joseph Fletcher’s adaptation of 
the concept. In Moral Responsibility: Situation Ethics at Work, Fletcher delib-
erately draws on Niebuhr.10 He focuses on Niebuhr’s fi rst aspect: response. 
“The factor of response [is] the real key to responsibility,” declares Fletcher.11 
In responsibility ethics, the burden is on the action-taker: the question is 
not ‘what should I do?’ but ‘what should I do?’ Rules will not help us; we 
must simply decide in the unique and transient situation in which we fi nd 

consistency. Finally, we must be willing to be identifi ed with our actions: to be 
held accountable for them by others. In this second sense, responsibility ap-
pears as a virtue, a virtue “which inclines [one] to considered, conscientious, 
committed conduct.”5 This is appropriation of responsibility.

Both attribution of responsibility and appropriation of responsibility are 
helpful in thinking about supervision. Supervisors are both expected to be 
accountable for their actions (and help train their supervisees to be similarly 
accountable) and to take on responsibilities. Minimally, they must take on the 
responsibilities specifi ed in contracts or job descriptions, and they must per-
form those responsibilities in ways that are publicly accountable. Both their 
conduct and their character are at stake. From the history of philosophical dis-
cussions of responsibility, we gain at least this much insight. All professionals 
must think about what they do. They must deliberate, not make excuses, and 
have intentions that are appropriate to their position. They must be conscien-
tious, committed, and thoughtful. They must “own up to” what they have 
done. These characteristics alone begin to frame what refl ective responsibility 
might mean in supervision.

Theological Perspectives on Responsibility

But when we turn from the philosophical to the theological literature, we 
fi nd that responsibility takes on even deeper meanings. Joseph Bush’s apt 
review of The Responsible Self in this issue is a good beginning place.6 While 
H. Richard Niebuhr was by no means the fi rst or the only theologian to 
stress responsibility, his brief posthumous study has become iconic: He 
gives defi nitive shape to the concept of responsibility as we receive it in the 
theological world today.

Niebuhr’s model of responsibility revolves around four aspects: re-
sponse, interpretation, anticipation of response to our action, and understand-
ing that we act within an ongoing community. Niebuhr called the last two 
“accountability” and “social solidarity,” respectively, though these uses of the 
terms are rather idiosyncratic. Put together, the four aspects mean that all of 
our actions, all of our choices, are understood within a framework in which 
we are responding to prior actions upon us, which we have interpreted both 
in order to act and in order to anticipate the consequences of our actions—the 
responses that our actions will generate within the community to which we 
are accountable. Our actions, for Niebuhr, must “fi t” within this overarching 
framework of attention to the past, anticipation of the future, and interpreta-

LEBACQZREFLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY
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in the world, one’s responses may be limited or largely determined by role 
expectations. Indeed, to the extent that we bear responsibility or can be held 
responsible, our roles may be central. Thus, the call-response model must be 
enhanced by attention to social settings. Even the assumption of responsibil-
ity, which has largely to do with agency and character, can be wrong if we 
are assuming responsibilities that do not fi t our social roles.

But Schweiker wants us to think about responsibility even more deep-
ly than this. Indeed, he argues that the call-response model that H. Richard 
Niebuhr gives us is inadequate to our modern context. True responsibility, in 
Schweiker’s view, depends on what values are basic to our moral life.16 Always 
when we act, we are choosing values to promote. Often we must make tough 
decisions among competing values. Schweiker therefore argues that the very 
integrity of existence is at stake, and that “responsibility ethics” should be less 
about response and more about discerning the values to protect and promote. 
He therefore argues for what he calls “radical interpretation,” which is “refl ec-
tive, critical inquiry aimed at the question of what has constituted our lives 
in terms of what we care about and what ought to guide our lives under the 
demand of respect for others.”17 At root here, Schweiker is concerned that we 
live our lives not in an ongoing search for power but in a manner that will en-
hance community and respect others as persons.18

For my purposes, however, what is central is the idea of “radical interpre-
tation.” I once described feminist thinking as schizophrenic. By that I meant 
that feminists must always function on at least two levels at once: we see what 
is going on, but we ask not simply “What is happening?” but “What is going 
on underneath the surface?” On the surface, it may appear that someone is 
fi red for inadequate work; but underneath the surface, charges of inadequacy 
may be an excuse for what is, at root, a festering sexism. There may be a pat-
tern in which it is consistently women whose work is found “inadequate” and 
who are fi red. Feminists look for patterns, not just for situations. It is this key 
element of pattern recognition that is implied by H. Richard Niebuhr’s stress 
on interpretation rather than simply on response. We need to ask “What is go-
ing on?” not simply on the surface, but underneath the surface. Radical means 
“to the roots.” We must get at the roots of what is happening.

For true radical interpretation, I would argue that even pattern recogni-
tion is not enough. There is a deeper layer of interpretation that must be in-
cluded in the work of asking “What is going on?” Sometimes we are scarcely 
aware of what is going on, but, to be responsible, we need to be aware. Sup-
pose, for instance, that there is sexism at play, but it is unrecognized. The work 

ourselves, responding to the concrete call of the situation and being aware 
that we may be mistaken and, hence, are ultimately reliant upon grace. For 
Fletcher, there is only one rule: the rule of love. We respond in love to what-
ever is happening.

The diffi culty is immediately obvious: a stress on response leaves open 
a question as to the appropriateness of our response. Not all responses are fi t-
ting. We may not need rules, but we certainly need some guidance as to how 
to determine which actions fi t best in the situation. Engaged as he was in the 
“situation ethics” debate of his era, Fletcher eschewed rules. He stressed the 
“concrete calls and claims of others.”12 He stressed the immediacy of response 
within a framework of love as the ultimate value and guide. He may be on the 
right track, but his approach seems “thin” at best.

I would argue, as I believe would H. Richard Niebuhr, that our imme-
diate responses can be dangerous. Certainly, the unrefl ective response is not 
likely to be the fi tting response, even if it is motivated by love. Rather, it is 
precisely the refl ective response that fi ts. The refl ective response requires in-
terpretation.13 As Bush notes in his review, Niebuhr would have us ask fi rst, 
“What is going on?” The proper answer to this question requires several lev-
els or layers of interpretation. There is the immediate situation as it fi rst ap-
pears to us. There is also, however, the meaning of that situation as it is en-
meshed in systems and structures—the “context” of the situation. And fi nally, 
for Niebuhr, as for other Christian ethicists who have stressed responsibility, 
there is a deeper level of interpretation, in which we must ask what God is do-
ing in the situation. I will return to this last layer below, but fi rst I want to say 
a bit about other levels of interpretation.

Beneath the Surface of a Situation

Here, I fi nd helpful William Schweiker’s extended discussion of respon-
sibility ethics.14 Schweiker fi nds in the literature on responsibility ethics 
three different foci. Some authors stress the moral agent or decision-maker; 
some stress the social setting; and some stress dialogue—responsibility as “re-
sponse.”15 Most theologians, he argues, are in the dialogue camp. Their ba-
sic model is one of “call-response.” Certainly H. Richard Niebuhr and Karl 
Barth fi t into this model, as would Fletcher. But Schweiker suggests that 
responsibility ethics must be able to account for all three foci. For instance, 
I would argue that, in the supervision setting, social roles are crucial to de-
termining responsibilities. While one is always responding to God’s actions 
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is acting in all actions upon you. So respond to all actions upon you as to re-
spond to [God’s] action.”23 Thus, the patterns that we are to recognize are the 
patterns of God’s actions. Through our fi nite interpretations and actions, we 
are responsible to the Infi nite.

Finally, then, we arrive at what Gabriel Moran considers the key to re-
sponsibility as the concept takes shape in contemporary times: we are not sim-
ply responsible for our actions, but responsible to something.24 For Christians, 
that “something” is God. For others, laments Moran, the concept of responsi-
bility has been stripped of its roots and is in danger of collapsing. What we are 
responsible for depends on what we are responsible to; lacking a clear sense 
of to whom or to what we are responsible, we risk emaciating the concept of 
responsibility. We must “hear” the demands of the situation. For Moran, then, 
“moral defi ciency is mostly a hearing failure.”25

To whom or to what do we listen and how do we hear? Listening to 
ourselves is only the fi rst step; we must listen to the past as well. We may not 
be responsible for the past, suggests Moran, but we are responsible to it and 
must listen to what it would tell us. Similarly to Young, then, Moran notes that 
we are shaped by the intellectual and cultural situation and by the overlap-
ping communities and organizations in which we move. All responsibility is 
both personal and corporate, he suggests. Marie Fortune picks up this sense 
of responsibility to and for organizations and communities in her essay in this 
issue.26 We function, suggests Fortune, within institutions that set standards 
and expectations for pastoral roles of leadership within communities that are 
vulnerable and trusting. The patterns that she would have us “hear” include 
patterns of power, vulnerability, risk, and the structures of our professional 
practice. Only the supervisor who attends to these important patterns will act 
in a fi tting way. Only the supervisee who learns to hear risk and vulnerability 
will be prepared to be refl ectively responsible. Faith communities are respon-
sible for setting standards that ensure, at a minimum, that their leaders do no 
harm. Structures of accountability are vital.

Structures of Accountability

Indeed, the importance of structures of accountability may be illustrated 
by a controversy bordering on scandal that has erupted recently in the sci-
entifi c world. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has 
produced consensus documents for the United Nations to use in develop-
ing policies on climate change. In November of 2009, e-mails were leaked 

of philosopher Iris Marion Young is instructive here. In Justice and the Politics of 
Difference, Young tackles the question of our pre-refl ective responses to those 
who are “different.”19 Drawing on the work of French feminist Julia Kristeva, 
Young notes that we often have an instinctive, pre-refl ective aversive response 
to difference. We draw back, for example, when we encounter someone who 
looks different.20 Most philosophers would say that what we experience as in-
stinctive or pre-refl ective is not a matter of justice or injustice. Young disagrees. 
Aversive responses are not simply “instinct.” They are culturally induced and 
reinforced responses, and as such, are a proper subject for attributing judg-
ments of justice or injustice. We are responsible, Young argues, for examining 
the cultural context that has led us to such a pre-refl ective response.

Seeing the Hand of God at Work

The levels of interpretation that we bring to any situation are therefore cru-
cial. We must analyze the situation, looking for patterns and for hidden or 
pre-refl ective patterns that may be a clue to what is really happening. But 
there is yet more. As Gustafson and Laney note, interpretation must be not 
only “an assessment of what is going on, in factual terms” but also an assess-
ment of “what ought to go on, in normative terms.”21 The fi tting response 
is not necessarily what we immediately want to do. To be responsible, we 
must chart a course between conformity to laws, rules, or role expectations 
and openness to what is happening and what should be happening. This 
requires, I would suggest, interpretation of the situation, the context, our-
selves, and God’s actions and desires.

For Niebuhr, interpretation itself will be suspect unless it is brought 
under the widest and strongest possible lens. “History is the story of God’s 
mighty deeds and of man’s response to them.”22 It is not enough to see pat-
terns in events or to look for hidden meanings. We must learn to see in events 
and patterns the hand of God at work. This gives us the sense of what “ought” 
to be happening. Here, Niebuhr stands in a long line of Christian thinkers, 
who see in the world around them the actions of a loving God and who are 
then “called” by God to respond. From the great Roman Catholic theologian 
Bernard Haering to famed Protestant resister Dietrich Bonhoeffer, numerous 
Christian theologians argue that we can perceive in the world around us a 
message from God and that our purpose is to participate in God’s designs 
for the world. There is no ethical dualism in “responsibility” ethics: the world 
is the arena in which God calls and we respond. Or, as Niebuhr put it, “God 
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previous hold that it had on our lives. To be sure, this is not an easy path. But 
it is a possibility for those who genuinely believe that God is acting in every-
thing, as Niebuhr would proclaim. Niebuhr therefore urges us to study our 
social history and reexamine, generation after generation, national tragedies 
such as slavery. The past must be remembered, accepted, and reinterpreted.

In Professional Ethics: Power and Paradox, I argued that one of the key tasks 
of the pastor is to name or defi ne reality.33 There is a power in naming that is 
familiar to any reader of the Bible: names are changed to signify important 
shifts in social location, to symbolize new beginnings, to rejoice at new free-
doms. This power of naming is also the power of reinterpretation. It is what 
therapists work so hard to do with their clients. Freedom comes when we 
see differently and the past no longer has a hold on us but opens up to new 
possibilities.

Interpreting in the Light of God’s Purposes

Finally, then, we arrive at the key for any Christian who would be refl ec-
tively responsible: all events must be interpreted and responded to in light 
of God’s actions and purposes in the world. For Barth, God has made us 
responsible and we are to witness to God’s grace in all our decisions and 
actions.34 For Haering, the Christian in all relationships—to oneself, to oth-
ers, to the world of creatures and nature—perceives a word and message 
that comes ultimately from God.35 For Bonhoeffer, God loved the world and 
reconciled it to Godself; hence, as we act in the world we are to participate 
in the reality of the fulfi lled will of God.36 For Niebuhr, as we have already 
seen, we are to respond to all actions upon us as though we are responding 
to God’s actions. We respond in all responses to the One who is the source of 
our being.37 As Bonhoeffer puts it, “…responsibility is a total response of the 
whole [person] to the whole of reality.”38

This means that every action must be taken within the widest possible 
framework. Here, we can certainly pick up the elements of accountability and 
social solidarity that Niebuhr incorporated in his understanding of an ongo-
ing community of agents. But we must be careful that we not limit our ongo-
ing community to the immediate community in which we act. Fortune is cor-
rect that “practically we are accountable to those who credential us to serve,” 
but “ultimately we are accountable to our faith community and to God.”39 
While she puts emphasis on our practical accountability within credentialing 
structures, I draw our attention here to the wider framing of issues. Indeed, 

to the press suggesting that the work of some of the scientists was biased 
and unsupported by evidence.27 The IPCC had to admit that some of its 
predictions were based on unsupported evidence. The attack was not only 
on the integrity of specifi c scientists, but on the structures of accountability 
of the IPCC itself. While its chair has rigorously defended the work of the 
IPCC,28 public doubt and distrust began to grow, leading to a recent edito-
rial by the president of the U.S. National Academy of Sciences on the ques-
tion of how to ensure accountability within the scientifi c community.29 The 
Academy is considering various ways to shore up its structures in order to 
ensure accountability for the accuracy and reliability of evidence used in 
policy making.

Structures of accountability are crucial in all professional work. Indeed, I 
would join William F. May in going further: structures are important not only 
for ensuring accountability, but also because they “supply the forms through 
which the energies of the people of God can bloom.”30 Those who eschew 
rules sometimes assume that all structures simply constrict. To the contrary, 
good structures enable fl ourishing. Children need not only love but boundar-
ies in order to grow up strong and healthy. Churches need not only love but 
structures in order to grow strong and healthy. Niebuhr did not stress struc-
tures, and Schweiker may be correct to argue that Niebuhr’s model is not 
adequate to the complexity of our current situation. I would argue, however, 
that Niebuhr’s stress on interpretation leads us in the direction of recognizing 
the importance of structures for complex institutions.31

This, then, brings us to a crucial point regarding interpretation: the 
question of freedom. In my view, one of Niebuhr’s most important contri-
butions to responsibility ethics is his understanding of the role of freedom. 
Where Fletcher seemed to interpret freedom as freedom to act, Niebuhr puts 
the stress on freedom to interpret—specifi cally, to reinterpret. The self, sug-
gests Niebuhr, is not stuck with the past as received. We can see in it new pos-
sibilities, new meanings, new ways in which God has been and is at work in 
our midst. In short, we can reinterpret the past.32 Take, for instance, the person 
who suffered abuse as a child. The trauma left from that abuse tends to shape 
an entire lifetime. But the adult has the possibility of seeing the abuse in a new 
way—of coming to understand, for instance (perhaps after long and pain-
ful years), that the abuser may have been herself abused or trapped within a 
hopeless cycle of pain and addiction. When we can look with compassionate 
eyes at those who have harmed us, we can see them in a new light. We can 
reinterpret their actions. We are freed, not from the abuse itself, but from the 
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There is a failure of accountability, a lapse of responsibility. Anytime we must 
ask, “What was I thinking?” we already know that something is amiss.

Refl ective responsibility requires all the characteristics named in philo-
sophical literature: attention to motive, intentions, absence of excuses, pres-
ence of careful deliberation, consideration of alternatives, and consequences, 
conscientiousness, and commitment. But refl ective responsibility also requires 
something else. Refl ective responsibility is a response to the call and claim of 
God in our lives, and only when we place our actions within this framework 
are we fully responsible. This is a tall order. It is no wonder that Bonhoeffer 
cautions us that we can never lay claim to our own righteousness but must 
depend on the grace of God and be willing to accept guilt.42

Here, we are helped by understanding that responsibility is built into 
our very being as humans. We are the “responsible” animal. We do not sim-
ply “respond,” as do other animals to their environments, their enemies, their 
lusts. We are given what Mudge calls the “gift” of responsibility: we can as-
sess and plan and be accountable; we can take responsibility for our respons-
es; we can think through what is demanded by the situation; we can place 
that situation into broader and broader frameworks; we can analyze our own 
feelings and reactions so that they do not have the same hold over us that they 
would otherwise have. In all of these ways, we can be refl ectively responsible.
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3. Congregants, clients, students, staff members, and others are vulnerable but 
not powerless. There are many variables that contribute to their vulnerabili-
ties not the least of which is social location. But personal crisis trumps all 
other variables. Vulnerability means having fewer resources at a particular 
moment in time which makes one susceptible to harm.1

4. Ministers are at risk to cross boundaries because of the intimacy of ministry 
but are rarely vulnerable unless in a particular situation that inverts the bal-
ance of power based on, for example, size, gender, status, or age. If a clergy-
woman goes to visit a male congregant who is bigger and stronger than she. 
If he chose to, he could sexually assault her. In this case, her role as clergy 
means little.

5. Boundaries in ministry are important in many areas including but not lim-
ited to sex, fi nances, use of drugs and alcohol, use of the internet, and avoid-
ance of plagiarism.

How do we teach and support our supervisees in these important di-
mensions of ministry? Several aspects of learning are at work in ministerial 
supervision, and all are instructive to the supervisee. Supervisory training in-
cludes direct teaching for which the supervisor is responsible. How do we 
increase supervisees’ awareness of power, vulnerability, and boundaries in 
ministry? How do we help them integrate awareness and discipline into their 
ministerial self-image so that the practice of healthy boundaries becomes sec-
ond nature? These are some of the challenges of supervision and formation 
in ministry. There is also the supervision process that often instructs through 
modeling. The supervisor’s awareness of and maintenance of healthy bound-
aries with the supervisee becomes a primary source of instruction. This ele-
ment of teaching boundaries is critical and often overlooked.

One of the primary responsibilities in supervising a student is to insure 
the student’s safety in the assigned ministry setting. For example, if we are a 
senior minister or rabbi supervising a seminarian in our congregation and if 
the seminarian reports to us that the chair of the Board of Trustees, a longtime 
member and generous giver, has made sexual advances to the seminarian, we 
must intervene immediately. Or if we are the seminary faculty advisor and if the 
student reports that the clinical pastoral education (CPE) supervisor is sexually 
harassing her or him, we must intervene including reporting the CPE supervi-
sor to the program and to the Association for Clinical Pastoral Education, Inc.

Of course in order be able to intervene in these situations, we must make 
clear to the supervisee that, if they come to us with these concerns, we will 
take action. Establishing this norm (in the context of policy and procedures 
within the congregation or training program) is also an important learning 
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Healthy Boundaries, Healthy Ministry

Marie M. Fortune

Maintaining the integrity of the pastoral relationship and protecting those 
who are vulnerable are two essential dimensions in the practice of ministry. 
In order to fulfi ll these goals, one must have healthy boundaries sustained 
by self-awareness, self-discipline, and accountability.

Accountability is a recognition that we function within an institution 
with standards and expectations as to our behavior in a pastoral role of lead-
ership within a community that is vulnerable to and trusting of us. Ultimately 
we are accountable to our faith community and to God, but practically we are 
accountable to those who credential us to serve. The institution of the faith 
community, if it credentials individuals for leadership, has a responsibility to 
do all it can to insure that its leaders do no harm.

There are facts of life in ministry that should inform our work to super-
vise and train candidates for ministry:

1. Power is real in the role of minister whether we like it or not. It accrues by 
virtue of our training, knowledge, experience, and role as faith leader and 
interpreter.

2. Ministry is a public role and should be transparent. We minister with indi-
viduals in a faith community. Even though there are times when we are with 
a congregant privately and confi dentially, the fact that we are relating to this 
person in ministry should not be a secret, but rather be transparent.
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opportunity for the supervisee. But this is the only way that trust can be estab-
lished and nurtured between supervisor and supervisee.

Basic orientation of a supervisee should include presentation of poli-
cies and procedures regarding conduct and misconduct within the setting of 
the assigned ministry. This is both practical and educational. The supervisee 
needs to understand that he or she is expected to follow the policies of this 
setting and to understand that violation of the policies will result in conse-
quences and sharing of information with their seminary and denomination or 
movement.

For example, a student intern who was doing youth ministry in the con-
gregation was discovered to have served alcohol to the teenagers and showed 
them pornography. This was reported to the seminary advisor who talked 
with the student and noted that he had “boundary issues.” If I had been that 
advisor, I would have ended the internship and indicated to the student that I 
would not be able to provide a positive reference to his denomination for or-
dination. This misconduct is very serious and suggests much more than poor 
judgment. In fact, serving alcohol to minors is a misdemeanor in most states.

When a supervisee engages in minor inappropriate boundary crossing, 
this can be a teaching opportunity, and it is the responsibility of the supervi-
sor to use this opportunity. But when the boundary crossing is serious and 
potentially harmful and/or illegal, the supervisor should act to protect the 
congregants from the supervisee and prevent the supervisee from being cre-
dentialed. In other words, the supervisee needs to learn about accountability 
very early in ministry.

Using Policies as a Teaching Tool in Supervision

A supervisor is in a position to help a supervisee be aware of and understand 
policies that shape accountability within their setting of ministry in their 
denomination or movement. The purpose of policy language is to clearly 
lay out the behavior parameters expected of the person in ministry. In the 
early days, the only language suggesting a standard of conduct was vague 
and general. For example, in the United Church of Christ, the “policy” only 
prohibited “conduct unbecoming the ministry.” This is clearly inadequate 
direction given our capacity to interpret in a way that would serve our own 
purposes. In addition, there is no specifi c behavior indicated against which 
to measure the minister’s conduct. Then, as now, there would be no consen-
sus on “conduct unbecoming the ministry.”

There are three areas that call for accountability in pastoral relationships: 
conduct, intent, and impact. Impact is the bottom line ethical issue: What is 
the impact or potential harm to the congregant, student, client, staff member 
of the minister’s conduct? Therefore the conduct is the thing that can be mea-
sured against a standard. The intent is only secondary.

The Hippocratic Oath which was established for physicians in 500 BCE 
is the earliest known “policy” addressing professional misconduct: “Whatev-
er house I may visit, I will come for the benefi t of the sick, remaining free of all 
intentional injustice, of all mischief and in particular of sexual relations with 
both female and male persons, be they free or slaves.”2

• “Whatever house I may visit”—in the setting of providing care for another

• “I will come for the benefi t of the sick”—to maintain the integrity of the help-
ing relationship

• “Remaining free of all intentional injustice, of all mischief”—all conduct that 
would cause harm

• “In particular of sexual relations with both female and male persons, be they 
free or slaves”—specifi cally sexual activity with anyone in the household re-
gardless of status

The Oath addresses the setting, the goal of the relationship, the commit-
ment to not engage in exploitative conduct, and specifi cally to not cross sexual 
boundaries with anyone in this setting.

This mix of general and specifi c expectations falls within the context of a 
concern for the misuse of one’s power to exploit a vulnerable person. Power 
and vulnerability are the core issues of healthy boundaries. Impact usually 
includes the betrayal of trust in the relationship which is perhaps the most 
damaging result of boundary violations. Policies should be both general and 
specifi c with the intent to guide us in our conduct but also with the intent to 
provide a standard against which to judge our conduct.

Fiduciary Responsibility

The principle of a fi duciary from the profession of law can help us under-
stand and be accountable for our ministerial conduct. A fi duciary respon-
sibility arises when we are in a role of authority where we are called on to 
care for the needs of a vulnerable person. Originating from the Latin fi des, 
“faithfulness,” a fi duciary is a person who acts in the best interest of the 
other even when this does not serve one’s own self-interest.

For example, let us say that I am teaching a seminarian who expects 
to fi nish her degree this year and that I would like to invite her to be my re-

FORTUNEHEALTHY BOUNDARIES. HEALTHY MINISTRY



28 29

who was fi fty-fi ve years old. He had made it clear that their weekly super-
vision sessions were confi dential, by which he meant “what goes on in this 
room, stays in this room.” After several months, she began to be uncomfort-
able with the supervisor’s conversations. He began to ask her about her sex 
life with her husband, her sexual preferences, etc. After every supervision ses-
sion, he would remind her: “what goes on in this room, stays in this room.”

The student wanted to talk with her husband about this, as well as with 
her fi eld education faculty advisor at the seminary. But the supervising min-
ister led her to understand that confi dentiality meant that she could not share 
what was going on in supervision. So she tolerated the supervisor’s behavior 
even though she told him she was uncomfortable. When he began asking her 
for a hug at the end of sessions, she could no longer keep quiet. But initially 
she felt guilty for speaking to her faculty advisor and reporting the supervisor.

This is a perfect example of a supervising minister misusing the power 
and authority of his role with a student to take advantage of her vulnerabil-
ity and to silence her in order to protect himself from the consequences. In the 
process, he distorted the meaning of confi dentiality and equated it with se-
crecy to serve his own interests. Not only did he create an unsafe situation for 
her, he also distorted her learning about the meaning of confi dentiality.

The privilege of confi dentiality lies with the person who is vulnerable, 
the person who may seek a safe place to talk about personal issues. It is the 
responsibility of the supervisor to keep these confi dences unless the supervi-
sor becomes aware of information that might be harmful to the supervisee or 
someone else (for example, threats of violence). The supervisee owns the in-
formation and the conversation and should be free to discuss the experience 
of supervision with anyone outside that relationship, whether partner, faculty 
advisor, therapist, or friend. This is what is meant by transparency in ministry. 
As ministers, we should assume that our conversations in our supervisory or 
pastoral relationships will be shared with others and act accordingly. We will 
not share our conversations, but our students and congregants have every 
right to. We have no privilege here except to seek supervision ourselves for 
issues that may arise in our supervision of a student. Even here the student’s 
confi dentiality should be maintained. We may take a situation to a colleague 
or supervisor only in order to improve our care or supervision.

search assistant for next year. However, she asks me for a reference for her 
ordination process because she plans to go into hospital chaplaincy following 
graduation. I would prefer that she remain and be my research assistant, so I 
might be tempted to withhold a positive reference for her. But as a fi duciary, 
I am expected to respond to her best interest rather than my own. I of course 
provide her with the requested reference so that she can pursue her vocation. 
To understand oneself in ministry as having a fi duciary relationship with our 
congregants, clients, students, and others provides a valuable touchstone for 
avoiding confl icts of interests and unhealthy boundary crossings.

As people of faith, this important principle also rests within our under-
standing of the hospitality code that is cited numerous times in Hebrew and 
Christian texts. The hospitality code mandates that we care for the widow, the 
orphan, and the stranger or traveler. These are the groups of people specifi -
cally identifi ed because of their circumstance of vulnerability and lack of re-
sources. But the obligation to care for individuals in these groups is fi duciary 
in nature: even at the expense of oneself, care for the other is mandated.

The most signifi cant dimension of this teaching is that it is not presented 
as an act of altruism. “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you 
were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Exod. 22:22). It is based on a recognition 
that we all experience vulnerability in various situations. The obligation of 
those who have resources to care for those who are vulnerable establishes, in 
a larger sense, a relationship of mutual responsibility: When you are in need 
and I have resources, I will care for you; when I am in need and you have re-
sources, you will care for me. This literal one-on-one responsibility works in 
a peer relationship but not necessarily in a pastoral relationship. My partner 
and I assume this reciprocity of care because we are peers in a committed rela-
tionship. But in a pastoral relationship, I have the fi duciary duty to act in my 
congregant’s or student’s interest beyond my own.3

The reminder here is that we all experience vulnerability and that, when 
we do, we should turn to those who can appropriately respond to our person-
al needs. So if I am in personal crisis, I turn to my pastor or therapist, family, 
and friends for primary support and not to congregants, clients or students 
with whom I minister.

Confidentiality versus Secrecy

A thirty-fi ve-year-old woman seminarian was doing her fi eld placement at 
a local church and was being supervised and mentored by the senior pastor 
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seminary faculty and a fi eld education supervisor had concerns that they did 
not convey to the Synod where Thomas was ordained or to the subsequent 
calling congregation. He was allowed to practice ministry until he was arrest-
ed and prosecuted. Only then were his credentials withdrawn. The various 
entities within the ELCA failed to carry out the gate-keeping function neces-
sary to protect vulnerable people from potential abusers.

Subsequently, some of the ELCA leadership began to review their pro-
cedures and suggested that there needed to be better communication among 
the entities. Whoever is making a decision needs all the relevant information.4 
It remains to be seen whether seminaries and denominations are adequate-
ly sharing relevant information about students and candidates for ministry. 
Confi dentiality need not limit this process. Students/candidates should be 
asked permission to share information from the seminary experience with the 
credentialing bodies. If they are unwilling to do so, then their request for cre-
dentials is denied or tabled indefi nitely. This process provides for accountabil-
ity, and students should not be allowed to opt out of the process.

Ministry is about Crossing Boundaries

When we talk about respecting boundaries in pastoral relationships, some 
people jump to the conclusion that we are instituting a new rule: “Thou shall 
not cross boundaries.” These are the people who respond to a discussion of 
appropriate touch boundaries with, “Okay, I just won’t ever touch anyone 
again,” and stick their hands in their pockets.

This reactionary response is more concerned with political correct-
ness than with healthy boundaries. We cannot do ministry without crossing 
boundaries. The point of policies, training, and discussion of boundaries is to 
help us understand when it is appropriate and necessary to cross boundaries 
in ministry and when it is a violation of boundaries that can cause harm. This 
requires us to spend time and attention on our choices.

Ministry with an individual is a public, professional relationship entered 
into voluntarily by a congregant, client, student, and so forth. Those we serve 
assume a trust relationship with us where they can receive resources as need-
ed and where they are safe from harm. In this relationship, they tacitly allow 
us to cross boundaries in their interest. In fact they expect us to do so. For ex-
ample, if I am supervising a student and if I become aware of a fellowship op-
portunity that might be of interest to the student, I will initiate communica-
tion with the student to inform the student of this opportunity. I have crossed 

Gatekeeping

Another challenging aspect of accountability in supervision is the gatekeep-
ing function that rests with the institutions of learning and credentialing. 
When a candidate for ministry presents herself to the credentialing body 
(denomination or movement), who connects the dots between the candi-
date’s experience in training with the institution’s standards for vetting?

The supervision relationship generally takes place within a teaching set-
ting that should have some connection to a credentialing body of a denomina-
tion or movement. The supervisor is accountable to this teaching setting, for 
example CPE, for his conduct. But he should also be accountable to the cre-
dentialing body. If there are issues for the supervisee about poor boundaries, 
poor judgment, and/or misconduct, the supervisor is responsible to insure 
that this information goes to those who are responsible for determining fi tness 
for ministry and credentials. Then it is the responsibility of that credentialing 
body to use this information in their discernment process.

Unfortunately, this gate-keeping function is not clearly defi ned and 
owned by many who have the capacity to carry it out. For example, in Protes-
tant settings, most denominations assume that a master’s of divinity degree 
from an accredited seminary means that the graduate has been vetted in terms 
of fi tness for ministry. On the other hand, many seminaries do not see vetting 
as part of their job in granting degrees. They assume that denominations will 
do the vetting and determine fi tness for ministry before ordination. The local 
congregation assumes that someone has vetted any ordained person who is 
referred by their denomination or movement as a possible candidate for place-
ment or call. The sad fact is that too often no one is responsible for vetting. 
(This is less of an issue for Jews because the seminary is the ordaining body; 
there is more of a chance that issues that have arisen in a student’s supervi-
sion and training will be factors in any decision to grant a degree and ordain.)

Trinity Lutheran Seminary learned this lesson the hard way in 2004. The 
seminary was a defendant along with the Synod and national Evangelical Lu-
theran Church in America (ELCA) in a lawsuit brought by fourteen plaintiffs 
who disclosed that Gerald Patrick Thomas, a Lutheran pastor, had sexually 
abused them. In 2003, Thomas was convicted of possession of child pornogra-
phy and eleven counts of sexual abuse of minors and was sentenced to prison. 
The civil suit was brought against the seminary and the church because there 
was cause to be concerned about Thomas’ behavior when he was in seminary 
and during an internship. It is a complicated case, but the bottom line is that 
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giveness, peace, and so forth, but if we want them to give us attention, money, 
sex, etc., we are in trouble.

Finally, we must remember that ministry is a privilege, not a right. We 
are called into ministry by God, and we serve at the pleasure of our faith com-
munities. We are all accountable; the same rules apply for us all. Healthy 
boundaries give shape to our pastoral and teaching relationships and as such 
are a great gift. They enable us to bring our gifts and skills to bear on a hurting 
world in ways that can make for healing.

The writer of the letter to the Hebrews in Christian scripture describes our 
mandate for ministry this way: “Therefore lift your drooping hands and strength-
en your weak knees, and make straight paths for your feet, so that what is lame 
may not be put out of joint but rather be healed” (Heb. 12:12–13). In spite of our 
drooping hands and weak knees, we are called to bring healing and not harm.

NOTES

1. I do not use vulnerability here to refer to openness or trust but rather to a situation of 
having less power than the minister or helping professional.

2. Ludwig Edelstein, trans., “The Hippocratic Oath,” no.1 in Supplements to the Bulletin of 
the History of Medicine (Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press, 1943).

3. This does not mean that my congregants do not respond to my personal crisis, such as 
illness or death in the family. But they do not do so as my family and friends do.

4. David L. Miller, “Texas Verdict Spurs Policy Review,” The Lutheran (October 2004): 48, 58.

a boundary with that phone call or e-mail. Likewise in a congregation, if I get 
word that a member has been hospitalized, I will most likely go to visit that 
person before they even notify me. But generally this is an appropriate bound-
ary crossing in service to strengthening the pastoral relationship.

This is one of the differences between a pastoral relationship and a ther-
apy relationship. A minister has the prerogative to initiate contact with a con-
gregant for the congregant’s well-being. A therapist, like a doctor, must wait until 
a client seeks out their help. This is a boundary crossing, and it can be essential 
to good ministry. But it is our responsibility to understand the difference be-
tween boundary crossing that serves the congregant, and boundary crossing 
that violates trust and seeks to exploit the congregant.

When as a minister, we encounter an individual in a vulnerable situa-
tion, we have two options for response: (a) How can I support and empower 
you and lessen your vulnerability? or (b) How can I take advantage of your 
situation to meet my needs? For a predatory person, the choice of options here 
is simple. But for the non-predator who is simply confused and sometimes 
overwhelmed, the choice is less clear. In fact for many of us, we may not even 
realize we are faced with this choice of how we respond to a vulnerable per-
son. An appreciation for this choice is essential to an integration of boundary 
awareness and healthy ministry. The challenge that we all face daily in minis-
try is how to assume that we begin with the question: How can I support and 
empower you and lessen your vulnerability?

In Conclusion

Structures of accountability within our various settings of ministry or su-
pervision are vital to the maintenance of healthy boundaries. Policies and 
procedures provide us with a valuable framework for understanding our 
ethical responsibilities and refl ecting on our behavioral choices. Colleagues 
who share our commitment to healthy boundaries can help us think through 
our confusion about a particular situation. The disciplines of self-care are an 
obligation of ministry. If we are not taking care of ourselves physically, emo-
tionally, and spiritually, we jeopardize our capacity to use good judgment 
regarding healthy boundaries.

A colleague of mine suggests this touchstone: He says that we should 
never want something from a congregant, client, student, etc. We can want 
something for them but not from them. We can want them to fi nd healing, for-

FORTUNEHEALTHY BOUNDARIES. HEALTHY MINISTRY

VISIT OUR WEB SITE
at

www.reflectivepractice.org

On the Reflective Practice Web site, you’ll find:
• previously published essays on the theme of this issue
• classic texts in pastoral supervision no longer in print
• information about writing for Refl ective Practice
• an opportunity to create an ongoing forum
• the invitation to make comments about this journal
• and more…



Refl ective Practice: Formation and Supervision in Ministry

35

of their friends.1 Henry Gondorff and Johnny Hooker team up to pull off 
an elaborate scheme—a “sting”—on Doyle Lonnegan. Gondorff has been in 
the con business a long time; Hooker is a rookie who wants to advance in 
it. You might say that Gondorff is the supervisor, and Hooker is his protégé. 
The scheme they concoct requires that Hooker pose as someone he is not. He 
must win Lonnegan’s confi dence so that the mobster will follow Hooker’s 
advice and wager a signifi cant sum of money on a horse race, money that 
the pair will eventually take. Gondorff and Hooker set up a fake gambling 
parlor. Hooker pretends to Lonnegan that he has an accomplice who can 
delay the race announcements just long enough to know which horse won 
before a bet is placed. Thus Lonnegan will be able to bet on a sure winner, all 
the while unaware that the entire operation is a charade.

How does Lonnegan, an otherwise ruthless and untrusting man, come 
to believe what Hooker is telling him and agree to follow his lead? Hooker 
poses as one of Gondorff’s protégés who holds a grudge and wants to get 
back at Gondorff by taking a lot of money off of him. He spins a story about 
past mistreatment. Lonnegan is inclined to trust Hooker’s story because he 
himself holds a grudge against Gondorff for besting him at a high stakes card 
game. He therefore trusts Hooker in the way that people do who share mutual 
enemies. It is not so much trust in Hooker that motivates Lonnegan as it is his 
intense and insatiable desire for revenge.

Lonnegan does insist, however, upon testing out the “con” Hooker 
wants him to help pull on Gondorff. He agrees to place an initial bet for a 
small amount of money just to see that the system works. He bets on the horse 
Hooker tells him to bet on, and it wins, and Lonnegan is satisfi ed. Just to be 
thoroughly assured that Hooker can be held accountable, however, Lonnegan 
demands to meet Hooker’s accomplice. Hooker arranges for Lonnegan to 
meet the man who supposedly has insider knowledge of the races. This meet-
ing, too, of course, is a charade, but Lonnegan believes what he sees and con-
cludes that he has satisfactorily checked out the whole operation. He agrees 
to place half a million dollars on the next horse race in order to take Gondorff 
for everything he’s got. Hooker and Gondorff have successfully conned their 
mark. Shortly after handing over the money for his bet, the gambling parlor is 
raided by friends of Gondorff and Hooker pretending to be police, and Lon-
negan is hustled out of the place without being able to collect his money back.

Doyle Lonnegan is a character who places trust where he should not. His 
fl aw is not simply that he is too trusting and, therefore, gets himself duped. 
Anyone can be lured into misplaced trust by being deceived. His fl aw, rather, 

Trustworthy or Accountable:
Which is Better?

Barbara J. Blodgett

What is the relationship between trust and accountability? The answer is not 
as straightforward as might commonly be assumed. In the supervisory rela-
tionship, it is not enough that supervisors and supervisees prove themselves 
trustworthy by demonstrating their accountability to each other. Trust is 
both more complicated and more interesting than that. Trust between two 
people is essentially a relationship. It grows and deepens through the will-
ingness of both to take risks and make themselves vulnerable to each other. 
Trust involves risk because both open themselves to outcomes that neither 
can predict with certainty. Accountability, by contrast, is the obligation to 
provide a reckoning of one’s actions to another. It contributes to trust but 
does not tell the whole story.

Learning Trust and Accountability from Con Artists

Let me begin by drawing upon a narrative that may be familiar to many 
readers but may never have been associated with supervision, trust, or ac-
countability. In the 1973 fi lm The Sting, two con artists wish to play a con-
fi dence game on a notorious crime boss who recently ordered a hit on one 
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man. Hooker, however, lies to him. Word has spread that someone passed 
counterfeit bills off to the police to get out of a scrape; that was Hooker. Gon-
dorff wants to be sure that he hasn’t teamed up with a bad risk, so he asks 
Hooker about the counterfeiting. Hooker denies it. A bit later, Hooker discov-
ers that someone, presumably from Lonnegan’s mob, is tailing him. Again 
he fails to share this information with Gondorff, even when pressed. In other 
words, despite having been accepted and entrusted by the very mentor he 
wanted to study under, Hooker consistently proves himself to be an untrust-
worthy student. He is one of those students who is smart, highly capable, and 
a good learner, but also cocky, irresponsible, and evasive. He doesn’t yet know 
what it really means to work as a team in the con business. Does Gondorff re-
alize this? Does he suspect that Hooker may be holding out on him? Or has 
he naively agreed to mentor someone he should never have entrusted with so 
much responsibility?

The Riskiness of Cautious Trusting

It turns out that Gondorff has hedged his bets about Hooker all along. A wise 
mentor, he trusts but is not overly trusting. He puts a safety net in place. Un-
beknownst to Hooker, he assigns a colleague to follow him and make sure 
the young man remains unscathed. He admonishes Hooker when the truth 
about the counterfeiting and the tail on him come out. “What else haven’t 
you been telling me? … You just won’t learn, will you? I’m teaching you 
things maybe fi ve people know.” He even issues a direct lesson to his stu-
dent about trust relationships: “You can’t play your friends like marks.” As a 
supervisor, Gondorff grants a great deal of responsibility to Hooker—nearly 
enough for Hooker to ruin the whole plan if he were rash enough to do so. 
Yet all the while, Gondorff works to ensure Hooker’s safety and the safety of 
the whole operation. Gondorff effectively creates the conditions necessary 
for Hooker to grow into trustworthiness. One glance between them toward 
the end of the fi lm tells it all: when Hooker shows up with Lonnegan at 
the betting place unscathed, having realized that his mentor protected him, 
there is obvious relief on Gondorff’s face and gratitude on Hooker’s.

The Sting, a fi lm whose very theme is confi dence, teaches us a lot about 
trust. The relationship between Gondorff and Hooker shows us what real 
trust is like: We do not always have the luxury of choosing to trust only those 
people who have in some prior way already proven themselves to us. We are 
not always given partners who can demonstrate with clarity the qualities of 
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lies in the fact that he entrusts himself to a scheme whose players he does not 
take the time to get to know. In the fi lm, he never really establishes a relation-
ship with Hooker. Instead, he focuses on the system Hooker presents and its 
operations. Satisfi ed that everything seems to work as it is supposed to, he 
invests in the betting scheme. Lonnegan places his trust in procedures rather 
than people.

Trusting Credentials is Not Enough

In contrast, the fi lm offers a very different portrayal of Gondorff’s and 
Hooker’s evolving trust relationship. Gondorff has not met Hooker before 
they join forces to pull off the con on Lonnegan. He takes his time getting 
to know the rookie. Hooker had been mentored by Luther, the grifter who 
was killed. This relationship is his initial “in” with Gondorff. When Hooker 
shows up at Gondorff’s doorstep eager to meet and team up with the leg-
endary con artist about whom he has heard so much, he doesn’t make it past 
Gondorff’s partner until he offers up Luther’s name. “Are you Hooker?” she 
asks, “Why didn’t you say so?” Credentials are often important to the es-
tablishment of trust because people want to know that the other is familiar, 
known by someone they also know.

But credentials are not enough. Hooker may know the right people and 
come bearing a positive reputation, but these are just his ticket in the door. 
Unlike Lonnegan, Gondorff is more careful about who he agrees to team up 
with. Throughout their initial meeting (throughout which, incidentally, Gon-
dorff is shaking off a hangover from the night before), the older man bides his 
time and clearly sizes the youngster up. He teases the overeager Hooker, who 
wants to get started right away before the pair even fi gures out whether they 
are well suited to work together. He quizzes Hooker, asking him how much 
he knows about Lonnegan. Hooker has to give a little recital of Lonnegan’s re-
cord in the mob before Gondorff is satisfi ed that he knows enough about the 
man they are up against to be a credible partner. He also assesses Hooker’s 
seriousness and commitment to the task that lies ahead. He tries to fi gure out 
whether the younger man’s goals are realistic or whether he will blow the job 
by pressing for more gain and glory than they can reasonably expect. “Don’t 
be coming back afterward saying it isn’t enough because it’s all we’re gonna 
get.”

Gondorff eventually approves Hooker and agrees to teach him how to 
pull off the big con. Immediately after, he becomes Gondorff’s right-hand 
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assurance that the risk will prove worthwhile. At fi rst tentative with each 
other, engaging in a sort of dance, they learn to “read” each other. That is, 
they learn where the other’s strengths and weaknesses lie and how much 
they can expect of the other. They are vulnerable—in this case, the mentor 
even more than the protégé—and this helps their mutual trust to grow. They 
learn that it is all right to risk honesty and that it is also acceptable to hedge 
a bit against the other’s potential dishonesty, just in case. They show us what 
the lived experience of trust is like: trusting another person is a complex mix 
of caution, calculation, and stepping out in faith. There are some things you 
want to know about the other person right from the start. Can anyone else 
I know vouch for him? Does she have a record of coming through for oth-
ers? Does he genuinely appreciate what is at stake in my trusting him and 
in him trusting me? But there are other things you can never know. You do 
not know whether greed might get the better of the other person. You can-
not prevent the other person from listening to the counsel of third parties 
and even disregarding you at times. You cannot be sure she will not make 
a decision you dislike. But you have to entrust yourself anyway. You wager 
that, even if he surprises you, he will do so because he has your best interest 
at heart. This is what it means to trust someone after all and not merely to 
count on them to come through precisely the way you stipulated.

Is this not how many trust relationships, including supervisory relation-
ships, develop? When we trust, we yield a part of ourselves to another person. 
We give the person something we care about for her safekeeping. We hope it 
will remain safe in her hands, but we also assume she will take care of it the 
best way she knows how. Simply put, trust involves allowing for discretion. 
We allow the people we trust to make decisions about the well-being of the 
things with which we entrust them. We trust them to exercise good judgment 
in these decisions. The reality of genuine trust is that usually the end is open; 
part of what we are putting our faith in is the other’s ability to act in ways we 
cannot fully predict. Sometimes that might mean acting in ways we did not 
expect and could not stipulate ahead of time. The most trustworthy people 
may even surprise.

The most trusting supervisors do not merely look to see that their stu-
dents did what they said they would do. Supervisors who place the most 
trust in their students are ones who are open to outcomes they may not have 
expected. They may even hope that their students will break with procedure 
and come up with something even better than expected. This openness, so in-
eradicable in real trust, is the reason I argue that trust and accountability are 

honesty, fi delity, and responsibility that make up the trustworthiness we hope 
they possess. We are not always provided a detailed accounting of their his-
tory. More realistically, we have to accept people as they are, with all their mix 
of virtues and vices and a track record that may be checkered. We have to take 
a risk with them, extending perhaps more responsibility than they are ready 
for, but judging that risk to be acceptable. Trusting someone is like going out 
on a limb. You cannot know with absolute certainty how things will turn out, 
but you wager some of your security in exchange for the payoff that a closer 
relationship will bring.

For his part, Johnny Hooker has to learn to trust Henry Gondorff as 
well. Gondorff does not appear at fi rst glance, or even second glance, to be 
someone who makes a trustworthy mentor. Not only is he passed out on the 
fl oor next to his bed when Hooker fi rst encounters him, but it comes out that 
the reason he has been out of the business for so long is that he blew it on a 
big job. “Don’t kid yourself, friend, I still know how,” he maintains, but his 
current position managing a shabby amusement park hardly conveys confi -
dence. Only through little hints and exchanges does Hooker slowly learn that, 
despite all appearances, Gondorff is still a capable operator who can teach 
him things. And the lessons are not what he expects at fi rst. Hooker is caught 
off guard when Gondorff guesses that one of Lonnegan’s men may be tailing 
him. “I didn’t see anyone,” Hooker protests, to which Gondorff replies, “You 
never do, kid.” At one point in their conversation, Hooker realizes that Gon-
dorff feels apprehensive toward the job they are about to undertake. “You’re 
afraid of [Lonnegan], aren’t you?” Hooker says with dismay. But Gondorff 
simply concurs, “Right down to my socks, buddy,” as if to say that self-as-
surance does not eliminate all fear, and that a little fear in a professional may 
even be a salutary thing. As Hooker continues to try to minimize the threat 
Lonnegan poses, saying with bluster that “He’s not as tough as he thinks,” 
Gondorff calmly replies, “Neither are we.” Gondorff is teaching Hooker hu-
mility. He is also teaching his student that appearances can be deceiving and 
that it is possible to place trust in someone who is imperfect and has failed in 
the past. Those who at fi rst seem the most unlikely of mentors because of their 
fl aws and vulnerability may turn out to be the very ones who are safe to trust.

Mutual Vulnerability and Trust

Gondorff and Hooker become mentor and protégé because they are willing 
to risk being in relationship with each other even before they have complete 
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tions for failure…and by redress for those who are let down…Systems of 
accountability are seen as ensuring that institutional and professional ac-
tion meets acceptable standards.2

In contrast to today’s stricter, stronger, formal systems of accountability, in-
terpersonal trust may seem hopelessly quaint. Even worse, talk about trust 
may sound to some like advocacy for the paternalism of the past. In an ear-
lier era, when we could not keep tabs on everything professionals were up 
to, we simply trusted in the persons themselves. We assumed that “father 
knew best” and would operate with our best interests in mind. This way 
of deciding whom to trust appeared to work, at least for a while, and fore-
stalled the crisis of trust.

Accountability as a “Second Order Obligation”
There are two problems with equating trust with paternalism and trustwor-
thiness with accountability. First, trust does not have to be bestowed blindly. 
There are smarter and dumber forms of trust, and it is important to learn to 
distinguish between them. I and others are not advocating a return to the 
unintelligent or blind placing of trust in practitioners qua practitioners. A 
full discussion of smart trust is beyond the scope of this article, but there are 
ways to learn to practice it.3 Second, it is false to assume that accountability 
is preferable to trust just because it reveals more and seems to provide more 
evidence of assurance. Accountability is really only trust one step removed. 
Let me explain.

Accountability means that I am entrusted with a responsibility for which 
I have to give an account. Anybody who is held accountable for their practice 
has, in effect, a dual obligation. Their fi rst obligation is a direct one; they must 
answer directly to the people they serve or to their jobs. A nurse, for example, 
is obliged to care for his patients in a competent manner; a student is obliged 
to study her course material. At the same time, however, they have an obliga-
tion to provide an accounting of how they have met their responsibilities. The 
nurse does not just provide care but must also account for his competent car-
ing. He answers to someone else, by fi lling out a chart or making a report to a 
supervisor. The student must not only learn the material but also demonstrate 
what she has learned. She takes tests and submits work for evaluation. She is 
thereby answerable both to herself and to her teacher. Almost everyone em-
ployed or taught or supervised has this dual set of obligations. 

Another way of saying this is that accountability is always a “second or-
der obligation.”4 The fi rst order obligation is to do the job; the second order 
obligation is to show that the job was done. Manson and O’Neill outline this 

not the same thing. When we trust others, we do not do so only because their 
performance conforms to what was promised. “Trustworthy” has become 
so synonymous with “faithful” that we forget that it does not merely mean 
having a record of discharging responsibilities consistently. In other words, a 
trustworthy person is not just someone who can produce a faithful accounting 
that passes inspection.

With respect to students under our supervision, we are not simply hop-
ing that they will produce a faithful reckoning of their responsibilities—al-
though this is understandably desirable, especially at the beginning of a su-
pervisory relationship. The behaviors that produce a good accounting are 
important. We certainly do not wish for the opposite, that is, for a student 
who is inconsistent, quirky, and unreliable. But we also wish to be able to give 
our most trusted students discretion with respect to their duties. We want to 
be able to hand them something and see where they go with it. For in those 
cases, we are entrusting ourselves to them, not to the practices and procedures 
laid out before them.

Trustworthiness and Accountability

Trust—or, more precisely, a lack of trust—is a topic of widespread conversa-
tion these days among those who worry about institutions and their leaders. 
Many bemoan its seeming decline among today’s practitioners. A common 
response to the apparent crisis in trust is to put increased effort into trying 
to make practitioners, and those who would become the next generation of 
practitioners, more trustworthy. Regulatory schemes, assessment plans, and 
third-party audits proliferate. Greater trustworthiness is widely assumed to 
be secured through greater accountability. If we could only keep better tabs 
on what people are doing in their work, the thinking goes, then we would 
be assured in placing our trust in them. So accountants are subject to more 
audits, health care providers to more documentation, ministers to more safe 
church rules, and teachers and students to more assessments, to name just 
a few examples of the proliferating new forms of accountability. As British 
philosophers Neil Manson and Onora O’Neill write:

in place of trust [skeptics] look for stronger forms of accountability. In 
effect they concentrate on improving trustworthiness, and suggest that 
we can forget about trust. The currently favoured methods for improving 
trustworthiness advocate stricter and stronger systems of accountability 
that clarify powers, obligations and rights, imposed by formal contracts 
and codes, backed by monitoring and inspection of performance, by sanc-
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have probably all felt at one time or other the pressure to make sure our prac-
tice looks good and places well within its respective scoring system. Under 
this sort of pressure, we can start making our practice conform to whatever 
the scoring standards are. Practice can actually ironically begin to suffer as 
practitioners strive to make it ever more presentable to those holding them 
accountable.

Deciding Whom to Trust

Let us turn our perspective, however, to those who have to decide whether 
to trust us. Will they be able to make this decision simply by asking for a 
better accounting of our practice? Is accountability the same as trust? Does it 
replace the need for trust? If the structure I have outlined for accountability 
is accurate, our answer must be: accountability cannot necessarily replace 
trust. If accountability is always second order, then so too is the trust that ac-
countability generates. If someone trusts me on the basis of the accounting I 
have been able to provide, then properly speaking, they do not trust me, but 
rather the party holding me to account. In the terms used above, if what B 
wants is not just X service but also assurance that A has done X well, then B 
is not only trusting A but also trusting that C will hold A responsible. Some-
times B wants the assurance as much as the service. B trusts the account of 
A’s practice, not really the practice itself. In fact, properly speaking, B trusts 
the method or procedure C uses to evaluate the account of A’s work.

Let us take an example from the world of fi nancial services. If I know 
little about investments but have just sold my house and have a sum of money 
to invest in a retirement account, I must choose a person or organization that 
knows something about long-term investing to entrust my money to. I can 
study the track record and past performance of the organization by reading 
their materials and talking to others who have invested with them. But in or-
der to trust that the record is accurate and the materials authentic, chances are 
I rely heavily on the fact that the organization gets audited on a regular basis 
by independent auditors. My assurance, in other words, really comes from 
another party whom I trust as a source of second-order information. 

Or take the ministry. Members of a search committee hoping to select 
someone good to be the church’s next minister probably interview their can-
didates directly. But they also trust in the ecclesiastical body charged with 
endorsing ministers, including their candidates. If a candidate were to have a 
history of misconduct, the search committee would hope that such informa-

multi-step structure of accountability (expressed in the sort of language with 
which philosophers are fond): “X ought to be done by A; B has a right to X be-
ing done by A; A has a further obligation to render an account of success or 
failure in doing X to C.”5 So, for example, “Pastoral care ought to be provided 
by Chaplain A; Patient B has a right to pastoral care being provided by Chap-
lain A; Chaplain A has a further obligation to render an account of her success 
or failure in providing pastoral care to Supervisor C.” Both obligations are 
important. Primary obligations can never, of course, be neglected, as they are 
primary. But secondary obligations are also important, and increasingly so in 
this era of heightened emphasis on accountability.

Dual Obligations
In a typical structure of accountability, the obligation to account for one’s 
work is often rendered to a third party rather than back to the person in the 
primary relationship. Although the nurse and his patient probably have a 
pretty good idea about what competent caring is, they do not get to defi ne 
it all by themselves. The nurse is accountable to a nursing supervisor who 
has set standards for the patient’s competent care. As for the student, she 
may well have established her own internalized criteria for what constitutes 
good learning, but she also must demonstrate what she has learned to the 
person who designed the syllabus and set its goals. In chaplaincy training 
programs, chaplains in training make verbatim reports to their groups and 
their supervisors, who assess the nature and quality of their patient interac-
tions. In other words, a third party has usually set standards to which we are 
held accountable. This third party (“C” in Hanson and O’Neill’s terms) is, in 
turn, responsible for holding us accountable. And, I should say, in the case 
of misconduct, third parties also apply sanctions and a means of redress for 
those who are harmed.

Tensions can arise when those entrusted to do good work have to bal-
ance these dual obligations. Under pressure to provide an accounting of their 
work, for example, they may neglect their primary obligation in favor of tak-
ing the time to fulfi ll their secondary obligation. Like teachers who learn to 
“teach to the test” in order to produce high test scores and thereby show their 
superiors they are effective teachers, the focus on rendering an accounting 
of practice can overtake practice itself. Good work can become neglected in 
the effort to demonstrate good work. The stronger and stricter our systems 
of accountability become, the greater becomes the danger that we feel more 
obligated to the parties holding us accountable than to those we serve. We 
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scheme in the fi lm is an extreme example of a practice made to look good 
when it was not good at all. The “practitioner” totally fabricated the results 
of his practice, but he answered to what was asked of him. The problem 
was that Lonnegan asked the wrong things of him. Therefore, Lonnegan’s 
approach is an extreme example of holding someone accountable without 
trusting them. In other words, he attempted to substitute accountability for 
trust.

In the end, there is no substitute for trust. Accountability is important be-
cause it gives us much-needed evidence of other people’s reliability, which is 
especially valuable in situations where we cannot establish primary relation-
ships with them. But fi rst-order interpersonal trust will always be important 
too. As the fi lm’s central relationship between Gondorff and Hooker shows, 
trust is not necessarily easy, but it proves sturdier in the end and even more 
fruitful. Hopefully we have not yet considered it obsolete in our own practices 
of ministerial formation and supervision.

NOTES

1. The Sting. 1973. Directed by George Roy Hill. Zanuck/Brown Productions and Univ-
er-sal Pictures. The point of using this fi lm is not to recommend the con business, but 
to refl ect on the trust relationships it depicts.

2. Neil C. Manson and Onora O’Neill, Rethinking Informed Consent (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 162–3. See chapter 7, “Trust, Accountability, and 
Transparency.”

3. See my chapter on “The Practice of Trust” in Lives Entrusted: An Ethic of Trust for Min-
istry (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2008).

4. Manson and O’Niell, Rethinking Informed Consent, 182.

5. Ibid., 182.

6. Ibid., 163.

7. Ibid., 163.

tion would have been discovered, fi led somewhere, and passed on as neces-
sary. They hope not to have to place confi dence in the candidate alone but also 
in the processes by which candidates are vetted. As Manson and O’Neill put 
it: “Those who rely on systems of accountability in effect place their trust in 
second-order systems for controlling and securing the reliable performance of 
primary tasks, and in those who devise and revise such systems of account-
ability.”6 But this is not really replacing trust. It is simply placing trust at the 
next level. “Pushing trust one stage, or several stages, back does not eliminate 
the need to place or refuse trust, and to do so intelligently.”7

Therefore accountability is one part of trust but not a substitute for it. 
Systems put into place for accountability in various practices and professions 
give us a lot of information, but we can never eliminate the need for interper-
sonal trust when we rely on them. In the case of my investment, I simply be-
stow trust in the auditors in addition to the investors themselves. In the case 
of the search committee members, they not only have to trust their candidate 
but also the diocese or presbytery or other ecclesial body and in that body’s 
vigilance in tracking cases of misconduct and sharing information appropri-
ately. (The committee may also legitimately hope that misconduct has been 
adequately prevented through effective systems of ministerial formation and 
training.) Good systems for accountability do provide a lot of evidence upon 
which we can base decisions about whom to trust, but it is still the case that 
other human beings produce that evidence and design the ways by which it 
gets collected. In short, there will always remain multiple people we have to 
trust.

Trusting People more than Procedures

Doyle Lonnegan did not just trust the wrong people; he failed to trust peo-
ple. Instead, he trusted the procedure that had been set in place to provide 
an accounting of the horse race betting operation. In effect, he “audited” the 
operation by looking at a sample of it. He placed a test bet and got a satis-
factory result, one that squared with what he had expected. The practice in 
question appeared to do what it said it would, and therefore he concluded 
that Hooker was someone who could be held accountable. This gave Lon-
negan the confi dence to trust Hooker and thereby go on to bet an even big-
ger sum. The problem was that there was no true relationship between the 
reliability of the practice and the trustworthiness of the practitioner. Hook-
er was fully accountable but not at all trustworthy! The fake horse racing 
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and that the Internet provides new tools with which to facilitate this mutual, 
inter-subjective monitoring.

The far sighted individuals whose ingenuity developed dozens of in-
novative helping disciplines during the twentieth century eventually saw the 
need for written standards to organize the new professions that had evolved. 
Fashioning standards for social work, addiction treatment, grief counsel-
ing, hospice caregivers and dozens of other professions provided a structure 
within which quality of practice could be assessed. It is through creating and 
progressively revising written standards that these movements transformed 
themselves into effective organizations that honor both the need for consis-
tency and the ongoing development of standards required to promote prac-
titioner functionality. Professional organizations of ministers are not exempt 
from the need for both standards and virtues.

The term standard arose from naming the poled fl ag that ancient armies 
used to rally troops and claim conquered territory. Earlier, the word stand, 
from the Latin verb stare, had been coined to mean “to have both feet solidly 
beneath you, be fi rm,” in other words, to have found and be occupying the 
place you most highly value and will defend at great cost. Standards delineate 
what is essential for members of an organization to manifest its ethos, main-
tain its core values, solidify its unique identity and accomplish its essential 
work. It is risky to employ members of an organization that does not have 
written standards.

The Purposes of Standards

Standards fulfi ll several purposes. Even as they provide a yardstick with 
which to evaluate the functioning of practitioners and programs in certifi -
cation and accreditation processes, the standards also promote accomplish-
ment and excellence in pursuing the mission of the association. In so do-
ing, they instruct young practitioners, guide maturing practices, help shield 
consumers from inadequate programs, and can even inspire those members 
who may need a shot of idealism during diffi cult times.

Written standards alone are no more useful than idle tools and unread 
books. Even if the elected leaders who devise, revise, and approve standards 
are thoughtful and diligent, the standards remain useless if the second essen-
tial element in fostering and monitoring quality is missing. Physicians treat 
but only patients can heal; therapists counsel but only addicts can recover; 
and teachers instruct but only students can learn; similarly, organizational 

Tandem Roles of Written Standards
and Personal Virtue in

Appraising Professional Practice

Gordon J. Hilsman

Maintaining acceptable practice in a professional organization depends 
heavily on two intertwining entities: written standards and personal vir-
tue. The two in tandem, one maintained externally and collaboratively and 
the other guiding internally, either uphold professional accountability or al-
low practice to slide below acceptable association levels. It is likely true that 
those practitioners who fall below a level of adequate practice due to im-
pairment or impulsive judgment have failed either to comprehend or attend 
to specifi c written standards, on the one hand, or to develop suffi cient ma-
turity of virtue to relate to established standards with integrity, on the other.

This article contends that paying attention to one another’s virtues is a 
professional responsibility of clinical practitioners, especially as those classi-
cal characteristics of personal behavior affect attitudes toward the standards 
of the practitioner’s primary professional organization. It suggests that ap-
praisal of competencies at mileposts of certifi cation needs to be augmented 
by assessment of specifi c classical virtues at other key points during a career 
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concepts of traditional virtues and employed them in the aspects of their work 
that deal with the professional obligations of practitioners.2

Here are some of the Christian virtues that are most relevant in oversee-
ing professional practice of certifi ed clinical supervisors. They are drawn from 
my experience of collaborating with, supervising, appraising, and certifying 
ministry leaders over the past thirty-fi ve years.

Humility
Accurate self-appraisal or humility includes embracing your own essential 
goodness and, at the same time, constantly recognizing your own limita-
tions. Self-absorbed pride, arrogance, and grandiosity stand on one side of 
humility while passivity, hiding, and meek acquiescence is on the other side. 
New Testament depictions of Jesus castigating religious and political lead-
ers who were devoid of humility stand as historical teachings on having 
humility as the basis of any mature life. The other major world religions also 
teach the value of humility as a key spiritual characteristic.3 The focus on 
self-awareness, common in the pastoral care and counseling movement, is 
a prelude to humility.4 Remaining carefully attentive to ourselves generally 
manifests a level of humility in attitude and decisions.

Exaggerated or underestimated assessments of self skew one’s regard 
for professional standards. The grandiose are more likely to ignore a relevant 
standard, while the habitually acquiescent individual follows them in unre-
fl ective compliance. It is irresponsible to dishonor a particular standard that 
challenges one’s convenience. It is equally irresponsible to remain silent when 
substantive emerging issues are challenging the organization with a need to 
revise standards. Knowing better than anyone else is no worse than thought-
less indifference toward issues regarding standards when they arise.

Both clinical pastoral education (CPE) and the certifi cation processes re-
quired in becoming a pastoral clinician have traditionally included challenges 
to the docile self-management characteristics expected by traditional Chris-
tian organizations of their leaders. Supervisors and chaplains have had to fi nd 
their personal power in order to stand with interdisciplinary professionals 
and lead groups of clinical learners in settings characterized by widespread 
human pain. Some may have become drunk on the powerful feelings related 
to the assertiveness and self-possession required to negotiate certifi cation pro-
cesses, turning them into bravado and grandiosity. Standards shrink in the 
minds of the arrogant and can then be highly rationalized and even ignored. 

leaders provide standards but only practitioners can decide to honor them in 
maintaining their own adequate practices and contribute to the ever-changing 
content of standards.

Indeed, standards that refl ect excellent practice in writing can easily be 
mouthed rather than lived. Organizations that adopt standards from the pub-
lications of other organizations, rather than working through a rigorous pro-
cess of collaborative discerning and negotiating to clearly defi ne what stan-
dards they actually are willing, able, and ready to follow, can hardly claim to 
have standards at all.

Organizational leadership carries the responsibility to capture the or-
ganization’s core identity. But that responsibility falls to all members when 
the changing paradigms of its development require the renewal of written 
statements. Aging, infl exible standards eventually feel Procrustean to lively, 
creative practitioners. How can clinicians use their direct observation and re-
sponsibility for collaborative peer evaluation to assess the adequacy of one 
another’s participation in the dynamic tension of the standards maintenance 
process?

Virtue and Standards

While the terminology of virtue may be seen archaic for use in evaluation of 
professional practice, it continues to fi t professional associations of clergy 
schooled in the language of traditional religion. Organizations historical-
ly developed by Christian leaders can appropriately look to the Scripture-
based virtues for guidance in the personal characteristics necessary for re-
sponsible practice. Herbert Anderson has used the notion of the “habitus” 
of a particular minister to point to the established way that minister consis-
tently acts, almost without refl ection, because specifi c functions have be-
come second nature to that person. He contends that the habitus or character 
of ministers is rapidly increasing in importance: “Because the church and its 
ministers no longer hold the power and infl uence they once could assume, 
character is a greater integrating factor for the practice of ministry.”1

The classic understanding of Christian virtues derives their legitimacy 
both from their history and their current applicability. They developed (or 
evolved) over centuries through direct observation of “human nature” long 
before psychology was born. In currently relevant ecclesiastical and political 
issues, the lack of Christian virtues is routinely observable in signifi cant so-
cietal suffering. Leaders in the fi eld of medical ethics recently embraced the 
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ethical nature would not allow the supervisory relationship to be so misused. 
Finding words to decline the proposition may have been much more diffi cult 
in his youth. He is prudent here, but, if he uses the event to learn, teach, and 
infl uence the structure of his judicatory or professional organization, he is in-
deed growing in wisdom as well.

Counsel
We might call this consultation today. Counsel is the developed capacity to 
open oneself and one’s inner processes to at least one trusted peer or expert, 
hoping to garner broader perspective on diffi cult situations while learning 
from them in the process.6 From the Latin con or “with” and sultare or “to 
strike,” it implies “striking together” with other savvy people for the benefi t 
of expanding one’s views and clarifying one’s best understanding of self 
and one’s life situation. It is what group peer supervision was originally 
devised for: to help budding caregivers value, learn to elicit, and then ben-
efi t from quality feedback. It is what is missing when practitioners plod on 
alone and begin to sink beneath the practice level of particular standards. 
Counsel’s absence is a chief indicator, along with waning humility, that a 
colleague has ceased to learn from the practice.

Through informal observation and even casual conversation, it is clear 
that, in some areas of the United States, clinical pastoral supervisors consult 
very little with one another. If they do consult, where does it happen and with 
whom? Is this lack of peer consultation after certifi cation due to poverty of 
fortitude, meager professional trust, pride, or over-focus on image born out of 
low self esteem? Or is it because many supervisors have never developed con-
sultative skill that some would consider the primary focus of Level I in CPE? 
The Association for Clinical Pastoral Education (ACPE) Standards require an 
active supervisor to maintain consultative relationships with collegial peers. 
Whatever the origin of such fi erce avoidance of openness about one’s own su-
pervision, it at least suggests an egregious lack of the virtue of counsel. It also 
places too much pressure on each individual to be personally responsible and 
accountable.

Benignity
This is an archaic word for “simple goodness.” Benignity is found in young 
love that is earnest and altruistic. Those who exhibit it habitually may be 
seen as naïve, gullible, or even simple-minded because they are too trusting. 
But some measure of benignity is an essential ingredient in caring for people 
on a basic level. When it is lost, practitioners and organizational leaders are 

It is one thing to embrace ones strengths, giftedness, and beauty in learning to 
lead and quite another to abandon forever the capacity to be led.

Prudence
Prudence is the capacity to see broader value and use foresight, circumspec-
tion, and discretion to make quality decisions in the present. Although pru-
dence generally comes only with experience, some people seem to bring it to 
situations early in their lives. Others fi nd it curiously diffi cult to learn from 
experience at all.5 One can be easily mystifi ed by how academically edu-
cated, clinically trained, and certifi cation-authorized individuals “slip the 
traces” in ways that are harmful to students, themselves, the organization as 
a whole, and even the entire fi eld of pastoral helping.

An aging supervisor, conducting a fi nal evaluations retreat with a group 
of CPE students at a cabin, had been drinking an undetermined amount of 
wine. As he reclined for the night in a sleeping bag in a common area, a female 
student entered. They chat amiably, and at one point he invited her to join 
him in the bag, thinking he was making a joke. She fi led a formal complaint 
that included a few other such comments made during the course of the CPE 
program, and the complaint was processed to the fi nal national level. What 
was he thinking? Prudence would prompt him to maintain a professional de-
corum consistently, even in a cabin atmosphere. If temperance in alcohol con-
sumption is necessary to keep him circumspect, then it is his responsibility to 
address his excess and possible impairment.

Wisdom
Wisdom traditionally combines knowledge and understanding in fi nding 
insightfully helpful perspectives on very diffi cult situations. It is related to 
prudence. While prudence accentuates current foresight in making safe de-
cisions that result in the least harm, wisdom emphasizes an entire identity 
that can be counted on to grasp complex circumstances and intricate im-
plications; wisdom suggests actions that have the best chance of not only 
meeting the situation but preparing for similar circumstances that may oc-
cur later. The Wisdom Literature component of the Hebrew Scriptures jux-
taposes wisdom to “the fool,” who acts without circumspection, restraint, 
and guiding values.

During a fi nal individual conference with a female student about his 
age, a male supervisor hears her offer to have sex with him as a gratefulness 
gift. He likes the woman and wants to maintain a positive relationship with 
her. He replies that they both are married and that, even if they weren’t, his 
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inspiration into the lives of soldiers, stirring up their courage by boldly illus-
trating the values for which he was willing to fi ght and even die.7

There are practitioners in every discipline who would not consider con-
fronting an errant colleague, even when the impaired behavior was violating 
standards of the organization to which they all belong, not to mention doing 
harm to consumers. Excusing ourselves when we experience incompetence 
or less than ethical behavior in our colleagues does not serve one another or 
the profession well. Some of us take refuge in the fact that organizational poli-
cies are in place to safeguard quality, expecting somebody else to confront the 
behavior itself. That may be cowardice or it may be sloth. But it is inexcus-
able. Jesus’ reprimand of his lead disciple Peter to “get thee behind me Satan” 
(Mark 8:33) was in response to Peter’s wimpy advice to avoid the confl ict that 
was necessary to fulfi ll the Master’s life purpose.

In a supervisory peer group, one supervisor raised the following ques-
tion in response to recent confl ict in the group: “What do you all think this 
group needs to do when one member openly questions the competence of an-
other?” One colleague suggested that new organizational procedures are be-
ing fashioned to deal with declining competence. Another member of the peer 
group questioned the supervisor’s observations in the fi rst instance. Other 
peer group members defl ected the question in other ways, and the group as a 
whole refused to take it seriously. Isn’t there a lack of fortitude here? No pro-
cedure or standard can be effective until some personal action is taken. Who 
will take it? At what peril from colleagues? Fortitude bolsters decisive action 
in risky and challenging situations. Without it, seemingly mature profession-
als commonly acquiesce when a colleague is in need of guidance, confronta-
tion, and a healing disciplinary process.

Love or Charity
Charity is one of the three Christian theological virtues (faith, hope, and 
charity) that are classically said to be “infused” by the Holy Spirit and that 
can only be “stirred up” but not really generated by effort. Genuine charity 
is the altruistic treatment of all people as special, no matter the situation. Ac-
curately indefi nable, love is perhaps best described by the familiar inspira-
tional paragraph in 1 Corinthians 13 that proclaims that all human activity 
is trivial unless it is motivated by love.

The fact that psychology has mostly ignored the term love due to its per-
petual ambiguity and inassessable nature need not dissuade religious profes-
sionals from using it. Christianity as a religion is based fi rmly on love of self, 

no longer thinking of people, either members of their communities or con-
sumers of services, or holding them in their hearts at all. Other motivations 
have taken them over, and close observation can be surprisingly clear that 
such is the case.

Benignity matures into an undefi ned ability to make decisions based on 
what is actually best for the people involved, rather than what works most 
effectively for my own convenience, image, position, or status. The lack of 
benignity, on the other hand, is seen most clearly in the inveterately cynical. 
It devolves into hurtful cynicism when one’s own interpersonal wounds and 
discouragements have not been healed. Cynicism devoid of benignity looks at 
new standards or changes fi rst for how they will complicate or deter my own 
life rather than what may be practical here for the good of the organization, 
the fi eld, and consumers. It is likely to suspect similar base behavior from oth-
ers, not seeing the pure motives of some to bring better life circumstances to 
all of humanity, including all of one’s colleagues and students. The New Tes-
tament validation of Christian disciple Philip as “a true Israelite who has no 
guile” exemplifi es the virtue of benignity (John 1:47).

A supervisor had brought data about a troubling supervisory student for 
consultation to an established peer group of colleagues. He had actually ac-
cepted the supervisory student into his program twice, once after a disastrous 
event that occurred when the student was left alone by another supervisor 
to lead a group of students in clinical pastoral education. As the consultation 
proceeded, a colleague laughed at the supervisor’s foolishness for being so 
gullible as to repeat a previous bad decision by accepting the student a sec-
ond time and then dismissed a transference issue the presenting supervisor 
had identifi ed with the student. This lack of simple goodness from the one of 
the participants changed the level of trust in the peer group. What character-
istics does it take in a peer group to make honest consultation possible? What 
prevents some supervisors from learning how to offer the useful and timely 
critique listed in the standards of ACPE for what are now Level I and Level II 
of supervision?

Fortitude
The strength to stand for what one deeply believes in, against whatever or 
whoever is threatening what one holds dear is, what we call fortitude. For-
titude is also the willingness and even eagerness to stand beside someone 
who is in current need. The military standard bearer, for example, injected 
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The Deity, and one’s neighbor.8 The other religions of the world also espouse 
love toward one another as a high value. Its lack is sometimes palpable in 
professional practice. A physician I know quickly assessed a former colleague 
of mine as “not caring much about anything but himself.” Can questions and 
shared impressions of whether one is functioning out of genuine care for peo-
ple or not be useful in honest peer feedback?

It is obvious that virtues cannot always be identifi ed by observation. 
That is their primary drawback as an assessment tool. In fact, some virtues 
can grow exponentially through a single challenging event, from a minus-
cule seed to heroic proportions. But for the refl ective practitioner, feedback 
from colleagues and friends on how one is seen relative to these ancient traits 
would seem to be highly valuable. And it could contribute to preventing er-
rant behavior by practitioners before they are challenged later by diffi cult, ca-
reer threatening situations.

Assessing One Another’s Virtues

Until Freud, the Christian virtues, along with the seven deadly sins, com-
prised the primary framework for assessing spiritual behavior in the Western 
world. Because of their partially observable quality and decisive starkness, 
they can still stand legitimately with frameworks such as the Myers-Briggs 
Personality Inventory, classic psychopathology, and the Enneagram as tools 
for evaluating behavior. Most people take umbrage at negative feedback on 
such traits as wisdom, love, and fortitude. When, however, the practitioner 
requests assessments of virtue, the assessments can provide unique perspec-
tives on how that professional relates to colleagues and measures up to a 
professional association’s mission and standards.

A classic strength of clinical chaplains has been the capacity to use their 
impressions in brief conversations to assess and respond to people in the 
midst of human pain situations. Could that same strength be harnessed for 
peer assessment in new ways using evolving electronic tools? As in many 
aspects of clinical education, peer collaborative evaluation provides the best 
feedback and antidote to self-deception. As an experiment, I sent the simple 
questionnaire in fi gure 1 to sixty CPE supervisors across the country familiar 
with my professional functioning and fi fty former students from my CPE pro-
grams. They were asked to evaluate me according to the following defi nitions 
for these virtues. A blind return to my colleague supervisor promoted candid 
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responses. The return rate for colleagues and students was twenty-six percent 
and twenty-eight percent respectively.

Figure 2 summarizes the results. I was proud of the feedback, almost 
completely represented by 4s and 5s. But I was also sobered by two individu-

Please respond to the following items regarding                             NameName                          , 
a professional who is familiar to you, regarding his demonstration of 
the Christian virtues named. One is low, fi ve is high.

Humility—Self-awareness and accurate self-perception

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5

Counsel—Interpersonal openness or teh willingness to open inner processes 
to trusted peers for the sake of better perspectives, continued learning, and 
personal growth.

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5

Fortitude—Interpersonal courage, the willingness to stand fi rm for the sake of 
troubled others or against whatever threatens ones values.

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5

Prudence—Practical good-sense ability to meet diffi cult situations with cir-
cumspection, discretion, and measured foresight.

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5

Wisdom—The ability to combine knowledge, understanding, and experience 
to fi nd perspicacious ways to address important situations.

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5

Benignity—Ability to access a “simple goodness” attitude and perspective 
to fi nd what is best for people in anything being proposed (the opposite of 
habitual cynicism).

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5 

Love—Vigorous positive regard for specifi c other people

1•••••2•••••3•••••4•••••5

Figure 1. Peer virtue survey for self-refl ection
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ciation’s standards throughout our career and in our contributions to the vi-
ability of the clinical ministry movement.

Pathways to Developing Virtue

One obvious reason virtues have not been used to appraise one another is 
that virtues cannot be developed at will. Their growth emerges from a com-
bination of effort, endowed character, and painful circumstances that unpre-
dictably challenge an individual to mature. And in some religious circles, 
virtues are regarded as a gift of the Spirit of God. Most of us can recall child-
hood moments of our own thievery, lying, foolhardiness, and cowardice in 
which the penetrating light of parents or teachers revealed our surreptitious 
behavior and evoked at least a modest commitment to develop some virtue. 
Adolescent self-exploration and life-refl ection also invites the expansion of 
childhood efforts to include those human characteristics that are necessary 
to live as a quality citizen and relationship partner. Prolonged intimate en-
gagement with another in youth and middle years provides another chance 
to grow spiritually as we discover the virtues necessary for community liv-
ing. Being in a committed relationship expands these challenges through the 
interpersonal furnace stoked by the intense needs for emotional connection 
and sexual pleasuring. The development of such virtues as prudence, jus-
tice, temperance, and fortitude, without which no human partnership can 
endure, also benefi ts professional practice.9 Over the decades of a career, 
peer appraisal, grieving the necessary devastating losses of human living, 
and personal psychotherapy can prod attentiveness to one’s personal cata-
logue of virtues.

For those perpetually fascinated more by pathology than virtue, Chris-
tianity offers the seven deadly sins as an alternative yardstick. Observed ex-
cesses in one another’s behavior become indicators pointing to the potential 
violation of standards. These “deadly sins” include greed and avarice regard-
ing money; gluttony; rest, sloth, or laziness in relation to food or drink; in-
fl ated or diminished self regard or pride; sex that is devoid of human love be-
comes lust; envy or jealousy is evident whenever we compare ourselves with 
the material possessions or personal advantages of others; and anger or wrath 
that may become visible in outbursts of hostility and resentment. Developing 
an eye for such excesses while they are still modest offenses constitutes a valu-
able skill in genuine professional colleagueship.

al colleague respondents who see me as operating in the “2” level on several 
virtues.

I believe this simple but pointed process could have several applications 
in clinical supervisory practice. Peer review programs, for example, could 
benefi t from a virtues perspective review. Since specifi c virtues have a key 
bearing on a practitioner’s attitude towards standards, using them in the re-
view process could play a part in heading off potential problems with prac-
tice. It would also seem benefi cial that this peer appraisal begin taking place 
early in a supervisor’s professional career, since practice can have either a 
positive or a negative effect on the crystallizing of a practitioner’s attitude to-
ward standards.

This method of appraisal could also become a useful aspect of the certifi -
cation processes. Asking applicants for certifi cation to be a pastoral supervisor 
to survey their peers and supervisors regarding an applicant’s manifestation 
of key virtues would offer one more scale on which to assess potential prob-
lems, even in those whose functioning and professional integration appears to 
be excellent for a beginning practice. Indeed such an appraisal, now made ex-
ceedingly facile by electronic media, could be a part of the election processes 
for leadership positions in the organization, both paid staff and professional 
volunteers. What better opportunity for self-reexamination than the times of 
transitioning into new places of communal responsibility?

Regardless of the usefulness of the respondents’ data, however, the ex-
ercise of virtue appraisal itself prompts self-refl ection on one’s own attitudes. 
By studying peer impressions of our practice of specifi c virtues, we are likely 
to improve our awareness of our own level of respect for and use of an asso-

Christian
Virtue

Professional
Colleagues

Former
Students

Humility 3.8 4.1

Counsel 4.3 4.5

Fortitude 4.4 4.4

Prudence 4.0 4.5

Wisdom 4.4 4.8

Benignity 4.3 4.8

Love/Charity (not included) 4.5

Figure 2. Results of author’s peer virtue survey for self-refl ection
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Conclusion

One of the traditional objectives of clinical pastoral education has been for 
students to explore their own attitudes, values, and assumptions relative to 
ministry work. As chaplains or pastoral supervisors progress through certi-
fi cation processes, the quality of their functioning depends on their attend-
ing to their own attitudes toward and values of the standards that defi ne 
adequate practice in their professional organizations. There are places in the 
professional associations for appraisal of one another’s virtues as well.
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Review Essay of Niebuhr’s The Responsible Self1

Joseph E. Bush Jr.

As we refl ect on responsibility and accountability in supervision and forma-
tion, H. Richard Niebuhr’s The Responsible Self merits fresh consideration. 
Originally published posthumously in 1963, this book is taken from the Rob-
ertson Lectures delivered by Niebuhr at the University of Glasgow in 1960 
and the Earl Lectures delivered by him at the Pacifi c School of Religion and 
at Riverside Church in 1962. Nearly half a century later, this book seems 
to anticipate directions that education for ministry has subsequently taken, 
and it continues to provide a framework for understanding these education-
al developments. In particular, Niebuhr’s model of the responsible self and 
his understanding of an ethics of the “fi tting” can enrich an understanding 
of: (a) the action-refl ection model of education, (b) the importance of de-
scription in practical theology, and (c) the emphasis on context in contextual 
studies.

Niebuhr identifi es four aspects of responsibility in his model. Responsi-
bility involves: responsiveness, interpretation, accountability, and “social soli-
darity.” With these four aspects in mind, he summarily defi nes responsibility:

The idea or pattern of responsibility, then, may summarily and abstractly 
be defi ned as the idea of an agent’s action as response to an action upon 
him in accordance with his interpretation of the latter action and with his 
expectation of response to his response; and all of this is in a continuing 
community of agents (p. 65).

Joseph E. Bush Jr., MDiv, MPhil, PhD, director of the Practice of Ministry and Mission, 
Wesley Theological Seminary, 4500 Massachusetts Ave., NW, Washington, DC 20016 (E-
mail: jbush@wesleyseminary.edu).
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Each of these four aspects of responsibility entails implications for for-
mation and supervision in ministry and will be discussed in turn.

Responsiveness

That responsibility entails responsiveness may sound like something of an 
oxymoron, but it remains a most signifi cant observation and a correction on 
more formal conceptions of moral responsibility. To be responsible, one must 
respond to something and to someone. One cannot speak of responsibility in 
the abstract by appealing to notions of the good or the right. The moral life 
happens within relationships and in response to each other’s actions.

This reality of responsiveness is one of the key assumptions behind the 
action-refl ection model of education, utilized in some form by most of the 
readers of Refl ective Practice. We fi nd ourselves responding to others, and we 
refl ect on our actions and responses within specifi c situations. We attend to 
the data of our interactions in mutual responsiveness with others.

With regard to pastoral ministry in particular as refl ective practice, Jack-
son Carroll has written that pastoral leadership occurs “in the midst of mess-
es,”2 by which he means attending to matters that are already complexly in 
process. In a similar vein, I have elsewhere written about pastoral ethics be-
ginning “in the middle.”3 In other words, we are called to respond to others 
and to events already occurring.

Interpretation

Niebuhr’s second element of responsibility—interpretation—is also one of 
the key assumptions behind the action-refl ection model. We refl ect on our 
actions and responses. We interpret and reframe our actions, responses, and 
the situations themselves, so that we can deepen in our self-understanding 
and our understanding of others.

Niebuhr would have us ask, “What is going on?” or “What is happen-
ing?” as an initial line of inquiry. Then, secondly, one seeks to determine an ac-
tion in response that is “fi tting” to the situation. Hence, Niebuhr’s ethics of re-
sponsibility is also an “ethics of the fi tting” or “cath�kontic ethics”(pp. 60, 87).

Moreover, there are levels of interpretation that are possible for attend-
ing to whatever is going on. There is the immediate perception of events, con-
ditioned as we are to see and interpret them as we do. Actions occur, though, 
within systems which bring meaning to actions and which themselves are 
subject to interpretation. These are social and political systems as well as nat-

ural systems. Niebuhr refers to the total “context” of an action for interpret-
ing its meaning. He writes: “The act is understood only because its relations 
are understood, and the question is about the extent of its relations, about its 
context” (p. 123).

For Niebuhr, at an even deeper level, actions are ultimately to be inter-
preted with reference to God—to a monotheistic faith and to an understand-
ing of sin and salvation in Christ that affi rms life over and against the forces 
of death. As the book proceeds, the chapters become increasingly theological 
and confessional.

The Responsible Self thus models for us the pattern of theological refl ec-
tion that we typically now use in theological fi eld education. Various itera-
tions of the “pastoral circle” move from an initial description of a situation, to 
a deepening analysis of its social context, to explicit theological refl ection, and 
fi nally to an informed pastoral response.4

The handbook Studying Congregations that is commonly in use by stu-
dents in theological fi eld education as well as in courses on congregation stud-
ies provides such a model. Beginning with description, it moves through anal-
ysis of a context and theological refl ection, resulting in action. The authors of 
this handbook emphasize the importance of description:

Don Browning, for instance, in his book A Fundamental Practical Theology, 
suggests that the fi rst task of practical theology is to ask, How do we un-
derstand this concrete situation in which we must act? He argues that this 
task of description is, in fact, a theology task.5

In that same handbook, Robert Schreiter notes that Thomas Groome as well 
as Don Browning begin with description, and he emphasizes: “Description 
of the environment is not something extrinsic to the theological process, but 
is deeply part of it.”6 Niebuhr’s understanding of responsibility involving 
interpretation and responsivity resonates and reverberates strongly with 
these materials.

Accountability

For Niebuhr, though, the social context is also entwined with the third and 
fourth elements of his defi nition of responsibility—accountability and so-
cial solidarity. Accountability for Niebuhr is the recognition that our actions 
have consequences. Not only do we respond to events preceding our ac-
tions, but our actions provoke responses from others following our actions. 
These responses to our actions include natural cause and effect, but also, 
more complexly, the social community of interpretive agents surrounding 
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be in accordance with their understanding of personal suffering or of the 
social crisis respectively.

It is a strength of Niebuhr’s model that it fi ts with each level of challenge 
presented to the formation of conscience within community. It fi ts with the 
individual’s internal processing of events as the minister deepens in forma-
tion for ministry. It fi ts with the nature of interpersonal relationships as we 
contemplate our interactions with others in mutual responsiveness. It fi ts with 
our sense of responsible participation in larger social structures, policies and 
movements as we seek to understand their signifi cance. And it fi ts with our 
hope, apprehended by faith, that the ultimate signifi cance of our actions is 
held within the universe of God’s creation and salvation.

It fi ts, in sum, with much of our hope as teachers for our students’ in-
creasing awareness, deepening empathy, and social conscience and engage-
ment. It fi ts with our praxeological methods of instruction that have students 
refl ect on their own actions within a community of peers and with an eye to-
ward further formation for ministry and engagement in church and society.
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us and our actions. We act within society, and our social partners respond to 
us in accordance with their interpretation of our actions.

This response to our response is itself a form of accountability, but we 
also anticipate and internalize our expectations of others’ responses. When 
we do so, that anticipation of others’ responses to us enters into our own de-
cision-making and responsibility. Following the social behaviorist, George 
Herbert Mead, Niebuhr refers to the “generalized other” as an ingredient of 
conscience (p. 76).7 Niebuhr writes: “The generalized other or the impartial 
spectator of the empirical conscience is a knower and an evaluator, represent-
ing the community but also the community’s cause” (p. 84). The generalized 
other is that socially formed internalized conscience.

Throughout The Responsible Self, Niebuhr follows his understanding of 
G. H. Mead and Mead’s interpretivist and interactionist model of the self. 
Mead’s theory continues to be of interest to scholars in the social sciences. 
Niebuhr quotes Mead: “‘The self,’ he writes, ‘as that which can be an object 
to itself is essentially a social structure, and it arises in social experience’” (p. 
72).8 It is this model that allows Niebuhr to balance materialism and freedom, 
individualism and society, in his own conception of moral agency.

This is an intersubjective understanding of conscience and accountabil-
ity. It is at once subjectively internalized for the individual, yet it is essentially 
a social phenomenon in its genesis and function. It is much akin to that which 
we, as educators, are seeking to help shape and form among our students, as 
we have them refl ect on their experiences of ministry in the contexts of their 
peers and contemporaries. We are hoping that our students internalize from 
these conversations with others a sense of responsibility and accountability 
that they will be able to access when serving in leadership or ministry posi-
tions beyond that group of peers and fellow students.

Social Solidarity

Finally, by social solidarity, Niebuhr is acknowledging that all individual 
agency is occurring within this wider social context. This has implications 
not only for individual moral responsibility and personal relationships but 
also for broader political and social life and witness. It is instructive that 
Niebuhr introduces his model of responsibility by attending to its relevance 
for two types of circumstances: personal suffering and social emergencies. 
Both represent situations that may be imposed unwanted upon people but 
to which people must necessarily be responsive; their responsiveness would 
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 SECTION 2
 

JOHANNA’S DILEMMA:
A CASE STUDY

This case is a composite of several actual experiences. The names and gen-
ders are altered so that any resemblance to actual situations is coincidental. 
Our intent in using this case is to examine responsibility and accountability 
in the practice of supervision from different religious perspectives and from 
different practices of formation and supervision. The respondents were in-
vited to refl ect on the case from their particular perspectives.

Herbert Anderson
Editor

Johanna’s Dilemma

Johanna, a twenty-eight-year-old married seminarian from a Midwest Prot-
estant seminary, is serving a twelve-month long church internship in a me-
dium-sized church in a suburb of San Francisco, California. She has com-
pleted about four months of her internship when the annual youth snow 
trip occurs. The participants are ninth through twelfth graders who are in 
the youth program at the church. One of Johanna’s responsibilities in her in-
ternship is to staff the youth program. Sixteen young people and fi ve adults 
trained in youth ministry, including Johanna, go on the snow trip. They de-
part from the church Friday afternoon and return from the trip Sunday eve-
ning. All twenty-one stay in an elegant hotel in the mountains close to the 
ski slopes. The entire trip occurs without any ski/snow board accidents, no 
bad weather, and general good cooperation from all participants.

About a week after the ski weekend, one of the twelfth grade boys on 
the trip asks to speak privately with Johanna. During the ski weekend, Kev-
in tells Johanna, several kids mixed drugs and alcohol one night. It seemed 
harmless at the time, but Kevin does not remember what happened. He has 
discovered two monogrammed towels and a glass from the hotel in his pos-
session and now wonders what else might have occurred. He has only talked 
with one friend who was there. She does not remember the episode either, 
although Kevin is certain she was present. He is unwilling to give Johanna 
the names of the other kids involved. He wants to know what to do with the 
towels and glass from the hotel. Most of all, Kevin is concerned that he might 
lose a college scholarship he has applied for that depends heavily on character 
recommendations.

Johanna expresses her appreciation to Kevin for coming forward, but 
she does not promise to keep quiet about this episode. Johanna is uncertain 
what to do next. She remembers her own experimenting with drugs and alco-
hol on several occasions when she was that age. As one of the adults responsi-
ble for this activity, however, Johanna is concerned that if nothing is reported, 
she will be implicated if eventually the episode is revealed. Talking with the 
other adults on the weekend would be diffi cult because two of them are par-
ents of kids who might have been involved in the episode. Her supervising 
pastor had not been very helpful to her in the past, and he has not been very 
interested in helping her fi gure out complicated situations. As a result, Johan-
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sultation and also let her know that my role in this will only be to help her 
explore options for how she can attend to her process within her new context. 
As with most situations, many aspects of the case study point to larger prob-
lems in Johanna’s new ministry setting. The lack of guidance and trust are just 
some of the huge issues this little ski trip seems to be unveiling. I would em-
pathize with Johanna’s diffi cult situation, but I would not become involved 
and would refuse to “supervise” or become her supervisor again around this 
issue. In the spirit of “the path is goal,” a Vajrayana phrase I use in my CPE 
work, I would consult with Johanna and recommend that she take more re-
sponsibility for getting her needs met within her current situation. I would 
make it clear that turning to me is not the solution, but again I would consult 
with her about ways in which she can get her needs met closer to her context. I 
would encourage a more proactive attention to the larger systemic issues and 
the lack of accountability and responsibility of her new situation that has led 
her to call me.

Johanna does not feel that her supervising pastor is trustworthy, so there 
is no samaya there. Those feelings could be very well-founded, but she still 
needs to be accountable to her new supervising relationship and responsible 
for doing her part to create new samayas. What if she struggled (as I am sure 
she would have in the beginning) with establishing samaya with me during 
her unit? If she went to another more trusted supervisor in the past, then there 
may have been no movement or developed trust in our relationship. Johan-
na doesn’t need to trust her supervising pastor to start addressing the issues 
in the context she is in currently. She is not being very trustworthy herself 
by avoiding approaching her responsibilities and accountability to her new 
ministry setting. I would consult her to address this issue with the parties 
involved and at the same time encourage her to bring attention to the larg-
er issues in the community. In our time together, when there was samaya in 
the context of an ACPE program, I was teaching her how to be a leader; now 
would be the time for her to put it in practice.

Eldon L. Olson is a retired pastoral counselor and is still an occasional con-
sultant to denominational and parish systems. He writes from Seattle, Wash-
ington, as someone who has counseled troubled clergy later in ministry.

I regret that Johanna does not have a good relationship with her supervising 
pastor. I cannot discern why he has not been helpful in “complicated cir-

na contacts her supervisor from clinical pastoral education (CPE) the previ-
ous summer for advice. Johanna indicates that she needs some supervision 
around an incident that has just occurred on her internship and that she does 
not trust her supervising pastor to help her deal with the situation. Johanna 
also sends an e-mail to the director of Field Education at her seminary briefl y 
describing the episode and indicating that she is seeking help.

Venerable Thom Kilts is an Association for Clinical Pastoral Educa-
tion (ACPE) supervisor, an endorsed and commissioned member of the 
Dzogchen Community of North America, and an ordained lineage holder of 
the Celtic Buddhist tradition. He writes from a Buddhist perspective as an 
ACPE supervisor.

A term from the Vajrayana Buddhist perspective that comes to mind after 
reading the case above is samaya. In the general sense, samaya is like a vow 
or commitment made between student and teacher. Developing samaya 
takes work both on the part of the student and the teacher and should al-
ways be attended to mindfully and very seriously. In Vajrayana Buddhism, 
there is a commitment to work with some very diffi cult aspects of mind, 
under the guidance (or for our terminology here, supervision) of a qualifi ed 
teacher. In CPE, the samaya is created and developed in the fi rst weeks, but, 
during that time, the samaya also has an end date. This is made clear during 
orientation. For a unit of summer CPE, the end date of the samaya is eleven 
weeks or when the program offi cially ends. Does this mean that I no longer 
speak with students when they leave CPE? Of course not, but I do recognize 
that the relationship has changed. There is no longer the same level or in-
tensity of samaya between us that constitutes the supervisor/student rela-
tionship while working in the constructs of a CPE program. In my view, the 
relationship becomes one of consultation and not one of supervision. When 
I am supervising, I am much more involved and more apt to challenge, clar-
ify, and support in a deeper and more impactful way (again, there has been 
samaya in a shared context established there). In consulting, there is a more 
hands off approach, less riskiness on my part and a clearer boundary around 
what we will and will not explore together.

The issue for Johanna is not that she is seeking supervision or needs 
help and guidance in this situation, but it is in how she is approaching it. If 
she would come to me, I would listen to the story, affi rm her search for con-
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cumstances.” His counsel and participation in any continuing conversations 
Johanna will have is essential. His role as Johanna’s fi eld supervisor and 
as pastor of the congregation cannot be circumvented, no matter how un-
comfortable or complicated Johanna may feel. The situation that is outlined 
must become a matter for his pastoral care for members of his congregation. 
He probably knows the families of the youth who were involved, as well as 
the adults who are designated as youth ministry volunteers for the event.

Since Johanna is short-term, inexperienced, and largely unsanctioned as 
a pastoral caregiver, her responsibility is to refer any such matters to the pas-
tor. That supervising pastor also will have organizational oversight of adult 
volunteers who are entrusted with the care of children and youth on church-
sponsored programs. If she withholds information that might be germane to 
his pastoral relationships within the congregation or his responsibilities for 
oversight of volunteers in ministry on behalf of the congregation, that pas-
tor would be advised to seek a termination of her internship. I doubt that she 
could repair the damages that have occurred and serious questions should be 
raised about her competence for public ministry.

While the case study seems focused on issues raised by Kevin’s disclo-
sures—purloined towels and glass, character references for college scholar-
ship, the confi dentiality of the conversation with Johanna, possible counsel 
of CPE supervisor and seminary Field Education contact—all of this obscures 
the central concern: a very dangerous event has occurred during a church-
sponsored activity of children. The issue is not the morality of the children, 
violation of acceptable codes of teenaged behaviors while on church-related 
activities, or what to do when candid disclosures of unacceptable behaviors 
are reported. The primary issue is the safety of vulnerable minors who partici-
pate in the ministries of the church. Certainly, unknown alcohol/drug activi-
ties are in violation of behavioral codes, but they are also potentially danger-
ous. Children can be seriously damaged, even killed, by such activities. The 
very discovery that such an activity has taken place requires immediate and 
decisive action.

Not only would the supervising pastor be justifi ably angry with Jo-
hanna’s response to the disclosure, those adults who had been designated 
as youth ministry advisors/chaperones would also be angry. They would 
have been trained to accompany youth ministry events with the primary pur-
pose of ensuring the safety of children in their care. They may well have other 
functions in the youth group—discussion leaders, arrangement makers, adult 
counselors, and so forth. Parents would have entrusted their children to their 

care with a primary confi dence that their children would be kept safe. The 
fact that some of them are also parents of participating children heightens the 
urgency that they be fully informed of the incident and that this incident un-
derscore the importance of their role as adult attendants to youth activities.

Finally, if parents were to fi nd out that their children were involved in 
any of the described activities, either actively or passively, they would rightly 
be enraged that such information had not been disclosed to them. The liti-
gious possibilities would be daunting. As parents of minors, they have every 
moral and legal right to hear of any activities that might put the safety of their 
children in jeopardy. This is true of all parents of any children who participat-
ed in the church activity, not just those who are reported as directly involved. 
They should be fully informed of all information Johanna possesses as quickly 
as possible. It would be best if the supervising pastor were involved in these 
conversations, assuring the parents of the ongoing support and pastoral care 
of the church. The parents would have a parental responsibility to confront 
their child, examine the dimensions of the group’s involvements, enquire 
about precautions that were taken, and, hopefully, use this event as an op-
portunity for deliberate education for their child about the dangers involved 
in consuming alcohol and drugs. Under parent supervision, this incident may 
well provoke church-sponsored education or sensitization about the misuse 
of any chemical substances. The parents also have a right to report the inci-
dent to the local police if there is any indication that children were abused or 
endangered in the course of this activity.

As the situation is stated, Johanna is circumventing the resources that 
have been put in place—the supervisory pastor, the adult/lay advisors/chap-
erones, and the parents. She demonstrates a pattern of confl ict avoidance and 
fear. But above all, she appears unable to discern the seriousness of the critical 
issues involved, distracted by her self-comfort and self-protection. Regarding 
the towels and ashtray, I would counsel that either an anonymous package be 
sent to the hotel or a large hole be dug in the backyard of the church.

Jeffery M. Silberman is a rabbi and an ACPE supervisor at Norwalk Hos-
pital, Norwalk, Connecticut. He writes both from his Jewish tradition and 
from his position as an ACPE supervisor.

My religious tradition values honesty, responsibility, and personal account-
ability. Obviously these are some of the issues inherent in the case study. 
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but then it is also necessary to live with the consequences of one’s choices. 
How does Johanna consider this tension?

From my religious perspective, I hope for what is best for Johanna. In 
terms of communal responsibility, Judaism draws upon Exodus 19:16. The 
fi rst part of this verse states “do not stand idly by.” This is a mandate to act. 
But the verse ends with “while your neighbor’s blood is being spilled.” There 
is no blood being spilled here. Johanna is the only one who really can decide 
how to resolve this. It is for her to decide.

Mary Ann Moman is associate general secretary in the Division of Or-
dained Ministry of The United Methodist Church in Nashville, Tennessee. 
She writes from the perspective of a director of Field Education and the su-
pervising pastor.

Support and accountability are held together by trust. What is not clear in 
the case study is the covenant or agreements of trust that are in place with 
the supervising pastor. Without that clarity, it is diffi cult to know how Jo-
hanna might work with her supervising pastor in this situation. Although 
the supervising pastor would be the direct supervisor, Johanna also has a 
covenant with the director of Field Education at her seminary. Both of these 
persons will be critical in working out the solution to the problem that has 
been presented to Johanna.

While Johanna contacted the director of Field Education with the infor-
mation, it is clear that she is relying on her CPE supervisor for advice and sup-
port. The United Methodist Church values both support and accountability. 
From the perspective of the director of Field Education, it would be important 
to help Johanna identify the next steps in the process of working through the 
issue of drug and alcohol abuse and theft of property at the church-sponsored 
retreat. The director would help Johanna determine what to do with the in-
formation she has received from Kevin and who should be involved with the 
youth and their parents. Accountability without this kind of support is unfair, 
especially for a student pastor. The director of Field Education can provide 
support for Johanna to meet with her supervising pastor.

The supervising pastor should be informed about the situation imme-
diately. The event was sponsored by the church, and there could be reper-
cussions within the congregation and the community. Johanna also has the 
responsibility to inform the adults who were on the trip of the event. It is 

Yet, for me as an ACPE supervisor, the question is not to judge or impose 
these values upon the seminarian who has approached me for help. The key 
phrase in the case presentation must be “some supervision.” What does Jo-
hanna want from me as a supervisor? Is she primarily focused on her own 
culpability? Is her worry her own professional or personal self-interest? 
Does she feel the need to “blow the whistle” on her young man from the 
congregation who has spoken to her? Is her interest in punishing or protect-
ing the teens? My fi rst task must be to determine exactly what it is that she 
is struggling with and then determine how I can help her?

The case presents issues on a number of levels for me. The fi rst is the 
level of the teen’s behavior in the context of a religiously sponsored event. The 
second is the level of the seminarian’s moral choices in being the person with 
responsibilities to the congregation and for the teens at the event. The third 
level is the question of what supervisory guidance do I want to offer Johanna. 
There are also specifi c questions, if I step back for a moment, about supervi-
sory strategy.

On the fi rst level, some things are clear. There was theft. There was un-
derage drinking and use of drugs. There may have been more inappropri-
ate behavior, including possible sexual activity. But, there is also remorse and 
contrition on Kevin’s part. Going further onto the second level, there is a clear 
sense of Johanna’s own responsibility, evidenced by her thinking about seek-
ing consultation. She has been forthcoming in telling the story to the Field 
Education director and going to the CPE supervisor. Now she is decidedly at 
a crossroad.

This is the context for her seeking “some supervision.” It does not in any 
way fall to me as supervisor to decide or dictate. I see my role merely to clarify 
the implications of each option that Johanna can choose. My own inclination 
is to see these circumstances as a learning opportunity for everyone. What 
does the seminarian need to learn from this? What do the teens need to learn?

Therefore, my intervention as a Jewish supervisor would be to help fo-
cus the issues for each one involved. Kevin trusted Johanna with an honest 
confession of his wrong doing. He likely felt guilty in addition to his fears 
about his future in college. He did not ask Johanna to keep this confi dential, 
so he must know on some level that she could make this public or, at the very 
least, tell his folks. What does Johanna think he could, or perhaps should, 
learn from this? By the same token, Johanna “failed” on one level to monitor 
the teens under her supervision. She also has succeeded in building a trusting 
relationship with one of the teens in her care. Honesty may be the best policy, 
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practical guidance as she tests her role as pastor. United Methodists are guid-
ed by John Wesley’s rules to do no harm, do good while attending to the or-
dinances of God. Johanna’s supervising pastor can help her make decisions 
and guide her through the process, helping her understand the importance of 
these rules not only for her, but for all of the persons involved.

This event may also be a time for Johanna to exercise her teaching role 
with the youth and parents. As they work through a process together, issues 
of sin, repentance, and forgiveness will need to be discussed and rituals devel-
oped to attend to repentance and forgiveness. Steps will also need to be taken 
so that the incident is not repeated.

Kamal Abu-Shamsieh is the director of the Islamic Cultural Center of Fres-
no. He is a Sunni Muslim who serves in a Shiite Islamic Center and is an 
ardent advocate of interfaith and intra-Muslim dialogue. He responds as if 
the case of Johanna had occurred in a Muslim context.

The case is indeed interesting and its impacts are far reaching on multiple 
levels. On one hand, there are religious, familial, and inner-organization-
al violations that must be rectifi ed and ultimately dealt with. On the other 
hand, there are legal and civic law violations that must be addressed.

In the formation of Muslim leaders, they are taught that it is the respon-
sibility of Muslim leaders and all members to live their lives in accordance 
with Islamic teachings and to respect the law of the land where they live. In 
case of Johanna, her immediate responsibility toward the youth is to foster 
their religious empowerment in a safe and healthy environment. Her goals 
should include helping the youth practice their faith, advance their religious 
education, and encourage them to become contributing Muslims in a nation 
of diverse faith and ethnic communities. To achieve her goals, Johanna must 
herself be a responsible and professional adult with high work ethics and ex-
cellent communication skills.

It is inevitable that Muslim leaders will encounter passionate debates 
among religious leaders, parents, and youth regarding the mixing of the sex-
es, dating, or substance abuse just to name a few. Whenever a religious offence 
occurs, Muslims have the religious obligation fi rst to seek understanding of 
what happened. Second, it is imperative not to promote the offense or make it 
material for the grapevine. While Western popular culture supports joint ac-
tivities between members of the opposite sex, Muslims’ approaches vary. The 

not Johanna’s job to “protect” the information that has been shared with her. 
She was right not to promise to keep the secret. There may be legal ramifi ca-
tions depending on what actually happened. She has a responsibility to the 
youth, their parents, and the pastor to respond to Kevin’s information. Even 
though she perceives that the relationship with the supervising pastor has 
not been helpful to her, she is responsible to report this incident and be open 
to the counsel of the supervising pastor. Ultimately, the pastor will be held 
responsible.

 Johanna needs support to learn from this situation. This will not be the 
last time Johanna will be confronted with a confounding situation. Nor will it 
be the last time she works with someone who doesn’t seem to be responsive 
to her learning needs. This situation can provide an opportunity for her to 
learn and grow in a safe environment and to build a better working relation-
ship with the supervising pastor. Some of the questions that Johanna needs to 
explore would include:

1. What are Johanna’s expectations for resolving the problem that Kevin has 
presented?

2. What are the theological issues involved?

3. What support does she need in order to understand the situation and then 
act appropriately?

4. Does Johanna have appropriate boundaries with regard to this specifi c situa-
tion, and how will she work through her experience with drugs and alcohol 
as a teenager?

5. Is Johanna open to creating a new relationship with the supervising pastor?

6. What new covenants/agreements need to be made with the supervising pas-
tor and the congregation?

As the supervising pastor, I would want to have regular conversations 
with Johanna that would include refl ections on her work and opportunity for 
me to give feedback. The process of setting expectations and regular super-
visory conversations will be important throughout her career in ministry. In 
The United Methodist Church regular supervision is part of our connectional 
system. That supervision comes from senior pastors, district superintendents, 
and staff/parish relations committees. Supervision holds us accountable for 
our ministry. Support allows us to test our assumptions and learn from our 
mistakes. Accountability makes resolution possible for all persons involved.

It is important to remember that Johanna is a student. Her assignment to 
this congregation is part of her seminary education. The supervisor can “walk 
with” Johanna through this situation and provide both a spiritual center and 
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Finally, the process of repentance in Islam is unique. The highlight is 
on God, the one whom the individual is seeking help from, rather than the 
offense itself. The outcome is a deeper acknowledgment and stronger rela-
tionship with the Divine. While repentance fl ames remorse and the feeling of 
guilt, individuals need to be empowered with tools to correct the current sin 
and with the resolve not to indulge it in the future.

Elizabeth Soto is the coordinator of Field Education at Lancaster Theologi-
cal Seminary in Lancaster, Pennsylvania. She writes from the perspective 
of someone responsible for approving sites for ministerial practice, train-
ing pastors in becoming supervisors, and supporting seminarians in fi eld 
placement.

I understand that my primary role is to empower Johanna to address this 
complex crisis locally. In the phone conversation initiated by Johanna, I 
would aim at offering emotional support as she looks at the available re-
sources around her. There will be two pedagogical goals to address: what 
does she need from my role as director of Field Education that will assist her 
in building self-trust to deal with the layers of this situation. Later on, when 
we debrief the situation, I will want to know what she learned about herself 
and her calling for ministry.

There are two issues that need to be addressed in a different manner. The 
fi rst task is to provide support and directives for the seminarian. The second 
issue is the lack of support from the supervisor as understood by the student. 
In cultures that have suffered oppression, “trust is established as we walk in a 
relationship” whereas in predominantly Anglo cultures, I have observed that 
relationships “start with certain degree of trust.” As a woman, I am aware that 
issues of trust are related to the use of power. The student pastor is not equal 
to her supervisor. How does one address this dynamic within fi eld place-
ment? Some of the power dynamics involve gender/race/age in the relation-
ship between the seminarian and her supervisor. Although the seminarian 
has found in past experience that “the supervisor has not been helpful,” we 
need to validate her feelings and at the same time explore the other side of the 
story. The pastoral supervisor is mandated to create a trusting environment 
with Johanna as part of the teaching responsibilities.

In this case study, the seminarian/intern pastor is seeking help from a 
former CPE supervisor and her director of Field Education—both of whom 

majority of Muslims frown on mixing of the different sexes, while others ap-
prove of it with caution. No practicing Muslim will allow underage boys and 
girls to be secluded without constant adult supervision. In this case, underage 
teens were left without supervision long enough to mix and abuse drugs and 
alcohol.

Johanna failed to report to her supervisor and instead turned to unau-
thorized individuals and used unsecure channels of communication. Also, 
she established her professional relationship with her supervisor based on 
perception instead of facts, which led her to doubt her supervisor’s intentions 
to help her deal with the current situation. Alternatively, she must meet with 
her supervisor immediately and together meet with the teen and his family 
for further discussion.

Johanna and her supervisor are encouraged to seek additional informa-
tion. They need to keep in mind their responsibility to protect the privacy of 
their members and not to contribute to a situation where the information col-
lected will lead to isolation of community members or damage to their repu-
tation. Assuming that not all teens who participated in the fi eld trip abused 
drugs of alcohol, only the families of the involved teens must be informed 
about actions involving their sons or daughters.

The religious institution is educational and not punitive; even so, one 
must respect the law of the land at all times. Faith leaders, in this case, do not 
have the authority to report to law enforcement agencies; it is the responsi-
bility of the parents or the legal guardians to do so if they wished. In case of 
an investigation, faith leaders must cooperate fully with the law. The liability 
of the religious institution is limited. Prior to the activity, it is customary that 
the legal guardians sign a release of liability that protects the institution from 
damages, intentional and unintended. However, inter-organizational disci-
pline must be carried out in regards to Johanna when her levels of breach of 
contracts are determined.

The drug and alcohol abuse in this case is not the only problem we are 
dealing with. According to the teen’s testimony, he has found a set of mono-
grammed towels in his possession. The religious institution may contact the 
hotel to arrange for the return of the towels. I encourage sending a letter of 
apology along with an offer to compensate the hotel. As for the teens in-
volved, I recommend counseling sessions. The youth program should feature 
educational programs about peer pressure, risks of drug and alcohol abuse, 
and personal responsibility.
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Martha Stortz is currently professor of Historical Theology and Ethics at 
Pacifi c Lutheran Theological Seminary in Berkeley, California. In the fall, 
she will become the Bernhard M. Christensen Chair in Religion and Voca-
tion at Augsburg College, Minneapolis, Minnesota. She was invited to re-
spond both to the case and to the six responses above. She writes as an ethi-
cist deeply concerned about the practice of ministry.

Johanna has reacted to information told to her in confi dence by Kevin; she has 
not yet responded. She worries that being “implicated” will affect her future; 
she fears that talking with her adult team will be “diffi cult.” Because she 
doesn’t “trust” her supervisor, she seeks counsel from trusted others. This is 
all important information, but it constitutes a reaction, not a response. The 
human brain reacts instinctively—by guts alone—for survival, and it em-
ploys reason to sift information from other parts of the brain to choose a 
considered response. If Johanna were to move beyond reacting, what would 
a considered response look like?

1. Responsibility is more process than a single action.1 Like an act in 
four parts, the process fi rst acknowledges agency. Johanna must see 
herself as a subject of action, not the object of someone else’s action. 
Certainly, she neither invited nor initiated the actions of the youth 
on the snow trip. She could easily feel a “victim” of circumstance: 
“Kevin told me something…” Claiming agency, however, moves 
Johanna from accusative to nominative case: “I heard Kevin’s confes-
sion.” She claims agency, albeit unwanted.

 Some commentators argue that she should have shared Kevin’s se-
cret fi rst with her supervisor, rather than going over his head. She 
knows she’ll have to do more, even if she is at present “uncertain” 
what that involves. At the moment, one of the best things Johanna 
does is to pause—and take stock. In her essay in this volume, Karen 
Lebacqz describes this refl ective dimension of responsibility as “a 
certain kind of thinking—a pondering and considering of circum-
stances, history, and future possibilities, all within an overarching 
theological framework.”2

2. Taking stock focuses on the second step in responsibility: assessment. 
Johanna has to address the question: What is going on? Elizabeth 
Soto reframes the question spiritually: Where is God in all this? 
However assessment is framed, it considers players, roles, and pow-
er involved.

 At the outset, Johanna identifi es her supervisor, the other adults on 
the snow trip with her, parents of the other teens, her CPE supervi-
sor, and her director of Field Education as players in the situation. 

are outside the congregation. Overwhelmed by the potential replications of 
the outcome of this crisis, she is in need of clear guidance. As a director I will 
actively listen and allow Johanna to ventilate her feelings, enabling the stu-
dents to sort out the next step to take. The priority in this case is safety for the 
youth, not silence.

Johanna must understand that the outcome of this case will directly re-
fl ect upon her ministerial skills as well as her ministerial vocation. There are 
two major issues in this case that require different levels of inside and outside 
involvement. The support from outside the congregation should be to em-
power her to use her agency/authority in convening/informing all the neces-
sary parties starting with her supervisor. At the same time, the director should 
respect congregational autonomy in internal issues. It is the congregation’s 
responsibility to create a positive learning involvement for the seminarian. 
This situation can provide for a teachable moment for the seminarian, the lo-
cal church, and the seminary.

In the midst of this crisis, we need to ask, “Where is God in all of this?” 
As the Chinese wisdom teaches us “crisis is an opportunity for change.” What 
are the changes we need to implement in training supervisors in building 
trust, working in unequal power dynamics, and what are the clues to look for 
in approving long distance fi eld education sites?

There is a parallel worth noting between responsibility of the director 
of Field Education toward Johanna and Johanna’s responsibility toward the 
youth in her congregation. The fi eld education director has an institutional 
and pastoral responsibility in the formation of the seminarian’s ministerial 
life; on the same note, Johanna has a moral and pastoral responsibility in pro-
viding guidance to the youth. These two types of responsibility must be exer-
cised carefully, but not avoided. A good balance between direct and infl uen-
tial support should be offered, still allowing Johanna to act. At the same time, 
the on-site supervisor/pastor has covenanted with the seminary allowing the 
fi eld education director to approach the supervisor in order to enhance the 
student/supervisor relationship. As director, I will assess my involvement 
with Johanna according to three principles: empowering others to make their 
decision, respecting boundaries, and supporting the ones for whom I have 
responsibility. Accountability and transparency are two factors that allow the 
pastoral supervisor, congregation, seminary, Johanna, and the fi eld education 
director to move toward a peaceful and responsible outcome.
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actions and responses to any given course of action she might take. 
Johanna registers her own array of reactions and responses, but this 
step challenges her to imagine those of others.

 Here the distinctions between gut-level reaction and considered re-
sponse will be particularly tricky. How will her pastoral supervisor 
receive Johanna’s information when he learns of it—and the fact that 
she has shared it with others before speaking with him? Will he re-
act or respond? Let’s hope he turns out to be someone like Jeffrey 
Silberman, whose wise and measured insights model good supervi-
sion. How will Kevin receive what she does with his confi dence? Will 
he understand that she has to do something? What will his array of 
reactions and responses be? Finally, as Abu-Shamsieh underscores, 
one response is certain: whatever happens, Johanna can lean on di-
vine mercy, deepening her relationship with the divine.

4. Acting toward a common good is the fourth and fi nal step in re-
sponsibility. I use “toward” intentionally. There will be no “perfect” 
resolutions here: everyone’s hands will be dirty; everyone’s motives 
will be mixed. And yet people of faith can hope for a “good-enough” 
resolution, one from which everyone learns something—if they can 
unclench their hands to receive it.

 I take very seriously the use of drugs and alcohol among minors in 
general: it is a staging ground for sex and coercion, violence, and 
even death. That this happened during a supervised church-spon-
sored event is more serious than Johanna—and some of the com-
mentators—grasp at the moment. Kevin and the other teens need to 
know theft is the least of their problems.

 Regardless of where they fall in the array of concentric circles radi-
ating out from the initiating incident, all of this plays out against a 
divine horizon. What we are responsible for depends on what we are 
responsible to. “Refl ective responsibility,”

 Karen Lebacqz writes elsewhere in this volume, “is a response to the 
call and claim of God in our lives.”3 Everyone in this situation is a 
child of God. If Johanna can respond refl ectively rather than reac-
tively, she may be surprised by the embodied grace of other players.

NOTES

1. In what follows, I draw loosely on H. Richard Niebuhr’s discussion of a “pattern” of 
responsibility in his book, The Responsible Self (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 61–65.

2. Karen Lebacqz, “Refl ective Responsibility,” Refl ective Practice 30 (2010): 10–23. 

3. Ibid., 21.

Eldon Olson rightly zeroes in on the blind spot in her deliberation to 
this point: vulnerable minors. Kamal Abu-Shamsieh adds God to the 
list of players, seeing the incident as an opportunity to draw more 
deeply into relationship with the divine mystery.

 These players are arrayed around the incident in concentric circles, 
some in tight orbit around the actual incident, others more at a dis-
tance, all under the umbrella of divine love. Interestingly, at present 
Johanna does not have contact with players on the innermost orbits: 
the other teens involved and her supervisor. Contact with her super-
visor is important and urgent, for he bears legal responsibility for 
oversight of the volunteers and spiritual responsibility for the pasto-
ral care of the congregation.

 At the same time, as she identifi es players, Johanna will be aware 
that almost all of them have dual roles. Some in the youth ministry 
team are also parents of the teens in question. Her supervisor simul-
taneously exercises oversight over the volunteers and serves as their 
pastor. Finally, Johanna herself is both youth minister as well as a 
temporary student intern in the congregation.

 As she examines the roles each person plays, Johanna identifi es vec-
tors of power throughout. Elizabeth Soto names elements of race/
class/gender/age/privilege that color this incident. Johanna is clos-
er in age and experience to the teens, younger than their parents and 
her supervisor. Her supervisor holds social power as male, and he 
is also probably older and a long-term presence in the congrega-
tion. Finally, in confessing to her, could Kevin be testing his social 
power as male against her professional power as intern? Mary Ann 
Moman’s point is crucial: Johanna is still a student.

 As Johanna sorts through all of these players, their various roles, and 
the power that fl ows through them, she constructs an assessment 
or complex mapping of the situation. This will help her discern ap-
propriate next steps. This spatial layout identifi es “different levels of 
inside and outside involvement,” as Soto puts it, zones of appropri-
ate confi dentiality and support. Thom Kilts proposes a kind of three-
dimensional mapping with his insight that samaya, the covenant be-
tween a student and teacher, may be limited to a specifi c time and 
space. His distinction between consultation and supervision under-
scores the time-frame of a supervisory relationship. Any supervision 
Johanna receives from her former CPE supervisor may make her less 
reliant on seeking supervision from her de facto supervisor in this 
situation.

3. With a complex mapping in place, Johanna is ready to move to a 
third step in the process of responsibility: accountability. Moral ac-
countability requires Johanna to anticipate the players’ possible re-
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 RESPONSIBILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
 IN THE MINISTRY DISCIPLINES
 
In Master of Souls, a volume in the series of mysteries of ancient 
Ireland by Peter Tremayne, Sister Fidelma and her companions 
encounter a rough-hewn blacksmith who promises to take them over rough 
seas in search of those responsible for a series of violent deaths in the re-
gion. Sister Fidelma is surprised by their sudden generosity and asks why. 
“Because of the character that you have revealed to us,” the smithy replies. 
Sister Fidelma’s authenticity inspired the reclusive blacksmith to take an 
enormous risk for a complete stranger.1 The demonstration of character pro-
motes trust, opens doors for cooperation, and invites deeper engagement 
with people. In this fi ctional account from the seventh century, character 
mattered, and it matters for religious leadership today.

Character is the predisposition to act in accord with one’s principles and 
values. In that sense, character is the complex set of mental and moral traits 
that mark an individual. This emphasis on character presumes that good 
works arise from good people. The minister’s work does not follow from a 
moral code or a set of theological principles or even well-developed skills and 
competencies but from habit, out of an ingrained, inculcated pattern of living 
informed by dispositions of the soul.

Ministerial character is both distinctive and deliberate. Moreover, it is 
never static but evolving throughout one’s lifetime. The psychologist Viktor 
Frankl once described the therapeutic process in a way that corresponds to 
the formation of character. He noted that what therapy has to achieve is to 
“transfer an unconscious potentia into a conscious actus, but only in order to 
re-establish an unconscious habitus.”2 The formation of ministerial character 
requires such a transformation so that the work of religious leadership will be 
marked by trusted spontaneity or ‘un-self-conscious habitus.’ It should be as 
close to us as breathing.

Character formation is not an end in itself but a way to authentic liv-
ing. Being an authentic individual means being naked before God. People of 
faith are invited to live without pretense because they believe that the human 
soul is ultimately hidden in God whose graciousness touches everything with 
mercy—even the minister’s soul. “The living of an authentic life is a continu-

ing challenge and should not be interpreted in moralistic terms, but seen as a 
genuine attempt to live an integrated life.”3 Religious leaders face an ongoing 
temptation to self-deception. In order to remain responsible and accountable, 
they must be willing to uncover, own, embrace, and acknowledge self-decep-
tions for the sake of a liberating and durable authenticity.

The essays in this section recognize in a variety of ways the signifi cance 
of authentic character in the practice of religious or spiritual disciplines. The 
virtues that Gordon Hilsman connected to professional standards in a previ-
ous essay, Lisa Fullam examines as part of an ethical framework that is neces-
sary for spiritual guidance. The spiritual guide must embody the virtues he or 
she seeks to form. Virtues are the qualities of character that help us be alive. 
“They are the narratives of human fl ourishing, of the integrity of lives well-
lived, of being people like those we fi nd worthy of imitation” (p. 89). Even 
though perfection is not possible, the spiritual guide needs to be devoted to a 
continual process of embodying virtues.

For Ron Sunderland and Ted Smith, forming and supervising lay minis-
ters of care in and for a hospital setting is grounded in “accountability for the 
baptismal vows through which believers are instated within the gospel story” 
(p. 99). Within a covenant framework for learning, accountability is funda-
mental for the quality and effectiveness of lay ministry. The authors also insist 
that churches must be held “accountable for their failure to empower laypeo-
ple to engage in pastoral ministry as a vocation in which they seek to live out 
their baptismal vows” (p. 108).

Very little has been written about the formation and supervision of spir-
itual directors. Janet Ruffi ng has provided a comprehensive review of this 
developing form of spiritual guidance. She reiterates the theme of continual 
growth for both supervisee and supervisor articulated by Lisa Fullam. “Be-
cause supervision of neophyte spiritual directors is very much a spiritual pro-
cess, supervisors also need to attend to their own self-care and the depth of 
their own contemplative lives and spiritual growth” (p. 123). The centrality of 
prayer in spiritual direction must be mirrored in supervision.

Most religious institutions have some rubric stating that ministers have 
the responsibility to ensure that they receive regular professional supervision. 
There has been ample evidence in the last decades that religious institutions 
have not always held themselves accountable to the same standards that they 
have expected of ministers and religious leaders. On the basis of his pilot proj-
ect on professional supervision of pastoral ministry leaders in the Uniting 
Church of Australia, Raymond A. Reddicliffe argues persuasively for dual ac-
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countability to strengthen the safety net for religious leaders and to transform 
the institutions to which they are accountable.

The program of renewal for lay and ordained pastoral leaders that Mar-
ianne LaBarre describes is a distinctive program of spiritual coaching that 
combines spiritual direction and professional supervision with the practice of 
leadership coaching. Once pastoral leaders identify, with a spiritual coach, the 
changes they want to make, an agreement of mutual accountability is made 
that seeks to reinforce the resolve of the pastoral leader to make changes. To 
create an environment that encourages and supports the desired change, spir-
itual coaching, as LaBarre defi nes it, aims to foster an ethic of enduring re-
sponsibility and accountability that is simultaneously individual and mutual.

In the concluding essay in this section, Christie Cozad Neuger discusses 
the ongoing tragedy of clergy sexual misconduct. As this volume is being pre-
pared, more allegations and instances of child sexual abuse and institutional 
negligence are emerging in the Roman Catholic Church in Europe. Neuger’s 
focus is on clergy-to-adult forms of sexual misconduct, not because it is more 
offensive than child sexual abuse but because it continues to be more easily 
excused or overlooked. If the Christian Church is in decline in the West, it is in 
part because congregations have not always had pastoral leaders committed 
to embodying and maintaining trustworthy relationships. Character matters. 
To paraphrase Christie Neuger’s last line, trustworthiness and authenticity 
must be a top priority for all religious communities because too much is at 
stake.
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RESPONSIBILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE MINISTRY DISCIPLINES

Ethics of Spiritual Guidance

Lisa Fullam

Ask most people about ethics in spiritual guidance—defi ned broadly to in-
clude pastoral ministries, spiritual direction, and other forms of spiritual 
care—and you’ll quickly fi nd yourself in a discussion of two issues: bound-
aries and confi dentiality.1 If you push further and ask about accountability, 
often you’ll get a response about fi nancial transparency. Ask about respon-
sibility, and perhaps they’ll mention vulnerable people, especially children 
and others liable to sexual abuse or exploitation. All of these are important, 
even crucial, issues.

The problem starts when you then ask what should be done about these 
ethical problems. On boundaries, you might get a list of whom one may and 
may not date. On confi dentiality, they’ll often respond with a list of who is a 
mandated reporter for what. Financial transparency? Have a pastoral coun-
cil that provides budget oversight. Abuse? Have a window put in the door 
of your offi ce. These are not bad ideas, but I will argue here that they skip a 
step and miss a critical aspect of what it means to be a professional offering 
spiritual guidance: they miss questions about the character, the virtues, of the 
guide. Ethical refl ection that focuses on the character of the agent is an ancient 
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mode of ethical refl ection that is enjoying a new resurgence in many areas of 
applied ethics. Here, I will fi rst make a case for why I think virtue ethics is par-
ticularly apt as a mode of ethical refl ection for spiritual guides in their work.2 
Then, I will describe virtue ethics as a method more completely, concluding 
with some preliminary thoughts on how a virtue ethicist might approach the 
topics of responsibility and accountability.

Why Virtue Ethics?

A virtue ethics approach often seems to lack the zippy clarity of the kind 
of aphoristic rules listed above and instead focuses on the formation of the 
guide. Yet it seems to hold special promise for the work of those providing 
spiritual guidance.

Consider this analogy. A person wishing to be a basketball coach will 
do well to learn as much about the game as she can. A better coach can em-
ploy this expertise in adaptable and fl exible ways, given the situation on the 
court. Likewise, a good coach can read the strengths and weaknesses of an-
other team and adapt her team’s play likewise. These are what I will call the 
objective skills of coaching, and you cannot be a good coach unless you have 
some grasp of them.

But there’s more to being a great coach than knowing the game. A great 
coach is involved not just in winning games but also in the development of 
the players. The cultural mythology about sports is built largely around its 
capacity to form players into better people overall; it is hoped that your alert 
and decisive point-guard will bring the same attentive self-confi dence to her 
work as a trial lawyer. “The battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fi elds 
of Eton,” the saying goes, and we regard cheating not merely as a violation of 
arbitrary rules of a game, but also as a refl ection of a deeper lack of integrity 
of the players and, by extension, their coaches.

Spiritual guidance, of course, aims at this formative level. It would be 
absurd to think of a minister hoping that his parishioners will become really 
expert at a particular spiritual practice as an end in itself. “Well, Janet might 
be a liar, a gossip, and a pilferer, but gosh she’s always there for adoration, and 
she’s inexhaustible when she leads the Rosary—and she gets it done quickly, 
too!” Such a statement might be an accurate statement about Janet’s actual 
state of spiritual development, but few would regard that as a satisfactory 
goal or end-point for one’s faith life. The practices of spiritual life are aimed at 
deepening our relationship with the Divine, raising our sensitivity to the nu-

minous in the universe and especially in others, and cultivating ethical lives of 
devotion to service and the cause of justice in the world. If they do not at least 
have the potential for that kind of deep formation, then we had be better off 
spending our time doing something constructive. And a minister or director 
fails if he or she cannot be a resource, at least imperfectly, for that process of 
facilitating the spiritual growth of those we serve. Spiritual guidance, then, is 
the business of formation of those in our care. That much is obvious.

But let us return to the basketball team. The personality, priorities, atti-
tude, and values—the character—of the coach is central to the success or fail-
ure of the personal formation of the members of the team, within limits. At 
one level this is obvious too: a coach who is not diligent in studying the game 
will have little to offer strategically when the team struggles. If that message 
of laxity regarding the game is conveyed to the players, then the game is no 
longer a sport but merely a pastime played like badminton at a picnic. If the 
coach is not devoted to the game, why should the players be? And when what 
is needed from the players is a maximum effort at practice, why should they 
bother if the coach does not care?

The opposite bad attitude can also be easily seen: if the coach cares so 
much about winning the game that she puts her players at physical risk by 
insisting they play while injured, then the players get the message that the 
game counts more than they do, and winning is the only acceptable outcome. 
And if clever cheating can gain the same kudos that diligent work can, why 
not cheat? It is easy to see how translating these into other areas of life can be 
a problem. Why not just skate by at work doing the minimum one can, espe-
cially if doing the work of advancement would be unpleasant? Conversely, 
why not grab for all the advancement one can, at the expense of one’s own 
health, balanced lifestyle, relationships with family and co-workers, and so 
forth? If the position or the paycheck is the only important thing, then it is to 
be pursued at all costs.

There’s one more step. The coach is a formator by example of her own 
attitude to the game and the players. A related set of questions involves ask-
ing about the life of coaching: coaches can grow obsessed with coaching and 
lose track of their own well-being, which generally affects both the coach and 
the players adversely. And while there is a reasonable boundary in keeping 
details of the coach’s life private from the team, still the overall color of the 
coach’s life will be evident. Coaches become formators for integrating life and 
sport, life and work, for the fundamental attitudes toward challenge, oppor-
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and those about how one’s own life is a formative infl uence on others. In spiri-
tual guidance, as I’ve said, the second two questions are inextricable because 
of the nature of what we offer. Most work on the ethics of spiritual guidance 
focuses on the formation of the client. Here I want to consider the formation 
of the formator. And this is the task of virtue ethics.

What is Virtue Ethics?

Virtue ethics holds that the fi rst concern of ethics is not actions (“can I date 
a parishioner?”) but character and its development (“what are the virtues 
of a good minister?”) In the Aristotelian/Thomistic school of virtue ethics 
which I employ here, virtues are understood as perfections of natural hu-
man capacities. Just as we are born with muscles that may be strengthened 
by exercise, so we are born with the capacity for justice, prudence, and other 
virtues that are developed by attentive practice. “We become builders ... by 
building, and we become harpists by playing the harp. Similarly, then, we 
become just by doing just actions, temperate by doing temperate actions, 
brave by doing brave actions.”4 While it is true that “the just man justices,”5 
it is also true that the just man becomes just by doing works of justice delib-
erately and with self-awareness.

According to Aristotle, virtues become second nature—stable habits or 
ways of responding to the challenges of life. Most of the time, our actions 
reveal (as well as form) our characters. Think of the kinds of stories we tell 
when toasting a bride or bridegroom at a wedding or the stories we tell at a 
wake—in an incident, we try to reveal something about the kind of person the 
spouse or the departed is. “Oh, yes, that’s him!” is the aimed-for response. In 
virtue ethics, all our actions, both those we think through carefully and those 
we do by rote or by simpler decision-making processes, are signifi cant insofar 
as they have the effect of underscoring or eroding the character we possess.

Virtues are matters of practical rationality: they are habits of knowing 
what to do in varied and changing circumstances. It is the virtue of prudence 
that guides the virtues to acts appropriate to the situation and to recognize the 
next step in growing in virtue. Prudence is sometimes misunderstood as cau-
tious holding back from what we are considering doing. In fact, prudence can 
as often urge us to take chances or go forward when caution seems safe but 
not virtuous. For instance, a spiritual director who fi nds himself with a client 
who seems not to be engaging the process honestly or whole-heartedly can 
let the waste of time continue (despite the director’s mounting irritation), or 

tunity, and adversity that are formative in a less direct, but perhaps more pro-
found, way than the other levels of one’s approach to the game.3

Connecting Spirituality and Practice

Spiritual guides are formative in the same two ways: fi rst in the direct for-
mation of how one approaches spiritual matters specifi cally, but second, in 
how their own lives refl ect or fail to refl ect the goals of relationship to the 
divine, the numinous, and the neighbor. Because of the nature and aims of 
spiritual practices, the connection between these two levels is far stronger 
than that of other endeavors like sports coaching. There is a distance be-
tween playing and coaching that allows non-athletes to be good coaches, 
and for coaches with serious dysfunction in other areas of their lives to be 
able to coach. But in spiritual matters, the practice and the spirituality are 
known by their fruits: if a spiritual guide lives a life of snappish anger or in-
ability to love, the guide’s message is compromised, perhaps entirely. Like 
the coach, there are reasonable boundaries of privacy about the details of 
the spiritual guide’s life. But since the spiritual guide is engaged in a forma-
tive business that promises growth in the peace, harmony, and devotion to 
God and world, the glimpses and gleanings of serious disharmony concern 
exactly the matter about which the spiritual guide is supposed to be expert.

So can only the perfect and saintly presume to be spiritual guides? Not at 
all. Here also the basketball analogy is helpful: it is often said that the greatest 
players do not always make great coaches. The mid-level or lower-level play-
ers, those who might have to fi gure out through diligent practice and atten-
tiveness to details about how to move their feet in guarding a player, are often 
better at cultivating other players, at fi nding the seeds of grace in their game 
and helping them nourish them. So too in spiritual guidance, where it is not 
so much sanctity that is asked, but diligent attentiveness to the practices and 
processes of spiritual life. After all, we all remain both graced and sinning, 
but, we hope, we are also devoted enough to respond to Jesus’ invitation to 
“be perfect, as your heavenly father is perfect.” Perfection, here, is not a state 
or an achievement, but a process worked by the Spirit with the collaborative 
soul. Spiritual guides must be devotees of the process, even—and especial-
ly—where they struggle.

So we have three levels of questions: those directly about knowledge of 
spiritual guidance and how to convey it; those about understanding guidance 
as a mode of human development of one’s client in some more holistic way; 
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People, not ideas. The benchmarks for virtue are not ideas but people. 
We do not encounter virtues as pure concepts; rather we see them at work en-
livening the lives of people around us. We learn justice by noticing Rosa Parks 
refusing to move to the back of the bus. We learn compassion from watching 
the nurse at the hospital. We learn patience watching a teacher work with a 
student who just does not get it. This goes back to the beginnings of virtue 
ethics: in a stark disagreement with his teacher Plato, Aristotle said that we 
cannot begin with abstract ideas, but “we ought to begin from things known 
to us.”6 Aristotle derived the hodgepodge group of virtues he describes in his 
Nicomachean Ethics inductively. He looked around at who seemed to be fl our-
ishing in Athens and took note of the virtues they seemed to possess.

This process had fl aws. If we merely look around at who seems to be do-
ing well in a particular setting, we are likely to wind up with a fairly biased 
image of what is virtuous. In grade school, it can look like the people who are 
the most successful are the bullies or the teachers’ pets. In a consumer society, 
the rich appear best off. Aristotle has been criticized for presenting a set of 
virtues that refl ect the character of free, wealthy Athenian men, not human-
ity generally. But the defi nition of virtue is about human nature: a virtue is a 
perfection of a human capacity. So the method itself has a built-in corrective 
factor. A virtue, as virtue, must refl ect human nature, not merely the desires 
of a given group. Since human nature transcends individuals, groups, and 
cultures, it is possible to enter into a true dialogue about the good life in ways 
that challenge or affi rm our cultural heritage.

Choosing exemplars carefully. It matters, then, who we take (or who 
we offer to others) as exemplars. Bad exemplars will form us in the ways of 
vice, not virtue. Good exemplars will help us grow in virtue. How do we tell 
the difference? Remember, virtues involve an assessment of human nature: 
What are the qualities of character that help us to be “fully alive,” individually 
and communally? Virtues are not ascetical practices that lead to happiness, as 
though we will be rewarded with happiness if we are suffi ciently kind or tem-
perate. In this tradition, virtues are the content of human happiness: to live 
in accord with virtue is to live in accord with our created nature, which, all 
other things being equal, will be profoundly, humanly satisfying.7 Sources for 
how we understand virtue are in the stories we tell of “profi les in courage,” 
of little engines “that could,” of people like Gandhi facing down the British 
empire with only a loincloth and a smile. They are the narratives of human 
fl ourishing, of the integrity of lives well-lived, of being people like those we 
fi nd worthy of imitation.

he might, after suffi cient refl ection, raise the matter with the client. Prudence 
here would counsel addressing the issue, both for the sake of the client and 
the director.

A virtue is a reasoned mean between an excess and a defi cit, both of 
which are vices. This is easy to see in the case of courage. A person defi cient 
in courage is a coward. But it is also true that a person can have too much 
of what looks like courage and rush stupidly into unreasonable danger. Pru-
dence points to the reasonable response in a given circumstance, for a particu-
lar person. Humility is also a reasonable mean. In Christian tradition, we tend 
to think of a dichotomy of humility and pride, in which pride is a grievous sin 
and humility, conversely, can be misconstrued as self-abasement. But an eth-
ics of virtue urges us also to be aware that if pride is a vice opposing humility, 
so is its opposite vice: groundless and unreasonable self-abasement. Some of 
the people we guide—and guides ourselves—may need to be warned against 
excessive pride, but others of us need to be encouraged to more self-asser-
tion because we are inclined to excessive self-abasement, declaring ourselves 
somehow not worthy of attention, celebration, or effort.

Growth in Virtues

Since acquiring virtue is a process of perfection, growth in virtue is always 
construed in personal terms. We begin with a certain state of a virtue (ex-
cept prudence, which Aristotle and Thomas agree is entirely acquired by 
education and experience.) Our path to perfection is shaped by our natural 
“baseline” of a virtue, the particularities of temperament, and other life cir-
cumstances. A naturally choleric person has farther to go to achieve patience 
than a less irritable person. Both are called to perfection, but the small steps 
that take us there are prudential estimations of the best the individual can 
do at that moment on the way to true virtue. Likewise, the form a given vir-
tue takes varies with the situation of the individual. Both pastors and fi ghter 
pilots are called to be courageous, but in different ways. Not every person 
who is patient or courageous will manifest those virtues in the same ways. 
The fi ghter pilot will always seem to be more daring than the average pastor, 
even when both have acquired the courage that fi ts their callings. A virtue 
ethic makes us aware of the infi nite variety of manifestations of human ex-
cellence, humble in our estimations of others, and kind to ourselves also as 
we strive to become more fully virtuous.
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tive of the profession itself. I concur with Barbara Blodgett’s essay in the pre-
vious section in which she argues that one cannot substitute accountability 
for trust.10

The Virtues in Spiritual Guidance

What does virtue ethics have to offer people who are working in spiritual 
guidance? Space does not permit a discussion of the full array of virtues for 
spiritual guides here. Thus, I would like to examine this question in general, 
but with special attention to virtues that are related to the concerns of ac-
countability and responsibility with which I opened this essay.

The fi rst-order insights of virtue ethics will seem obvious to most people 
engaged in this kind of work: the key to being an effective spiritual guide is 
the focus on the spiritual growth and integration of the client, and that growth 
can aptly be expressed in terms of virtues. But virtue ethics asks of guides: 
“Who do YOU wish to become in and through your work as a spiritual men-
tor? How are you pursuing those goals?” According to virtue ethics, the cul-
tivation of a guide’s own spiritual life and especially a guide’s good relation-
ship to the work is a professional skill. The conscious engagement with our 
own on-going formation in the virtues is apt material both for one’s own spir-
itual direction and for consultation/supervision sessions with other forma-
tors. Who are those who exemplify what is best about the practice we share? 
What are the qualities of character that they refl ect, and how do we manifest 
them or try to manifest them, in our own practice? And as Gordon Hilsman 
proposed in his essay, assessing one another’s virtues could contribute to pre-
venting errant behavior by professionals.11

Prudential Precepts. Once we leave the realm of the cardinal virtues and 
begin to explore the subsidiary virtues, we begin to see that there is a wide 
range of virtues appropriate to good spiritual guidance. Further, those sub-
sidiary virtues give rise to a number of “prudential precepts” that are short-
hand ways of approaching certain situations that are generally, but not al-
ways, consistent with virtue. Those prudential precepts include some of the 
rules I listed in the second paragraph of this essay, such as “don’t date your 
parishioners.” Those prudential precepts are nearly always true, and if a pas-
tor elects to violate a prudential precept, the pastor should do so with caution 
and self-awareness.

Prudential precepts are not absolute: they hold if and insofar as they are 
consistent with a virtuous response to a given situation. If pastors could never 

In a Christian virtue ethics, norms for virtue can be found in the person 
of Jesus, the lives of the saints, and our hopes for the Reign of God. Ethicist 
William Spohn points to the role of the analogical imagination in ethical rea-
soning. Far from a facile “what would Jesus do?” Spohn challenges us to ask 
whether a given value or course of action “rhymes with Jesus.” What would 
a person who tries to embody the virtues of Jesus do in trying to respond well 
to this or that situation?8 Likewise saints point to a vast array of virtuous and 
fl awed responses to the call of Christ. Collectively, they are a motley collection 
of people trying to refract the light of Jesus through their own personalities 
and contexts. Saints are all over the place, too. They are not just in the stained-
glass windows in our churches, but they are the people around us who pos-
sess traits we fi nd admirable, that speak to us of the presence of the Spirit and 
the coming of the kingdom. Jesus described the reign of God in terms that 
are practically useless as action guides—“the reign of God is like a mustard 
seed”—but in terms that invite us instead to employ all the resources of imagi-
nation and energy to cooperate with the coming of that kingdom.

Reconfi guing virtues. Virtue ethicist James F. Keenan offers a set of car-
dinal virtues re-confi gured for our time.9 The word “cardinal” means hinge; 
cardinal virtues are virtues that contain or embrace all the other virtues that 
we posit. Keenan suggests that we consider four cardinal virtues of justice, fi -
delity, self-care, and prudence in light of the ways in which we are relational: 
we are related to the whole of human society, our capacity for which is per-
fected by the virtue of justice. We are related specially to those to whom we are 
closely and individually united—life-partners, children, individual clients, 
and others—and our capacity to engage those relationships is perfected by 
fi delity. We are related uniquely to ourselves, and so self-care is a cardinal vir-
tue. Finally, Keenan understands prudence in much the same way as Thomas 
Aquinas and Aristotle, as the virtue that helps the other virtues to their own 
ends in given situations for different people.

I would add as a cardinal virtue for spiritual guides, and for other pro-
fessionals as well, the virtue of trustworthiness, which would include all the 
distinct professional capacities we should possess, ranging from the specifi cs 
of academic preparation to the kinds of skills we need to practice well, like 
active listening, understanding the limitations of our disciplines, and devo-
tion to continuing education. Most or all of the matter of trustworthiness can 
be understood in light of the other virtues; I add trustworthiness as a cardinal 
virtue chiefl y to emphasize that virtues in professions are not just the broad 
human ideals to which we are all called, but include a special category defi ni-
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literally, to be responsible is to be able to respond to situations in ways that are 
fi tting in light of the relationships involved,12 the potential for growth or harm 
inherent in the decision, and the effects of those on-going processes of forma-
tion for the guide, the client, the tradition in which they live, and broader so-
ciety as well. Structures of accountability are like prudential precepts in that, 
by and large, they refl ect the practices of prudent spiritual guides. The most 
extreme of them—for example, rules against violating the safety of a client—
are virtually absolute, while others are less stringent.

In a virtue ethic of spiritual guidance, however, responsibility has much 
greater reach than accountability: we are responsible to our clients, clearly, in 
that relationship of fi delity that defi nes the discipline. Our professional skills, 
which are partly acquired by and contribute to our professional trustworthi-
ness, serve the client’s needs. But we are also responsible to our discipline. For 
some of us, this implies contribution to the academic resources of the profes-
sion or to training new practitioners. For all of us, it implies conducting our-
selves with honesty and integrity, sub-virtues both of fi delity in the immedi-
ate relationship and justice to others with whom we share our discipline.

At the height of the sex abuse crisis in the United States, for example, 
many Roman Catholic priests felt especially suspect because of the patho-
logical behavior of a small percentage of their confreres. The cover-up of the 
abuses of the sick minority by many bishops contributed to the widespread 
distrust of Catholic clergy which hampered priests’ ability to serve. “Solu-
tions” like requiring that one counsel vulnerable people, especially minors, in 
a room with a window in the door ignore the real problem, which in this case 
is a systemic pattern of toleration of abuse and secrecy that eroded, perhaps 
permanently, the public perception of Catholic clergy. The root problem was 
vices affl icting leadership—secrecy, clericalism, aversion to real reform, and 
others—not doors without windows.

Justice, Self-Care, and the Temptations of Power. The virtue of justice 
also raises larger questions about social justice, its role in the lives of those 
we serve, and how we conduct our professions so that all may benefi t, not 
only an economic or other elite. We are responsible for—and accountable to—
those we fail to serve due to social, economic or other injustices that affl ict our 
societies.

Self-care is a particular concern when thinking about the responsibilities 
and accountabilities of spiritual guides. If we are seeking an integrated life of 
virtue ourselves, we cannot fall prey to the failures of self-care that contribute, 
for example, to the nearly 50 percent burnout rate of new ministers. Often, 

date parishioners, then single pastors in small rural denominations would of-
ten be faced with a choice of violating an absolute, dating outside a tradition 
that is both personally and professionally important to them, or being forced 
into unwilling and unchosen celibacy. None of these are appealing options. 
But are they the only virtuous choices?

An Aristotelian/Thomistic virtue approach invites a closer look at the 
precept and asks why the prudential precept is usually true. Then the consid-
eration might turn to thinking of the infl uence pastors have on their parishio-
ners, especially when pastors are seen in light of their presumed connection to 
the mysterious Voice to which church people tend to be drawn. It is about pas-
toral power, but it is also about the relationship of pastors to parishioners and 
to the people they date and how those relationships differ. It is clear to most 
of us that a person dating the leader of their own church has no pastor—no 
one in that community, at least, who fi lls the unique role of pastor. The virtue 
of fi delity to the parishioner requires, at a minimum, that the pastor consider 
whether the relationship is so important and so promising that it is worth de-
priving a parishioner of a pastor.

The virtue of self-care requires, at a minimum, that the pastor seriously 
examine his or her social life more broadly: Is the pastor so connected to the 
job that the pastor has no substantive relationships outside the community? 
Is the pastor using a community member to fulfi ll true needs that could be 
better met elsewhere? The virtue of justice to the community requires, at a 
minimum, that both consider how the pastor’s role might be seen to change 
if some parishioners are seen as dates, and how the pastor’s relationship with 
the whole community might be colored—especially if the relationship ends, 
and the pastor begins to date another parishioner. And prudence helps the 
pastor begin to engage the kind of refl ection that might help a decision be 
more mature, fi t in better with the pastor’s commitment to ministry and the 
service of the community, and the pastor’s vocation generally.

Being accountable and responsible. Accountability and responsibility, 
in an ethics of virtue, can be seen to overlap substantially. Accountability can 
be seen to be an external force. We are accountable to those who may ask us 
to give an accounting for our actions or decisions that affect our clients and 
also for how those decisions refl ect or fail to refl ect the vision or tradition of 
service in which we are trained. Accountability may be seen to be an objective 
constraint on the limits of good practice. Responsibility, on the other hand, im-
plies our own inner sense of the requisites of good practice. Responsible peo-
ple hold themselves accountable to the standards of the practice. Taken more 
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Conclusion

I have offered a case for a virtue ethics for spiritual guides. Such an ap-
proach is especially apt for our work because the witness of our own lives 
represents the vision of spiritual life that we offer our clients as much, or 
more, than do our words or professional skills. Virtue ethics invites us to 
regard professional ethics as a matter of formation of the formator, not only 
the supervisee or the client. I described virtues as perfections of natural hu-
man capacities; to be virtuous is not to be super-human, it is to be fully alive, 
thoroughly human in light of our created nature. The perfection of virtue is 
a process in which we acquire virtues by attentive and refl ective practice. 
We look to moral exemplars to show us what virtues look like in real life, in 
a myriad of different incarnations. The important role of moral exemplars 
reminds us that any community’s vision of the good life for human beings is 
liable to be incomplete. Virtue ethics invites us to look beyond our borders 
to engage the wisdom of other cultures and those we tend to overlook in our 
own milieu. Ultimately, Christians seek the reign of God, a realm that, in the 
words of U2 lead singer Bono, is “a place that must be believed to be seen.”13 
The reign of God demands our imaginative pursuit of the good life for all.

Spiritual guidance is an arena for the practice of numerous virtues. Re-
sponsibility and accountability are refl ected in the cultivation of the virtues 
such as trustworthiness, justice, fi delity, and self-care, all under the guidance 
of prudence. While accountability implies extrinsic constraints, responsibility 
is a virtue, a virtue that calls us to manifest the virtues of fi delity, justice, and 
self-care in particular ways. Considering responsibility as a virtue also opens 
our eyes to the possibility of “over-responsibility,” a harmful assumption that 
we bear too much of the burden of the spiritual growth of our clients.

Ultimately, spiritual guides are blessed to work daily on holy ground, 
where the people we serve seek the God we worship. Our pursuit of the vir-
tues of spiritual guides leads us to recall that the service of God is never a ze-
ro-sum game, never a benefi t of the client at the expense of the guide or of the 
guide at the expense of the client. God desires and enables the diligent seeker 
to draw closer to the ground of all being, and in this basic call and response, 
the guide and the client are on the same path.

people new to ministry misunderstand Jesus’ command to “deny yourself, 
take up your cross daily, and follow me,” to mean a 24/7 availability that un-
dercuts reasonable self-care. But a workaholic is preaching a different God 
from the God of Jesus. The exhaustion, harried mien, and short temper of the 
workaholic speak volumes to the client.

Moreover, the roots of misdeeds by spiritual guides may often be found 
in bad self-care. Inappropriate relationships are easier to trip into if we are 
too enmeshed in those we deal with professionally. Boundary violations of 
all kinds can refl ect a needy and unrefl ective guide more than a deliberate 
predator. An ethics of virtue invites special attention to the phenomenon of 
counter-transference, a normal part of counseling relationships. This is a place 
where attention to good self-care can help the counselor cope responsibly and 
in ways conducive not only to good professional service of the client, but also 
to the guide’s own self-understanding.

Remember that virtues are prudential means between excess and defi -
cit. Responsibility is no different. Many of the temptations faced by spiritual 
guides take the form of failure to care for the client enough—to behave ir-
responsibly. A pastoral minister who just cannot take another conversation 
with a diffi cult parishioner may be tempted to tell parishioner “what I re-
ally think.” A spiritual director might subtly enjoy being regarded by a di-
rectee as uniquely wise and be tempted to drift into self-satisfying over-di-
rection. We hurt others, we sin, more often from power than from weakness. 
We harm those entrusted to us by failing to care for them rightly. Virtue ethics 
also opens our eyes to the fl ip side of this scenario; it is also vicious to feel ex-
cessively responsible for the other. In some cases, this leads us to trespass into 
the sacred ground where God cares best for the client, and our responsibility 
is, in part, to stay out of God’s way. Or a guide might feel responsible for a cli-
ent whose life spirals sadly into addiction, despair, or even indifference. When 
guides assume too great a sense of responsibility for such situations, they are 
unlikely to be able to continue to work without harming themselves and per-
haps others in their personal or professional relationships. Like all vices, the 
vice of over-responsibility is a lie, leading us to believe we have failed, when, 
if we have done our professional best in light of devotion to the virtues of our 
practice, we will have done all we can.
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Accountability Issues in the Supervision
of Lay Pastoral Ministry

Ron Sunderland and Ted Smith

The notion of accountability is deeply embedded in human understanding 
of the relationship with the deity. It appears in the fi rst words and images 
of Torah and, thereafter, is never absent. Adam and the woman are set in 
the Garden with freedom to use its bounty with one exception: when they 
abuse their privileges, they are held accountable and must live with the con-
sequences. A similar result occurs in the days of Noah (Gen. 6–7) and is re-
peated endlessly (for example, Ps. 95). Everett Fox, in his defi nitive exposi-
tion of the Torah, notes that in Deuteronomy, “Moshe’s voice functions fairly 
indistinguishably from God’s own—and then closes off the text by stipulat-
ing that nothing in the future is to be added to or subtracted from it. So we 
are dealing with a text of directly authoritative character…Hence, Deuter-
onomy introduces into the Bible for the fi rst time the concept of canon—a 
bounded, accepted body of authoritative literature.”1 The text is instructive, 
demanding of Jews, then and now, what is expected of God’s people: “Thou 
shalt” is the repeated command (Lev. 1:1, Num. 5:5, and Deut. 5).

Ron Sunderland, EdD, coordinator, Lay Ministry, The Methodist Hospital, 6565 Fannin 
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Ted Smith, DMin, director, Department of Spiritual Care and Education, The Methodist 
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Biblical and Theological Warrants for Accountability

Fox indicates that the inclusion of Deuteronomy as the fi fth book of the Torah 
signaled the task of “explaining” or instructing Israel regarding the terms 
of the covenant relationship of God with Israel—a covenant in which the 
nation’s accountability is fi rmly declared. Fox cites G. Earnest Wright with 
approval: “The central purpose of Deuteronomy is to furnish Israel with a 
complete order of faith and life which is the prerequisite for a prosperous 
and secure existence on the God-given land. The historian [of the preceding 
books] shows how Israel failed to keep it and what the consequences were.”2 
Fox states that Deuteronomy focuses mainly on the relationship between 
God and Israel: “Every act Israel performs as a community, and every one 
done by individuals, is to be seen in that light. As elsewhere in the Bible, 
breaking one of God’s rules means not merely a violation of a statue but 
an affront to…the sovereign Lord, and thus a grave risk to society’s well-
being and even to its very existence.”3 Israel’s failure to maintain its cov-
enant agreement and its accountability for that failure is a constant theme 
throughout its history.

The covenant relationship is spelled out in terms of obligations and ex-
pectations, and mutuality and vulnerability. When a sacred scroll was read be-
fore King Josiah, the king acknowledged God’s wrath against Judah because, 
he declared, “Our ancestors did not obey the words [of Torah]” (II Kings 
22:13). When the king had read from the scroll, acknowledging the people’s 
accountability to God, he reaffi rmed the covenant with God: committing the 
nation to keep [the Lord’s] commandments, decrees, and statutes by perform-
ing the words of the covenant which he and all the people made (23:3).

Christian Scriptures
The theme of accountability is carried forward into the New Testament. Ex-
plicit references in each of the Gospels indicate the sternness Jesus expressed 
toward those whose hardness of heart and unrepentant spirit left them vul-
nerable to God’s wrath: failure to forgive one’s brother or sister from the heart 
or to open one’s heart to a neighbor’s need will lead to eternal punishment 
(Matt. 18:23–35; 25:41–46); causing harm to a child or stumbling into wrong 
behavior can lead to a similar end (Mark 9:42–48); failure of a servant to treat 
his fellow servants well or to use his master’s assets prudently will lead 
to punishment (Luke 12:41–46; 19:11–27; 20:11–19). Throughout his Gospel 
account, John declares that the religious elders stood condemned by their 
intransigence and their failure to believe (John 9:13ff). The writers of the 

Epistles warn of the danger of failure to believe the Gospel and to conform 
one’s life to the spirit that was in Christ Jesus (1 Pet. 2:6-8; 1 Cor. 10:1ff; Gal. 
6:7–8). The authors of the Gospels and Epistles wrote about our accountabil-
ity for our actions and the intent that lies behind them. Yet there is another 
imperative that is more fundamental, for it determines both intent and the 
behaviors that ensue: accountability for the baptismal vows through which 
believers are instated within the gospel story.

It is said of Martin Luther that, in his darkest moments, he took refuge 
in the reality of his baptism, uttering, “Thank God, I have been baptized.” 
Christians who declare their confi rmation of those baptismal vows in their 
Confi rmation services reiterate them in each Eucharistic celebration. Every 
Christian, having received the Holy Spirit and thereby a particular gift of the 
Spirit, is charged to exercise that gift in acts of loving service (Rom. 12, 1 Cor. 
12, Eph. 4) to the buildup of the body of Christ, the Church. The Gospel re-
cord indicates that we are accountable for our employment of the gifts we 
have received; according to Matthew 25, our fealty to the spirit of Christ will 
be judged. Among those Spirit-endowed gifts is that of our care of one anoth-
er—and of those who despitefully use us, let us remember—which today we 
call the pastoral ministry of the Church. As with every gift of the Spirit, each 
person’s sense of call to a specifi c ministry must be confi rmed by the calling 
congregation, and each member so gifted is to be held accountable for his or 
her ministry

The Social Contract
Before turning to examine our accountability for fulfi lling our baptismal 
vows, it is noteworthy that the notion of accountability not only has bibli-
cal warrant, but it is also part of the social contract, written into the fabric of 
every society. Most if not all cultures operate on the basis of moral conduct, 
truth-telling, and relationships between their members that expresses the 
ethos of the respective culture and expects accountability of individuals for 
maintaining the norms each society has established. In the United States, 
this social contract is enshrined in the nation’s Constitution and its Pream-
ble. In many cultures, such codes, if not written, are understood by their re-
spective members, as are the consequences of breaching the culture’s norms. 
Codes of professional ethics are written for each professional community. 
Employee job descriptions require accountability of every individual on a 
company’s payroll. In the authors’ hospital, accountability is one of the fi ve 
core values that all employees are expected to abide by.
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The Church as a Covenantal Community
What is held by society at large is true for religious communities, their congre-
gations, and for individual members, vividly expressed, for example, in the 
theme of the 1963 Congress of the Anglican Communion: Mutual Responsibil-
ity and Interdependence in the Body of Christ. The Toronto congress was called to 
address the disparity between “sending” and “receiving” churches that con-
stituted the Anglican Communion. It called for a “peer-ship” in place of the 
dominant-submissive relationship that had lasted from colonial times, not-
ing that mutual and responsibility are relational terms, and required of national 
churches that they accept and respect each other as peers. The notion of mu-
tual accountability emphasized that their relationships were those of partner-
ships in mission. The stresses plainly visible among Anglicans world-wide 
since the mid-1980s illustrate graphically the level of accountability expected 
of each other by the various parties to the discussion and the consequences 
when individuals and their communities cannot reconcile their understand-
ings of “mutual accountability.” Accountability of the Church for its obedi-
ence to God’s call is applied to every aspect of the Church’s life. We turn to 
pastoral ministry as a particular ministry of the Church.

Clinical Pastoral Education Centers as Covenantal Communities
The notion of accountability has been a fundamental characteristic of the clini-
cal pastoral education (CPE) movement and its centers and members through-
out its existence. CPE supervisors and students alike are held accountable for 
their behaviors in regard to their educational processes as well as for the char-
acter of their services extended to clients or patients and colleagues in their 
respective clinical settings. The androgyny basic to the CPE enterprise expects 
students to commit themselves to the learning process, expressed in the form 
of a learning contract, often termed a learning covenant. It is a relational system 
that depends on the mutual accountability that student and supervisor expect 
of each other. In this paper, we extend this general statement to the Lay Min-
istry program as an outgrowth of our CPE experience at The Methodist Hos-
pital in Houston’s Texas Medical Center.

Lay Pastoral Education and Ministry in The Methodist Hospital System

Brief Description
Laypeople have fi lled a role in the ministry to patients at The Methodist 
Hospital for over fi fty years. A lay minister and former patient known famil-

iarly throughout the hospital as “Uncle Charlie,” began his daily ministry in 
1960 as he served patients under the oversight of the Department of Pastoral 
Care and Education. The formal introduction of a corps of trained laypeople 
was launched in 2001 as lay ministers were recruited to augment the servic-
es of the permanent staff chaplains. The training program was up-dated in 
2006 with the introduction of two new programs—the Lay Ministry Institute 
and the Lay Ministry College.

The Lay Ministry Institute provides a brief introduction to basic pastoral 
skills based on the action-refl ection model of clinical pastoral education. Fol-
lowing a weekend orientation session to ministry in a hospital setting, partici-
pants meet every two weeks on Saturday mornings over three months with 
a curriculum that focuses primarily upon basic tools of pastoral listening and 
grief theory and ministry. Participants present their verbatim reports of pa-
tient visits for peer review and discussion. Completion of the Lay Ministry 
Institute is a pre-requisite for participation in the hospital’s lay ministry pro-
gramand for some participants it is an entrée to the College.

The Lay Ministry College is an advanced, one year program designed 
for laypeople who experience a call to pastoral ministry and seek a forum to 
become more skilled and to discern where their call might lead them. Their 
future may take one of three directions: (1) continue as a layperson in the gen-
eral ministry of the church or an institution (hospital, nursing home); (2) con-
tinue as a layperson and become a paid staff person (full- or part-time) in a 
congregation’s pastoral ministry; or (3) seek ordination and serve in the repre-
sentative ministry of the church. The intent to live out this call and to discern 
a future direction is central to each participant’s application, screening inter-
view, participation in the course of training, and in the ensuing assignment 
in pastoral ministry in the hospital or in the lay ministry of a congregation. 
(During the discussion that follows, references to the College curriculum and 
program are applied equally to the Institute, although adapted to the less in-
tensive structure of the latter.)

The 100-hour Lay Ministry College curriculum includes the basic pasto-
ral skills of the Lay Institute, augmented by segments on theology and minis-
try, advanced grief ministry, and cultural issues in pastoral ministry. The cur-
riculum emphasizes the reporting of pastoral visits for discussion in weekly 
group sessions. The pedagogy of both the Institute and College programs, in 
common with all clinically-based education, presumes that students accept 
responsibility for identifying and meeting their learning goals. Supervisors 
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accept their responsibility to provide students with a creative and challenging 
learning environment.

The fi rst and second College classes were structured on a four-semester, 
two-year curriculum model. The fi rst class began in February 2006 with four-
teen participants and concluded in December 2008 with twelve graduates. 
The second class started in February 2007 with ten students and fi nished in 
December 2009 with eight completing the program. Given its two-year length 
and voluntary nature, the attrition rate for the Lay Ministry College of fi fteen 
and twenty percent respectively was remarkably low. Graduates received cer-
tifi cates indicating completion of the program issued jointly by the hospital 
and the Texas Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church. With the 
beginning of the third class of College participants in September 2009, the 
structure and marketing of the program was revised to be a one-year program 
incorporating the same total of 100 hours of didactic and verbatim sessions 
and fulfi llment of the pastoral assignments within the hospital on which the 
program is based.

Most lay ministers in the Methodist Hospital program commit to serve 
for two to three hours per week (others visit bi-weekly). The program enables 
the Spiritual Care department to move closer to the goal of visiting each pa-
tient at least once during their hospital stay and as soon after admission as 
possible. The disadvantage lies in the fact that, with today’s rapid discharge 
of patients, many lay ministers have minimal opportunity to engage in long-
term ministry. This is remedied for lay ministers who apply their hospital-
based learning within their local congregations—visits that Lay Ministry Col-
lege participants report for supervision by their hospital supervisors.

Because as laypeople, few Lay Ministry Institute and College partici-
pants have explored their self-identifi cation as a caregiver (compared with 
the rigor expected of ordained pastors and seminarians), this process is one of 
the principal emphases of both Institute and College programs; awareness of 
each participant’s sense of pastoral identity is a constant theme of the course. 
Our experience with the fi rst and second classes of College graduates and in-
terviews with the third class enrolled in September 2009 indicates that most 
participants who opt for a role as lay ministers within a hospital also antic-
ipate applying their experience within their respective congregations. With 
thirty-one College participants to date, hospitals within our system have been 
the primary focus of their ministry. As will be noted below, sadly, most of their 
own pastors have been reticent to authorize their ministry in congregational 
care.

Supervisory Issues Unique to Lay Ministry
The program requires lay ministers to submit their pastoral visits for super-
vision by the department’s CPE supervisors, as one means of ensuring par-
ticipant accountability. Since neither Institute nor College qualifi es for ACPE 
credit, what kind of leverage is available to the supervisors when faced with 
resistance? Thus far, student commitment to learning, including presenta-
tion of patient visit reports, has been remarkably high among thirty-two 
College and eighty-four Institute participants. External verifi cation of this 
claim was voluntarily offered by a high-ranking leader of a United Method-
ist agency who visited a typical evening session. “Everyone leaned forward 
in their seats during the verbatim presentation and I was moved to match 
their investment.” His comment was especially meaningful since “it came 
after a long day.”

The programs’ faculty place a high degree of importance on the support 
that staff chaplains provide to lay ministers assigned to the hospital’s clinical 
areas and on the caliber of the oversight by which their accountability for their 
respective ministries is maintained. With respect to students’ comfort with 
writing and submitting verbatim reports of their patient visits, we have deter-
mined that the written verbatim is not the only format for supervision. Some 
of our lay ministers are more comfortable making oral reports, either in peer 
group settings or in one-on-one meetings with their supervisors.

The supervisory covenant so central to the CPE process is no less im-
portant to both Institute and College programs. It begins with an understand-
ing of the character of the Supervisor-Student relationship that underlies that 
covenant. We perceive the central issue in the relationship as one of author-
ity rather than of power. The terms teacher and student too easily imply that 
power is wielded by those who teach trainee lay ministers who are neophytes 
or blank slates—in St. Paul’s words, those on a milk diet not ready for “solid 
food” (1 Cor. 3:2; see also 1 Pet. 2:2). While seminary students presumably 
have begun to explore their pastoral identity, lay ministers are unfamiliar with 
this concept and its language, yet they quickly grasp its meaning and embrace 
it. They are entering a sphere which in the recent past was regarded as the 
province of the ordained clergy. Some may be confronted by people (clergy 
and laity) who still have not accepted a theology of ministry defi ned in terms 
of baptism, charisms (Rom. 12:1–18; 1 Cor. 12:1–13ff, and Eph. 4:1–16), and call 
to ministry and who expect pastoral care from the (senior) pastor.

Most lay people understandably are anxious as they complete the orien-
tation process and are introduced to their ministry areas (whether a hospital 
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dents into a partnership of learning that evokes a strong, positive response. 
The relationship is one of mutuality—both teacher and student feel they bless 
and are blessed.

Issues of authority and accountability shape the manner in which pasto-
ral carers minister to those under their care. John Patton notes the meanings 
of authority and accountability are intertwined. Pastoral carers, both clergy and 
lay ministers, are persons under authority, and cannot offer care apart from 
the religious body that endorses that ministry and authorizes that it take place 
in a particular hospital or parish setting. “There is no such thing as the pri-
vate practice of pastoral care.” He continues, “In addition to being account-
able to structures beyond themselves for what they are and do, pastoral car-
ers are themselves authorities,” who have been “educated in the theory and 
practice of the faith, whether ordained or not, (and thereby) possess an au-
thority themselves.”4 Patton argues that the terms pastor and pastoral mean 
that both ordained and lay pastors are subject to or accountable to their au-
thorizing communities and for the exercise of the authority they possess. It is 
equally important to note, as does Patton, that in offering pastoral care, they 
convey authority to others: “Being under authority, being an authority, and 
conveying authority are all related to the pastoral carer’s inner sense of pasto-
ral identity. Moreover, the (carer’s) acceptance of a pastoral role is essential to 
functioning adequately in that role and in interpreting (that) role to others.”5 
Ordained pastors are accountable to their ecclesial communities; both clergy 
and lay ministers are accountable to their peers in ministry in order to main-
tain standards of good practice; and each pastoral minister is “accountable to 
himself or herself to advance in the practice of ministry—to become compe-
tent in caring and in understanding the faith tradition he or she represents.”6

Ordination to the clergy offi ce, Patton suggests, means that ordained 
pastors assume an “in-between” role with respect to lay ministers. They re-
ceive authority, exercise it, and convey it to lay ministers. They are account-
able for the competence with which they undertake each function, as lay min-
isters are accountable for the manner in which they carry out their ministries. 
That is, with respect to their oversight of lay ministers, ordained pastors fulfi ll 
a “gate-keeper” role.

The Supervisor as “Gate-keeper”

It is important that pastoral ministry students recognize that whereas they are 
accountable to the supervisor for the integrity of their learning role and the 

or parish setting). It has long been understood that a degree of anxiety en-
hances a student’s learning, yet it is not the case that lay people bring a blank 
slate to the learning process. With appropriate screening that recognizes and 
affi rms their gifts of ministry, lay students bring their life-time experiences to 
their new role. Often they are “wounded healers” who have resolved their 
own concerns suffi ciently so as to be ready to function as pastoral care pro-
viders. Sunderland’s experience over forty years of training and supervising 
laypeople in their roles as lay ministers indicates that they are capable of serv-
ing as competently as many ordained ministers and, in some contexts, may 
offer more effective pastoral care. Nevertheless, it is important to note that 
neophyte lay ministers face the task of developing a sense of pastoral identity 
that is a new experience to most. The task of the teacher-supervisor therefore 
begins with reinforcing the student’s integration of this new identity.

Authority versus Power Issues
Underlying the concern to safeguard and strengthen the autonomy and dig-
nity of the layperson as student is the issue of where power is perceived to 
reside in the relationship. If students experience a sense of loss of control, 
the relationship may detract from, rather than strengthen, their freedom to 
learn and thus maintain dignity and self-esteem. As noted above, the alter-
native is to ensure, as far as possible, that power issues are dealt with as 
authority issues.

The supervisor’s style of leadership role is one starting point. The lead-
ership construct is properly viewed in terms of a “servant-leader” image that 
is manifested in the teaching role of Jesus. The servant theme address es the 
image of the kingship of Christ. Jesus defi ned his “kingship” in terms of his 
authority but rejected the trappings of power (Matt. 20:20–28). Applying this 
notion to the learning process, students authorize the relationship by entering 
into a learning covenant with the teacher, holding themselves accountable for 
addressing their learning issues, and recognizing the supervisor’s authority 
as one who has knowledge the student wishes to acquire. While the student 
is not yet a peer of the teacher, both accept that status as the goal of the learn-
ing process. Both authorize the relationship and enter the relationship on an 
equal footing, a transaction that affi rms the dignity of each as full participants 
in the relationship. When this is established at the outset in the minds of both 
student and teacher, the focus shifts to the mutuality of the relationship and 
emphasizes that each brings gifts that are offered to the other. Assumption of 
a servant role does not diminish the supervisor’s authority, but invites stu-
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Accountability to the Hospital as Institution
As this paper is being written, the accountability of the Lay Ministry pro-
gram to the administration of the hospital which, until now, had seemed 
informal and non-threatening, is forcing us to adapt to a new factor. The pre-
viously informal process involving lay ministers (the Administration knew 
what we were doing!) is now required to meet the stringent reporting and 
evaluation recently required of all volunteer-based programs, despite our 
theological stance that lay ministers are not volunteers, but are conscripted to 
ministry by their baptismal vows. That is, the administration as a “secular” 
authority expects certain basic levels of accountability; we have to meet and 
surpass these requirements, for we remain accountable to another author-
ity—that of him who calls us to be fellow servants with Christ.

Supervision of Lay Pastoral Ministers in the Local Congregation
The Methodist Hospital Lay Ministry program was created to meet three 
goals: to enable lay people who experienced a call to pastoral ministry to ac-
quire and practice pastoral skills; to augment the ministries of the Spiritual 
Care department’s permanent staff; and to produce a corps of lay pastoral 
ministers eligible for appointment to full- or part-time positions as lay pas-
toral associates on congregational staffs. The third objective raised the issue 
of the readiness of ordained pastors to provide competent oversight of lay 
ministers they recruited for congregational care.

Our training of laypeople as lay ministers prepared for deployment in 
congregations is based on the proposition that pastoral ministry is a task of 
the congregation rather than the exclusive province of ordained pastors and 
that, within each congregation, there are members gifted by the Holy Spirit for 
that ministry. It is worth noting that Sunderland’s development of the notion 
of supervised lay pastoral ministry in the mid-1960s and its implementation 
in local congregations since the early1970s confronted an entrenched convic-
tion on the part of ordained clergy that congregational pastoral ministry was 
their exclusive prerogative. It is apparent that the reluctance of many clergy to 
embrace the role of lay pastoral ministers remains a barrier to their employ-
ment by congregations. We return to this factor as well as to the issue of clergy 
training for their supervisory role.

Clergy Supervisory Training

The issue of the readiness of clergy to provide informed oversight of lay 
pastoral associates was brought into sharp focus in the mid-1970s as Per-

competence of their ministry, supervisors are accountable to their institution-
al administrators for students’ pastoral activities. (Similarly, ordained pastors 
who accept lay ministers as colleagues are accountable to their congregations 
for the quality and competence of the pastoral ministry offered by these lay 
ministers or lay pastoral associates.) The supervisor thus serves as gate-keep-
er to the student’s access to the clinical setting as the locus of the student’s 
learning. In most clinical learning settings, while supervisors may not be able 
to guarantee that their respective students can do any good, they are at least 
expected to ensure that their students do not do any harm. Lines of account-
ability are unambiguous and fi rm. The supervisor’s vulnerability and readi-
ness to risk “failure” on the part of students is integral to the learning process.

Administrative discipline can be swift. A supervisor and his student 
learned this lesson when the lay ministry student conducted a chapel service 
that expounded on the image of a person “turning the other cheek” when 
insulted. The student asked a patient to join him, whereupon the student 
tapped the patient lightly on one cheek, and said, “After I slapped him, he 
should invite me to slap his other cheek.” The man was a psychiatric patient 
who complained to an administrator, and the student was summarily dis-
missed on the orders of the hospital administrator, while the supervisor was 
warned to keep stricter oversight of his students. The effort to create a viable 
learning setting that gives students space in which to learn can become a bal-
ancing act between accountability to students while being accountable to the 
institution—administrators and patients—in which the emphasis is on the su-
pervisor’s own practice and student oversight.

The fundamental importance of accountability for the quality and ef-
fectiveness of the pastoral care that lay ministers provide resulted in the em-
phasis on supervised ministry incorporated in the College curriculum. Initial 
orientation to hospital ministry is followed by assignment of each student to 
a clinical area which becomes the “parish” in which the student offers minis-
try. The College faculty use a “shadowing” process during which supervisors 
and students make patient visits; students observe the supervisor’s ministry 
and are, in turn, observed by the supervisor, followed by discussion of these 
ministry events. As lay ministers begin to make solo visits, oversight is main-
tained by both the supervisors and the lay ministers’ respective staff chaplains 
assigned to the clinical area. Lay ministers are urged to bring specifi c patient 
needs to the staff chaplain’s attention, and to that of their supervisors. The 
program is further strengthened by the provision of continuing education ses-
sions for the lay ministers.

SUNDERLAND AND SMITHACCOUNTABILITY ISSUES IN THE SUPERVISION OF LAY MINISTRY
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Impact of the College Program on its Participants

With each Lay Ministry College graduation ceremony, the formal relation-
ship of mutual accountability no longer exists between the graduates and 
the faculty members. Yet, both parties feel a measure of accountability to 
each other in order to honor the integrity of the College experience symbol-
ized in the graduation certifi cate. Graduates want to demonstrate their ef-
fectiveness in ministry; faculty members want the training they provided to 
be more than adequate for the pastoral needs the graduates encounter.

Thus far both sets of expectations made been fulfi lled. While only a cou-
ple of graduates have secured employed ministry positions, virtually all the 
other graduates are actively engaged in spiritual care ministry in either hospi-
tal settings or local congregations. Overall their level of performance has been 
commendatory.

Representative of the vast majority of her colleagues, this Lay Ministry 
College graduate offered the following retrospective summary:

The experience of the Lay Ministry College was not only affi rming of my 
call to service but prepared me to respond to that call. The training was a 
resource to develop skills and knowledge that have equipped me for pas-
toral care ministry in the hospital and congregational settings. The leader-
ship and commitment of the College provided an environment that val-
ued and encouraged the service that graduates can bring to local church 
communities working in collaboration with pastors. And fi nally, it gave 
to me an identity as a lay minister and what that means in a biblical sense 
and what it means to me personally.

NOTES
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kins School of Theology faculty at Southern Methodist University consid-
ered ways to make the seminary’s fi eld education process a more effective 
learning opportunity for their masters of divinity students. The fi eld educa-
tion faculty was aware that the quality of students’ experiences in their con-
gregational placements would depend on the effectiveness of the oversight 
they would receive. It was determined that the fi rst step was to provide 
supervisory training for participating pastors—completion of which was 
one of the prerequisites for congregations that wished to participate in the 
program. Further, continued participation required pastors to attend regu-
lar sessions in which they submitted accounts of their student oversight for 
supervision by seminary faculty and by Ron Sunderland and co-opted CPE 
supervisors. The resulting supervisory training process constituted a sig-
nifi cant continuing education opportunity for both the pastors and the lay 
oversight committee that was formed in each participating congregation.

The Methodist Hospital Spiritual Care department offers ordained pas-
tors the opportunity to capitalize on the program’s facilitation of clergy orien-
tation to supervisory training as a means of enhancing their pastoral as well 
as their oversight skills. We recognize that we cannot require clergy to engage 
in supervisory training, and we would be less than honest if we did not ac-
knowledge our disappointment at clergy apathy towards taking advantage of 
these opportunities. (Patton has drawn attention to the reality that many cler-
gy have diffi culty being authorities, that is, being accountable for what they 
say or being set apart from those over whom that have authority.7) Clergy dis-
interest in employing College graduates has been even more disappointing in 
light of the fact that congregations could thus acquire lay staff members with 
demonstrated pastoral competence without assuming the burden of the fi -
nancial encumbrances that would be entailed by an additional clergy appoint-
ment. The program would appear to attract the attention of congregations 
that need to provide more extensive pastoral ministry but are unable fi nan-
cially to assume responsibility for an additional clergy appointment. Yet, in 
our experience, clergy continue as gate-keepers to laypeople who experience 
the call to pastoral ministry, exhibiting indifference or passive resistance to 
employment of lay pastoral associates. We have done what we can do: bring 
to the attention of ecclesiastical authorities the need to hold clergy account-
able for their failure to empower laypeople to engage in pastoral ministry as a 
vocation in which they seek to live out their baptismal vows.
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tute on supervision for spiritual directors and program directors, I found 
myself naming spiritual direction for the fi rst time as a hybrid ministry that 
is both charismatic and professional.1

Those of us who practice spiritual direction and form others as spiritual 
directors in the fi rst world cannot do so without holding ourselves account-
able to the ethical norms and behaviors commonly spelled out in other minis-
terial professions. At the same time, we want to leave God’s Spirit free to ani-
mate, inspire, and guide others through the fi nely spirit-attuned persons who 
understand and can mediate the ways of God to others. Such individuals may 
demonstrate a charism for spiritual direction even though they do not have 
graduate degrees or the formation equivalents. There remains an ongoing ten-
sion in spiritual direction between professional competence and charismatic 
authority rooted in personal experience.

From its origins twenty years ago, Spiritual Directors International (SDI) 
began to develop minimum standards for formation programs in spiritual di-
rection.2 At the time, the organization was an exclusively Christian group that 
struggled mightily to accommodate denominational and theological differ-
ences across these traditions. It has since grown to be an interfaith organiza-
tion creating even greater complexity.

At that early phase in its history, SDI developed a set of “guiding prin-
ciples” that all formation programs at that time agreed to accept. It also of-
fered mentoring for program directors who were contemplating starting new 
programs. These guiding principles were shared with new program staff. In 
1992, a group of trainers agreed to hold themselves collegially accountable to 
one another to maintain these minimum standards and to continue to refl ect 
together and present to one another new developments in their programs. 
This decision resulted in a “trainers’ symposium” preceding the annual SDI 
conference. Later, this conference was called “the annual leadership institute.”

Because of the growth of spiritual direction programs (more than 300 
in the United States alone) and the inability of program directors to regularly 
attend a SDI conference in another part of the country or world, the “annual 
leadership institute” could not fulfi ll the function of maintaining formation 
standards. SDI, as an organization, has not assumed responsibility for fi nd-
ing new ways to address the issue of minimum standards for spiritual direc-
tion formation programs. Standards of accountability for SDI member spiri-
tual directors are promoted through the aspirational “Guidelines for Ethical 
Conduct in the Spiritual Direction Relationship,” fi rst approved tentatively 
in March 1996 by the members of the trainer’s group present at that meeting, 
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Sacred is the Call:
Supervisory Accountability and Responsibility

in the Formation of Spiritual Directors

Janet K. Ruffi ng

Historical Background

The development of programs and processes for forming spiritual directors 
is a relatively recent phenomenon. Clinical pastoral education has a much 
longer history of supervision, as do supervisory structures and expectations 
for pastoral counselors and educators. The literature related to supervision 
in spiritual direction is sparse, and supervisory processes have usually been 
developed by adapting processes from other pastoral ministries. To further 
complicate the situation, spiritual direction is an ancient practice within the 
Christian tradition and has primarily been considered to be a charism and 
the fruit of contemplation. It is seen, therefore, by many to fall outside the 
purview of external standards, licensing, certifi cation, and various forms of 
accountability standards for most professions. In a recent leadership insti-
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and then accepted by the membership present at the annual SDI conference in 
1999.3 These guidelines spell out the responsibilities to self, the directee, and 
to others (colleagues, faith communities, and society).

By the 2006 trainer’s symposium in Costa Mesa, California, the “guiding 
principles” had been renamed “program components.”4 This proposal, how-
ever, was never communicated to those program leaders who were not rep-
resented at that meeting, nor were the refl ections on “program components” 
published to members at large. Rather than a mutually accountable group, 
this annual meeting has become one opportunity among many for program 
directors and staffs to refl ect on their formation and supervisory processes. It 
no longer has any collegial binding force among the trainers. In addition, SDI 
has made no recent effort to develop a new set of minimal collegial standards 
for programs. If a consensus develops within this group at the meeting, there 
is neither a mechanism for communicating it to other formators in the organi-
zation nor for facilitating common norms.

Guidelines for the Ethical Conduct of Spiritual Directors

Because of concerns that initially arose about insurance and liability in 1993, 
SDI commissioned a group of its members with special expertise (a moral 
theologian, a lawyer, and others) to develop a set of guidelines for ethical 
conduct for spiritual directors. This process was completed by 1999. More 
recently, in 2005, Bill Creed, SJ, who was part of the task force that worked 
on the ethical guidelines for spiritual directors, has called for new standards 
for spiritual directors and for programs forming them.5 He stated in sum-
mary: “at a minimum, the guidelines named and brought to awareness vari-
ous areas of right conduct in the spiritual direction relationship.”6 But in the 
face of the complete lack of any ability to disqualify a spiritual director from 
practicing the art of spiritual direction because of failure to observe these 
guidelines, he asserts that we need more:

We now need minimal standards below which it is clear that a spiritual 
director is acting unjustly. These standards must address issues of confi -
dentiality, community and collegial responsibilities, and other important 
issues. Mechanisms for reporting and responding to unjust behavior need 
to be created as well as forums for defending against unfounded accusa-
tions. Articulating these minimum standards and developing appropriate 
mechanisms to ensure that they are maintained will protect both vulner-
able directees and the integrity of the gift of spiritual direction.7

In addition, to minimal enforceable ethical standards, Creed also recom-
mends that “accreditation standards need to be developed for formation 
programs” themselves and that “those involved in the formation of spiri-
tual directors need to communicate about and collaborate in determining 
basic criteria for formation programs that move beyond the ‘invitations’ of 
‘The Guidelines for Ethical Conduct.’”8 To date, I am not aware of any body 
working on addressing these concerns within the spiritual direction forma-
tion community.

Becoming a Supervisor for Spiritual Directors

Currently, just as there is no recognized certifi cation process for spiritual di-
rectors or minimum standards for their formation, there are as yet no objec-
tives, standards, or criteria for becoming a supervisor or a spiritual direction 
formation program faculty member. Typically, programs and their directors 
have adapted the guidelines for spiritual direction and applied them to the 
parallel process of the supervision of spiritual directors. Most supervisors 
are mentored into this role after several years of experience as a spiritual 
director. Some follow a criterion of fi ve years as a spiritual director. Some 
spiritual direction supervisors bring mentoring skills from having worked 
with beginning teachers. Others have clinical competence in some form of 
therapy and the supervisory experience related to the therapeutic context, 
and they also have become spiritual directors themselves. Models of both 
individual supervision and group supervision are typically used. If the di-
rection experience includes directing the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius 
in the nineteenth annotation thirty-week experience, the thirty-day enclosed 
retreat, or a silent six- to eight-day directed retreat, the supervisor needs 
to have special expertise and experience in directing the Spiritual Exercis-
es. Programs in spiritual direction, in which the practicum element and its 
supervision take place away from the site of the program (in other words, 
in another part of the United States or another country), have surfaced the 
need for developing some training in supervision for already experienced 
spiritual directors.

Supervisors have more frequently been mentored into this ministry by 
working on a formation team with others for a while before assuming respon-
sibility for one-on-one supervision. This may have been done by co-supervis-
ing in a small group or by participating for some time in a peer supervision 
group. As a result, there has been less refl ection on the expectations and re-
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from mistakes. They are responsible and accountable both to the institution in 
which they serve and to their supervisees.

Institutional Accountability

Supervisors in spiritual direction and formators have been hired or ap-
pointed to this task by an educational institution, such as a college, graduate 
school, retreat house, a diocesan spirituality center, or a program director of 
an independent program. They are responsible for working at the appropri-
ate professional level expected by that institution or setting, including hav-
ing the necessary credentials in addition to experience and competence in 
spiritual direction. In a university setting and in many retreat houses, the 
faculty and supervisors are often covered by the liability insurance of the 
institution. At Fordham University, for example, the supervisees are also 
insured; legal counsel reviewed the document, “Understandings and Ex-
pectations of Spiritual Direction,” that delineates what spiritual direction is 
and is not and describes the supervisory oversight of the interns. Although 
the document was revised according to the lawyer’s recommendations, this 
document also serves as an “engagement agreement” that the directee signs. 
It helps clarify for the directee what the directee can expect in terms of service 
from the director, so it also protects the directee. Included in this document 
are norms about confi dentiality—its promise, how it is maintained within 
a supervisory process, and the legal obligations for mandatory reporting.

Faculty and supervisors are responsible to insure their supervisees do no 
harm, that they resource them appropriately in relationship to the individual 
challenges each faces in the directees, and that both the directee and super-
visee learn and grow as a result of the practicum experience. Thus, a supervi-
sor is “on call” as needed. Rarely have supervisees needed help after hours. 
But a neophyte spiritual director with a suicidal directee, for instance, needs 
to know who to call and needs to feel free to do so for his own sake as well 
as the directee’s sake. In relationship to the hiring institution, decisions made 
by supervisors and faculty affect the institution and the reputation of the pro-
gram. Program participants need to trust they will be treated fairly and that 
decisions will be made with suffi cient transparency to make sense to them.

Discerning the Call to Spiritual Direction

Most programs approach training in spiritual direction as a testing of a call 
to do this ministry. This approach brings into play the staff’s and the pro-
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sponsibilities of supervisors of spiritual directors than in other pastoral min-
istries. In addition, the emphasis on the experience of the spiritual director, 
rather than on issues brought up by the directee, has at times led to an ar-
tifi cial division between “supervision” and “consultation” and a preference 
for seeking out the expertise of a psychologist or some other specialist about 
something happening in the spiritual direction relationship.9

Programs in spiritual direction recognize the need for clinical psycho-
logical competence among the supervisors or for a consulting role to assist 
with recognizing and interpreting resistance, transference, and counter trans-
ference in spiritual direction. There is also a need to assist inexperienced spiri-
tual directors to work competently with a directee who, for instance, may be 
seriously depressed or suffering from some other psychological phenomenon. 
Recent developments in pastoral counseling advocate particularly the use of 
the self in the pastoral relationship that requires an ability to recognize and 
make use of the unconscious material emerging in the pastoral relationship 
appropriately.10 In all supervision, there is much learning from the experience 
of supervising and the experience of one’s own practice of spiritual direction. 
This depth and breadth of experience is placed at the service of the supervisee 
by a skilled supervisor who has learned from both successes and mistakes in 
her own practice in both ministries under the refl ective gaze and support of 
one’s own supervisor.

Despite a lack of norms and standards for supervision and for the for-
mation of spiritual directors, most supervisors take their responsibilities very 
seriously and usually adopt the approach by which they themselves were ini-
tiated into the ministry. To whom then are supervisors and formators of spiri-
tual directors accountable? The ministry of supervision, like that of spiritual 
direction, is rooted in pastoral competency and a call to mentor others for the 
sake of “the absent other.” I believe that supervision is a charism just as much 
as spiritual direction itself is. It is rooted in the particular gifts of persons who 
delight in assisting the growth of others, who take as much joy in another’s 
development as in one’s own, and who have developed a capacity to mentor 
others in a practice in which they excel. Supervisors communicate their trust 
in God’s ways with directees and with those they supervise and draw their 
supervisees into this trust. They approach their vulnerable supervisees with 
carefully calibrated empathy—accepting beginner’s mistakes, recognizing 
personal challenge, and creating an environment in which it is safe to learn 
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tor. Again, a supervisor needs to be clear about an inability to make a recom-
mendation. This outcome may demonstrate careful discernment skills—leav-
ing the question open until necessary information becomes available to the 
supervisee.11

Transparency in Supervision

In order to best serve supervisees and their directees, some programs make 
their own supervisory process transparent. The supervisor who works with 
the program supervisors to refl ect on their work with their supervisees also 
rotates through the group supervision sessions, providing the interns with a 
second experienced supervisor in the group and psychological resources for 
at least half the sessions. Further, the supervisors process their group and in-
dividual supervision with each other as well as with the outside supervisor. 
This is a collegial process in which the supervisee benefi ts from more than 
one personality style, supervisory style, and understanding of the dynamics 
of spiritual direction and spiritual growth. The supervisee usually fi nds the 
support needed by at least one or more persons on the team. This collegial-
ity and transparency make it easier for supervisors to discriminate between 
their own issues and their supervisees’ issues, as well as examine cultural 
differences that may impede or affect communication.

Supervisors also often model learning from their own mistakes. In this 
way, supervisees can understand that everyone makes mistakes, that one can 
learn from them, and that mistakes should be addressed before they create ob-
stacles in the spiritual direction process. Finally, supervisors need to be clear 
with their supervisees about how the program director maintains the confi -
dentiality of information about them in the fi les and how long those materials 
will be kept should they be needed for recommendations for ministry open-
ings that involve spiritual direction.

This mutuality in the process of evaluation and discernment of the di-
rector’s call to continue spiritual direction and with what kind of directees 
(younger directees or persons in recovery, for example) is complemented by 
the supervisee’s evaluation of the supervisor. It is important to spend some 
time in the fi nal supervision session talking about how the process of supervi-
sion has gone for both the supervisor and supervisee. It allows some refl ection 
about the entire process of supervision—the challenges, the learning, the joys, 
and the ups and the downs. Supervisees often give supervisors openings to 
refl ect more deeply on some of the dynamics of this relationship—whether it 

gram director’s own skills and gifts in discernment of spirits. This means 
that students/interns are apprised about who will make determine whether 
or not they proceed to the practicum phase of the program and on what 
basis. This frequently includes pre-admission conversations, interviews, 
narratives, and assessment of progress throughout the preparatory course 
work or seminars, such as the pastoral counseling skills class leading to the 
practicum. Some do more rigorous screening prior to beginning the pro-
gram. Others do the more rigorous screening in the course of the program. 
It is most helpful for the potential spiritual director to receive feedback from 
more than one person if at all possible. In the evaluation process leading to 
participating in the practicum, potential supervisees need to have demon-
strated their ability to receive feedback without being excessively defensive 
about their work, have the capacity to refl ect on their feelings and responses 
to a directee, and demonstrate a developmental readiness that I call “super-
visability.” Are they refl ective about their own experience? Can they connect 
their reactions to material in their directee’s narratives? Can they put this 
awareness into words?

In some programs, a decision to proceed to practicum or internship oc-
curs after two years of work. In academic programs, if a student is denied 
admission to the practicum, it is important as a justice issue to allow the stu-
dent to apply credits to another program concentration. Finally, the institution 
needs to be clear in its promotional materials when classes are expected to be 
taken and that progression to the practicum is not automatic.

In relationship to the supervisee, the supervisor needs to set clear expec-
tations about what the practicum experience will entail: readings, class discus-
sion, number of sessions with directees, verbatims, process notes, case confer-
ences, and individual supervision sessions. The supervisor is responsible for 
tracking a supervisee’s work with each directee regardless of whether or not 
every directee is the focus of a verbatim. This might be done through a combi-
nation of process notes and one-on-one supervision. Supervisees should leave 
a practicum experience with a clear, mutually arrived at understanding of 
strengths and weaknesses of the supervisees, areas for further growth and 
potential ways of addressing those areas, and a clear recommendation about 
whether or not to continue to see directees after the practicum, as well as how 
to secure post-practicum supervision.

Occasionally, the practicum ends without clarity about the director’s call 
or ability. This is sometimes the result of an insuffi cient number of sessions or 
the level of diffi culty posed by some directees for a beginning spiritual direc-
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inadequacies also need to be identifi ed and addressed in course work, in-ser-
vice workshops, and professional reading.

In the Service of the “Absent Other”

Mary Rose Bumpus defi nes supervision as “a conversation between peers 
that ultimately fosters the well-being of an absent other.”13 I am particularly 
taken by the image of an “absent other.” Supervisors and formators of spiri-
tual directors do not “direct” the absent other through the supervisee; rather 
they help the director discover how best to help the directee through his 
own gifts of grace and personality. At the same time, supervisors are ethi-
cally responsible to help sessions unfold in the best interest of the directee’s 
spiritual well-being. The director’s directee is a looming presence in super-
visory sessions, although clearly physically absent.

Directees, however, are not the only “absent others” who impinge on 
the supervisory conversation. Our supervisees are also always members of 
communities in which they practice. Frequently directees match their direc-
tor’s ethnic and denominational identifi cations. These may or may not be en-
tirely familiar to a supervisor who has some responsibility to understand the 
world of the director and the directee. Supervisors do not have a right to im-
pose their own cultural and denominational assumptions on others. Yet nei-
ther do directors have a right to impose their cultural and theological views 
on their directees. As the ethical guidelines for directors asserts, “spiritual di-
rectors honor the dignity of the directee by respecting the directee’s values, 
conscience, spirituality, and theology.” In addition, the guidelines address the 
director’s relationship to faith communities. Directors are to “appropriately 
draw on the teachings and practices of faith communities and to respect the 
directee’s relationship to his or her own community of faith.” Supervisors and 
formators bear the responsibility of concretely assisting their supervisees on a 
case-by-case basis to discover what this means with their particular directees.

If our supervisees are international participants or missionaries who 
have lived a long time in another country, there will be more than one culture 
in the room as well as ways of being religious. Will this supervisee be doing 
spiritual direction in the United States context with all of its diversity, or will 
the supervisee be returning to her country of origin or to the same mission 
area? In both of these cases of ethnic and cultural difference, the absent other 
may be entire worlds that we will know only through our supervisees. Our re-
sponsibility as supervisors is to help these international supervisees refl ect on 

has been diffi cult or easier. In the termination phase, amazing breakthroughs 
can occur that may lead to greater mutual transparency and recommenda-
tions for personal work that can be of great benefi t. It is also important to give 
an opportunity for a written evaluation of the supervisor’s work for the su-
pervisor’s benefi t as well.

Supervisors and Spiritual Directors Do Not Work in Isolation

For both directors and supervisors, it is important to remember that we 
should never be completely alone in this intimate work of supervision or 
spiritual direction. Directors and supervisors maintain the integrity of their 
work by continuing to engage in spiritual direction themselves and in other 
spiritual practices that keep them attuned to the contemplative dimension 
of life and available to partnering with God’s spirit in these ministries of in-
timate accompaniment.

Both directors and supervisors engage in supervision on a regular basis 
with peers or with a mentor and also seek consultation as needed with other 
qualifi ed persons.12 This external supervision is in addition to keeping person-
al supervision notes of sessions with directees or supervisees and refl ecting on 
what happened for the directee or supervisee and what might have been go-
ing on with one self.

In addition to confi dential supervision, it is important in the formation 
of spiritual directors that supervisors and faculty work as a team. This builds 
in a mutual accountability to one another. When possible, a gender balance on 
the team is also highly desirable because it creates a better chance of interns 
receiving what they need from faculty and supervisors. It is important for su-
pervisees to have some choice in the supervisor—to get a fresh start if needed 
or to get the more comfortable gender accompaniment to support the chal-
lenging work of supervision. Supervisees thrive as do supervisors when there 
is some freedom in the relationship. Some teams work out the supervision 
groups with input both from the participants and from the team members.

Supervisors and supervisees address their personal issues in therapy if 
supervision and spiritual direction are not enough to restore equilibrium if 
unexpected personal issues are triggered by one’s supervisees or directees. It 
is a truism that we get the directees and supervisees we need to deepen our 
own self-knowledge and resolve once again at a deeper level long-standing 
or long-buried personal issues triggered by our work with others. Knowledge 
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There are many signals throughout the process of whether directors are 
able to make use of the supervisory process in their work with directees. Su-
pervision, like other helping relationships, requires time to develop the work-
ing alliance and time for the supervisee to welcome the supervisor into the 
experience of spiritual direction as an ally who offers support, empathy, and 
challenge and who also requires accountability. Supervisees have access to ev-
eryone on the team, and all team members develop. This has the effect of sup-
porting the supervisee even if the supervisor or the supervisee is experiencing 
“disturbances” or challenges in their relationship. The immediacy of supervi-
sor-supervision (a session each week that focuses on either work with indi-
viduals or the group) helps address challenges before they become problems.

Supervisors might ask themselves some of the following questions when 
refl ecting on their personal effectiveness as a supervisor:

• From my perspective, does my supervisee trust me and feel free enough to 
bring successes and mistakes to the process?

• Have I developed a strong enough connection with this supervisee to chal-
lenge her more deeply?

• Do I adjust my supervisory concerns to the developmental level of the super-
visee? Some bring many years of prior experience as spiritual directors.

• Am I comfortable working with diverse supervisees (for instance, cultur-
al background, gender, sexual orientation, denomination, lay, religious, 
clergy)?

• Is the supervisee increasingly free to make use of the supervisory process?

• Does the complexity and depth of the supervisee’s process notes increase 
over the course of the practicum?

• Is the supervisee responsive to my interventions? For example, does the su-
pervisee try out suggestions, report back on subsequent experience, become 
increasingly transparent, seem to be less invested in “fi xing” problem areas, 
and so forth?

• Do I arrive at insights and potential new behavioral suggestion collabora-
tively with my supervisee?

• Do I model the skills of exploration, insight, and the promotion of behavior 
changes the director needs to use with directees?

• Does my supervisee demonstrate empathic connection with directees?

• Do I continue to deepen my empathic attunement with the supervisee?

• Are we both surprised as what we discover together about the director’s ex-
perience of the directee and of spiritual direction?

• Is my supervisee appropriately being challenged—neither too much chal-
lenge nor too little?

the applicability of our model of spiritual direction to their own cultures and 
communities and help them refl ect on how they are changing in the supervi-
sory/training process and how they might facilitate similar change, if judged 
desirable, in the contexts in which they are the cultural experts.

Society, in general, constitutes yet another “absent other” in the supervi-
sory/formation process. Supervisors, particularly, in the absence of any cre-
dentialing body become the “gatekeepers” by determining who continues to 
practice as a spiritual director after the internship or practicum experience. 
Statistics from formation programs in spiritual direction indicate that only 
forty percent of those who complete these programs in all settings continue to 
practice spiritual direction after the completion of the program. In my own ex-
perience, the few intern directors I have tried to dissuade from continuing to 
offer spiritual direction are likely to receive and act on my recommendation. 
In some cases, the director may need to successfully address personal growth 
issues—stabilize in recovery from drug or alcohol addiction or complete a 
messy life-transition—before resuming a spiritual direction practice. In more 
serious cases, directors who have struggled to provide a safe holding envi-
ronment by maintaining appropriate boundaries, who have been excessively 
stressed by the work, or who have demonstrated other long-standing person-
ality issues that are unlikely to change are the least likely to act on a recom-
mendation not to continue. On the other hand, frequently the most successful 
interns are appropriately more hesitant to continue offering spiritual direction 
and recognize the need for on-going education and supervision. This experi-
ence suggests that preventing the second group especially from proceeding to 
an internship or practicum is a critical responsibility for the sake of society in 
general. As a supervisor, I can only hope and pray that directees will discon-
tinue spiritual direction with such directors.

Assessing the Effectiveness of the Supervisory Process

As stated above, toward the end of the practicum, supervisees participate 
both orally and in writing offering their refl ection on the effectiveness of the 
supervisory process from their perspective. This includes comment on the 
group process, the didactic component, the contribution of their peers in the 
small groups, as well as feedback to the supervisor on both their individual 
and group supervision style. They also comment on the contribution of the 
psychological consult (the supervisors’ supervisor).
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like directors in training, may be deeply threatened by their own self-esteem 
issues and may be reluctant or unable to participate in supervision as deeply 
as needed in order to grow and learn from the supervisory process. Finally, 
because supervision of neophyte spiritual directors is very much a spiritual 
process, supervisors also need to attend to their own self-care and the depth 
of their own contemplative lives and spiritual growth. Supervisees just like 
directors need to pray their way through sessions as well as before and after. 
If this is, indeed, a charismatic ministry, then so too is its supervision.

Conclusion

Despite the challenges and concerns elaborated in this article, nevertheless, 
those of us who form spiritual directors and supervise them typically share 
a passion and love for the ministry of spiritual direction and supervision. 
We care deeply about supporting the hundreds of “absent others” whose 
spiritual lives their supervisees will accompany and serve. We care about 
the churches and the institutions that support this ministry. And we care 
about co-laboring with the Spirit in the transformation of the world through 
the inspirited actions of our supervisees and our directees. Nevertheless, 
collectively we need to move to the next level of accountability and respon-
sibility for our programs and our supervisory processes.
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Accountability and Professional Supervision
of Pastoral Ministry Leaders

Raymond A. Reddicliffe

A recent pastoral supervision pilot project, undertaken on behalf of a Pres-
bytery of the Uniting Church of Australia in South East Queensland, in-
volved comparisons of different types of group supervision.1 The project’s 
results refl ect the issues of accountability and the supervision of pastoral 
ministry leaders. The main objective of the study was to test the viability of 
three modes of group supervision, and to assess the extent to which these 
could function as alternatives to the well-established one-on-one model of 
pastoral supervision. In this essay, I revisit the processes and outcomes of 
the supervision pilot project with the purpose of refl ecting on the issues of 
accountability and the professional supervision of pastoral ministry leaders 
as well as the relationship between these issues. Reference will be made to 
details of the report on the supervision pilot project since it makes accessible 
relevant case study material for major issues to be explored. Also, because 
the project involved attending to the lived experiences of the participants 
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in the process by engaging in an exercise of creative listening and spiritual 
discernment in relation to the feedback received, the processes employed 
are regarded as consistent with those usually employed in the early stages 
of practical theology methodology.2

I offer working defi nitions of the key concepts and then provide a brief 
overview and discussion of the main processes and outcomes of the pilot proj-
ect. Then I review how the concepts of accountability and professional su-
pervision are understood and applied in particular contexts, including the 
ministry of pastoral supervision, business organizations, and the professions. 
Finally, some conclusions and recommendations are presented relating to ac-
countability measures and the practice of professional supervision with pas-
toral ministry leaders.

Definitions of Key Terms

In common usage, the concept of accountability refers to any process where-
by individuals and groups are answerable to others, i.e., “responsible to 
someone or for some action.”3 In some contexts, the concept may carry the 
meaning of “liability,” having legal or moral responsibility for some person 
or action, such as teachers in an educational system.4 Accountability is un-
derstood in this essay to be multifaceted, complex, varying somewhat in 
respect to different cultural contexts. It does not readily submit to simplifi ca-
tion. Accountability is implicated in relationships at the personal, interper-
sonal, group, and community levels and usually involves mutual or com-
plementary expectations, roles, and responsibilities. Evaluative processes of 
accountability are integral to particular partnerships or covenants and have 
implications for ethical and moral decision-making as well as for setting 
standards for expected performance levels and behavior. In Christian min-
istry and pastoral supervision contexts, these may be expressed as a code of 
ethics for the practice of ministry. There is also a theological dimension of 
accountability that may include actually doing theology5 as well as experi-
encing and responding to the judgment and grace of God.6

The term professional supervision (also referred to as pastoral supervi-
sion) is used here to refer to processes involving an intentional relationship 
of a supervisee with at least one other person for the specifi c purpose of en-
gaging in theological refl ection on experiences of ministry. The aim of this 
process is the development of professional identity as a ministry agent along 
with the acquisition of ministry skills or competencies in accord with per-

sonal learning goals. The adjective professional is preferred over pastoral in 
this context because it makes clear that the following discussion on supervi-
sion is primarily (but not exclusively) focused on the professional roles and 
responsibilities that ministers undertake, recognizing that these have much in 
common with those of some other professionals serving the specifi c needs of 
particular groups of people. The broad working defi nition adopted here of a 
professional is “a knowledge based worker in a defi ned domain.”7 Another 
reason for favoring “professional” over “pastoral” is that in some contexts the 
term “professional supervision” can indicate a narrow focus in terms of pur-
pose that implies a close relationship with the concept of accountability. For 
example, the defi nition given of professional supervision in the Constitution 
and Regulations of the Uniting Church in Australia (UCA) is “the relationship 
a Minister has with another professional or group whereby the Minister is as-
sisted to maintain the boundaries of the pastoral relationship and the quality 
of ministry.”8 Both purposes mentioned here have important accountability 
connotations.

Although the term pastoral ministry leaders refers to women and men 
serving in a specifi ed ministry (commissioned or ordained) of the Uniting 
Church of Australia (UCA) and working mainly in congregational or chap-
laincy ministry contexts, a much broader application is assumed throughout 
the paper.

Supervision Pilot Project: Overview of Process

The pilot project that provides the primary data for this essay involved peo-
ple serving in ministry roles in a Presbytery of the Uniting Church of Aus-
tralia (UCA) located in South East Queensland. It was undertaken to follow 
up on some of the fi ndings of a Presbytery-wide survey on the professional 
supervision of its ministry leaders.9 The survey had found that over half of 
those in active ministry positions (placements) had no specifi c arrangement 
in place for receiving regular supervision. Not unexpectedly, the data did 
confi rm anecdotal evidence of a lack of participation in regular supervision 
by a large proportion of ministers serving in the Presbytery despite know-
ing that regular supervision was mandatory for people serving in ministry.

Once the decision to implement the supervision pilot project was made, 
personal letters were distributed, setting out basic details of the three small-
group supervision options and inviting prospective participants meeting spe-
cifi c criteria to register interest and, if appropriate, to nominate their group 
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preference. Out of the twenty-six ministry leaders that were contacted, fi fteen 
indicated a desire to participate; on the basis of the information provided, 
each was assigned to one of the following groups: a supervisor-led group, a 
peer supervision group, or one of two triad groups.

The participants received documents relating to the functioning and ad-
ministration of the supervision program along with other relevant resources 
prior to commencement. Although a questionnaire inviting feedback was dis-
tributed two months into the program, it was necessary to exclude that data 
from the assessment process because the two triad groups had met only once 
or twice by then. There was also a low response rate from the members of the 
other two groups. The supervision program operated over a six-month pe-
riod and evaluation involved analysis of the written feedback received from 
all participants in the form of questionnaire responses toward the end of the 
program. The data included information that was used for statistical analysis 
as well as evaluative comments concerning various aspects of participants’ 
experiences of the program.

Supervision Pilot Project: Outcomes

The main outcomes of the pilot project are as follows:
• All groups produced positive outcomes for their respective participants, and 

all participants indicated enthusiasm for pastoral supervision.

• No one form of group supervision was perceived to be more effective than 
another.

• The need was identifi ed for appointed group conveners who were trained 
and experienced in group supervision and familiar with the organization 
and functioning of such groups.

• Conveners need to have in place arrangements for receiving supervision of 
their work with their respective group.

• Effective communication links are vital to enable administrative issues to be 
dealt with in a timely manner.

• Provision of adequate funding of group supervision programs needed to be 
seriously addressed by the appropriate resourcing body.

• Small-group supervision programs were perceived to have the potential to 
enhance the quality of pastoral supervision, as well as increase the propor-
tion of ministers regularly participating.

• Such programs are able to increase levels of pastoral support and enhance 
professional development for ministry leaders through group supervisory 
relationships and interaction.

Several of these points will be discussed in more detail in considering the 
issues of accountability and the professional supervision of ministry leaders, 
although accountability issues were far less overt. Nevertheless, their signifi -
cance should not be underestimated since accountability measures and pro-
cesses were imbedded in the project from the beginning. One of the reasons 
that the project was initiated was that all active ministry leaders were account-
able to the Presbytery to participate in professional supervision. The survey 
results indicated that for some ministers the cost of professional supervision 
was a disincentive and others mentioned the diffi culty experienced in access-
ing appropriately trained and available people for the role of supervisor. Yet 
even though the Presbytery regarded professional supervision as mandatory, 
it seems that members of the Presbytery talked minimally at formal meetings 
about the most effective means of involving pastoral ministry leaders in pro-
fessional supervision.

Accountability Process Elements

Accountability is multifaceted and complex, varying somewhat in respect to 
cultural contexts. Three key elements in the process of accountability appear 
to have wide application. Writing out of a social welfare organizational con-
text, Harold Weissman identifi ed these three elements in this way:

1. Establishing a set of role relationships that detail who is accountable to 
whom, for what, both within and without an organization;

2. Utilizing methods and procedures through which an accounting is given to 
the responsible parties that standards of effort, effectiveness, and effi ciency 
have been met; and

3. Redistribution of rewards and costs that accrue during the accounting 
process.10

The fi rst element is particularly relevant in the context of the supervision of 
pastoral ministry leaders. It is vital that when role relationships are estab-
lished, the details of the terms of agreement or covenantal partnership are 
also clearly defi ned and mutually agreed upon by the parties concerned. In 
the case of the pilot project, guidelines were provided for establishing learn-
ing contracts and protocols for the functioning of the supervision groups. 
However, a lack of clarity about who was to initiate contact with the pro-
gram coordinator when a group failed to convene, as happened in the case 
of both triad groups, led to an inordinate and unnecessary delay in those 
groups commencing on the program.
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appropriateness of accountability to government was recognized, these re-
spondents preferred to speak of having responsibility “for” such stakehold-
ers as students, parents, and members of the wider community, rather than 
being accountable “to” them.

On the other hand, there is evidence that in some new religious groups 
or movements in the West, the term “responsibility” is defi ned or used in such 
a way that accountability to moral standards, the expectations of others, or 
one’s own principles, are often excluded.14 This is in stark contrast to the ap-
proach adopted by mainline groups within the Judaeo-Christian tradition and 
other world religions, where a strong link is consistently maintained between 
the concept of accountability and the notion of moral responsibility. When 
attempts are made to simplify its essential meaning, there is a risk of both 
distorting the meaning of accountability and producing negative outcomes. 
In holding workers accountable in the information environment of corporate 
business organizations, Lance McMahon asserts that in its simplest form ac-
countability safeguards the right to scrutinize or pursue a suspicion.15 If the 
culture of the organization is already characterized by a lack of trust and frag-
mented relationships, such an understanding of accountability is likely to 
generate even more suspicion and distrust.

A second reason for its complexity is that the notion of accountability 
and its application may be much more subtle than how it is popularly per-
ceived. In business and the professions as well as in the context of mainline 
religious and church groups, it is widely held that there is a direct positive re-
lationship between strong measures of accountability and more effective ser-
vice outcomes. It is an unquestioned assumption is that if accountability is 
given a high level of priority whether the context is the operation of a busi-
ness, a not-for-profi t service organization, a religious body, or community 
group, then it can be confi dently expected that there will be corresponding 
benefi cial outcomes as a consequence.

Lee Forschheiser has written an article strongly advocating that ac-
countability measures have a positive and linear relationship with success in 
business.16 He begins by suggesting that one way to understand the positive 
effects of accountability in the business world is to note the features of a work-
place where accountability is lacking or given low priority. Top performers of-
ten leave because they desire and deserve accountability measures and leave 
out of frustration when their positive contribution is not recognized. Ironi-
cally, so the argument runs, the company seems to reward poor or mediocre 
performers, while struggling to retain or replace talented workers. Standards 

The second element of providing feedback to the relevant stakeholders 
that appropriate standards have been met has only partially been undertaken 
in respect to the pilot project. As important stakeholders, participants in the 
supervision program received only general information about the functioning 
and outcomes of their respective groups.

The third element in the model outlined above regarding the redistribu-
tion of rewards and costs that accrue due to the accounting process should 
also receive consideration in a professional supervision context. One of the 
outcomes of the supervision pilot project was the need for appropriate levels 
of funding to support professional supervision programs. In Weissman’s ap-
proach to accountability, there must be appropriate rewards to organizations 
and their staff for demonstrating the openness and fl exibility required to en-
able accountability processes to achieve desired outcomes. In church and oth-
er not-for-profi t organizations, the reference to the redistribution of rewards 
may need to be reinterpreted in other than monetary terms for volunteers so 
that these initiatives may serve as positive reinforcement of behavior, such as 
engaging in professional supervision.

A decade ago, John Patton observed that supervision in ministry involv-
ing supervisees and patients usually deals with a mix of depth psychological 
and spiritual experiences that are challenging contextual issues. He described 
these as “holy complexity.”11 Some of the accountability issues that profes-
sional supervisors and supervisees confront are certainly no less complex. If, 
as Patton suggests, there are risks that pastoral supervisors may be paralyzed 
by contextual issues that deplete their confi dence and impair their ability to 
work with supervisees, then perhaps one of those most challenging contex-
tual issues is dealing with accountability related matters.

Accountability: a Complex Contextual Issue

Accountability is complex in part because of the variety of meanings at-
tached to the concept in different settings. For example, words such as ac-
countability, liability, and responsibility are often used interchangeably in 
everyday conversation and by some conference speakers or authors.12 The 
concept undergoes changes in meaning when used in different cultural con-
texts. A study of perceptions of accountability involving educators in Ethio-
pia found that, while respondents had a strong grasp of the concept of re-
sponsibility, there was little understanding of accountability as it is currently 
understood by most people in the Western world.13 For instance, while the 
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University of Central Lancaster began a process through which its members 
are reported to have grown in respect to accountability and openness, and 
“developed their understanding of the paramount importance of good inter-
personal relationships, clear communication, professional behavior and ethi-
cal standards.”20

It should not be surprising that although the relationship between ac-
countability measures and production outcomes in service-oriented organiza-
tions has usually been represented as a positive linear one, such a viewpoint 
has been challenged by Weissman and others. Other empirical studies sug-
gest that accountability positively affects dependent variables, such as per-
formance, satisfaction, conformity, goals, and attentiveness; but they also cite 
contrary research results indicating that accountability measures have result-
ed in creating dysfunctional behavior in some contexts.21 The theory is being 
called into question not only because observing behavior within organiza-
tions provides anecdotal evidence of glaring incongruities, but more impor-
tantly, because there is mounting empirical research to the contrary.

The Concept of Professional Supervision

In spite of the diversity of views about the nature and function of pro-
fessional supervision and approaches to its practice, there are vestiges of 
“overseeing,” in the sense of ‘watching over” the ministry performance and 
professional development of another, in that process. For that reason, it is 
important that the traditional function and relationship of supervision is 
modifi ed by appropriate theological reframing. In a ministry context, Ken-
neth Pohly has suggested, the supervisor stands with us in the sense of being 
alongside us, rather than over us.22 When the abuse of power in helping re-
lationships in church or other contexts is widespread, it is vitally important 
for the fundamental supervisory function of oversight to have a continuing 
and valid place. The practice of oversight must be held in balance by means 
of two other essential elements, namely, an effective supervisory working 
relationship and an agreed upon basis for mutual accountability. All three 
elements are directed toward the accomplishment of what Pohly identifi es 
as the dual purpose of supervision: the utilization of professional skills to 
achieve a service outcome and the formation and development of the minis-
try agent’s professional identity.23

For most ministry leaders there is the obligation to submit their practice 
of ministry to review processes of one kind or another on a regular basis. For 

tend to slip as workplace complacency and mediocrity become accepted as 
norms within the group culture. More and more responsibilities fall to the key 
leader as others in the organization become less accountable for decision mak-
ing. One inference of this approach is that when ensuring accountability struc-
tures is a high priority, an organization is more effective both in achieving its 
strategic goals and in retaining its most competent and productive workers. 
Despite the appeal of this approach to accountability, one question needs to 
be raised: Does this perspective present an accurate assessment of the process 
and affects of accountability measures as they are experienced in the world 
of business and in other contexts, including that of professional supervision?

Accountability Measures and Service Outcomes

The relationship between measures of accountability and more effective 
service, according to Harold Weissman, is better described as curvilinear 
rather than linear.17 Accountability measures usually have positive effects 
in improving the quality of service, but only to a certain extent. In many in-
stances, a decline in the quality of service occurs, even though accountabil-
ity measures may have been improved. At various points and for different 
reasons in an organization’s attempt to have more control over procedures 
and outcomes, accountability initiatives may lead to less rather than to more 
effective service because of political, social, technical, and economic con-
straints. Political constraint occurs when power struggles develop within 
an organization, or one or two key user groups impose their priorities. The 
changed dynamics invariably divert attention and scarce resources away 
from the organization’s main agenda. The negotiated order that results from 
such change inevitably means accountability is essentially a political process 
and not an objective administrative one.18

Pseudo-accountability is the term used to describe the outcomes of ad-
versarial relationships between agents and the organizations that hold them 
accountable. In some instances, both parties protect themselves against criti-
cism, but the quality of the service does not improve.19 This is an unhealthy 
form of collusion that undermines the goal of mutual accountability because 
it eschews the kind of honesty and transparency in communication that pro-
motes the development of mutual trust necessary for strong effective partner-
ships within and between organizational units. Even organizations perceived 
as very successful may only become aware of their strengths and weaknesses 
after a thorough review. It was only after an ethics and values audit that the 
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observation: “A peer group demonstrates that ‘in the end we are all self-ac-
countable; (but) we should never be only self-accountable.’”28 Participants in 
the supervision pilot project indicated that signifi cant elements contributing 
to the reported high levels of satisfaction and commitment to the program 
were the quality of their relationships with peers and the sense of being mutu-
ally accountable for the functioning and outcomes of their respective groups. 
From the feedback received, it was clear that, for the majority of participants, 
the experience of group supervision enhanced their sense of accountability for 
the manner in which ministry was exercised as well as their ongoing commit-
ment to undertake some form of professional supervision.

The link between professional supervision and accountability issues is 
further illustrated by Kenneth Pohly’s identifi cation of the six components in 
a supervisory relationship that need to be adequately addressed. The fi rst of 
these is the administrative component that encompasses the provision of ac-
countability and involves feedback and evaluation.29 Pohly also asserts that 
an essential characteristic of pastoral supervision is what he describes as “cov-
enant making.” This term also encompasses six functions within the supervi-
sory relationship: “It names the participants, states expectations, defi nes re-
sponsibilities, identifi es resources, sets forth an accountability structure, and 
provides for change.”30 Note again the integral place assigned to having an 
effective accountability structure as one of the necessary functions in a pas-
toral supervisory relationship. The pertinent issue for the appropriate church 
judicatory bodies, therefore, is not whether there should be an accountability 
structure, but rather what purposes and goals of the structure should be and, 
therefore, what forms would be most appropriate considering the superviso-
ry context in which it is to operate.

Conclusion

Having clear expectations and standards for performance of ministry, in-
cluding professional supervision and other behavior, in accessible forms, 
such as ethical codes, is vital. But in and of themselves, these strategies are 
insuffi cient for several important reasons. The fi rst is that effective means 
are required to ensure that the relevant information is widely known and 
that ownership of accountability measures by all relevant stakeholders is 
actively encouraged. Second, if the most positive outcomes of implementing 
accountability measures are likely to be achieved through covenantal part-
nerships involving mutual accountability between pastoral ministry leaders 

example, the preamble to the “Code of Ethics and Ministry Practice” of the 
Uniting Church in Australia states that the document is to be applied within 
the context of the Constitution and Regulations of the Church which set out 
the Church’s requirements in relation to the conduct and accountability of its 
ministers.24 Clearly the two emphases noted earlier of assisting ministers to 
maintain appropriate boundaries in their pastoral relationships and the qual-
ity of ministry service being offered indicate the close association between this 
perspective on the purpose of professional supervision and the issue of the ac-
countability of ministers. It should be noted that the relevant regional judica-
tory authority (e.g. Presbytery) has a responsibility to assist ministers under 
its pastoral and administrative oversight to fulfi ll various duties and respon-
sibilities, including that of engaging in professional supervision. However, 
in another section of the Code the following assertion is made: “Ministers 
have a responsibility to ensure that they receive regular professional supervi-
sion.”25 These two statements may appear to indicate some confusion about 
who is ultimately responsible to ensure that ministers receive regular profes-
sional supervision. Another way to approach this apparent anomaly is to rec-
ognize that there is a qualitative difference between “being held accountable” 
by an organization and “holding oneself accountable.” As Harold Weissman 
has observed, “No matter how hard an organization tries to hold another ac-
countable, the ‘bottom line’ is the willingness of the accountable agency to 
be held accountable. They have innumerable opportunities…to subvert the 
process.”26

Nevertheless, it can be safely assumed in most supervision contexts that 
the differential in authority and power between the supervisor and the su-
pervisee has important implications should a complaint be lodged or law-
suit ensue. The party exercising the most power and authority (invariably the 
supervisor), will also carry the heavier burden of responsibility. In the case 
of professional supervision and litigation, the principle usually applies: “Re-
sponsibility is multiplied, it is never divided.”27

So regulating for dual accountability for the professional supervision of 
ministry leaders would appear to have much to commend it as a measure to 
strengthen the safety net for ministry leaders and the church authorities to 
whom they are accountable. A similar point could be made in respect to indi-
vidual members of a peer supervision group. While each member is account-
able for his own learning and growth, at the same time there is the expectation 
that other peer group members will assume a measure of responsibility for 
making that learning and growth possible. Brigit Proctor has made the astute 
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and their judicatory church authorities, then there is a strong case for incor-
porating dual accountability measures in professional supervision. Third, if 
full weight is given to the empirical evidence that the relationship between 
accountability measures and service outcomes is best expressed as curvilin-
ear rather than linear, there are implications regarding our approach to ac-
countability processes. For example, instead of church judicatory bodies fo-
cusing mainly on achieving conformity of their pastoral ministry leaders to 
regulatory standards of engaging in regular professional supervision, there 
are compelling reasons to invest more time in and attention to removing the 
roadblocks to fuller participation and more effective ministry service.

It is, therefore, recommended that authorities holding pastoral ministry 
leaders accountable for professional supervision consider the merits of imple-
menting the following strategies:

1. Model openness and fl exibility within the organization rather than exercis-
ing authoritarian control by insisting on conformity to set standards in a le-
galistic manner and unnecessarily excluding some stakeholders from deci-
sion-making processes. Should an individual or group demonstrate an un-
willingness to be held accountable, there may be few positive outcomes for 
the organization and others involved in pursuing the disciplinary pathway, 
except in exceptional circumstances. It is also essential to implement appro-
priate ways to reward openness and fl exibility within an organization.

2. Promote more effective communication by using multiple means of convey-
ing information and ensuring that important messages are clear and concise 
and received and accurately understood.

3. Encourage relationship-building exercises as an integral part of agenda plan-
ning for formal meetings and as an option for informal gatherings in order to 
foster more effective teamwork.

4. Adopt a creative problem solving approach to resolving accountability is-
sues. While clear and precise standards of accountability are important for 
any organization, it is also essential that disagreements or confl icts are ad-
dressed in a safe and supportive environment for all parties and that the 
requisite resources are available to provide satisfactory resolution of issues.
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The Role of Co-Active Spiritual Coaching
in Supporting Responsibility and Accountability
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Marianne LaBarre with Karen Frank

With the commitment of the Lilly-Endowment to support programs on Sus-
taining Pastoral Excellence (SPE), the Seattle University Pastoral Leadership 
Program (PLP) was instituted in 2003. Each year, twenty-fi ve proven and 
promising lay and ordained pastoral leaders from ten to twelve different de-
nominational backgrounds gather for two to three days a month for renewal 
and revitalization.

Theoretical Framework for Program

In addition to their courses on effective leadership and creating healthy sys-
tems in ministry, participants take part in peer groups and spiritual coach-

Theme for Volume 31 of Refl ective Practice 
FORMATION AND SUPERVISION IN A DIGITAL AGE

How we live has already been profoundly affected by digital communication 
and the rapidly emerging tools of social media are likely to change forever 
how we solve problems and create social renewal. Patterns of communication, 
revolutionized access to information, shifted the balance of power between 
experts and amateurs, expanded collaboration in solving problems, redefi ned 
the way that we think about membership, and created new possibilities for 
social intimacy. Digital technologies and the new media landscape are also 
transforming the church. This shift will accelerate in the coming years. As 
Refl ective Practice begins its own digital era with Volume 31, it is timely that 
we focus on this theme: Formation and Supervision in a Digital Age.
• What needs to be done to form a new generation of pastors and supervisors for 

whom digital technology is natural?
• What might the success of distance learning teach us about digital supervision?
• Is it necessary to balance electronic meetings in supervision with face-to-face 

meeting with a supervisee? 
• How will the fl uidity of personal boundaries in social networks like MySpace 

affect the willingness to be vulnerable in formation or supervision? 
• How will confi dentiality be secured if the internet is the vehicle for formation 

and supervision? 
• How will the specter of predators who use the internet to attract victims affect 

forming learning communities of trust?
• Although sharing may be more intimate online, how might the absence of in-

person connections affect the sustainability of relationships limited by distance 
from the outset? 

• How will digital formation/supervision affect people with different levels of 
skill and adaptability to the technology?

More than ever, it is important that young pastors, supervisors, and leaders in 
ministerial formation write about this topic at this time. Proposals are welcome 
any time. Articles should be submitted to Herbert Anderson, Editor, by December 
1, 2010, for inclusion in Volume 31.
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ing during this nine-month program. In this article, we will explore what 
spiritual coaching is in the context of the Pastoral Leadership Program, and 
how we see it as a vital means of ongoing formation, supervision, and ac-
countability for experienced ministers.

Personal spiritual renewal is the heart of the program, offering students 
the chance to reconnect with their deepest spiritual longings and wrestle with 
challenging questions in a safe, supportive, and resource-fi lled environment. 
Participants accept responsibility for identifying and living out an authentic 
calling. They are accountable to themselves, to their faith communities, to the 
group, and to their spiritual coaches to invest themselves wholeheartedly in 
the process and to implement strategies to change behaviors and reach new 
goals.

Pastoral leaders are invited to reclaim their sense of “calling” by diving 
deeply into their spiritual and personal renewal. They focus on:

• Nurturing deeper questions

• Committing to inner work

• Living with authenticity

• Claiming strengths

• Honoring limits

• Attending to the shadows

Carl Rogers and Maximizing the Positive

The Pastoral Leadership Program begins with the assumption that these 
individuals have within themselves the potential for growth, for increased 
self-awareness, and for solving their own problems. During the year, these 
ministers become clearer about their strengths and limits. With this clarity, 
they are able to lead more effectively. They claim what is life-giving in their 
ministry and move toward new understandings of how the Spirit is calling 
them.

Russ Moxley captures this dynamic of growing self-awareness and liv-
ing out gifts in his book Leadership and Spirit:

The journey to self is neither easy nor quick. Because we evolve and 
change, the journey lasts our whole life. Some seem unwilling to do the 
hard and deep work necessary to complete this journey. Others start but 
turn back before the journey is complete. But those who stay the course 
become the person they started out to be. They fi nd their own voice, their 
own truth. Along the path, they not only understand their true self but 

also claim their gifts, heed their call, move toward wholeness, and learn 
to be authentic.1

Building on the person-centered psychology of Carl Rogers, Donald 
Clifton and Paula Nelson identify two basic building blocks for this journey of 
person discovery and growth: living our strengths and managing our weak-
nesses.2 By asking the question, “What is right with us?” rather than focusing 
on defi ciencies, Clifton, Nelson, and their colleagues from the University of 
Nebraska have done extensive research on the impact of positive behavior. 
They note that one way to emphasize strengths is learning to listen to our 
yearnings because our yearnings act “like an internal magnet” pulling us to-
ward the deep desires that well up within us starting during childhood.3

Clifton and Nelson’s research identifi ed several qualities that character-
ize living out of our strengths. One is that we are likely to get “a kick out of 
doing it” if it is an area of strength.4 Another evidence of our strengths is rapid 
learning. Catching on to something quickly is an indicator that this is some-
thing we are good at accomplishing. Often this rapid learning corresponds 
to a sense of effortlessness or naturalness, as if we have done this all of our 
life. If we develop our strengths to the maximum, the strength becomes so 
great it overwhelms the weaknesses.5 They reframe weakness by calling it 
“misyearning.”6

Clifton and Nelson suggest the following strategies for managing limits:7

• Clarify what you do not do well and stop doing it.

• Delegate the task to those with strength in that area.

• Team with someone with complimentary strengths.

• Utilize support systems whenever possible.

If these strategies are used wisely, our limits diminish, and our strengths 
are given full rein to thrive and develop. Frederick Buechner identifi es this 
as vocation, “the place where your deep gladness meets the world’s deep 
longing.”8

In her excellent description of translating coaching into the supervisory 
process, Sue Fox aptly discusses the person centered approach of Carl Rogers 
as the basis of coaching:

For coaching to be effective, the relationship must be comfortable enough 
for trust to develop between the student and supervisor, but distinct 
enough for the coaching conversation to challenge the student’s existing 
paradigms or mental models. ‘This delicate balance is aptly captured by 
Carl Rogers’ concept of “person-centered” values.’

LA BARRETHE ROLE OF CO-ACTIVE SPIRITUAL COACHING
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A person-centered climate, the foundation of coaching, includes the fol-
lowing values from which are derived all other aspects of the coaching rela-
tionship. People:

• Are inherently motivated to grow and develop

• Are naturally creative, resourceful, and either have the answers or are ca-
pable of fi nding them

• Are approached holistically, as mind, body, spirit

• Are accepted and prized for who they are; they do not need to hide parts of 
themselves to be acceptable.9

In the Pastoral Leadership Program, faculty members follow this “person-
centered” process by replacing self-limiting beliefs with new behaviors and 
patterns supporting inner attentiveness to personal strengths and inner 
yearnings.

Implementation

Despite the positive approach of the Program, anxiety increases as the new 
group of pastoral leaders gathers. Some wonder: What am I doing here? 
Is there anyone here I can relate to? Will I learn anything I don’t already 
know? Misgivings and apprehension abound. It is no comfort to them to 
be asked to write down their hopes and expectations, fears and concerns, 
when it seems the better course of action would be to bolt from the room. 
Even more distressing is our request that each person reads each hope and 
fear out loud. The panic begins to decrease as one by one familiar hopes 
and fears are named: Not enough time! Too little support at work! Can I go 
deep enough—do I want to? The voices become a chorus expressing their 
commonalities. Starting then, rigid shoulders relax, and a collective sigh of 
relief is heard.

As we establish norms of confi dentiality and respect, individuals real-
ize that in this group of peers and colleagues, they can risk sharing the truth 
without constant censoring. In this room, we are not pastors with parishioners 
but pastoral leaders among peers. This is a safe space to be ourselves, to be 
authentic, which from the Greek root literally means “to be author of our own 
life.” The hope is that each person in the group takes this message to heart and 
embraces the opportunity to alter some patterns in their lives that may not be 
helpful in realizing their potential.

As part of this change process, each participant attends an hour-long, 
monthly, one-on-one spiritual coaching session. This serves as an informal 

supervisory process for these experienced participants who are a mixture of 
ordained and lay ministers from large and small congregations as well as hos-
pice, university, and prison chaplains. The agenda of the session is set by the 
pastoral leader though often the content and assignments from the class work 
serve as a catalyst for the conversation. The program’s emphasis at the begin-
ning of the year on developing deep questions, designing an individualized 
learning contract focused on an area of personal or professional growth, and 
writing a paper on a ministry failure, all surface issues that may be helpful to 
explore in the spiritual coaching session.

Spiritual Direction and Spiritual Coaching

Spiritual coaching offers a container to help pastoral leaders sort out their 
lives with the supportive advocacy of a companion. The spiritual coach in-
vites each individual to courageously attune themselves to God’s move-
ment within, claim their most critical responsibilities and be accountable to 
the Spirit’s urgings.

What is Spiritual Coaching?
Fundamentally, spiritual coaching provides a sacred space for listening to 
the truth of the heart. Our process of spiritual coaching developed as we 
searched to fi nd a practice to support ongoing renewal and vitality of pasto-
ral leaders. We started our search for this integrating component by building 
on the tradition of spiritual direction and combining this with the practice of 
leadership coaching. Coaching and direction each provide unique qualities 
that support the growth and effectiveness of pastoral leaders.

The Advantage of Spiritual Direction as a Part of the Process
The art of spiritual direction stems from an ancient Christian tradition. In 
this process, a more experienced person in the spiritual life serves as com-
panion, mirror, support, and guide through the varying landscapes of the 
spiritual life. Spiritual direction offers:

• Deep listening to enable the person to attend to the movements of the Spirit

• Discernment processes to clarify motivations and other factors that affect 
decision-making

• Prayerful support both from and with the spiritual director

Jesuit priest William Barry, who has written about spiritual direction 
over the past three decades, defi nes spiritual direction as the “help given by 
one believer to another. This enables persons to pay attention to God’s per-
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The spiritual coaches in the Pastoral Leadership Program have a back-
ground in theology and spirituality as well as in coaching. Both spiritual direc-
tion and spiritual coaching start with the belief that we have within ourselves 
the necessary wisdom and resources for solving our problems and reaching 
our goals. Spiritual coaching combines the faith stance of spiritual direction 
and the built-in accountability of leadership coaching.

Sometimes clients don’t think they have the answers; sometimes they’d 
rather believe someone else—an expert—has the answers for them. In 
some cases people have a powerful sabotaging voice that tells them they 
don’t have the answers. But co-active coaching stands in the certainty that 
clients really do know. When they look inside, with the help of a coach, 
they’ll fi nd they know themselves, their strengths, and their limitations. 
They’ll also discover what they want, what they fear, what motivates 
them and what holds them back.12

With the support of their coach, ministers are able to fi nd their own way. 
The belief of a spiritual coach that individuals have the creativity, resource-
fulness, and wholeness within themselves is contagious. The pastoral leaders 
bring their own agendas; the spiritual coaches’ task is to assure that it isn’t lost 
from one session to the next.

Bringing the Two Together
Having been trained as a spiritual director in Chicago at the Institute for 
Spiritual Leadership twenty years ago, my initial concept of coaching was 
that it was a similar process. At the time, I directed an executive leadership 
program and thought it would be useful to learn more about this new idea. 
I expected that obtaining certifi cation as an executive coach would simply 
reinforce skills I already possessed.

This was not the case. What I discovered during my co-active coaching 
program sessions in San Raphael, California, was that I would also be em-
ploying additional skills that held the client accountable to her own agenda. 
We would work together in “an alliance between two equals.”13 I learned that 
of the fi ve elements that constitute a comprehensive coaching model, listen-
ing, intuition, curiosity, and self-management are very similar to spiritual di-
rection. The action/learning dimension, however, tends to be more directive 
than most spiritual direction.

The co-active coaching model outlines fi ve elements that the coach 
brings to the session:

sonal communication to them, to respond to this personally communicating 
God, to grow in intimacy with this God and to live out the consequences of 
the relationship.”10 In other words, spiritual direction implicitly demands that 
the directee be accountable to God and responsible in living out the insights 
gained from the relationship.

In particular, Barry’s refl ection on our invitation to join God’s Dream, re-
quires responsive action on the part of each believer. Learning to discern the 
subtle stirrings of the Spirit is vital in fi lling our role in the mission of bring-
ing about the reign of God. Barry stresses that the spiritual direction process 
invites us to enter into an adult relationship with God, leaving behind the 
parent-child pattern of relating. Authentic growth in the spiritual life deepens 
our commitment to the ongoing work of the Gospel toward creating a just and 
peace-fi lled world.11

The Advantage of Leadership Coaching as a Part of the Process
As fruitful as the spiritual direction relationship is, the leadership coaching 
methodology offers other dimensions for improving and sustaining leader-
ship effectiveness. Coaching provides the setting to:

• Set goals and strategies for becoming more effective in our ministry

• Be accountable for following through on decisions and commitments

• Clarify feedback and raise awareness on areas of self-sabotage, impasse, or 
lack of freedom

• Develop more effective leadership skills

Currently business leaders are investing in the services of coaches as a 
way to raise the bar on leadership effectiveness. Training sessions for coaches 
have sprung up nationally to fi ll this need. Google the term “business coach-
ing” nationally and the internet search engine will display over 1.2 million 
listings. The term coach, which originated with sports, carries with it upbeat 
connotations of cheering on, motivating, challenging, and goading the ath-
letes to be the best they can be. Sports and business coaches also instill lessons 
about teamwork and mutual accountability in their charges. Responsible for 
carrying out personal commitments, individuals are accountable to the whole 
team and to each other.

The foundation of the coaching process is the understanding that the 
agenda of each meeting belongs to the individuals being coached. The coach 
comes with questions rather than answers and empowers those coached to ac-
cess the answer within them.

THE ROLE OF CO-ACTIVE SPIRITUAL COACHING LA BARRE
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Mary Lou: Well, I don’t have a place to write. My husband doesn’t want me 
leaving my paper work on the dining room table.

Coach: What is holding you back? (curiously)

Mary Lou: I had created a space in the guest room for my writing but then we 
had company last weekend and we will have more over the holi-
days and so it just isn’t practical for me to keep moving everything 
in and out of that room.

Coach: What is holding you back? (inquisitively)

Mary Lou: (Exasperated and raising her voice) I have told you—I don’t have 
my own space and I can’t get to the writing without it.

Coach: What is holding you back? (calmly)

(Long pause)

Mary Lou: (Tears welling up) I am afraid! I feel so vulnerable putting myself 
out there in this writing, etc…

Although in spiritual direction we may identify that fear at some point, 
coaching begins with the agreement that the coach will hold the pastoral lead-
er accountable to the leader’s agenda. This creates a different style of work.

The commitment to accountability clearly shows in follow-ups to the 
coaching sessions. In spiritual direction, a directee may say “I am ready to 
tell my pastor when I meet with him this week that I just cannot continue to 
fi ll the role of both youth director and religious education director.” As the 
spiritual director who helped this minister achieve clarity, I would affi rm her 
resolve, work with her—perhaps role playing the conversation with the pas-
tor—promise prayers for the confrontation, and express my eagerness to hear 
about how the conversation went.

Over the years in spiritual direction, directees have frequently returned 
to share that they just didn’t feel like it was the best time for confrontation or 
that they weren’t quite ready to take the big step. The additional step(s) that 
I would take as a coach extend an invitation to the pastoral leader to call or 
e-mail me following the meeting and perhaps even set up an immediate de-
briefi ng session. This added mutual accountability reinforces the individual’s 
resolve to take action.

Concepts of Responsibility and Accountability

Being Responsible for Our Shadows
While we learn how to live out of our strengths and manage our limits, we 
also fi nd out about shadow aspects of our lives and ministries that are not in 

• Listening. The coach listens beneath the words to the deepest yearnings and 
the movement of the Spirit. This also includes attending to what blocks or 
stops this movement.

• Intuition. The coaches are attentive to hunches or to gut feelings in their 
attentiveness and may bring these up as questions or refl ections to the 
ministers.

• Curiosity. “Curiosity is open, inviting, spacious, almost playful. And yet it 
is also enormously powerful.”14 This quality of non-judgmental presence 
opens conversations and allows further delving into the topic.

• Self-management. This is the work of the coach—to get out of the pastoral 
leader’s way and become almost invisible in the process. By leaving personal 
preferences, agendas, and ego behind, the coach reinforces the wholeness, 
creativity, and resourcefulness of the individual.

• Action/Learning. Emphasizing life giving, positive action with the sup-
port of accountability is one of the key distinctions of the coaching pro-
cess. The deepening of learning is also powerful for growth and renewal. 
“Accountability is unique in the coaching relationship because it is com-
pletely judgment free. There is no shame or blame attached to whatever the 
client does. The objective is action and learning, not specifi c results.”15

By combining the focused work of coaching and the faith-oriented mod-
el of spiritual direction, the new model of spiritual coaching emerged. Each 
person in the PLP chooses a spiritual coach from the program and meets with 
that person monthly. Spiritual coaching serves as a catalyst for action and ac-
countability. Leaders identify changes they want to make and become more 
aware of the steps they need to take to create healthy structures of support to 
reach their ministry goals.

Anticipated Improvement in Responsibility and Accountability
As a spiritual director, I was accustomed to listening with the directees for 
the movement of the Spirit in their lives. Often an Advent-like “waiting” 
motif threaded through our monthly sessions. We listened for where life ex-
isted in the issue at hand and tuned into the movements of “consolation or 
desolation” in a discernment process. In contrast, in the spiritual coaching 
scenario a more directive confrontation might be employed as can be seen 
in the following excerpt. Mary Lou was working on her doctor of ministry 
project and was deeply committed to fi nishing by May.

Mary Lou: I am so stuck with my DMin and I am not doing any writing these 
days, even though I know I need to in order to graduate in June.

Coach: What is holding you back? (curiously)

THE ROLE OF CO-ACTIVE SPIRITUAL COACHING LA BARRE
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Being Responsible for Awareness and Action
Cultural anthropologist Angeles Arrien has researched the experience of in-
digenous peoples worldwide and come up with four principles that we uti-
lize in the Pastoral Leadership program and spiritual coaching to increase 
responsibility and accountability. These principles are:

1.  show up or choose to be present

2.  pay attention to what has heart and meaning

3.  tell the truth without blame or judgment

4.  be open to outcome, not attached19

Showing Up and Choosing to be Present
This emphasis is on letting our “yes” be yes. At times the task in spiritual 
coaching is mirroring back to pastoral leaders that they may not be saying 
what they mean nor doing what they say. The hard work of rigorous hon-
esty with self is ongoing. Choosing to be present is a painstaking discipline. 
When ministers check out or fail to be their authentic or best selves, the PLP 
provides a laboratory to check in on what is really happening.

Pay Attention to What Has Heart and Meaning
Spiritual direction and spiritual coaching have this at their core: We are con-
cerned with fi nding out what has the “juice” or passion for each individual 
and helping them to follow that path. This is the path that allows pastoral 
leaders to engage whole-heartedly.

When ministers ignore the inner voice and pursue the path of “should,” 
they tend to become half-hearted. According to Arrien, “feeling like we should 
do something when we don’t want to is the breeding ground for half-hearted-
ness.”20 When we go about our lives half-heartedly, we are not being respon-
sible to ourselves or to those who depend upon us. At such times, we horde 
our energy rather than open-heartedly sharing it with others.

Tell the Truth without Blame or Judgment
With ministers steeped in morality and ethics according to their own theo-
logical background, this principle often involves emphasizing nonjudgmen-
tal approaches to communication. How can the Pastoral Leader speak with 
radical honesty, integrity, and truth telling, while at the same time not judg-
ing or blaming oneself or others? How can a loving, open-ended question 
replace a more narrowly defi ned one? How can one stand on one’s own be-
liefs and values without superimposing them on another?

our conscious awareness. Parker Palmer describes fi ve shadows that plague 
leaders.16 Ironically, even as we develop spiritually, these shadows can di-
minish our joy and undermine our fruitfulness. By consciously attending to 
them, we can learn how to reduce their threat. Awareness of our shadows 
can keep us grounded in our own earthiness as leaders in churches strug-
gling with their shadows as well. Robert Bly invites us, as leaders, to relate 
to, embrace, and befriend these shadows, acknowledging their potential to 
keep us honest and humble.

The fi rst shadow Palmer discusses is a sense of “insecurity about iden-
tity and worth.”17 Many ministers coming into the program wrestle with this 
shadow. The status and privilege of priests and pastors has declined. When 
we nurture those in our program with lovely luncheons and a supportive en-
vironment, they are often surprised. Rev. Tom Smith summed it up: “This is 
such a contrast to how I am usually treated. I have always gotten the message 
as a pastor—‘pay him little and keep him humble!’” When identity and self 
worth are jeopardized, there is a tendency to cling to “productivity” or iden-
tify with work. Struggling against self-doubt, pastoral leaders feel constant 
pressure to meet expectations and prove their worthiness. Though some are 
bent low with poor self esteem, others lash out with arrogance, demanding 
special treatment, or rule with an iron hand.

The inner journey to make this shadow conscious brings the gift of 
knowing our true selves. As we grow in the sense of the deep self, we do not 
need to depend as much on the trappings of our role or the opinions of others. 
Our purpose and actions can emerge from a far deeper source: our relation-
ship with God. We accept the responsibility for working within that relation-
ship to increase our understanding of where and how we should be using our 
energy in ministry. We are accountable to God for responding, or failing to 
respond, to our call.

Also relevant in the pastoral leaders’ work is the shadow that Palmer 
identifi es and characterizes as “functional atheism, the belief that ultimate re-
sponsibility for everything rests with us.”18 This unconscious motivator drives 
overwork, leading to burnout and wreaking havoc in personal and family re-
lationships. This shadow disguises itself as selfl ess service and places us in 
the sacrifi cial role of victim when we feel like we are the only ones who can 
keep the ministry fl owing. The gift generated by facing this shadow is that we 
can let God be God. We are responsible only for our small part. We recognize 
the gifts within the faith community and the responsibility that other church 
members also have to be accountable for offering their gifts.

THE ROLE OF CO-ACTIVE SPIRITUAL COACHING LA BARRE
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embody our authenticity, requires commitment and intentionality. They are 
acquired only through time and fi delity to our inner journey.

In Bennis’s research with twenty-nine leaders, he found that most of 
those in leadership do not start out intending to be leaders, but seek to be 
themselves.24 In that process, their gifts and skills develop. His research iden-
tifi ed three essential characteristics of a leader living with integrity: “self-
knowledge, candor and maturity.”25 Just as the Greek oracle at Delphi admon-
ished all people to “know thyself,” this same theme surfaced repeatedly in 
Bennis’s interviews. Four commonalities emerged:

One: You are your own best teacher.

Two: Accept responsibility. Blame no one.

Three: You can learn anything you want to learn.

Four: True understanding comes from refl ecting on your experience.26

All leaders interviewed agreed that no one could teach them how to become 
themselves. It is each person’s unique journey.

Enduring Responsibility and Accountability

As the pastoral leader and spiritual coach work on discovering the next step 
in the leader’s journey, spiritual coaching inculcates an ethic of enduring 
responsibility and accountability, both individual and mutual. The leader 
learns how to make commitments to becoming a whole self and the relation-
ship between leader and spiritual coach can extend beyond the coaching 
session and program year.

The Story of Pastor Ruthann Carlson
This was the case with Ruthann. All her life she had been the class clown. 
She developed perfect timing to get a laugh. Going for attention rather than 
academics almost cost her ordination. But somehow the invitation to try out 
a new way of relating from her best self, hit a chord. Maybe it was turning 
forty. Maybe it was the critical comment from her board president about 
“humor.” Or maybe it was the work with her spiritual coach; Ruthann felt 
more confi dent than ever about God’s calling in her life and that pastoring 
fi t her. She loved preaching, teaching, and worship. She also was eager for 
theological refl ection. She wanted to be taken more seriously by her peers. 
This was her chance.

Ruthann began the year with an attitude of genuine engagement. She 
quickly gained respect from her peers as a leader among them and delighted 

Be Open to Outcome, Not Attached to Outcome
As we work to create a climate of trust in the PLP, our intention is to allow 
the space for individuals to clarify what is muddled and discern their way 
forward. The discernment process is intrinsically concerned with responsi-
bility and accountability to self, to others, and to God. Ideally, the discerner 
is faithful to acting upon the revelations of the Spirit, whether or not those 
seem likely to lead to a desired outcome. We encourage a sense of open-
handed detachment as essential to the listening process.

Living with Authenticity
The invitation to these pastoral leaders to discover their deepest longings 
and their best gifts is fi rst of all a challenge to live authentically. In the safe 
context of shared vulnerabilities, it is possible to shed any inclination to self-
deception because everyone has shared failures. Being an authentic individ-
ual means being naked before God and transparent before others.

The point is not to become a leader. The point is to become yourself, to 
use yourself completely—all your skills, gifts, and energies—in order to 
make your vision manifest. You must withhold nothing. You must, in 
sum, become the person you started out to be, and enjoy the process of 
becoming.21

The goal cannot be to become invulnerable. Rather we need to live with an 
awareness of our vulnerability without self-deception and without being 
overwhelmed by what we know. Authenticity begins by embracing vulner-
ability and is fostered by a blend of uncompromising realism about indi-
vidual shadows and unending confi dence that each individual has gifts to 
give. That is ministerial authenticity.

Discernment of the True Self
Margaret Wheatley, in Leadership and the New Science, discusses the leader’s 
need to self-reference, to listen within, and to follow his intuition.22 In the 
Christian world, the Ignatian practice of spiritual discernment invites this 
inner listening. Living a life aligned with our personal values and the move-
ment of the Spirit is to live a life of radical personal accountability. Faithful-
ness to this practice is a daily, even hourly, choice of congruence and veracity.

At times this faithfulness to our convictions may not appear logical from 
the outside. Our choices may not coincide with the expectations of others and 
may even run counter to old habits of behavior. Nonetheless, as leadership 
author and educator Warren Bennis states, “Letting the self emerge is the es-
sential task for leaders.”23 The skill needed by us, as leaders endeavoring to 
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nent appropriate to a program design to support and sustain pastoral excel-
lence. In our use of the process of spiritual coaching, we have discovered that 
pastoral leaders are able to move through the gap toward their future selves 
and the behaviors that support ongoing growth.
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in both the learning and her new role. The group allowed her to risk positive 
change and have space for missteps as they happened. Not only did she have 
increased clarity about living authentically, she discovered how much she had 
used humor to keep people at a distance. Her deepening confi dence allowed 
Ruthann to disclose more, trust herself, and be genuine in new ways.

Unfortunately, a few months into the program, Ruthann had a setback. 
Over the Christmas break, she spent time with college friends and slipped 
back into old patterns. When the January classes began, Ruthann showed up 
late, disrupted the class with wisecracks, elicited inappropriate laughter from 
the group, and shifted the energy from an atmosphere of support to a subtle 
climate of ridicule and sarcasm.

This became a moment of truth for Ruthann when her spiritual coach 
confronted her about her noticeable change of behavior and its impact on the 
group. Though this was painful for Ruthann to hear, she realized how easily 
she had slipped back into patterns that did not serve her well. Given time to 
refl ect, she grudgingly recognized that the new set of behaviors she had em-
braced during the fall were actually bringing her the relationships, respect, 
and leadership she had longed to experience.

Two years after she completed the program, Ruth Ann returned to tell 
her spiritual coach that the challenge had been like a trim tab which changed 
the course of her life and ministry. A small course correction had led her in a 
new direction, bringing her greater fulfi llment.

Conclusions

Coaching conversations are designed to help the religious leader move 
through the gap separating current realities and future goals, both imme-
diate and long-term, by developing greater leadership capacity.27

It’s striking how similar spiritual direction and coaching are in some re-
spects. The emphasis on the coaching environment and the skills of listen-
ing, intuition, and curiosity refl ect elements of spiritual direction. For exam-
ple, in discussing listening skills, Laura Whitworth, Henry Kimsey-House, 
and Phil Sandahl emphasize that the coaches remove their own agendas 
from the process. They place their focus on the other person, listening not 
only to words but to nonverbal expression and the unspoken feelings be-
hind the words.28

This makes coaching and spiritual direction compatible for melding into 
a process that combines deep listening with an action/accountability compo-
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Working to Prevent Clergy Sexual Misconduct

Christie Cozad Neuger

I focus this article on preventing clergy sexual misconduct by presenting 
four vignettes that together begin to indicate the scope of damage that oc-
curs when clergy cross sexual boundaries with congregants. For this arti-
cle, I am limiting the defi nition of clergy sexual misconduct to inappropri-
ate sexual behavior (for example, sexualized comments and touch, various 
forms of sexually-oriented manipulation, acts of sexual intimacy including 
sexual intercourse, and so forth) between a clergy person and an adult con-
gregant. I have focused on clergy-to-adult sexual misconduct because, in 
my experience, this kind of behavior seems to be viewed with the greatest 
amount of ambiguity and ambivalence by congregants, judicatory repre-
sentatives, clergy, and the general public. Language like “affair,” “misjudg-
ment,” and “mutual” get used instead of the language of “abuse,” “viola-
tion,” and “tragedy,” which are used more commonly with clergy-to-child 
misconduct but are also appropriate in its clergy-to-adult forms. It is im-
portant to locate the starting point for this conversation in the context of 

“There are three types of accountability applicable to both laity 
and clergy, but applicable to the clergy to a greater degree. First, the 
minister is understood as accountable to an ecclesial community 
which has authority to interpret how her or his particular ministry 
is an appropriate expression of God’s calling. Second, the minister, 
clergy or laity, is also accountable to his or her peers in ministry 
and sometimes to those specializing in a particular type of min-
istry in order to maintain standards of good practice in the same 
way that other professionals are accountable to their peers. A third 
accountability is the accountability of the minister to himself or 
herself to advance in the practice of ministry—to become compe-
tent in caring and in understanding the faith tradition he or she 
represents.”—from John Patton, Pastoral Care in Context. Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993. p 80.
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the harm done by clergy sexual abuse because the ambivalence about the 
seriousness of clergy-to-adult misconduct seems to reside in the evaluation 
of harmful consequences.

Clergy Sexual Misconduct is Widespread

All of the vignettes described below have come out of my own experience 
as a seminary professor, as a pastoral counselor, as a consultant with clergy 
and congregations, and as a member of my denomination’s congregational 
response team. The Congregational Response Team is a group of trained 
clergy who assist congregations after they have experienced a clergy betray-
al of trust, most often because of clergy sexual misconduct.

Vignette: A man came to me after a congregational meeting because he 
wanted to express some of his struggle and pain at hearing the news of 
sexual misconduct by his pastor.

“My wife and I do not know what to do. This is our third church over the 
past ten years where there’s been a problem like this. The fi rst church had 
trouble for years keeping a pastor—lots of anger and mistrust and power 
struggles. We fi nally called a pastor that we liked and who fi t well with 
the needs and values of the church. Everything went well for the fi rst year 
or so until the Church Board was told he had been caught having sexual 
relationships with two women in the church. We learned there had been a 
series of pastors in the church’s history who had done the same thing. We 
not only left that congregation but the denomination as well. We thought 
that there must be something wrong with the way that denomination 
trained its pastors.”

“We really liked our next church. It felt like we’d found a home and we got 
quite involved. Five years later, the same thing happened. Even though 
we were sworn to secrecy, there were some leaks. There was a petition to 
fi re the pastor, but the church leaders decided to “reprimand” the pastor 
but not fi re him. We were disgusted with the whole thing so we left that 
church too. After a year of not attending much, we decided to come here. 
This is a really good church. We like it a lot, but now it’s happened again. 
At least the truth is out in the open, and we’re dealing with it as a con-
gregation but I wonder if you can trust any clergy. Is it even worth going 
to church if this is what you get? God must be pretty frustrated. I know 
that I am.”

Several things seem evident through this story. First, the pervasiveness 
of clergy sexual misconduct is visible in this man’s experience. Over the past 
thirty years, there have been numerous attempts to measure the frequency of 
sexual boundary crossing by clergy. Most of the measures have come through 

clergy self-reports about their own behavior. Christianity Today reported 
in1988 that 23 percent of pastors surveyed admitted doing something sexu-
al with someone other than their spouse.1 A 1991 Fuller Institute for Church 
Growth study found that 37 percent of clergy questioned had been involved 
in inappropriate sexual behavior.2 These surveys did not limit their questions 
to involvement with a congregant. However, a 1993 survey done for a Fuller 
Theological Seminary PhD dissertation found that 39 percent of the 300 clergy 
polled had sexual contact with a congregant and almost 13 percent reported 
sexual intercourse with a congregant.3

Since the published research regarding the frequency of clergy sexual 
misconduct is not uniform in terms of questions asked or methods used to 
evaluate, it is diffi cult to get a clear reading from the data. However, Fran-
cis and Stacks suggest from their reading of the literature that the reported 
frequency of clergy sexual misconduct ranges from 0.3 percent to 37 percent 
across the denominations.4 Most suggest it is probably in the 10 percent range. 
In a new study recently reported out of Baylor University, researchers sur-
veyed a sample of the general population (over 3500 respondents) to see how 
many people reported that they had been the recipient of inappropriate clergy 
sexual behavior. They found that approximately 3.1 percent of women who 
attend religious services at least monthly reported being the object of a sex-
ual advance by a clergyperson or religious leader in their own congregation 
since turning eighteen, with 92 percent of the sexual advances made in secret 
and 67 percent made by married offenders. All but two of the offenders were 
male.5 In a congregation of about 400 people, there would be on average seven 
women who had been sexually approached by their clergy. This may miss the 
people who attended religious services in the past but stopped attending after 
they experienced clergy sexual misconduct. Stacey, Shupe, and Darnell found 
that over half the people they surveyed who had experienced intimidation, 
exploitation, or abuse from a clergy person stopped attending services and/or 
stopped giving money to the church.6 The inescapable conclusion from these 
various studies is that clergy sexual misconduct is widespread.

Secondary Victims of Clergy Sexual Misconduct

A second point that comes from this fi rst vignette is that there are always 
secondary victims in clergy sexual misconduct. Whether the misconduct be-
comes “public” or is kept “secret,” congregational members and the con-
gregational system itself suffer from the experience. The greatest damage 

NEUGERWORKING TO PREVENT CLERGY SEXUAL MISCONDUCT



158 159

to congregations comes in the destruction of trust. Many congregants have 
to struggle with whether they should have trusted their religious leader or 
whether they can trust another one. They may wonder if the church can re-
ally stand for anything trustworthy if this kind of thing can happen and so 
they doubt their own shared commitments and mission. In situations where 
everything is hushed up and only a few know the “real story,” congrega-
tions often end up with factions or splits, a lack of energy, loss of hope and 
trust in one another, anger at new leadership, a loss of a shared future sto-
ry, and a general malaise—all without really knowing why these things are 
happening in their community.7

Reports of clergy sexual misconduct have an impact on people outside 
of the congregation as well. Stacey, Shupe, and Darnell found that, an increas-
ing level of public awareness from the media of clergy malfeasance is related 
to decreased voluntarism, decreased fi nancial support, and decreased interest 
in religious instruction for the family at statistically signifi cant levels.8 Other 
secondary victims include friends and family of the offending clergy and de-
nominational workers who are responsible for investigating the situation and 
supporting victims, families, the pastor, and the congregation.

Primary Victims of Clergy Sexual Misconduct

Vignette: The following representative statement happened at a congre-
gational meeting that was discussing the fi nding of clergy misconduct 
by their pastor. “Don’t you people understand? The devil was in that 
woman. She tempted him beyond what he could endure. He’s only hu-
man, and he was weak. It was that woman who caused the trouble, and 
she’s gone now. The pastor’s sorry for his mistake, and we forgive him. If 
you’re Christian, you should forgive him, too.”

Vignette: The following is a summary quote from a minister who en-
gaged in clergy sexual misconduct: “I’m sorry, but was it really as bad as 
you’re suggesting? It was just an affair, a mistake. She was very seductive. 
I was just trying to counsel her through a hard time when her marriage 
was ending and things got out of hand. We were both adults, and she was 
hard to resist. It won’t happen again. My wife has forgiven me; can’t the 
church?”

Vignette: In this last story, a woman who had been in ministry for several 
years came to talk to me, wanting to share the story of her experience but 
fearful to do so. (The woman whose story this is has given me permission 
to use it for the purposes of this article.)

“The pastor was very affi rming of me and my gifts and encouraged me 
to step into leadership roles at the church. He frequently called me on the 
phone to ask questions and seek my opinions about church-related topics. 
Soon, he had me so involved that he made it necessary for me to have to 
meet with him many times a week along with the weekly counseling ses-
sions. He even offered to come to my house, when my children were nap-
ping, so that it would be easier to talk. Eventually the prayers and hand-
holding got longer and more intimate. After the prayers, he frequently 
embraced me for long periods of time, commenting on my physical at-
tractiveness, the scent of my perfume, and stroking my hair. He would 
put his hands under my arms as he talked with me and rub his thumbs 
over my breasts. I was sucked in and fl attered by his compliments and 
care, blind to the manipulation and damage he was doing to my spirit.

“When the trouble with the congregation got more intense, he pushed me 
away. I began to realize that I was being used by him, although I didn’t 
want to believe it. I was very confused and did not understand what was 
happening to me. He asked to leave the church, and I was left to struggle 
and live with what had happened to me. I felt betrayed by a man and by 
the church and felt incredible shame. The church was no longer satisfying 
or meaningful to me. References to Jesus and to discipleship repulsed me 
and made me think of the pastor.

“I am presently struggling with my relationship to the church. How can 
I be part of a church where sexism continues to fl ourish? This week I was 
holding my newborn granddaughter, and I couldn’t help but think about 
her faith and wonder, ‘Do I want her to go to church? Is the church going 
to be a safe and healthy place for her?’”

These three vignettes tell us about the harm that is done to the immedi-
ate victims of clergy sexual misconduct. The personal consequences of clergy 
sexual misconduct between a congregant and a trusted pastor are often ex-
treme. Frequently, victims experience confusion, depression, and grief. Their 
healing process is often complicated by the isolation they experience in trying 
to heal. They usually leave the particular church in which they were harmed 
and may well have trouble both fi nding and trusting another congregation 
that will support their experience. Quite often, victims feel they cannot talk 
about their experience in a church context because secrecy about sexual abuse 
is normative in the Church. Because of all of these factors, the spiritual life of 
a victim of clergy misconduct is usually signifi cantly affected by their expe-
rience. As the woman in the above vignette described, “References to Jesus 
and to discipleship repulsed me and made me think of the pastor.” Because 
the pastor is often some form of symbolic representation of God for a congre-
gation, the victim may well fi nd herself (or himself) unable to be in a mean-
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explain clergy misconduct nor do they vary from clergy who do not engage 
in sexual misconduct.

A second focus is on the stressors of ministry and lack of adequate cler-
gy self-care. There have been numerous studies that identify connections 
between stresses of various kinds and the likelihood of sexual misconduct. 
Thaddeus Birchard conducted a study using interviews and surveys with 
clergy that suggested that sexual diffi culties, primary relationship problems, 
stress, and loneliness are all signifi cantly correlated with occurrences of sex-
ual misconduct (although the main correlations he found were with bound-
ary ambiguity and absence of institutional accountability).12 Ingeborg Haug 
also found that stress, primarily job stress resulting from ill-defi ned work pa-
rameters leading to workaholism, was a major factor in sexual misconduct.13 
Perry Francis and James Stacks, in a study of Lutheran clergy, found that min-
isters who engaged in sexual misconduct reported lower levels of spiritual 
well-being than those who did not engage in misconduct.14 A study of South-
ern Baptist pastors also strongly correlated sexual misconduct with stress.15 
The primary dynamic that seems operative in these studies is that clergy who 
are experiencing stress, loneliness, sexual diffi culties, spiritual dryness, and 
burn-out may well turn to their parishioners for emotional support and nur-
ture, particularly when primary models for ministry leave pastors operating 
in self-isolating ways. Seeking emotional support, friendship, or nurture from 
congregants blurs both the defi nition of their roles and the asymmetries of 
power in the relationships.

There are also studies of models and patterns in ministry that may make 
it more likely that clergy engage in sexual boundary crossing, particularly 
when engaged in pastoral counseling (where sexual misconduct often origi-
nates). Many researchers talk about the problem of clergy engaging in the 
kind of counseling that is relationally-driven rather than solution- or problem-
driven. This can generate four different kinds of problems relevant to mis-
conduct. First, most clergy are not trained to recognize or deal with the dy-
namics of transference and counter-transference, and they tend to identify the 
emergence of sexual attraction as authentic to a mutual relationship. Second, 
and related, when feelings of attraction emerge, clergy are often not well-pre-
pared to understand or manage their own sexual desires. Donald Capps sug-
gests the importance of clergy learning to “re-educate their sexual desires” as 
part of their self-care strategy.16 Third, relationally-driven counseling models 
tend to be longer-term, which may lead to more inter-woven relationships 
between clergy and congregant. And, fourth, these kinds of models of coun-

ingful relationship with God as they try to process and heal from their abuse 
experience.

As we can see from the fi rst two vignettes in this section, primary vic-
tims are often portrayed as the perpetrators or at least protagonists in the mis-
conduct drama. When disclosure of clergy misconduct occurs, the most com-
mon reaction from many members of the congregation is to blame the “other 
woman.”9 There are several reasons why this may occur. As the congregation 
experiences anger at the events and the consequent disruption of their status 
quo, the anger has to go toward someone other than the pastor in order to 
keep the system as stable as possible. So, anger gets directed at the victim (or 
at the denomination, the personnel committee, and so forth). Since most cler-
gy sexual misconduct victims are women, the theological tradition of blaming 
women for sexual temptation and sin makes it likely that the victim receives 
the congregation’s blame and rage. When a victim is blamed, her isolation 
becomes more profound and harmful. Although many denominational pro-
cesses in the case of clergy sexual misconduct include providing advocacy 
and support for the victim, in reality the victim generally receives minimal 
support and maximum isolation for the reasons just named.

As the above stories and a survey of the literature demonstrate, the harm 
done in adult-to-adult clergy sexual misconduct is profound.10 Yet, despite the 
evidence about the level of harm done there has been surprisingly little re-
search in how to prevent it. Part of the reason for this is the complexity of the 
problem. There are multiple and sometimes contradictory models that people 
have proposed to explain the occurrence, the frequency, and the consequenc-
es of sexual misconduct by clergy. It is important to look at these as to how 
they might help us craft a comprehensive plan for preventing clergy sexual 
misconduct.

Understanding Sexual Misconduct by Clergy

Typologies of psychopathology profi les have been suggested as a way to un-
derstand clergy who engage in sexual misconduct. These include profi les of 
narcissism, general neurosis, sexual addiction, naïve need-meeting, and so 
forth. Yet, as Francis and Stacks state, “No one clear profi le has emerged in 
the research … Because no one clear profi le has emerged, there is no single 
measure that can be used to screen potential perpetrators from the ranks of 
clergy.”11 Although there may be characterological factors involved, it is just 
as common to fi nd that particular psychological profi les do not predict or 
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We live in a culture that is ordered by the value of power and, thus, in 
terms of access to power. This is a complex and problematic ordering, which 
includes putting men over women, adults over children, and human beings 
over creation and grants access to power accordingly. Obviously there are 
many factors that infl uence these cultural value assignments—issues like skin 
color, sexual orientation, physical ability, class. The point: we live in a culture 
that has assigned power arrangements as an enduring aspect of the social 
order. Our theologies also participate in that ordering, especially in terms of 
gender. When we name God as male and with ultimate, unquestionable au-
thority, we risk naming males (especially male ministers) as gods. This may 
help explain why, even though women clergy are subject to the same stress-
ors, ministry models, and professional power dynamics, they are much more 
rarely perpetrators of clergy sexual misconduct than are clergymen. In fact, 
clergywomen are often victims of sexual harassment by their congregants.

It is in this context of cultural power arrangements that we locate the 
power that exists in the ministerial role and practice. Karen LeBacqz and Ron-
ald Barton, in Sex in the Parish, describe two of the kinds of power that clergy 
have. First, they suggest that clergy have the power of freedom. Clergy en-
gage in ministry without a great deal of supervision or observation by others. 
They also suggest that there is a power of access and accessibility. This is the 
power of having the right to initiate contact with another and of access to their 
lives because of the implicit contract of pastoral care and pastoral responsibil-
ity to the individuals and families of the parish.17 Don Capps identifi es a third 
form of clergy power: the power of knowledge. This power includes knowl-
edge about people’s lives, their secrets, and their histories. The pastor has the 
power of both intimate knowledge and intimate environments.18 And, fi nally, 
there is the symbolic power of the clerical role. Whether or not clergy want 
to represent God, they do in some form stand as a personal and concrete rep-
resentation of God’s care or lack of it. These four forms of power that reside 
in the person and role of the clergy mean that no pastoral relationship can be 
understood without analyzing how these power dynamics are at work. Al-
though many clergy say they do not experiences themselves as having power 
(clergymen) or wanting power (clergywomen), they cannot walk away from 
it, and power that goes unclaimed is much more dangerous than power that 
we name and for which we are held accountable. Marie Fortune notes, “Pow-
er is not a feeling; it is a fact of life determined by what resources we bring to 
bear in the role we are asked to play.”19 Donald Capps notes, in his discussion 
of the paradox of power that, the more clergy act in ways that deny their pow-

seling use the relationship as the vehicle of healing in ways that intensify that 
relationship.

Models that focus on the problem/solution tend to be shorter-term and 
oriented toward resources and actions rather than pastoral connection. The 
risk with problem-/solution- focused models is that, when clergy are not 
well-trained in them, they may use them in authoritative or advice-giving 
ways, which may have implications for increasing clergy power. When pas-
tors operate with a more authority-centered style of ministry (especially in 
pastoral counseling), the idealization of and reliance on the pastor by parish-
ioners is increased. That authority may make it less likely that parishioners 
feel empowered to hold a pastor accountable for (or even recognize) misuses 
of that power or the crossing of boundaries.

The discussion about models of ministry, particularly in terms of coun-
seling, leads to an exploration of dual or multiple relationships that clergy 
have with congregants. In the codes of ethics of most counseling guilds, dual 
relationships between a counselor and a counselee (particularly focusing on 
the dual relationship of friendship or romantic engagement) are prohibited 
because of the counseling relationship dynamics named above. But prohibit-
ing dual relationships between clergy and congregants is not realistic because, 
by its very nature, clergy and congregants interact with each other within a 
variety of roles. One may be in a counseling relationship with a parishioner at 
one time and interacting with them as members of the personnel committee 
of the church at another. And, parishioners expect their pastors (more or less 
depending on the context of the church) to be available, friendly, and even so-
cially accessible. This makes clarity about the nature of the clergy/congregant 
relationship very diffi cult to establish and maintain. Yet, without that clarity, 
it can be exceptionally diffi cult for either the minister or the parishioner to in-
terpret the meaning of their interactions. This can lead to romantic or sexual 
boundary crossing and to ignoring the power differences that exist by virtue 
of their roles.

Power Asymmetry and Clergy Sexual Misconduct

This leads us to the most common dynamic identifi ed in clergy sexual mis-
conduct in contemporary studies: the dynamic of power asymmetry. Issues 
of power differences occur at both the professional context of ministerial 
practice and at the cultural context in which that ministry occurs.
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misconduct and its damaging consequences.

Seminaries
• Research needs to generate a consensus-based “best practices” understand-

ing for the maintenance of clergy boundaries and related models for minis-
try. There has been a tendency to present boundary decisions as being “up 
to the minister” without correlating those to asymmetrical power dynamics 
related to culture, theology, and ministry. Karen LeBacqz and Ronald Barton 
reported that the clergy they studied depended upon “feeling-oriented intu-
ition” to make decisions related to appropriate/inappropriate sexual behav-
ior.”24 Certainly the work done out of Marie Fortune’s FaithTrust Institute 
has gone a long way toward presenting educational and normative ideas 
about boundary maintenance, but those have frequently not been well-inte-
grated into seminary curricula (or faculty knowledge).

• Foundational to education in the maintenance of boundaries is an under-
standing of power dynamics that operate in the culture, the church, and in 
ministry practice. Students need to be helped to understand the practical 
implications of theological sexism, for example, and how theological sex-
ism plays out in sermon illustrations, worship liturgies, division of labor in 
the church, and in the pastoral counseling offi ce.25 Students also need to be 
helped to explore the power of the ministerial offi ce and its implications for 
their own ministry practices. These educational agendas need to fi nd their 
place throughout the seminary curriculum rather than being relegated to a 
particular discipline or class.

• Seminary students need to be helped to develop models of ministry, espe-
cially pastoral care ministry, that focus on short-term, problem-oriented, or 
solution-oriented approaches. As Howard Stone has pointed out, much pas-
toral counseling research has focused on providing models and practices for 
pastoral counseling specialists, not congregational clergy.26 Consequently, 
parish clergy have had to modify long-term approaches for short-term work 
or use models that rely on the personal relationship between clergy and con-
gregant (which risks deepening inappropriate attachment) or on catharsis 
models (which risk intensifying the emotional quality of the relationship) or 
on advice-giving (which risks intensifying the authority and idealization of 
the minister and is also probably ineffective). Part of this education in pas-
toral counseling needs to help students learn how to intentionally negotiate 
their way into and out of a counseling relationship. Seminary students also 
need to be educated in the potential dynamics of pastoral relationships like 
idealization, transference/countertransference, and dependency. Models of 
ministry that minimize these dynamics need to be generated and compe-
tency in dealing with the relationship dynamics when they occur need to be 
learned. 

er, the more power they actually have.20 When asymmetry of power exists 
between people, then the one with less power is always vulnerable to coer-
cion, even in, or maybe especially in, sexual relationships between clergy and 
parishioner. By defi nition, then, that relationship should be seen as abusive.

A lack of ecclesial supervision and accountability is another factor re-
lated to the occurrence and frequency of clergy sexual misconduct. There is 
a general consensus in the literature that the Church, both local and denomi-
national, has not acted in ways that adequately hold pastors accountable for 
their professional conduct, especially in relation to the maintenance of appro-
priate boundaries. Ken Wells discovered that 94 percent of the participants 
in his “listening conferences” believed that churches are “not doing all they 
can to prevent power structures that fuel clergy sexual abuse,” and 82 percent 
believed that “the veiled secrecy of clergy sexual abuse is exacerbated by the 
church’s interest in maintaining the proper image more than in providing jus-
tice.”21 Thaddeus Birchard found, in his study involving both extensive sur-
veys and interviews with clergy, that one of the three principle causes of sexu-
al misconduct is institutional inattentiveness (along with boundary ambiguity 
and personal neediness).22

The Possibilities of Prevent Clergy Sexual Misconduct

Where does this survey of factors in clergy sexual misconduct leave us in 
terms of working toward prevention? Although we have no clear consen-
sus on what model best explains (or predicts) the likelihood of clergy sex-
ual misconduct, we do have a substantial amount of literature looking at 
various causal factors. It has been my experience that among seminaries, 
churches, and judicatories creating a profi le of “best practices” regarding 
the acknowledgement and prevention of clergy sexual misconduct has had 
a relatively low priority. Seminary training has often acted as though educa-
tion in clergy power, boundaries, sexuality, and related models of ministry 
is optional at best. Churches continue to operate with an elevated or ideal-
ized understanding of clergy image and role and, thus, often fail to develop 
structures of accountability and “surveillance”23 that might work against the 
occurrence of boundary violations. While these boundary workshops often 
address important issues around power, boundaries, and ministry, it is dif-
fi cult to address the complex puzzle we have been discussing in a day-long 
workshop by itself.

I would like to end this article with a series of recommendations that 
are interlocking in terms of potential effectiveness at preventing sexual 
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port systems? How do we communicate and demonstrate appropriately 
transparent power relationships, including those that are culturally-based?

• Judicatories need to make their values apparent by actively supporting 
healthy and ethical behaviors in clergy and by making the consequences for 
unethical behaviors clear and consistent.

Clergy sexual misconduct is not caused by any one thing and cannot be 
prevented by any one strategy. Seminaries, judicatories, congregations, and 
clergy need to work together to generate an understanding of best practic-
es around role clarity and boundary maintenance and to hold each other ac-
countable for putting those into practice. There is too much at stake for this to 
not be a top priority for the Church.
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 NOT FAR OUTSIDE THE THEME

Twenty years ago, Margot Hover wrote an essay for this journal 
(then The Journal of Supervision and Training in Ministry) entitled 
“Responsibility and Care in the Supervisory Community.” It 
was a candid refl ection on a moment when she was threatened 
with a grievance from the unit of CPE she intended to present 
to support her certifi cation as a full supervisor. “Our story as a community of 
professionals involved in the teaching and learning of ministry informs our 
professional ethics, calling us to mutual accountability and responsibility.”1 

Her observations about the importance of mutual accountability among su-
pervisory colleagues in a fragile covenant of peers remain timely.

In this issue, Margot Hover has again examined a diffi cult topic. How do 
we identify and supervise students we regard as too wounded to heal? Using a 
composite case of “Elsie,” Hover describes the traits and biographical features 
common to problematic applicants and then identifi es behaviors that emerge 
after admission. Her aim is not necessarily to screen out all too-wounded appli-
cants. Most supervisors have at one point or another accepted students they 
later regretted taking but could not, for one reason or another, easily dismiss. 
“It is diffi cult to distinguish between ‘outside the norm’ as creativity and a 
prophetic voice, on one hand, and pathology on the other” (p. 183). William 
DeLong’s response to the essay raises yet another important question: Is CPE 
teaching or treating? If it is primarily learning, is CPE limited to a learning 
style requiring a particular psychological constellation?

One of the recurring themes in this volume of Refl ective Practice has been 
mutuality in responsibility and accountability. When this focus on mutual-
ity shifts to the relationship between supervisor and student/intern, it raises 
questions about authority. Because authority is formed in community, it relies 
on individuals acknowledging the need to be formed and shaped together 
in mutual accountability. Paula J. Teague explores the dynamic tension be-
tween authority and accountability in a CPE supervisory relationship using 
a model from ‘system-centered therapy.’ “Our functioning within a system,” 
Teague proposes, “is determined more by our role as defi ned by the system 
than by our person” (p. 205). Within any system, each of us may have several 
roles defi ned by context, function, and goal. Because roles change, authority 
changes as it is shared. And when the authority of the role is shared, so is the 
accountability.
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Refl ective Practice: Formation and Supervision in Ministry

The case study from New Zealand by Joseph E. Bush Jr., and Twyla 
Susan Werstein reports on a ten-year exploratory program in formation for 
Christian ministry (1997–2007). They examine two issues that are critical in 
forming religious leaders. The fi rst is fi nding effective frameworks for pro-
moting the integration of academic study with every day practice and then 
adequate tools for measuring the depth of that integration. The second relates 
to nurturing the abilities to minister cross-culturally and in a variety of min-
istry contexts. I found the tutorial relationships and the synthesis project to 
be particularly intriguing and worthy of further consideration in settings far 
from New Zealand.

Neil Sims has provided a useful service for theological fi eld educators 
by surveying handbooks on fi eld education in Australia and in the United 
States in order to identify recurring goals in the formation for ministry. It is 
critical, Sims argues, that fi eld education or formation programs are explicit 
about asking of themselves what institutions ask of students: accountability 
to clearly defi ned goals.
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NOT FAR OUTSIDE THE THEME

Identifying and Educating the 
“Too Wounded to Heal” Student

Margot Hover

“Therapists are not crazy. Nonetheless, in terms of personality types, 
emotional weaknesses, and psychological motivations, a substantial ma-
jority of them may differ from the general population in ways more subtle 
than full-blown pathology yet more important than mere style.”—Thomas 
Maeder1

“Survivors may become fi ne caregivers…but not all survivors are so for-
tunate.”—Maxine Glaz2

It has been many years since Henri Nouwen reframed the after-effects of 
very deep hurt in the lives and work of caregivers by coining the concept of 
the “wounded healer.”3 Many pastors are particularly equipped by a painful 
past to empathize with and minister to the suffering. “Ministers are called 
to recognize the sufferings of their time and their own hearts and to make 
that recognition the starting point of their service.” While this recognition 
allowed caregivers to reframe their own painful histories, it sometimes gave 
unfortunate license to use that pain to get care for themselves, sometimes 
losing sight of the needs of the care recipient in the process. Two decades 
later, Maxine Glaz confronted this issue again by asking if a healer may be 
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too wounded to heal. The history of severe woundedness of some clinical 
pastoral education (CPE) students, Glaz proposed, may in fact prevent them 
from being able to learn how to care and provide pastoral care to others.

Refl ecting on supervisory responsibility and accountability provides the 
impetus to consider how we might identify a “too-wounded” applicant dur-
ing the screening process or how we can work with such students that we 
may not have identifi ed earlier. Seminaries, too, struggle with this dilemma in 
their own system of selection and education. While the basis for this article is 
my work as a clinical pastoral educator, pastoral educators in other systems 
may recognize many elements of the profi le of a too-wounded student as such 
a student surfaces in their own particular setting.

Elsie: A Composite of Traits of the Too-Wounded Student

As pastoral and theological faculty, we screen, assess, educate, and make 
decisions about our students that may have implications for their futures in 
or out of professional ministry. Their acceptance is a matter of contract. But 
we are also accountable to the institutions that provide the learning context, 
and we are responsible for overseeing the care of our patients and congre-
gants while safeguarding the reputation of our programs as well. So how 
do we identify, supervise, and evaluate these students so that they and we 
can recognize their vocation and so that any potential gifts for ministry are 
channeled and enhanced? This is particularly diffi cult in a climate in which 
various kinds of litigation are often seen as a fi rst resort when complexities 
and problems arise in supervisory relationships.

This article fi rst describes a set of traits and biographical features that 
problematic applicants to a group of residency programs have exhibited dur-
ing their admission process to CPE programs over a number of years. Second-
ly, there is a description of another set of behaviors that emerged post-admis-
sion in the course of a typical program. While some of these items may seem 
idiosyncratic and anecdotal, the frequency with which they occur in students 
suggests that they merit careful consideration both in the interview process 
and during supervision.

The fi nal section of this article describes strategies for working with too-
wounded students when they do surface in our programs and characterizes 
the factors that may have brought the supervisor and student together in the 
fi rst place. It is worth noting that the cases that provided a basis for these 
refl ections were all females with a female primary supervisor, drawn over 

many years and from many programs. Male supervisors were part of inter-
view teams and served as colleagues and consultants throughout. Obviously, 
the profi le would vary somewhat with other confi gurations. Specifi c illustra-
tions of the characteristics have been signifi cantly altered in the interests of 
confi dentiality.

It is very important to note here that this article should not be construed 
as advocating that too-wounded applicants be accepted into a program or 
that, once in a program, they continue in a program at all costs. I do suggest 
some concrete symptoms that may assist a supervisor in identifying those ap-
plicants during the selection process. Further, it is safe to bet that most super-
visors have at one point or another accepted a student that they later regret-
ted taking but whom for one reason or another they could not easily dismiss. 
This article suggests some basic ways to maximize the possibility of learning 
on all sides.

“Elsie” is a composite of traits exhibited by a number of too-wounded 
applicants and CPE students throughout my experience. Pastoral educators 
will recognize any one or all of these traits in students who may actually learn 
and perform well in a program. But while a particular student may not pos-
sess all of the traits described below, identifying one or two behaviors may 
alert a supervisor to a connection with many of the other traits that are less ob-
vious. For example, we know that it is not uncommon for students to exhibit 
signifi cant issues with authority. It is only when a constellation of traits surfac-
es, often after their acceptance into a program, that the signifi cance becomes 
clear. Again, while the experiences on which this material is based are drawn 
from programs in CPE, seminary faculty, pastoral educators in other venues, 
and therapists will no doubt fi nd similarities with their supervisees as well.

Pre-Admission
Elsie was effusive in her gratitude and excitement at the invitation to in-
terview for a position in the residency group then forming. She was hy-
per-courteous, calling ahead to offer to bring pastries to the meeting with 
the interview team. Several days after the interview, each of the interview-
ing supervisors received a chatty, effusive thank you note, handwritten on 
fl owered stationery. This was to be the fi rst of many indications that what 
appeared initially as sweetly engaging was actually her lack of awareness 
of general appropriateness. No thank you note was required or expected; 
however, an acknowledgement in the form of a business letter on plain sta-
tionery would have been positively noted. In time, it appeared that her large 
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gestures of above-and-beyond or gratuitous hospitality barely concealed a 
free-fl oating anger that was much more diffi cult to identify and manage.

Elsie was insensitive to the usual social boundaries regarding personal 
space, particularly with authority fi gures. She was quite proud of the entrée 
she claimed to her pastor’s home, for example, and she often alluded to his 
and his wife’s reliance on her for support. She spoke of her recent seminary 
professors as though they were personal friends. In other words, she confused 
professional and personal settings, relationships, and protocols. Obviously, 
the accuracy of many of her claimed relationships would be diffi cult to verify, 
even if they raised red fl ags at this early juncture, unless Elsie listed them as 
references.

This diffi culty with boundaries, even seemingly inconsequential ones, 
appeared in Elsie’s meticulously presented application materials, which were, 
nevertheless, incomplete. For example, her previous supervisor’s signature 
was missing from his evaluation of her, and the reason was never clear. At the 
time, Elsie’s explanations made some sense; it was only in retrospect and as 
part of an unfolding total profi le that their meaning emerged. The signifi cance 
of an absent signature (“The professor is never in her offi ce.”) or incomplete 
seminary transcripts (“The professor went on sabbatical before he turned in 
my grade.”) is often diffi cult to determine prior to admission.

Elsie had a long, tangled, and very confusing history with denomina-
tional authorities. She had a laborious journey through the various ordination 
committees, but most of the supervisor interviewers could empathize with 
her as they recalled their experiences with committees or struggles with their 
own denomination. Elsie had changed religious homes a number of times. 
When asked about that, she claimed this as a plus, enabling her to “speak 
the language” of a wide range of patients. Would this help the department 
demonstrate religious diversity and balance the denominational balance of 
the CPE group…or was it an indication of grandiosity? Further, Elsie also had 
an extensive history of career changes, albeit with some evidently impressive 
accomplishments along the way. She was an excellent writer, for example, and 
several of her short pieces had appeared in trade publications.

Hidden Woundedness is Diffi cult to Identify in Advance
In brief, Elsie was very bright, articulate, and quick thinking, although the 
emerging profi le hinted somewhat at self-sabotage—as evidenced in her 
refusal to complete a critical assignment or missing crucial deadlines. She 
had been doing very well in medical school, for example, but she “heard a 

call” just prior to completing her medical education. Elsie herself had little 
awareness of possible meanings and linkages in her history. Subsequently, 
she showed no motivation or intention of exploring the patterns. This sug-
gested an inability for, or at least a strong resistance to, self-refl ection. Some-
times, similar applicants concealed past diffi culties until new, similar ones 
emerged well into a program, thus creating turmoil for the student, supervi-
sor, and group as well.

Applicants like Elsie frequently emit strange, hard-to-defi ne sexu-
al notes, which are or may be experienced as subtle seduction. Frequently, 
this involved a striking hairstyle, which, while not notably unprofessional, 
still drew attention. For example, a candidate might wear waist-length hair 
draped over one eye. It would be diffi cult, particularly for a male supervisor, 
to note this with a student, but it would inevitably draw attention of some 
kind. Many of the women I supervised that formed the composite of Elsie had 
in common a history of some kind of punitive, neglectful, or abusive family 
history, often but not always sexual in nature.

This last observation is important. Psychotherapist and clinical pastoral 
educator James Gebhart observes that “abuse” is a widely and sometimes in-
discriminately used term that has come to carry sexual overtones. There are, 
however, many forms of intentional and unintentional neglect and hurt. At 
bottom, very few get through the formative years without some undeveloped 
areas remaining. Those may be unfi nished dependency needs, unresolved 
problems with authority, sexuality, grief, shame, role sets based on birth or-
der, psychological or learning disorders, troubled school experiences and/or 
adolescence, or a host of other issues. However, when those occur in clusters, 
they are more likely to constitute a personality disorder. High stress experien-
tial learning like CPE becomes more diffi cult and may reveal fi ssures in one’s 
person. The complexity of such situation is outside the realm of pastoral edu-
cation and more appropriately handled by a skilled therapist.4

It is diffi cult to predict when the demands of a supervisory experience 
or the intensive exposure to trauma will stretch the capacity of students for 
compassion and empathy or when it will trigger their unconscious anger and 
need for self-protection. Frequently, they reveal their history only some time 
after entering a program. Obviously, their resistance to self-refl ection limits 
their ability to use their history as a resource in their learning. Further, as in 
the case of abuse of a sexual nature, they may only hint at past events, fre-
quently in diffi cult-to-decode allusions to a “lesbian side,” “having hot fl ash-
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came skilled at leaving confusion in her wake. On one occasion, she told the 
residents to go to a Palliative Care Team meeting instead of attending a CPE 
program didactic seminar, misinterpreting a bulletin board memo meant for 
other staff. While such confusion could well be a function of students’ anxiety, 
the continuing pattern suggested more.

Early on, Elsie claimed that she was “greatly loved” by staff in her as-
signed clinical areas. For instance, she had introduced herself to the staff on 
her assigned units as “an expert in world religions,” and she fl ew to bedsides 
of adherents of unusual faith groups. She moved with ease between claiming 
an obscure religious practice and pursuing a very traditional Christian inqui-
ry. Until her supervisor reinforced existing boundaries around attendance at 
group seminars, Elsie typically said she needed to come late or leave early by 
special request of a head nurse or unit staff member to handle a situation that 
she alone could manage. It was important for the supervisor to challenge that 
dynamic promptly, directly, and calmly. As might be expected, group mem-
bers watched carefully and learned much when the supervisor modeled how 
to maintain appropriate borders around group time and other scheduled cur-
riculum events. Later, they learned to differentiate from Elsie while still car-
ing for her and to trust their own skills and ability to confront and to maintain 
limits.

Avoiding Supervision by Being Overly Responsible
It was more diffi cult as a supervisor to track some of Elsie’s other behaviors. 
Taken together, this could frequently feel like putting out fi res when they 
would eventually came to light. For example, Elsie routinely turned up on 
other students’ assigned units. “He was my patient until he moved to her 
area, and the staff asked that I follow him.” Or, “That patient had my card 
(After all, you told us always to leave our card at each visit), and he called 
the offi ce to ask me to come by.” “But that patient was my ‘sister-of-soul,’” 
claimed Elsie, when the supervisor intervened. Another student who might 
be struggling to meet new patients on his unit might be only too glad to 
be rescued from that diffi cult task, even feeling cared for and supported—
taken under wing—by his “helpful” peer. On one hand, the shyer student in 
that potential triangle might feel scolded, and that dynamic could be quite 
fruitful when explored with him in individual supervision. At worst, un-
healthy triangulation and polarization could result.

The possibility of tangled relationships and blurred lines of authority 
is compounded in spiritual care departments that include a separate depart-

es,” and “femininity,” or edgy joking. Other students might resonate with the 
allusions without understanding their full meaning for the wounded student.

Finally, applicants like Elsie nearly always developed physical limita-
tions and disabilities after programs began. Sometimes these were concealed 
at the application stage and sometimes dormant medical issues resurfaced 
after admission. Ordinarily, a supervisor might not see a reason to inquire 
about an applicant’s medical history or might not be able to ask about medi-
cal history from an ethical standpoint. It is only later and in the context of the 
other traits described above that physical limits or chronic illness become sig-
nifi cant. Many of these diffi cult students’ illnesses had a possible emotional 
component—asthma, back problems, debilitating headaches, allergies, and 
the like. Often, these offered an avenue for them to leave the program before 
completion. But if a student did manage to complete the unit or residency, it 
was important for the supervisor to keep the group’s attention and energy fo-
cused steadily on appropriate group tasks rather than have their attention di-
verted by assorted illnesses and absences. At best, group members would use 
their growing awareness of the dynamics and their feelings about them for 
important, solid growth in their own self-understanding. At worst, diffi cult 
students won sympathy, polarizing members of the group and, sometimes, 
even other department staff members.

Post-Admission
During the orientation phase of the residency, Elsie plunged herself into the 
program. She quickly became a leader in the group, appearing larger than 
life as she led her new peers through the hospital halls. She assumed the 
hospitality role in the peer group. For example, she was the fi rst one to orga-
nize the celebration of group birthdays. Occasionally, this overfl owed with 
cards and fl owers to other members of the department for occasions not 
generally marked in this particular way. Of course, this placed those around 
her in a diffi cult position; who could deny her good will, for example. Only 
in combination with the other traits and with the passage of some time did 
a pattern emerge that could be addressed in some way.

Initially, at least, deeply hurt students often assumed a child-type stance 
with department authorities, particularly with their supervisor. Elsie asked 
permission often and made many unnecessary apologies during the fi rst sev-
eral weeks of the unit. At the same time, this behavior felt like an attempt to 
act as an administrative peer or close friend. Later, she frequently pushed at 
boundaries, claiming innocence of the ramifi cations of her actions. She be-
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Supervisory Strategies
As a supervisor, I was reluctant to rule out accepting these students across 
the board. The full constellation of their traits was invariably unclear during 
the interview process, and I didn’t always trust my hunches when I sensed 
potential diffi culties in supervision. However, once I accepted a student, I 
was willing to “trust the process,” as the saying goes. I wanted to give the 
student a chance for learning. On the other hand, in order to facilitate a 
safe educational experience for these wounded women—and to maintain 
my own professional safety and integrity—it was vital to remain alert to the 
traits listed above. It was also important to look at my own “Achilles’ heel.” 
What led me to accept them in the fi rst place and what supervisory stance 
and strategies would give them the best possible chance to learn skills for 
ministry? Or were they too wounded to learn how to care for others? The 
CPE model of pastoral education requires that the supervisor ride herd on 
her own issues as carefully as she gets to know the issues of her students.

In my case, I had to ride herd on my enthusiasm for potential “sisters in 
the ranks.” I am a Roman Catholic laywoman, and I treasure both my Catholi-
cism and my niche in the ministry of supervision. Through the years, I have 
seen other women like me make rich contributions to parish, diocesan, educa-
tional, and health care systems, and I have been pleased and excited when the 
ecclesial structure has, bit by bit, opened some avenues to us. Thus, I am al-
ways particularly pleased when another Catholic laywoman considers chap-
laincy and/or a unit of CPE or a residency. In putting together a profi le of the 
too-wounded students and applicants that I had worked with over the years, 
one factor that emerged was that each one had some tie—even a distant one—
with Roman Catholicism. At fi rst, I was quite open with my enthusiasm for a 
potential colleague; later, it was crucial for me to temper that entirely. I suspect 
that a student like Elsie would feel crowded and frightened by my joining her 
too closely on any basis, including denominational affi nity. I saw a similar 
dynamic develop with other supervisors and students, where apparent cama-
raderie and collegiality based on denomination, family confi guration, race, 
or other commonality masked the student’s fragility and vulnerability. It is 
important for a supervisor to be honest about the many reasons for accepting 
and working with a student.

I also had to monitor my desire to help. Elsie needed a CPE residency 
for certifi cation as a chaplain, and I wanted to give her a good chance to com-
plete that process. Again, in retrospect and in refl ecting on patterns exhibited 
by a cluster of these students, I see now that they generally couched their 

ment director and multiple clinical or staff chaplains. The supervisor and de-
partment director worked consistently with the clinical and denominational 
staff chaplains to achieve clarity among themselves about lines of communi-
cation and areas of responsibility. Elsie’s supervisor and the department direc-
tor conferred frequently, and it was clear within the entire department that all 
issues, problems, and suggestions about the residents were to come to the su-
pervisor. Because Elsie was so skilled at creating competing relationships, the 
supervisor had to be particularly faithful to the process of winning staff chap-
lains’ trust and in maintaining ties with them. And when students had ques-
tions or problems with other department members, they were encouraged to 
approach them directly and then process their learning from the interaction 
in individual supervision. Of course, this initially increased their anxiety, and 
the supervisor used this as an occasion to help them to look at authority is-
sues and other learning goals, as well as to celebrate their growing sense of 
their own strength.

Diffi cult, challenging students routinely resist supervision, often in sur-
prising or diffi cult-to-confront ways. For example, the department policy al-
lowed students fairly unquestioned time off for their denominational rituals 
and holy days. Elsie claimed holy day exceptions to the program schedule 
with startling and intriguing frequency. While CPE students sometimes legiti-
mately explore their denominational affi liation in the course of a residency, it 
quickly became apparent that Elsie was stretching the policy.

These women were greatly resistant to claiming any anger, and artful in 
their resistance to engaging in therapy. Individual supervision generally fo-
cused on Elsie’s behavior and on issues that she initiated. This allowed her to 
feel safe and facilitated as much learning as possible.

Finally, as noted above, these students either developed medical issues 
as the program progressed or revealed disabilities that were not apparent 
during the interview process. Elsie developed a skin condition that kept her 
awake at night and which required time away for assorted doctors’ visits and 
tests. Another too-wounded student said that she had suffered a serious back 
strain years ago that was again giving her pain. Ultimately, both students left 
the residency before the completion of the program in order to focus on medi-
cal treatment and self-care. Their decisions opened the way for the supervisor 
to shift her focus to caring for them in their leaving and embarking on new 
journeys.

IDENTIFYING AND EDUCATING THE “TOO WOUNDED TO HEAL” STUDENT HOVER



180 181

could, once assured that the supervisor was strong enough to maintain those 
structures and boundaries.

In terms of the program, my handbook and the unit orientation process 
includes succinct descriptions of the program components that I can refer to 
when a too-wounded student attempts to wander afi eld. For example, I de-
fi ne the purpose of Covenant Group (IPR/IPG) as a place to focus on learn-
ing to give and to receive care, to work on ones learning goals, and to study 
how groups operate and grow. I combine that with didactic seminars on group 
process, systems theory, and other related topics. Too-wounded students tend 
either to be ingratiating or to fi ght with the supervisor on one or two issues 
while avoiding resolution. Eventually, other group members may feel used or 
manipulated, and it is important for them to learn how to confront their peers. 
Whether bound for parish or institutional ministry, students can accomplish 
important learning about how they deal with confl ict and how confl ict oper-
ates in a group context, but other issues and goals need to be considered as well.

At times, it would have been easy for me to express irritation or frustra-
tion with Elsie, particularly early in the unit when all of the students were siz-
ing one another up and jockeying for position. Whenever I did that, however, 
it was diffi cult to get out of that role; the group could then see me as Elsie’s 
persecutor. I learned that it was important for me to maintain a fi rm, non-
reactive, non-angry, and neutral strength. From that stance, I could help the 
group members to focus on their own learning goals rather than on confl ict 
between Elsie and me.

Fourth, as a unit progresses, too-wounded students can use revelations 
about past painful histories to draw the focus away from the learning of pas-
toral skills. An empathic stance is generally not productive. It was important 
to maintain clarity about the distinction between therapy and the educational 
goals for the CPE program, and to gently encourage them to engage other 
resources to supplement and support their education in CPE. I maintained 
my own focus on concrete aspects of their performance, carefully avoiding 
going to their feelings in the name of empathizing with them before/unless 
they were able. Dealing with feelings and close relationships was usually too 
threatening, however. Work in that direction was generally followed by the 
student’s distancing in some ways that were counterproductive and disrup-
tive to their peers’ use of the group appropriately for their own learning.

Finally, the evaluation process. My rule-of-thumb for writing student 
evaluations is to report specifi c behaviors in the categories determined by the 
Association of Clinical Pastoral Education standards and student learning 

motivation for applying to a program in terms of denominational or profes-
sional requirements, perhaps even general skills for a very specifi c ministry. “I 
think God is calling me to minister to dying people,” for example. They very 
rarely cited self-awareness, even in general terms. In contrast, another appli-
cant might say something like, “I’m uncomfortable visiting my congregants 
when they’re in the hospital. I want to get better at that,” or “I’m not very 
good at dealing with confrontation; I think I can learn more about that in this 
program.”

Finally, the needs of hospitals often present competing demands to fi ll 
residency positions. If a position went unfi lled, would there be enough for a 
valid group, and would the stipend disappear for the following year? Who 
would take up the on-call slack? While none of these needs would justify tak-
ing a less-than-marginal applicant, they still did constitute pressure to fi ll the 
program openings, sometimes at the last moment.

With all this in mind, I assembled a list of strategies and guideposts for 
the supervision of such a student, once I identifi ed her. First, I had to fi nd 
some one thing to like about the student, enough to engage me in a process re-
quiring a good deal of my energy even while tempering my enthusiasm. Elsie 
was articulate, a really fi ne writer. And she was “gutsy,” having volunteered 
in a women’s prison while in seminary. I liked both of those qualities.

Second, we had to collaborate on an appropriate learning contract with 
very specifi c parameters. For example, Elsie wanted to “minister to all world 
religions.” I helped her to come down to this: “To read and present a report on 
David Augsburger’s Pastoral Counseling Across Cultures, and to apply what I 
learn in two verbatims presented in the group.”

Third, the CPE program structure was my best ally. Adherence to the 
program requirements and departmental policies helps students to feel safe, 
and it helped me to deal with the persistent need of these students to be spe-
cial. Of course, this assumes that the supervisor’s own sense of authority is 
centered enough that she can implement the curriculum when she is regularly 
tested. Too-wounded students can be creative and persistent in challenging 
the structure. For example, soon after her acceptance into a unit, one student 
informed the supervisor that she had already paid tuition for a workshop 
that would entail her missing three days of the orientation week. Whatever 
the student’s motivation may have been, it was clear to the supervisor that 
she could not begin the program unless she attended the orientation. Some 
women eventually used their inability to live within program structures as 
a way to leave the program. Others accomplished as much learning as they 
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these applicants in those situations. But also through the years, I have been 
willing to give an applicant the benefi t of a doubt, particularly as I devel-
oped a supervisory stance that might give them a good chance to learn. God 
knows that my own denomination’s annals are replete with the icons of St. 
Christina the Astonishing, St. Simeon Stylites, and a host of other characters 
who accomplished great good from places signifi cantly outside the norm. 
Sometimes it is diffi cult to distinguish between “outside the norm” as cre-
ativity and a prophetic voice, on one hand, and pathology on the other. I 
want to be open to an applicant’s desire and potential for healthy caregiv-
ing. At the same time, it has been important to take seriously my reserva-
tions about a student’s capacity to use the CPE curriculum and educational 
model for appropriate learning to give care. Organizing my experience with 
too-wounded into benchmarks and strategies has been a helpful guide for 
my work with them.

I should make special note here of how important it has been to rely on 
the community of supervisors for feedback, support, and peer review. Several 
colleagues in particular listened to my early travails in supervising a series 
of diffi cult students and refl ected with me on the patterns in the process and 
the traits the students and their journeys appeared to have in common. That 
systematizing proved to be invaluable in my supervision, and I am grateful 
for their support and peer review. In 1990, I wrote in this journal on the im-
portance of supervisors’ collegiality and covenant with one another through 
the certifi cation process.5 At that time, I emphasized the importance of hon-
esty with one another. We can learn much about ourselves and our ministry 
of education by looking closely together at our work with the too-wounded 
students when they present themselves to us.
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goals. Focusing on specifi c behaviors and performance allows me to describe 
what this student may do well, and what this student neglected or avoided 
even after supervisory discussions with me. I carefully avoid therapeutic lan-
guage as well as extrapolations from one behavior to larger or future situ-
ations that I cannot back up with examples. I do not make points in a fi nal 
evaluation that I have not already discussed with a student in the course of the 
unit. For instance, it was clear that Elsie had diffi culty with boundaries and 
with authority, and I supported those observations with examples about visi-
tation on other students’ units and completion of written assignments.

These guidelines are general practice, but they are doubly important for 
the safety of both supervisor and student when working with the troubled or 
too-wounded person. Hell hath no fury like a too-wounded student who fo-
cuses her anger on the fi nal evaluation, especially after the unit. On the other 
side, a supervisor’s frustrations —and they may come often—with a needy or 
diffi cult student may be taken to a supervisors’ support group or to peer re-
view but not to the written fi nal evaluation.

I confess my surprise when a seminary does not require a student to sub-
mit both the self-evaluation and my evaluation if the unit is requisite for or-
dination or certifi cation. Further, it seems obvious that both a seminary and a 
denominational endorsing agency and a CPE supervisor only have part of the 
picture of a candidate’s person and performance. Closer collaboration would 
enhance ordination and certifi cation processes. Because the population as a 
whole is more troubled, it should not be surprising that the number of people 
seeking to be ministers is also more troubled. Hopefully, dioceses or other 
ecclesial jurisdictions no longer resort to CPE as corrective or punishment for 
“problem” clergy, but all would benefi t if they looked together at a candi-
date’s preparation and qualifi cations.

Conclusion

So, one may wonder, why work with these students in the fi rst place. Cer-
tainly, I hope to identify a too-wounded applicant during the initial screen-
ing process on the basis of the behaviors described above. But sometimes, 
I have missed the warning indications in the pre-admission screening and 
have second-guessed a selection when problems surfaced. Occasionally, 
there was denominational or institutional pressure to accept a marginal can-
didate into a CPE program combined with unfi lled positions as a program 
opening date loomed. Through the years, I have felt more power to refuse 
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cal learning established by Eckstein and Wallerstein, namely the difference be-
tween problems about learning and learning problems.2 I hope to show that 
what is considered a “too-wounded” student is, in fact, another clearly iden-
tifi able problem with learning—one that can and should be considered in the 
application process, but also one that, when reframed away from pathology 
toward an educational assessment, may describe a student appropriate for 
CPE.

I begin by looking at some of the descriptions Margot Hover provides to 
determine the degree of wounding this student has sustained. My intent is not 
to critique the descriptions, but rather to consider how we begin to see a stu-
dent and how that can become the frame by which we make judgments about 
their psychological stability rather than becoming curious about a particular 
learning style that may be being presented. These observations are listed in 
no particular order:

• Elsie was effusive in her gratitude and excitement at the invitation to inter-
view for a position in the residency group.

• Elsie was insensitive to the usual social boundaries regarding personal space, 
particularly with authority fi gures.

• Elsie had a long, tangled, and very confusing history with denominational 
authorities.

• Elsie also had an extensive history of career changes, albeit with some evi-
dently impressive accomplishments along the way. She was an excellent 
writer, for example, and several of her short pieces had appeared in trade 
publications.

• Elsie was very bright, articulate, and quick thinking although the emerging 
profi le hinted somewhat at self-sabotage.

• Applicants like Elsie frequently emit strange, hard-to-defi ne sexual notes, 
which are or may be experienced as subtle seduction. Frequently, this in-
volved a striking hairstyle, which, while not notably unprofessional, still 
drew attention.

This listing is suffi cient to make my point. Although I acknowledge the 
inherent bias in presenting selected statements of a larger and clearly more 
balanced appraisal of Elsie, there is refl ected a long standing preference to 
look at psychological dynamics in isolation from learning styles and learn-
ing objectives. I have no doubt that Margot is describing here someone whom 
she experienced as a diffi cult student. At the same time, it is important to note 
how much emphasis is placed upon psychodynamic aspects. I want to hear 
how this student approached her learning. How might we describe her learn-
ing style? In each of the instances provided above, there seems to be a decided 

Looking Again at the “Too Wounded” Student:
A Response to Margot Hover

William R. DeLong

In my supervisory practice over the years, I have appreciated articles that 
help make sense of applicants and the way they present themselves for a 
clinical pastoral education (CPE) residency. I am one of the supervisors that 
Margot Hover writes about who have accepted a student into a program 
and eventually regretted the decision.1 In some ways, this is, as they say in 
master of business administration programs, the “price of doing business.” 
This very helpful article, however, raises important questions: What do we 
mean by “too-wounded”? How does this category frame the broader dis-
cussion of the nature and intent of Clinical Pastoral Education which, in my 
view, is a boundary question on the meta-level: the question of teaching or 
treating?

Margot Hover’s descriptions of Elise, a composite of several students 
who are believed to be “too wounded” to benefi t from CPE, provide the focus 
for my exploration. I have relied for a long time on the distinctions about clini-
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emphasis on psychodynamics. As a question of boundaries in supervision, I 
wonder what it might be like to lead with an educational lens.

I do not intend to de-emphasize, or worse dismiss, the role of emotional 
stability in the evaluation of students and the readiness for learning. I do this 
to press the boundary question in our admission processes and supervision: 
What is the predominant lens that informs our acceptance of students? Mar-
got Hover has contributed wisely to this discussion, as she always does. For 
our practice, it is about seeing the applicants clearly. As we continue to strug-
gle as an organization to distinguish between teaching and treating, is there 
an assumption that certain psychological dynamics lead to particular learning 
styles that, in turn, lead to acceptance in a CPE program? Or is CPE devoted 
to a particular learning style that serves individuals who present with a par-
ticular and identifi able psychological constellation? For me, it is a question of 
boundaries.
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Integrative Learning for Ministry:
A Case Study of the Presbyterian School

of Ministry in New Zealand
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Ordination Studies Program: Integrative Learning

The Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand (PCANZ) recently 
ended a ten-year exploratory program in formation for Christian ministry.1 

From 1997 to 2007, the School of Ministry for the PCANZ conducted a resi-
dential two-year “Ordination Studies Programme” (OSP) to better prepare 
ordinands for the exercise of Christian ministry. The primary emphasis of 
the Ordination Studies Programme was “integrative learning” as central to 
a student’s formation for ministry. In particular, the program sought to help 
students to integrate four areas of formation: (1) cognitive learning, (2) emo-
tional maturation, (3) the development of professional skills, and (4) the nur-
turing of Christian discipleship and spirituality.2
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The overarching methodological keystone was to encouraged students’ 
critical self-refl ection in ministerial practice. This praxeological method in-
formed the entire program, inclusive of but not limited to fi eld education. 
Four pedagogical contexts were combined in this praxeological program: (a) 
academic courses in ministry taught in the classroom, (b) one-on-one tutorial 
relationships, (c) fi eld education placements and supervision, and (d) weekly 
community programming. In this paper, we describe the pedagogical model 
of the Ordination Studies Programme with reference to each these four peda-
gogical contexts. More critical detail, however, is given to fi eld education and 
to the role of the tutor, in particular, since the Programme developed these 
two aspects uniquely.

The paper concludes with an assessment of the Programme as a whole 
and its goal of integrative learning with attention being given to the four “ped-
agogies” discussed in Educating Clergy,3 sponsored by the Carnegie Founda-
tion for the Advancement of Teaching, as well as to Jack Seymour’s earlier 
typology provided in Contemporary Approaches to Christian Education.4 We be-
lieve the educational model represented by the Ordination Studies Program 
offers insight not only for the Presbyterian Church during a time of transi-
tion in New Zealand but also for other programs of ministerial formation that 
strive for integrative learning.

Field Education

With the keystone of the Ordination Studies Programme being refl ection 
on practice, fi eld education has fi gured prominently throughout the Pro-
gramme’s life. Moreover, a particular goal since the Programme’s inception 
was to develop “more experience of cross-cultural communication” in order 
to supplement traditional foundational study in theological and pastoral 
disciplines.5 As a result, the Programme instituted a series of fi ve different 
fi eld placements for students during their two years of Ordination Studies. 
Because all Presbyterian ordinands at the School were paid a bursary by 
the national church, it was possible to change their placements frequently 
without disrupting their family income. As the Programme matured, this 
series of diverse placements was altered, but still with the goal of nurturing 
student’s abilities to minister cross-culturally and in a diversity of ministry 
contexts as well as within their own cultures.

In particular, this series of diverse placements included semester-long 
placements in: (a) a congregation representing the student’s culture; (b) a 

cross-cultural experience of congregational ministry; (c) a unit of clinical pas-
toral education (CPE); and (d) a social service agency. Such service agencies 
included: Presbyterian Support Otago, Methodist Family Care, Methodist 
Mission, nursing home chaplaincy, university chaplaincy, prison chaplaincy, 
Women’s Refuge, and others. Additionally, each student was given a sum-
mer intensive involving an experience of urban ministry in Auckland, as 
well as an experience with Te Aka Puaho (the Maori Synod of the Presbyterian 
Church). Aside from the summer intensive, which was full-time but could be 
as short as three weeks, these semester-long fi eld placements were expected to 
be quarter time (ten to twelve hours per week). Students, other than those in 
a unit of CPE which has its own peer group and supervisory structure, were 
also required to participate in a concurrent three-hour fi eld education seminar 
that was held on campus weekly.

This balance of placements kept the learning curve steep—both antici-
pated and unanticipated learning. Students constantly had to focus on their 
learning goals. They did so at the beginning of their program with a wide-
angle lens, as they planned with the fi eld education coordinator the types of 
placements that they might have. They would then have to refocus their goals 
more precisely each semester for each new placement. The variety of ministe-
rial experiences—especially cross-cultural experiences and social service ex-
periences—occasioned at least as much unanticipated learning as that which 
might be identifi ed through the goal-setting process. Novel experiences stim-
ulated new learning. Often the unanticipated learning became input for the 
next round of goal-setting.

In the fi eld education seminar, constant comparisons were made be-
tween the different kinds of ministry that students were experiencing in dif-
ferent contexts. They became acutely aware of the different needs in the com-
munity and how various social service agencies were addressing these needs. 
They questioned the relationship between such agencies and congregations—
noticing the theology implicit in a secular agency, on the one hand, and no-
ticing how congregations might or might not be involved in addressing the 
needs of the community, on the other. They noticed as well how congregations 
of different cultures approached the various tasks of ministry among different 
cultural constituencies.

The order in which students progressed through the four semester-long 
placements varied. This fl exibility with regard to the sequence had pedagogi-
cal and logistical advantages. The logistical advantage of a fl exible sequence 
had to do with the number of placement possibilities within the small city of 
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Dunedin where the Ordination Studies Programme was located. There was 
only one CPE program in Dunedin, and there were only three Polynesian con-
gregations. Students had to take turns taking advantage of these contexts as 
placements for ministry.

The pedagogical advantage was that, while the variety of placements 
necessarily pushed students out of their comfort zones, the fl exibility allowed 
this to occur gently. Some students began the program with energy and ex-
citement, ready to jump into new contexts of ministry and to embrace new 
experiences. Other students were much more tentative. Some were anxious 
even about having to be in Dunedin and away from their home and network 
of support. If students were nervous about new experiences, they could begin 
with a congregation most similar to their own culture and subsequently be 
nudged toward newer types of experiences. After a semester, these students 
usually started to request more challenging placements as they became in-
creasingly familiar with Dunedin, with the School of Ministry, with the pro-
cess of interning itself, and with their classmates who were engaged in other 
types of ministries. Learning in new contexts became enticing. Because the 
process was able to accommodate students’ initial tentativeness and even de-
fensiveness, it was able to calm rather than aggravate their anxieties.

A sizable minority of the ordinands in the School of Ministry were from 
the immigrant or fi rst generation populations of Polynesians living in New 
Zealand. Within a fi eld education seminar of typically six or seven students, 
one or two would usually be Polynesian with roots in nations such as Samoa, 
Cook Islands, and Niue. In the city of Dunedin, there were two Presbyterian 
congregations with a Polynesian constituency. In addition, there was a Meth-
odist congregation with a Polynesian constituency from the nation of Tonga, 
which was open to having interns from the Presbyterian School of Ministry.

Pacifi c Islanders studying for ministry in New Zealand felt it neces-
sary to have experience in a Pacifi c Island congregation because they under-
stood that they would be expected to exercise leadership within the Pacifi c 
Island community after graduation. At the same time, however, these same 
individuals recognized that they would most likely be serving palagi congre-
gations as well—Palagi is the Samoan word for the people and culture with 
roots in Europe—and that they needed ministerial experience within congre-
gations of this culture. This was especially so for Pacifi c Island women whose 
ministry was often more readily accepted within palagi than Pacifi c Island 
congregations.

It was also important for students of European ancestry to have cross-
cultural placements in ministry. Initially, these students tended to assume that 
they were studying the other culture when they were placed in these situa-
tions. As the placement ensued, however, it became apparent to them that 
they were not going to “understand” the other culture within this short span 
of time. As they were called to offer ministry among people of that culture, 
however, these students became more aware of their own assumptions, limi-
tations, and resources. These encounters in ministry provoked puzzlement 
that eventually gave way to insight, as students fi rst experienced their own 
de-centering and then allowed themselves to be reoriented within the cultural 
community receiving them.

The fi eld education seminar provided the forum in which this insight 
often occurred as students engaged one another in conversation. Students in 
any given seminar would be fairly evenly divided between those serving in 
a congregation of their own culture, those serving cross-culturally, and those 
serving in a social service agency. This ensured that there was always a variety 
of experiences and material for case discussion that students would bring to 
the seminar from their respective contextual placements. Because all students 
were involved in cross-cultural ministry at some point in their program, they 
could all participate in the discussion that ensued about ministry in those con-
texts, and consequently, they could participate in each other’s cross-cultural 
discovery.

Indeed, this dynamic proved to be something of an equalizer between 
palagi and Pacifi c Islander students. Pacifi c Islanders can be less assertive in 
class discussion especially if they are a minority within the classroom. Some of 
the reasons for this are cultural; e.g., Polynesian culture tends to be more def-
erential toward authority and also inclines people toward expressing agree-
ment with one another rather than difference. Another factor has to do with 
being a member of minority, holding a different perspective than the majority, 
and being uncertain whether that perspective is welcome or not among the 
majority. When their palagi classmates were struggling to understand Pacifi c 
Island customs and expectations, however, these Pacifi c Islanders became the 
experts whose insights were esteemed. This equalizing dynamic became gen-
eralized within the seminar to the discussion of topics from contexts other 
than Pacifi c Island congregations. In other words, it promoted an egalitarian 
ethos of mutual respect and reciprocal acceptance that benefi ted the seminar 
as a whole.
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siphoned off by other denominations or institutions after placement in their 
internships. Indeed, the rate of such attrition was estimated at 12 percent. This 
was a signifi cant loss of students when the Presbyterian Church was invest-
ing approximately NZ$120,000 for each one’s education. As a result, sadly, it 
was decided to require all internships to be served in Presbyterian congrega-
tions, offi cially cooperating ventures with the Presbyterian Church, or general 
chaplaincy positions.

Toward the end of the Ordination Studies Programme, then, students 
were still required to do a unit of CPE and a summer intensive. Instead of re-
quiring the additional three part-time, semester-long internships, however, 
a single requirement was substituted. That requirement was for students to 
have one other full-time, eleven-week internship in a Presbyterian congrega-
tion, cooperating venture, or chaplaincy position. Students who had taken 
CPE before entering the Ordination Studies Programme could take advantage 
of two such internships in ministry. Under this system, the effort has been 
made to ensure cultural variety within the class of ordinands as a whole, if 
not for each individual to the same degree. The fi eld education coordinator 
worked closely with students in crafting individualized learning goals and 
identifying placement sites. These sites included: Pacifi c Island congrega-
tions, palagi congregations, Asian congregations, school chaplaincy, hospice, 
industrial chaplaincy, Presbyterian Support Otago, and administrative place-
ments with church offi cials. Some students were also able to take advantage 
of shorter, cross-cultural placements overseas (typically of six weeks dura-
tion), in countries such as Fiji, Samoa, Zambia, India, Thailand, Jamaica, and 
Cayman Islands. Most recently, these have been facilitated through PCANZ’s 
Global Mission Department or through the Council for World Mission.

This more recent evolution of the structure for OSP’s fi eld education ad-
dressed some of the drawbacks that had appeared in the earlier structure in-
volving multiple placements. In the newer structure, students have been more 
deeply involved in specifi cally Presbyterian contexts, contributing to the for-
mation of their own identity as Presbyterian ministers. They have been chal-
lenged in these placements to immerse themselves more fully in the task of 
ministry, discovering to a greater degree the tedium and stresses as well as 
joys and rewards associated with it. Finally, students have been able to work 
more closely with fi eld instructors during a full-time placement, allowing 
mentoring to occur.

Indeed, this newer system has depended to a greater degree on the role 
of the supervisor to assist the student in the task of integrative learning. Stu-

In sum, the advantages of this system of diverse placements were: (a) the 
learning curve remained steep; (b) it necessitated that students move from their 
comfort zones but at a manageable pace; (c) it was an equalizer in classroom 
dynamics between Polynesian and palagi; (d) it ensured that a variety of expe-
riences from a variety of contexts were brought into conversation; (e) it kept 
alive the question of how best to relate social service and congregational minis-
try in practice; and (f) more than an eye-opener to the fact of human diversity, 
it nurtured in students a respect for their diverse neighbors and facilitated their 
incipient ability to minister broadly in a diversity of cultural contexts.

It had some drawbacks as well. The drawbacks were largely lost op-
portunity having to do with the shorter duration of these placements. In a 
short placement, when the student was a junior member of a staff or a tem-
porary “apprentice” to the pastor, the student never had opportunity to wear 
the mantle of responsibility and to bear the onus of that responsibility. During 
short placements, students also did not have to persevere through periods of 
boredom and routine, since everything was being experienced as both new 
and short-lived. Even more importantly, short placements did not challenge 
students to develop inner emotional boundaries, since the brief internship it-
self is so tightly bounded by time. Finally, in short placements, there was less 
opportunity for mentoring to occur between the student and the supervisor. It 
did happen, but not as frequently or as deeply as when student and supervi-
sor work closely together over an extended period of time.

This last item, the lack of deep mentoring relationships, was not with-
out some advantages as well. In such a situation, a student is not dependent 
on a single individual as mentor to ensure quality in the learning experience. 
Instead, they could experience a variety of models and compare them, pick-
ing and choosing from their respective styles as the student crafted his or her 
own way of being in ministry. The student was not prevented, of course, from 
establishing a closer relationship with one of the fi eld instructors. But such 
closeness and mentoring was not required by the process. Instead, students 
were able to critically compare a variety of experiences within the overarch-
ing context of the fi eld education seminar with the assistance of teachers and 
peers. Nonetheless, the relative lack of mentoring in this arrangement can be 
seen to be one of the drawbacks.

The greatest drawback, though, proved to be a variation of one of the 
advantages. Students were, indeed, broadly and ecumenically formed for 
ministry through this process. They were not, however, as deeply formed in 
loyalty to the Presbyterian Church in particular. Students were occasionally 
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Assembly; Synod of Otago and Southland; Pacifi c Islands Issues; Asian Is-
sues; Rural Ministry; and Ecumenism and Union and Cooperating Parishes.

These shorter, intensive learning modules have tended to focus atten-
tion on particular dimensions of being Presbyterian in the context of New 
Zealand, not only more formal aspects of Presbyterian polity and governance, 
but also the deeper relationships between different cultural constituencies 
within New Zealand, for example, the relationship between indigenous Mao-
ri and European-New Zealand culture or the relationship between longer es-
tablished New Zealand communities and newer immigrants from the Pacifi c 
Islands. While of brief duration, these short intensives have played a key for-
mational role in reinforcing and students’ identities as Presbyterian in a mul-
ticultural New Zealand.

Tutorial Relationships and the Synthesis Project

Each student’s academic advisor also served as an individual tutor for that 
student over the two-year course of study. The tutor conversed regularly (typi-
cally fortnightly) with the student in order to encourage the student to inte-
grate the different facets of theological study, to deepen discernment of the call 
to ministry, and to articulate a sense of readiness for ministry. Particular expec-
tations of the tutorial relationship have developed over the life of the program, 
but it has remained essential for the task of integration and deepening.

At the inception of the Ordination Studies Programme, the tutorial rela-
tionship carried considerable weight in many aspects of the overall process: 
(1) conversation to encourage and support the student through the processes 
of integration of learning, formation for ministry, and vocational discernment; 
(2) course advising and curriculum planning; (3) participation in the facilita-
tion of placements for fi eld education; and (4) tutorial instruction with stu-
dents pertaining to a written “synthesis project.”

The synthesis project has been the written exit exercise for the Ordina-
tion Studies Programme. More than a thesis, its primary purpose is integra-
tion. It was conceived by two of the founders of the program (Milton Cole-
man, a certifi ed CPE supervisor, and Simon Rae, a strong academician in the 
areas of missiology and church history) to combine and integrate the academ-
ic focus of the program with other dimensions of formation for ministry. Cit-
ing four dimensions of formation (cognitive learning, emotional maturation, 
professional skill, and Christian discipleship and spirituality), the 2006 Hand-
book explains: “In their synthesis, ordinands seek to integrate all of these four 

dents under the newer system have not met in fi eld education seminars dur-
ing the entire two years of the program, but only during those times in which 
they have been placed in internships. The fi eld education seminar itself (more 
recently called a “colloquium”) has met fortnightly rather than weekly. Super-
visors, though, have been included regularly (every second class session) in 
these colloquia, and they have had to avail themselves of supervisory training.

Academic Courses

The academic side of the Ordination Studies Programme increased in both 
importance and rigor over the life of the program. As a rule, students were 
expected to take two academic courses per semester. Specifi c courses were 
chosen based upon both faculty expertise and their experience with the 
more typical lacunae observed in student preparation for theological study 
and the practice of ministry. Initially, this academic curriculum required 
eight courses over the two year period: (1) Worship: Liturgy and Music; (2) 
Theological Refl ection; (3) Pastoral Care; (4) Mission and Many Cultures in 
New Zealand; (5) Hermeneutics in Homiletics; (6) Social Ethics in Christian 
Ministry; (7) Presbyterian Life and Practice; and (8) Communications and 
Group Dynamics. These courses were taught at the master’s level, and some 
of them were credited at that level through the University of Otago in a 
jointly offered master of ministry program.

Semester-long course offerings have continued to evolve over time refl ect-
ing changes in the faculty—their expertise and their assessment of students’ 
learning needs. The basic structure, however, remained. In the fi nal two years of 
the residential program, these courses have been offered: (1) Christian Nurture; 
(2) Biblical and Theological Refl ection; (3) Reformed History, Theology and 
Practice; (4) Mission and Many Cultures; (5) Biblical and Theological Preach-
ing; (6) Practice of Worship; (7) Leadership in Congregations; and (8) Ethics for 
the Practice of Ministry. A constant throughout the life of this program has been 
to offer courses that encourage students to refl ect theologically on the practice 
of ministry and on the practical realities that frame congregational life.

Outside of the semester structure, provision has also been made to offer 
a few shorter intensive learning modules. During a typical year, between four 
and six intensives were offered, with each being between two and fi ve days 
duration. Topics have included workshops in Biculturalism; Youth Ministry; 
Pastoral Care in Situations of Sexual Abuse; PCANZ Polity and Legal Issues; 
Communications, Connecting the Church to the Workplace, PCANZ General 
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Second, a tension became apparent regarding the scrutiny and evalua-
tion of the synthesis paper. As tutors, members of the faculty wanted to en-
courage students to explore and to make new connections as they approached 
this project—whether to approach it playfully unafraid of saying the wrong 
thing or to approach it seriously unafraid to encounter diffi cult areas of per-
sonal experience. Such openness to the synthesis project, however, was miti-
gated by students’ awareness that eventually this paper would be scrutinized 
by others within their presbyteries, others who had been part of the conversa-
tion that had given rise to these thoughts but who would be exercising judg-
ment regarding the student’s fi t with ordained ministry. It is to students’ cred-
it that they were able to set such concerns aside to the degree that they were in 
order to write constructively.

In the last few years’ of the Ordination Studies Programme, the two 
tasks of preparing a synthesis paper and demonstrating readiness for min-
istry were still further separated. In addition to preparing a synthesis paper, 
students worked with their tutors on materials pertaining to “readiness” that 
were conveyed to presbyteries at the conclusion of each semester. These readi-
ness reports were prepared by the students themselves along with their tutors 
before offi cially being forwarded by the Principal of the School of Ministry to 
the respective presbyteries. They made reference to a list of desirable compe-
tencies identifi ed by the General Assembly in 2004 pertaining to: vision, facili-
tation of change, implementation of leadership, faith brokerage, awareness of 
context, communication skills, interpersonal skills, and personal character.9 
The readiness reports took much of the pressure off of the synthesis project 
while simultaneously clarifying the process of student accountability to pres-
byteries. The tutor remained involved in both of these processes—synthesis 
and readiness reports; the distinction between them then facilitating the tu-
tor’s and the student’s cooperative work in each respectively.

This led to the third area of tension: the tutor’s role. For the tutor to serve 
well in the role of encouraging students to deepen their integration of all di-
mensions of their formation for ministry, the student needed to trust the tu-
tor to be a safe conversation partner. The boundaries defi ning the relation-
ship had to be clear and intuitively sensible in order to promote that sense 
of trust. During the initial phase of the Ordination Studies Programme, es-
pecially, such great reliance on the tutor could exacerbate a sense of vulner-
ability that a student might bring to the program. Since the tutors were also 
course instructors, students had very little respite from interacting with their 
tutors. Although tutors honestly thought of themselves as benign and respect-

dimensions together in exploring a topic which is personally signifi cant for 
their life and ministry.” Moreover, “It incorporates elements of personal, spir-
itual, professional, academic and ecclesial formation.”6 Initially, as well, the 
synthesis paper served as the fi nal project that students submitted to their 
Presbyteries as they were being considered for licensing and ordination upon 
completion of OSP.

The synthesis paper therefore served three functions. First, it was the heir 
to the notion of a thesis—that students should demonstrate competence and 
learning in their area of study at the conclusion of a program of higher educa-
tion. Second, it attempted to provide the impetus and the framework to encour-
age students’ deeper integration and formation for ministry. Third, it served a 
role beyond the school as the student presented it to the Presbytery for their 
scrutiny and decision-making concerning the student’s readiness for ordination.

Three levels of tension also became apparent in the integrative exercise 
of the synthesis project. These had to do with (1) the four dimensions of for-
mation, (2) the question of authority and scrutiny, and (3) the role of the tutor. 
First, apparent from the start and indeed part of the very justifi cation for this 
exercise, was the tension between the academic expectations of the program 
and the other formational dimensions that were to be demonstrably integrat-
ed through the synthesis writing. Initially students were encouraged to write 
in an autobiographical fashion much as one might in a spiritual journal. At the 
same time, it was expected that a student would eventually identify an inte-
grative theme for this work of synthesis and develop the academic as well as 
autobiographical dimensions of this theme.

Some students embraced this opportunity for integration, even if it 
caused them to struggle with the tension. One student, a male European-New 
Zealander who had received a more evangelical bachelor’s education, enti-
tled his synthesis “Toward a Golden Ontology.”7 He took the opportunity to 
sharpen a philosophical acumen that had been latent for him and to fi nd in-
spiration in philosophical reasoning to think faithfully about both his own ex-
istence and the ground of all being. Another student, a woman from the Pacif-
ic Island of Niue, took the opportunity to wrestle with her call to ministry and 
her traditional role as a mother. Her synthesis, entitled “Mother in Ministry” 
was embroidered with poetry allowing her to knit together these two forms of 
service and these two aspects of her identity.8 For all students, however, there 
was a struggle—hopefully constructive—to engage their own formation as 
they both widened and integrated the foci of their attention.
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used for organizing corporate worship in the School, with advisory groups 
taking turns for each subsequent week of worship.

Importantly, though, students’ spouses and their families were also in-
vited and encouraged to participate in Wednesday activities and to share in 
leadership for worship. Spouses had their own organization, “School of Min-
istry Partners,” which met regularly during the course of the year and held an 
annual retreat. The School of Ministry Partners and the Wednesday program-
ming each helped to offer support to partners in their own formation as future 
ministers’ spouses—whether in the home or the congregation. This attention 
to the families of ordinands was a strength of the Programme that is often 
lacking in other programs of ministerial formation.

While fi eld education placed students from the School of Ministry into 
the church and surrounding society, the Wednesday programming invited the 
wider academy, church, and society into the School on a regular basis. This 
enriched the culture of the smaller community of students and faculty within 
the School itself, and it was a subtle incentive to hold themselves accountable 
in their formation for ministry to a larger constituency.

Discussion and Conclusions

In the thorough study on professional education of clergy sponsored by The 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, the authors of Ed-
ucating Clergy consider “the great challenge” for seminaries to be provid-
ing the integration between cognitive knowledge and every day practice. 
They note further that a normative sense of identity formation must be inte-
grated along with such knowledge and practice.10 Moreover, they highlight 
four “pedagogies” that interact with each other in the process of educating 
clergy. They refer to these as “pedagogies of interpretation, formation, con-
textualization, and performance.” They fi nd that, indeed, this challenge of 
integration is being met through multiple models of educational practice 
employed by various educators of clergy. Regarding an educator’s “inclina-
tion toward such integration,” they write:

we found in that inclination a variety of pedagogical patterns, each em-
phasizing in distinctive ways the interdependence of the pedagogies of 
interpretation, formation, contextualization, and performance as well as a 
mutuality of the cognitive, practical, and normative apprenticeships that 
make us a professional education.11

We would add that the Ordination Studies Programme of the Presbyterian 
School of Ministry in New Zealand provides another such model, which has 

ful in exercising power, students were not always placed at ease in the rela-
tionship—especially if needing to confront areas of their own formation that 
might touch on areas of anxiety.

Increasingly clear demarcations of responsibility within OSP helped to al-
leviate this tension and free the tutor to interact more constructively with stu-
dents regarding their formation and integration. First, students have been en-
couraged to have a spiritual director outside of the School of Ministry through 
the School’s partnership with Spiritual Growth Ministries, and students were re-
quired to do so for at least one semester. Second, with regard to fi eld education, 
the responsibility for effecting students’ placements became housed with the 
fi eld education coordinator rather than with each student’s own tutor. Finally, 
regarding the synthesis project, the synthesis process itself became more struc-
tured, with particular targets set for each semester’s work during the two years.

Tutor and student met together for this ongoing project fortnightly 
throughout the two years. The synthesis project thus provided an “objective” 
focus for the important subjective work of each student during this two-year 
period of formation for ministry. It has allowed tutors to enter safely into this 
subjective process with the students, because it attends to that which the stu-
dent has chosen to present in this objectifi ed form for further refl ection.

Community Programming

Another component of OSP that was vital for encouraging the formation 
of religious identity in the context of community was the programming of-
fered primarily on Wednesdays. This consisted of a public lecture called 
the “Wednesday Forum,” a service of Holy Communion in the morning, a 
potluck meal at noon, and other meetings for fellowship or recreation oc-
casionally held in the afternoon. While ordinands worshipped together ev-
ery day the school was in session, the community as a whole celebrated a 
formal service of worship including Holy Communion every Wednesday. 
The Wednesday morning activities were open to the general public, but OSP 
students were required to attend. The community broadened on Wednes-
days to include others from the nearby University of Otago, from the wider 
church community, and students’ spouses and families.

Tutors met on Wednesdays with their advisees in small cell groups for 
the purpose of fellowship, spiritual encouragement, and informal worship. 
They typically met in the early afternoon following the community meal and 
the morning’s activities of forum and chapel. These groups were sometimes 
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The School of Ministry continued to employ these different approach-
es to education for ministry throughout its brief ten-year life. The result has 
been students formed in an integrative way for Christian ministry. Integra-
tive learning was encouraged in each dimension of the program. Wednesday 
community programming allowed for the intersection of church, academy, 
community, and family to occur on a regular basis. Tutors assisted students 
in refl ecting on the multiple dimensions of their learning through fortnightly 
meetings and by means of the synthesis project. Academic classes focused 
on areas of ministry and took advantage of students’ experiences in concur-
rent internships. Field education occurred as a constant component to the pro-
gram—both with regard to the sequence of placements and to the provision of 
a weekly fi eld education seminar. Field education thus provided: (a) a praxe-
ological frame of reference for refl ecting on academic learning, (b) a seminar 
in which multiple experiences of students could be brought into conversation 
with each other provoking the “ah ha’s!” of integration on a regular basis.
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allowed educators to interact with ordinands in a manner conducive to inte-
grative learning and professional formation for ministry. Through OSPs very 
design of balancing classroom learning with fi eld placements, students en-
joyed continual opportunities to interpret and reinterpret their performance in 
a variety of contexts for ministry. Deeper integration occurred as they allowed 
themselves to be formed for ministry spiritually and emotionally as well as in-
tellectually and practically within a community bridging academy and church.

An older typology for Christian Education developed by Jack L. Sey-
mour in 1982 further illustrates the integrative nature of the Ordination Stud-
ies Programme. In Contemporary Approaches to Christian Education, Seymour 
identifi es fi ve such approaches. He labels these: (1) “religious instruction,” 
(2) “faith community,” (3) “spiritual development,” (4) “liberation,” and (5) 
“interpretation.”12 In the religious instruction approach, the teacher structures 
the learning environment in order to convey understanding and to enable 
learning; it is typical of more formal classrooms—including those used for ac-
ademic courses at the School of Ministry. The faith community approach de-
pends on enculturation into the values and identity of a community through 
participation in its practices; the Wednesday programming of the School of 
Ministry particularly promoted such enculturation, though it unavoidably oc-
curred throughout the program. The approach of spiritual development often 
utilizes a spiritual director in assisting a person to realize the spiritual dimen-
sion of one’s total life; the School of Ministry increasingly moved in this direc-
tion and solidifi ed its working relationship with Spiritual Growth Ministries. 
The liberation approach emphasizes critical refl ection on social realities. In 
the Ordination Studies Programme, such liberationist pedagogy was served 
in two ways: (1) by requiring students to serve in ministries of social service 
and social advocacy, as well as (2) by providing opportunities for critical re-
fl ection on social praxis through courses incorporating dimensions of libera-
tion (e.g. Hermeneutics in Homiletics, Theological Refl ection, Social Ethics, 
and the Field Education Seminar) and through shorter modules incorporat-
ing social analysis in the context of New Zealand. Finally, according to Sey-
mour, in the model of interpretation, the teacher serves as a “guide” to help 
students “connect Christian perspectives and practices to contemporary ex-
periences.”13 This idea of interpretation as refl ecting on experience and con-
necting with the Christian tradition embraced the entire Ordination Studies 
Programme, but it especially typifi ed the Field Education Seminar which pri-
marily asked students to refl ect on experience.
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12. Seymour, “Approaches to Christian Education,” 16–33.
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INTEGRATIVE LEARNING FOR MINISTRY

Role, Goal, and Context within
System-Centered Therapy:

A Theoretical Perspective on Authority

Paula J. Teague

“What you need is sustained outrage…there is far too much unthinking respect 
given to authority.” Attributed to Molly Ivins1

When our son Zac was a baby, we took him to a national Society of Friends 
(Quaker) conference. Zac was in a stroller still, not yet old enough to walk. 
One day, as we perused the conference wares, we came upon a t-shirt de-
signed for the twelve- to twenty-four-month-old set that read “question au-
thority.” We chuckled out loud. At the time the joke seemed to be that this 
new life we had longed for held most of the power in our family; our sched-
ules had been literally turned upside down to accommodate his feeding, 
sleeping, and diaper changes. We had no life of our own. “Zac question au-
thority,” we laughed. “Zac is the authority.” Where did ours go?

The deeper meaning of the saying on that little t-shirt has registered 
again and again over the years. We did encourage our children to question 
authority and to explore shared models of accountability and authority. We 
hoped to nurture what Mollie Ivins called “sustained outrage” in our children 

Paula J. Teague, DMin, MBA, manager of Clinical Pastoral Education, Johns Hopkins 
Hospital, Department of Pastoral Care, 600 North Wolfe Street, Halsted 144, Baltimore, 
MD 21287-4170 (E-mail: pteague1@jhmi.edu).

Theme for Volume 31 of Refl ective Practice 
FORMATION AND SUPERVISION IN A DIGITAL AGE

How we live has already been profoundly affected by digital communication 
and the rapidly emerging tools of social media are likely to change forever 
how we solve problems and create social renewal. Patterns of communication, 
revolutionized access to information, shifted the balance of power between 
experts and amateurs, expanded collaboration in solving problems, redefi ned 
the way that we think about membership, and created new possibilities for 
social intimacy. Digital technologies and the new media landscape are also 
transforming the church. This shift will accelerate in the coming years. As 
Refl ective Practice begins its own digital era with Volume 31, it is timely that 
we focus on this theme: Formation and Supervision in a Digital Age.
• What needs to be done to form a new generation of pastors and supervisors for 

whom digital technology is natural?
• What might the success of distance learning teach us about digital supervision?
• Is it necessary to balance electronic meetings in supervision with face-to-face 

meeting with a supervisee? 
• How will the fl uidity of personal boundaries in social networks like MySpace 

affect the willingness to be vulnerable in formation or supervision? 
• How will confi dentiality be secured if the internet is the vehicle for formation 

and supervision? 
• How will the specter of predators who use the internet to attract victims affect 

forming learning communities of trust?
• Although sharing may be more intimate online, how might the absence of in-

person connections affect the sustainability of relationships limited by distance 
from the outset? 

• How will digital formation/supervision affect people with different levels of 
skill and adaptability to the technology?

More than ever, it is important that young pastors, supervisors, and leaders in 
ministerial formation write about this topic at this time. Proposals are welcome 
any time. Articles should be submitted to Herbert Anderson, Editor, by December 
1, 2010, for inclusion in Volume 31.
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hoping that, in the cause of justice and compassion, authority would be ques-
tioned. Our goal was to instill respect for another while trusting and claiming 
each individual’s own authority throughout the developmental timeline.

I share this story at the beginning of this article to indicate that my belief 
about fi nding models of shared authority are deeply rooted in a theological 
understanding that we are called to participate with a power greater than our-
selves whom I call God and with one another. In this relational context, we can 
embody the radical message of caring for all. My hope for sharing my under-
standing and work with the theory of System Centered Therapy (SCT) within 
the context of clinical supervision will serve the reader to teach and learn. Per-
haps more importantly, this model seems to be one that can aid those of us in 
ministry to serve more fully.

The Role of Authority in a Supervisory Relationship

Question authority. Those of us in clinical supervision, often say to students, 
“claim your authority.” How does that work in the clinical supervision are-
na? I believe that the exploration of authority begins with conversation be-
tween clinical pastoral education (CPE) supervisors and those who enter a 
learning process in which a supervisor functions as an authority. That ex-
change must include exploration of the use of authority in the role of pasto-
ral/spiritual care provider within a context in which systems have assigned 
roles and defi ned goals. As CPE supervisors, we need to ask if we are creat-
ing the educational space in which a CPE intern might explore professional 
authority and if we are offering tools that students may use to examine the 
use of authority in their practice of professional ministry.

This emphasis is consistent with the following Association for Clinical 
Pastoral Education (ACPE) Level One outcomes: 

309.3 to develop students’ ability to engage and apply the support, con-
frontation and clarifi cation of the peer group for the integration of per-
sonal attributes and pastoral functioning.

309.4 To develop students’ awareness and understanding of how persons, 
social conditions, systems, and structures affect their lives and the lives of 
others and how to address effectively these issues through their ministry.

309.7 to teach students the pastoral role in professional relationships and 
how to work effectively as a pastoral member of a multidisciplinary team.2

This essay explores the dynamic tension between authority and account-
ability in the relationship between student and supervisor in CPE and examines 
the implications of that experience with authority for the CPE peer group and 

departmental interactions as well as ministry situations. The theory of SCT de-
veloped by Yvonne M. Agazarian will be used as a tool for understanding, in-
tervening, educating, and evaluating authority in a pastoral role. Although my 
primary experience has been as a CPE supervisor and that is the context for these 
refl ections, my hope is that this is the beginning of further dialogue for supervi-
sion in other contexts, including parish settings and seminaries.

Several years ago, I supervised a group of CPE students who especially 
pushed the system in which they and I worked. The group complained about 
processes and regulations as well as the culture of feedback and critique in 
CPE. I must admit that I had the thought, “Who do these folks think they are 
anyway? It is OK to have authority until you use it with me! Who gave these 
students the ‘question authority t-shirt’?” I longed for someone else to hear 
what I perceived to be their endless moaning.

In consulting with a person skilled at SCT3 about this group that chal-
lenged all authority, it was suggested that the group was struggling with au-
thority issues. That seemed patently obvious to me. The consultant also ob-
served, however, that I, as their CPE supervisor, was uncertain about my own 
authority. That got my attention. This essay is a refl ection on how I have ben-
efi ted from participating in and reading about the SCT approach to the role of 
authority in supervision.

SCT provides a theoretical framework for understanding the use of au-
thority in a pastoral role with parishioners, clients, patients, as well as with 
others in the professional environment, i.e. colleagues, senior pastors and rab-
bis, physicians and fund developers. SCT also has tools that students can take 
with them on their ministry journey as they exercise authority as members of 
multidisciplinary teams. There are two theories embedded in SCT which have 
aided my understanding of authority.4

Working in Roles within a System

Our functioning within a system is determined more by our role as defi ned 
by the system than by our person. Within that system role, there is a clearly 
defi ned context, function, and goal. Furthermore, optimal functioning in a 
role requires that we be aligned with the goal of a given context.5 Susan 
Gantt and Yvonne Agazarian insist that “every system is a context in which 
work is done. Every context has a goal. And every context requires specifi c 
roles from its members to enable the system to move towards its goals.”6

TEAGUEROLE, GOAL, AND CONTEXT WITHIN SYSTEM-CENTERED THERAPY
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In a CPE program, the context is the educational setting focused on ex-
periential learning. The roles and goals change throughout a day of seminars. 
In the CPE intern program where I currently supervise, we follow more or less 
seminar schedule in table 1 with goals and roles defi ned.7 In the seminars of a 
CPE unit, the roles and goals vary enough to warrant continued clarity about 
expectations of the group members within each group meeting. Students are 
coached about the appropriate role and function in the various groups. For 
example, there is a role for the CPE student presenting and a role for the CPE 
student hearing the presentation all in service to the overall educational goal 
of learning about participation in ministry.

It is also important to remember that each person brings to the role their 
own particular personality and ways of interacting. Part of the genius of CPE 
has been its aid to students to see how behavior lands on others and to better 
modulate interactions so that desired results occur. So for the student who is 
introverted or quiet in a group setting, role and goal can help to frame ways 
for that person to understand themselves and develop a member role that 
can assist them to challenge a tendency to refrain from participation. On the 
other hand, for a person who is more likely to function as an extravert, always 
contributing and easily interacting in group settings, the understanding of 
one’s role as a group member to help the group move forward can provide a 
construction for making comments that contribute to group goals. Agazarian 
talks about groups as functional when members are able to set aside the per-
sonal for the member role thus focusing on the work of the group rather than 
a personal preference or style for relating.

Early in my CPE career, my peers challenged my quiet style of relating 
and labeled it as “controlling of the group.” This was quite stunning to me 
and one of the most helpful pieces of feedback I ever received. This feedback 
helped me to understand how my hesitancy to speak impacted others. SCT 
adds to that understanding that my voice is needed by the group for the high-
est functioning of the group within my member role.

The simple act of taking each working component of the CPE student’s 
day and putting in words the variety of roles and function in those roles in re-
lation to established goals has been incredibly helpful for effective functioning 
of a CPE unit. In addition, I encourage CPE students to use this tool in their 
anticipation of ministry functions. This includes preparation for patient care, 
institutional care, urban ministry, the board meeting, one’s management func-
tions, collegial consultations, and so forth. Our aim as CPE supervisors is to 
enable students to use their authority to be intentional in ministry in order to 
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Seminar 
Context Role Goal

Theological 
Refl ection

Supervisor Role: begin on time; ask about 
potential distractions from being present 
in the group; orient to the context; orient to 
the format of the seminar
Peer Role:  listen and refl ect
Peer Presenter: leads the group through 
theological refl ection format

Learn to refect theo-
logically
Normalize this type of 
refl ection
Create respectful space 
for theological differ-
ence
Set tone for beginning 
of the learning sessions

Verbatim 
Seminars

Supervisor Role: orientation to the verba-
tim and facilitation of process; boundary 
time keeping; offering feedback to both 
presenter and peer refl ection; providing 
quality benchmarking in practice of spiri-
tual/pastoral care
Peer Role:  learn from peer’s presentation 
and offer feedback that is relevant to peer 
presenter’s learning goals and request for 
learning from the verbatims
Peer Presenter: brings thoughtful written 
verbatim that provides avenue for self-
learning and for the group to learn from 
the presenter; identifi es learning desired; 
asks for specifi c feedback; remains open to 
feedback on behalf of the group

Learn experiencially 
about the practice of 
pastoral/spiritual care
Experience presenting 
one’s own work for 
critique and analysis
Practice offering 
feedback

Didactic/Inter-
professional 
Seminars

Supervisor Role: defi ning topic and giving 
information to the presenter; presentation 
of topic and/or presenter; integration of 
topics with parameters of ACPE standards
Peer Presenter: provide information and 
create environment for dialiue about 
information
Peer Group: interact with information to 
assist the presenter to most effectively de-
liver information to maximize the group’s 
reception of the information

Learn specifi c theory 
applicable to pastoral/
spiritual care

Unstructured 
Group 
(covenant 
group, in-
terpersonal 
relations 
group, group 
process)

Supervisor Role: establishing goal of 
seminar; facilitating the group process
Peer Group: active participation so that 
each member can bring feeling and 
thought to the group—willing to claim 
one’s own authority and to make space 
for the authority of others

Learn more about 
theory of SCT
Learn more about one 
another
Explore and develop 
peer relationships
Practice SCT

Table 1. CPE Intern Program Seminar Schedule
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create environments that foster successful interactions. Gantt and Agazarian 
propose the following:

As members explicitly identify the array of contexts in which they work, 
and the goal of each context, they are able to identify the role changes 
they make as they change contexts…It is intuitively obvious that as the 
goal of the context changes, so does the role. Identifying and making these 
role shifts explicit, makes it easier not only for the person to deliberately 
change behavior to fi t the role but also for those relating to this person 
to relate differently and to avoid treating the ‘leader’ as a member or the 
‘member’ as the leader.8

It is an interesting and informative exercise to encourage a student to 
take a schedule of the day and to begin to delineate the different roles, goals, 
and contexts in that day recognizing that the transitions from each context 
boundary are times for recalibrating to the new role and goal. In some ways, 
the day will look a bit like the table above where the student moves from one 
setting to another. What is helpful is the attentive thinking related to one’s in-
tentions for the next activity. For example, my contribution to an individual 
hour of supervision is different than my role and contribution in a colleague’s 
request for consultation or in a later team meeting followed by an ethics goals 
of care conference for a patient.

Recently a CPE student brought an example of a patient interaction 
where he had several roles at once. The student had a pervious relationship 
with the patient, and a family member had been part of a painful work expe-
rience. So how to be a pastor in this situation where he knew the family and 
had an ambivalent if not negative experience?

The student and I began by outlining the current context and goals. For 
this patient and family the context was hospitalization, including diffi cult de-
cision making and a period of transition to home or to a rehabilitation facility. 
Given the antagonistic history, the fi rst goal seemed to be whether that pre-
vious relationship would preclude keeping the focus of the context. Was this 
chaplain the person who could be helpful? And then, if past history could be 
set aside, could the chaplain then take up his member role as spiritual care 
provider and be with this family in their pain and loss?

The student later reported to me that he had learned a great deal from 
the initial consult with me and subsequent interactions. What he had realized 
was that given the history, he was not the person who could provide spiritual 
support to the family. This was decided in a brief conversation with the fam-
ily. What my student could do was to assure the family that he would help 
them fi nd someone who was better able to be a “neutral” presence as he de-

scribed it. He reported to me that this was a hard call on his part; it was dif-
fi cult for him to walk away and feel so unresolved with this family. The irony 
was that several months later the wife of the patient contacted him to say that 
she would like for him to visit them at the rehab location. His visit was an op-
portunity for healing, appropriate now that the crisis had passed. My student 
said to me that he doubted the later visit would have been possible without 
his taking his role as pastor seriously, setting aside his personal needs and al-
lowing for the “functional” work of the family in their context of acute hos-
pitalization. In essence, his ability to own that he was not the person for the 
early interaction helped the family to trust him more, and in turn he was later 
able to resolve some of the personal pain in their relationship. 

In both examples—intentionality in one’s daily work and determining 
ones appropriate member role—the minister is accountable to the context and 
to making each group interaction as functional as possible through one’s fo-
cus on role and goal.

Authority in the role of member provides a resource for CPE student and 
supervisor alike. “Before one can take on the responsibility of being a mem-
ber, one must fi rst select from one’s personal resources those that are relevant 
to membership.”9 Before one can take on the CPE peer role, for example, one 
must fi rst select from one’s personal resources those that are relevant to mem-
bership in the CPE peer group. This means that the CPE intern must claim the 
authority of the peer role in the CPE setting. Doing so involves self-refl ection 
and knowledge of the skills that one can bring to the CPE process. Accepting 
the role also means accepting the responsibility that comes with the role. 

In the CPE groups that I supervise, the group makes a covenant for 
learning. In that covenant behaviors and attitudes are defi ned and agreed to 
by the group. A component of the covenant is the idea that each group mem-
ber is, in fact, holding self and others to certain group norms and goals. That 
is, each member is responsible for the success of the work of the group. An-
other example of the responsibility inherent in taking one’s role seriously is 
the negotiation of learning goals in a unit of CPE. Each peer presents personal 
learning goals. In that seminar, one’s personal goals are just as important for 
the peer claiming the goals as for the peers listening to the goals. Each CPE 
peer is asked to aid the person presenting learning goals in learning. The re-
sponsibility for learning is shared.

The CPE student is also participating in a system of spiritual care in a 
context endorsed by the CPE center. In my case, it is an academic medical 
center that carries with it specifi c role expectations for the intern. Each setting 
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for CPE will have its own expectations for role functioning for both interns 
and supervisors. Additionally CPE students have other pastoral contexts and 
other roles in which they participate. The simple exercise of asking students to 
think of themselves in their many systems is very helpful. Once these systems 
are defi ned, the roles and goals we participate in within that context become 
clear. Were I to begin to draw the roles in my life right now, the diagram might 
look something like fi gure 1.10

It is often surprising for a student to be aware of the number of con-
texts and roles that each has, as well as the many ways we move in and out of 
these various settings in an hour or even within moments. As people we have 
learned to juggle and maneuver within these roles. CPE can help the ministry 
professional to become aware and to begin to consciously participate within 
one’s authority of role. The implications of this awareness for leadership in a 
religious congregation are many and varied. Within the life of a community, 
a religious leader will have many roles. Rather than rejecting a role because it 
may, for example, be a “boundary violation,” we can adopt this perspective 
on group functioning to emphasize the importance of being intentional as we 
move in and out of those roles. 

By now you the reader may be thinking about how this might work in 
your own practice of ministry: institution, parish, community, and so forth. It 
is good for any one of us to decide to use this understanding of role and goal, 
but what about the others in our systems or in our sphere of education who 
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may or may not be involved in an SCT way of thinking? How can we use this 
theory with others?

Let me give another example. I am part of a pediatric palliative group 
that had been working together for some time and moving from a grassroots 
committee exploring issues to a full-blown, fi nancially supported consulta-
tion service. I was a relatively new member to this group, and, as I listened, it 
became clear to me that the underlying desire by most of the folks in the room 
was to move toward a consult service. It would serve patients, families, and 
the facility more effectively. There were lots of positive motivators to move 
forward. So, I said, “Looks like we are moving toward a consultation service.” 
And there was a dead silence akin to the sort of social faux pas of dropping 
trash in a punch bowl. And I felt myself wither a bit in the silence. The group 
picked up the topic and moved on. I was able to engage my curiosity (rather 
than shame) and took initiative with the chair to ask about my suggestion af-
ter the committee meeting. I learned a great deal about previous history and 
how this suggestion touched some of the hopes as well as pains of the process. 
It was an instructive interaction.

As I have learned about SCT, I have begun to live into the idea that my 
contribution in this context did, in fact, move the group forward in an almost 
prophetic way. The key is that I continued to make contributions, create the 
space so that others felt free to make their contributions so that any differences 
could be fully explored. Even in this situation where no one except me had an 
idea of SCT, I could embody the idea of member contribution, not personal in-
put, trust the group to work with the idea, and engage curiosity so that I could 
learn as much as possible about future contributions. I am still convinced that 
my early risk taking in the group has helped me in my mem-ber role to be a 
valued member of this committee and of the movement of palliative care ser-
vices in the Children’s Medical Center.

Role Clarity Implies Authority within that Role 

The CPE supervisor’s authority is to teach, facilitate, set time boundaries, 
orient to education paradigms such as verbatim presentations, communi-
cate with speakers and presenters, and generally oversee the program. It is 
not the CPE supervisor’s role and, therefore, not the parameter for authority 
to determine what a student’s learning agenda is for a given learning set-
ting or which verbatim to present. A CPE supervisor can coach a student Figure 1. The author’s current roles in life and an example of

                 various roles in many contexts
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about giving feedback. However, the CPE student claims personal authority 
to give this feedback and is accountable for how the feedback is given.

Authority is not something that one person has and others do not. Au-
thority within the roles, goals, and context of a particular system is shared 
and determined by the roles and goals. For example, the peer who does not 
present a verbatim is no less responsible for the activity of learning in a ver-
batim class. That peer is participating by offering feedback, sharing experi-
ences, and listening to the learning agenda of the presenter. In this way, the 
presenter is also not solely responsible for presenting the verbatim. The peer 
group and supervisor assist, ask, and clarify, so that the presentation can reach 
its maximum potential. When the authority of the role is shared, so is the 
accountability.

From a SCT perspective, Susan Gantt has refl ected that there are no per-
fect leaders, group members, or persons in roles. We get what we get. We are 
what we are: imperfections and good intentions altogether. Our job is to make 
the most we can of what we have. The supervisor’s role within a group is to 
assist others to be the best that they can be within a given role.11 This is a valu-
able insight for claiming one’s own authority in a context. There is no perfect 
CPE supervisor, no perfect peer and no perfect context. It is the role and goal 
of all to make the most of what is given for the shared purpose of learning.

CPE students struggle with claiming authority appropriately. They of-
ten over- or under-claim authority and become involved in roles and context 
that are not appropriate. The example I sited of the earlier group that I super-
vised was very much in the over-claiming-authority category. This group of 
students needed me to claim my authority as CPE supervisor and set bound-
aries when roles where over-extended and not clarifi ed. Shortly after I had 
been encouraged in consultation to reclaim my authority, a context presented 
itself when the intern group participated in a pastoral care team meeting. One 
member of the intern group decided that in this context, it would be appropri-
ate to offer feedback and evaluation of a full-time professional chaplain who 
was not in the CPE program. The chaplain was startled by the critique given 
in this context.

As the supervisor, I was able to use this event with the group to illustrate 
role, goal, and context. In the context of the CPE program within the semi-
nars as outlined, the CPE intern was, in fact, invited to offer feedback. In the 
context of a pastoral care team meeting, however, the role of the CPE student 
concerned the most effective function of the pastoral care department. To of-
fer feedback that had not been invited and was not within that stated goal of 

the context was inappropriate. This was a benefi cial moment of shared ac-
quired wisdom for the group as a whole. Furthermore, this student acted in 
a way that is common when we participate in ways that are not within our 
role or goal. So helping the student not to become personally wounded by the 
use of the example was another layer of learning both for the student and the 
group. This incident might also occur in parish supervision if, for example, a 
fi eld education intern uses a staff meeting to offer uninvited feedback to the 
church secretary.

In parallel fashion, I have supervised CPE intern groups who are very 
hesitant to offer feedback as part of the learning process. They may even chal-
lenge the underlying value of such feedback. In the context of a verbatim sem-
inar, offering clarity, critique, and affi rmation is part of the goal for peers to 
offer to the presenter. A student must learn to claim authority and offer this 
feedback. And with authority comes the responsibility to offer appropriate 
feedback. It did not escape my notice that, in fact, the critique of my work with 
this particular CPE unit indicated I was not offering feedback as I might need 
to do so. In this sense, I could provide some real-time, shared experience of 
learning about the risks and benefi ts of offering feedback.

There is potential transfer of learning for either the more hesitant use 
of authority or the over-functioning authority into the world of pastoral or 
spiritual care delivery. The minister, rabbi, or clergy needs to be able to asses 
effectively the context, the role, and goal in that setting and, then, develop a 
strategy for using one’s authority within those parameters while at the same 
time supporting the roles of others in the context.

Clarifying Role Functioning as Supervision

I had a student whom I will refer to as Melissa. She was a conservative 
Christian student within a spiritual community that had ill-defi ned role def-
initions. She was often in confl ict in her local faith community, either hav-
ing challenged the senior staff in some way or being called on the carpet for 
some omission. Finally and with some pain, she confessed her situation to 
me as her CPE supervisor. The following strategy illustrates another tool for 
developing appropriate professional authority within pastoral supervision. 

Melissa had inserted a number of items into the order of worship service 
for the day. She felt that, if there were announcements to be made or a prayer 
request be made known, she should be able to let a secretary typing the order 
of service know and it would be included. This was clearly not working for 
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not her role, then others could be confused and even upset about this. 
Additionally, the congregation would become confused about where 
these events originated so that in the end the effectiveness of commu-
nicating about upcoming events or personal spiritual needs would get 
diffused into the “noise”13 of how the process was supposed to work. 
Melissa began to see that, if her goal was to communicate effectively and 
create energy about an upcoming parish event or the need for a parishio-
ner’s spiritual support, using the appropriate role and function could in 
fact help her to reach her goal more effectively.

Step Five: We developed a new strategy. Melissa would give the an-
nouncements to the minister responsible for the order of service. She 
made many protests about how this might not work, what SCT would 
call a “negative prediction.” We did not focus on them. It is a principle of 
SCT that we cannot predict the future.

Step Six: We also developed a follow-up to and evaluation of the strategy 
session. Melissa agreed to give the new strategy a try and let me know 
how it worked. If the negative predicting happened and the minister, in 
fact, would not post the announcements or requests, then what would 
be the next step? And in the mix was the focus of how to help both the 
minister and senior leader be the best ministry professionals they could 
be in this situation. After all, it was a shared goal of Melissa, the minis-
try staff, and the senior leader to communicate effectively and serve the 
congregation.

In this situation, Melissa was able to see how much more authority she 
had within her role. She could effectively request what she wanted from the 
appropriate role and function. She could manage the information she received 
about her request. She could develop a plan about the outcome when the re-
sults of her request occurred. She could rely on her authority to stay engaged 
in the system and to stay away from feeling as if the results were personal. Fi-
nally, she used her authority to seek consultation and to use the experience for 
her overall professional development.

Concluding Reflections

The development of professional authority is critical to pastoral and profes-
sional function in ministry. SCT provides theoretical frames that help sup-
port students to claim their authority and that help clinical supervisors in 
various settings to encourage appropriate use of authority. I have focused 
this article in my experience as a CPE supervisor. I believe strongly, howev-
er, that SCT is a signifi cant theory and that it provides tools that are valuable 
in many settings. SCT has found itself to be instructive in corporate settings 

the senior leader or for the other ministers on the staff. When confronted, Me-
lissa focused on her judgment that the senior minister did not want to pray for 
the congregant rather than the process of inserting this item into the agenda 
without his knowledge.

Step One: In our supervision, I drew a picture something like fi gure 2 to 
help illustrate the context, various roles in that context, and the function 
of those roles. This is similar to the exercise described above except that 
the variety of roles in a single context is the focus and not the particular 
student’s various roles in many contexts.12

Step Two: Together, we defi ned the context, including where the bound-
aries lay. We discussed the actual data about a specifi c circumstance in-
cluding the events, roles, and consequences. It was important to defi ne 
what the established practice was, how it worked, and how Melissa inter-
acted with that system. Melissa’s role and the expectations of others about 
her role were explored.

Step Three: Together, we defi ned the different roles and goals of each 
category. It is important to differentiate role from person. So rather than 
focus on the person of the role and what that person had done to Melissa 
as person, we stayed focused on role and function in that role. So was it 
Melissa’s function to do what she had done? What was the senior leader’s 
role to give her feedback and direction?

Step Four: The roles and functions of those roles were clarifi ed. In fact, 
the senior leader did not develop the order of worship. Rather, this had 
been delegated to a particular minister on the staff. It was clear that it 
was not Melissa’s role and function. She was able to see that, if this was 

ROLE, GOAL, AND CONTEXT WITHIN SYSTEM-CENTERED THERAPY TEAGUE

Figure 2. The variety of roles and functions in the single context of
                 a congregation
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as well as educational ones. My hope is that the work on using and claiming 
authority makes for a more competent pastoral/spiritual care provider and 
that SCT can be used effectively in the variety of settings where education 
for ministry takes place. Perhaps we can assist our students in sustaining 
their outrage.
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Reviewing Our Goals in Theological Field Education

Neil Sims 

In 2008 I visited Andover-Newton Theological School near Boston. My pur-
pose was to get an inside look at the school’s fi eld education program as a 
way of evaluating our own program at Trinity Theological College. When 
Sarah Drummond came to Andover-Newton as the new director of Field 
Education, she established the goal of providing “transformational, expe-
riential education for ministry” and the objectives of “meaningful ministry 
experiences in settings that support learning, theological refl ection opportu-
nities that foster spiritual formation and vocational discernment, and cours-
es that integrate theory and practice.”1

It is noteworthy that classroom courses were the place to foster integra-
tion. This mission statement provided a starting point for evaluating the exist-
ing program. The following questions were asked before assessing the current 
practices at Andover-Newton: “What outcomes do I want from the fi eld edu-
cation program at Andover-Newton? What goals are critical to me? What is 
at the heart of effective fi eld education?” The assessment at Andover-Newton 
included a survey of the on-campus experience in fi eld education at sixteen 
Protestant denominational seminaries. A report of this process appeared in 
volume 29 of Refl ective Practice.2 

Neil Sims, DMin, director of Studies in Ministry and Mission and director of Field Edu-
cation, Trinity Theological College GPO Box 674, Brisbane, Queensland 4001 Australia 
(E-mail: Neil.Sims@ucaqld.com.au) 
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Students are regularly asked to set goals for their learning in ministry 
practice. However, fi eld education programs often fail to set goals for them-
selves. My goals for fi eld education at Trinity Theological College in Brisbane 
were hidden in the description of all the processes, but they were not inten-
tionally presented in the Field Education Handbook. The focus of this essay is 
on goals in theological fi eld education. I begin by looking at a sample of fi eld 
education handbooks and then compare that sample with a number of essays 
in Preparing for Ministry edited by George M. Hillman Jr.3

A Sampling of Goals of Field Education Programs

My survey of about twenty seminaries or theological colleges in the United 
States, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia elicited some of the following goals.4 

The primary goal in one fi eld education program is to give students an 
experience of working with “an effective role model.” Students “experience 
the inner workings of outstanding ministries” and “interact personally with 
an effective Christian leader” as mentor.5 What is distinctive about this goal is 
its strong and almost exclusive emphasis on the power and infl uence of one 
individual. Most other programs depend on a number of partnerships for the 
formation of the student minister.

The Field Education Handbook of Princeton Theological Seminary gives 
fi ve goals with associated intended outcomes. The fi ve goals are self-aware-
ness, relationship development, skills acquisition, testing of vocational call, 
and integration of academic learning with the practice of ministry.6 Relational 
competency and other skills are important here, but there is no explicit focus 
on spiritual formation and theological refl ection.

At Malyon, the Baptist College in Brisbane, fi eld education is seen as a 
partnership between the college (seminary), the student, the pastor-mentor 
and the congregational support team. There are goals then for each of these 
teaching or mentoring roles. The specifi c goals for students are to:

Acquire skills in ministry functions; determine purpose in ministry, be-
coming intentional rather than reactive; learn to evaluate experiences and 
to gain from the evaluation; learn to think theologically about the practi-
cal tasks of ministry and refl ect theologically on everyday ministry expe-
riences; and use the experiences gained as a basis for examining one’s call 
and vocation.7

There is a strong emphasis here on action-refl ection learning—learning 
to monitor one’s ministry experiences as a resource for one’s ministry devel-

opment. In addition, personal devotions and relationship-building are two of 
the ten key competencies required as outcomes of their program.

The Supervisor’s Handbook of the Bible College of Queensland in Bris-
bane includes the following “aims of Field Education. Field Education begins 
with students’ experience in ministry, and by fostering refl ection and learn-
ing, in an atmosphere of grace and trust, aims to:

Encourage growth in spiritual and personal maturity; help develop gifts 
and skills for effective ministry; nurture the ability to refl ect theologically; 
assist in the integration of theological education with life and ministry 
experience; encourage continued professional development in ministry8

This is a broad statement where relational skills could be included under 
the skills for effective ministry, and the testing of one’s vocation could be part 
of one’s continuing professional development. 

How fi eld education programs are defi ned and valued by the education-
al institution differ widely. The scope of the fi eld education program in rela-
tion to the rest of formation that takes place within a theological seminary also 
varies greatly. For example, some schools may incorporate spiritual formation, 
theological refl ection, and the development of relationship skills within fi eld 
education, while others may locate any one or all of these goals elsewhere 
within their total curriculum. Although Drummond and Aiello’s research is 
limited to schools in the United States, the goals for integrative seminars that 
emerged for them9 corresponded to many of the overall goals for fi eld educa-
tion programs I found stated in fi eld education handbooks (see table 1).

Goals from Handbooks Goals for Integrative Seminars

Theological refl ection Theological reflection (a sig-
nificant teaching strategy more 
than a goal in the context of the 
integrative seminar)

Integration of theology and ministry practice Integration of theory and practice

Vocation Ministerial identity development

Education Consolidating learning

Skills for ministry Performance of ministry tasks

Table 1. Comparison of goals found in field education handbooks 
and goals for integrative seminars from research conducted 
by Drummond and Aiello.
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is theological. Queen’s Theological College, Kingston, Canada, describes one 
of its general learning outcomes as seeking to develop “a habit/skill of inter-
preting, analysing and refl ecting theologically on local and global contexts.”15 
Unifi cation Theological Seminary in New York seeks this learning outcome: 
“Students will refl ect theologically on their interfaith encounters in order to 
arrive at new insight and understanding about themselves and about the di-
vine.”16 St. Meinrad School of Theology in Indiana has its own way of ex-
pressing this: “Seminarians will learn how to interpret the life of God’s people 
through the wisdom of the Gospel.”17

Comment: Field education affords unique opportunities for learning to 
integrate theology with the practice of ministry. Through the disciplined prac-
tice of theological refl ection, fi eld educators can facilitate a symbiosis between 
the faith that we confess and the faith that we practice.18 “The difference be-
tween ‘fi fty years of wisdom’ and ‘one year’s wisdom fi fty times over’ is theo-
logical refl ection.”19

Relationship skills. Although some colleges or seminaries do not sepa-
rate out relationship skills from other ministry skills or competencies, there is 
no doubt about the centrality of this goal in fi eld education programs. At Avon-
dale College, Cooranbong, Australia, “each student will be expected to become 
progressively involved in six key areas of ministry formation,” of which one is 
“building relationships.”20 One of the aims at St Francis’ College in Brisbane has 
a relational dimension: “to determine how you (the student) either facilitate or 
inhibit ministry by your attitude and/or actions.”21 Princeton Seminary affi rms, 
“The rapidly changing global context demands that ministers relate to others 
with sensitivity, integrity and understanding, in and beyond the church.”22

Comment: “Ultimately, fi eld education and ministry is about knowing 
God, knowing one’s self and knowing others at an intimate level.” Ministry 
is not just about being competent in pastoral skills but about “how effectively 
[ministers] relate to people.”23 From another perspective, being able to foster 
relationships is also a competence or skill. Kenneth Pohly has questioned the 
individualistic focus of many fi eld education processes and instead highlight-
ed the importance of the church as covenant community. A student in place-
ment enters into the covenant relationships of the church.24

Integration. It is not surprising that the integration of a student’s theol-
ogy and ministry practice receives major attention at a time when theological 
seminaries are sensitive to the criticism that they are too far removed from the 
congregational context. While the matters to be integrated may differ, gener-
ally the desire is to integrate theory and practice, or “learning with serving.”25 

Goal Areas Emerging from Field Education Handbooks

As a result of my survey of current manuals and handbooks, I have identi-
fi ed seven goal areas that frequently appear. I have summarized this goals 
with the mnemonic STRIVES. Ideally, each college or seminary strives to 
achieve many of these goals:

S Spiritual formation

T Theological refl ection

R Relationship skills

I Integration of theology and ministry practice

V Vocation

E Education

S Skills for ministry

My refl ections after each goal area are drawn largely from Hillman’s edited 
collection, Preparing for Ministry: A Practical Guide to Theological Field Educa-
tion. The authors of particular essays in that volume are noted in the foot-
notes but not in the text. 

Spiritual formation. Goals in the area of spiritual formation appear in 
roughly half the programs I studied although the focus varies widely. A Roman 
Catholic perspective will encourage developing “a personal practice of prayer,” 
gaining “an understanding of the spiritual life of a parish community,” and fi nd-
ing “balance between their prayer and their work.”10 The Nazarene Theological 
Seminary in Kansas City lists one competency that is an outcome of fi eld edu-
cation as the “ability to take responsibility for his or her own continuing spiri-
tual development.”11 One objective of the ministry formation program at Mc-
Master Divinity College, Hamilton, Canada, is “to provide a context for spiritual 
formation through small-group refl ection, accountability, prayer, feedback and 
support.”12 In one fi eld education program, international students reported that 
their fi eld education helped them to learn “utter dependency upon the Lord.”13

Comment: The spiritual or Christian formation of students is a primary 
goal of theological fi eld education. Mentors or supervisors are tour guides 
who keep pointing to where God is at work and where God still needs to 
work. The aim of formation is to be reshaped to the image of the Creator for 
the sake of others.14

Theological refl ection. Theological refl ection is a key skill to be exer-
cised at the intersection of faith and practice. Many programs regard theo-
logical refl ection as refl ection on ministry experiences following an action-re-
fl ection model. Some programs seem to assume that all refl ection on ministry 
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come from holistic learning: knowledge, understanding, skills, attitudes, val-
ues, and interests.36

Skills for ministry. Most students approach fi eld education wanting to 
attain some specifi c ministry skills or competencies. Knox College School of 
Ministry has an objective “to stimulate a life-long goal of increasing compe-
tencies for ministry.”37 The list of competencies that are the desired outcomes 
of their fi eld education programs are usually grouped. One grouping is care, 
worship, outreach, management and personal.38 Another grouping includes 
preaching/worship, discipleship, pastoral care, administration/leadership, 
evangelism, and service.39 Malyon is at pains to demonstrate that good profes-
sional or confessional practice as a minister involves much more than the per-
formance of skills: “Developing a ‘competency’ in Field Education is not just 
a matter of learning ‘how’ to perform some aspect of ministry. It also includes 
knowledge, understanding, the ability to refl ect on and assess what you did 
from both practical and theological viewpoints, and proactively to devise 
ways and means of improving what you did. The development of competen-
cy in Christian ministry requires an intentional balance between a ‘hearts-on’ 
Christian commitment on the one hand, and ‘heads-on’ understanding and 
‘hands-on’ skills on the other.”40 Those who work with a competency-based 
approach would have a better idea of the experiential truth of this statement. 

Comment: Of the seven goal areas we have looked at, the one that gets 
the most attention is that of ministry skills or competencies. “In an effort to get 
specifi c about what to evaluate, theological fi eld educators have developed 
numerous lists of competencies...Likewise, certain denominations and judica-
tories have developed similar lists.”41 In Preparing for Ministry, Thomas Fuller 
provides a list of seventy-two items in the categories of leadership, pastoral 
care, personal and spiritual issues, and proclamation and relational skills. He 
acknowledges that the list, on one hand, it is not exhaustive and, on the other, 
may contain items others would delete.42

Goals in Field Education in the Context of Ministerial Education

I have organized the goals for theological fi eld education into seven areas. 
However, they need to be seen as interconnected. Let me apply here a quote 
from the Association of Theological Schools Web site about the goals of the 
theological curriculum: “These goals, and the processes and practices lead-
ing to their attainment, are normally intimately interwoven and should 
not be separated from one another.”43 Thirty years ago, Doran McCarty de-

The mission of fi eld education at Unifi cation Theological Seminary includes 
the integration of one’s “theological heritage with classroom learning and 
practical experience through a process of action-refl ection in order to arrive at 
new insight.”26 St. Meinrad School of Theology aims to “integrate the human, 
intellectual, spiritual and pastoral formations for service in the Church.”27 
Some programs suggest that theological refl ection is the means by which the 
desired integration is achieved.28

Vocation. A number of seminaries see fi eld education as an important 
context for testing or clarifying one’s vocational call. Princeton Seminary af-
fi rms, “While every Christian has a call to discipleship with a resultant minis-
try by virtue of his/her baptism, few are called to ordained pastoral ministry. 
Field education exposes students to different facets of ministry to determine 
which, if any, are suited for them.”29 Some schools speak more of ministerial 
or pastoral or professional identity. For instance, Acadia Divinity School in 
Nova Scotia looks for “growth in confi dence in ministry based on an emerg-
ing clarity in pastoral identity and call to ministry.”30

Education. All programs of fi eld education presume to be educational. 
However, some are more intentionally focused on the learning of the student. 
Knox College, Dunedin, New Zealand (seminary) declares that, “Theological 
Field Education is NOT fi eld work. Field work is any experience in ministry 
that focuses on completing tasks for fi nancial remuneration. Theological Field 
Education is the experience of ministry for educational purposes through com-
pleting learning goals.”31 One of McMaster’s objectives is “To develop as self-
directed, collaborative learners through engagement in a learning network of 
fi eld supervisors, seminar advisors, ministry support persons, peer group mem-
bers, the Director of Ministry Formation, and other MDC faculty.”32 Often there 
is a team of people assisting the learning of the student, both on campus and in 
the fi eld. Malyon College affi rms that “learning strategies in the Field Education 
program (both at the College and in ministry settings) should give due cogni-
sance to the unique character of adult learning styles.”33 Later, Malyon endorses 
the action-refl ection model of learning: “Placing a candidate in a local church is 
not suffi cient in itself: it must be accompanied by refl ection and feedback in such 
a way that the candidate learns from his/her experience.”34

Comment: Adult learning is at the heart of fi eld education. “Each student 
is to be a truly proactive learner.”35 Holistic learning for potential shepherds 
of God’s people includes developing their minds, strengthening their hearts 
and disciplining their wills. There are six types of behavioural outcomes that 
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• to help students integrate spirituality with intellect in order to produce con-
tinued growth in ministry skill, theological learning, and overall competence 
in the practice of ministry52

This description repeats the tripartite focus: spirituality is about being, un-
derstanding is about knowing, and competence is about doing.

Conclusions

Good goals for fi eld education programs will take account of:
• the goals of the stakeholders, such as denominations, congregations, college 

boards, and potential students

• the place of the fi eld education program within the theological education of-
fered by the college as a whole

• the resources available, personnel and other 

• the seven goal areas I have described and how the college’s whole ministe-
rial training curriculum provides for these

• the three dimensions of human knowing, doing, and being

I agree with Ann M. Garrido when she insists “there is no single way to do 
fi eld education at the present moment in the Church’s history, and this is 
not bad.”53

My hunch is that the more a theological college (seminary) prescribes 
the outcomes desired through fi eld education, the more it will tell students 
what their goals need to be and the less the student is engaged in a process of 
adult learning. Many of our ministry students are of a mature age. As such, 
they expect that prior learning will be recognized, and they value the oppor-
tunity for signifi cant input into the learning process. If they develop their own 
learning goals in consultation with their supervisors and the director of Field 
Education, they are more motivated to work toward those goals. There are 
risks here, especially if the students’ goals are vague or too ambitious or not 
focused on core ministerial functions and meanings. However, these may be 
reduced if the processes are well articulated, if the student is held to account 
by the learning goals, if there is opportunity for later revision of the learning 
goals, and if there is good supervision.

My experience in my context is that students typically have about fi ve 
goals for their fi eld education year. They are often in worship, preaching, con-
ducting special services (weddings, funerals, and sacraments), attending to 
their own spirituality/devotional life, pastoral care, teaching, mission, church 
councils, and time management. Their sub-goals often refl ect the differenc-
es among the students. While they mostly begin with a focus on developing 

clared that fi eld education programs needed clear goals consistent with the 
goals and history of their theological schools.44 Denominational colleges or 
seminaries also need to take into account the ministry formation goals of 
their denomination. For example, the last two of six goals of the Uniting 
Church in Australia are to form ministers who “have skills for the practice 
of day-to-day Ministry, and the quality of being and awareness which gives 
integrity to the exercise of such skills; and are able to engage the tasks of 
Ministry with critical imagination, courage, theological judgement and self-
refl ection.”45A major North American report on educating clergy asserts that 
fi eld education directors “structure programs to equip students to negotiate 
the huge shift between the culture of the seminary and the culture of the lo-
cal congregation or ministry site.”46

While I have named seven seemingly discrete goal areas, others go be-
yond a ministry focus to the whole of the student’s life. Some insist that personal 
growth goals need to include family relationships and ministry,47 though I think 
most of us would give much greater priority to ministry growth goals and some 
of us would barely touch on family relationship goals. They see fi eld education 
as a good time to practise setting boundaries around the family and to learn to 
negotiate the tensions among family, personal, and ministry expectations.48 

One holistic framework that appears frequently is “knowing, doing, and 
being”: ministry knowledge, ministry skills, and ministry character.49 William 
M. Sullivan, in Educating Clergy, writes about professional education this way: 
“Professional education is a cognitive or intellectual apprenticeship, a practi-
cal apprenticeship of skill, and an apprenticeship of identity formation.”50 He 
goes on to say that the reintegration of these three dimensions of profession-
al life is a huge challenge. To accomplish that challenge, Queens Theological 
College has set these goals: “the development of capacities for leadership in 
church and world (doing); the formation of a habit of theological refl ection on 
life and ministry (thinking); personal, spiritual and professional awareness 
and growth (being).”51

Similarly, Walter M. Jackson suggests that the mission of theological fi eld 
education is to function as a partner with other theological disciplines in the 
task of preparing ministers for service. Theological fi eld education has three 
overall goals:

• to encourage a maturing spirituality in each student

• to help students integrate educational and experiential fragments into a ho-
listic and comprehensive understanding of the Christian faith
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students have a clear focus for their ministry and learning. I dare to believe 
that the same will be true for us. Sharpening the overall goals for our pro-
grams will lead to better learning. Then, when we take time to evaluate how 
we are going, we will know where we want to be and if we have made it.
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tive, holistic approach will help ground their competencies in their faith and 
being. For the less mature students, a set of prescribed ministry skills may be 
just what they need when they are unsure what will provide a foundation for 
their future ministry.

I have described two frameworks for goals in fi eld education:
• A simple, holistic one

• Knowing or cognition

• Doing or skills

• Being or character and/or pastoral identity

• A seven-point framework drawn from existing goals in a range of fi eld edu-
cation handbooks

S Spiritual formation

T Theological refl ection

R Relationship skills

I Integration of theology and ministry practice

V Vocation

E Education

S Skills for ministry

How are the two related? Spiritual formation and vocation are centred 
on the being of the person. Theological refl ection begins in the knowing of the 
person but will hopefully impact being and doing. While relationship skills 
are also part of the doing of the student, they give expression to the being of 
the student as well. It is hoped that education and integration will take place 
across all three: the knowing, doing, and being of the student. Skills for minis-
try belong in the doing of the student. 

When students set clear goals for their learning in their learning cov-
enants, recognizing where they are in their formation and where they need to 
be and taking into account their ministry context, better learning results. The 
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The Roots that Formed me as a Supervisor

It was not until later that it occurred to me how truly I am connected to the 
roots of the pastoral counseling movement. The concept of providing pas-
toral care has existed for thousands of years, and I certainly am connected 
to those roots through the Christian tradition. More specifi cally, I realized 
that I was trained by persons only two generations away from Anton Boisen 
who pioneered the pastoral care and counseling movement. I am closer to 
the roots than I had thought.

I have had many excellent supervisors. Becky Gross was the one who 
was particularly formative for me. I learned from her a way of being with 
supervisees and clients. Even though I was a student, she always treated me 
as an equal, assuming that I brought valuable insight and gifts to my work. 
She listened to my ideas and let me know when I said or did something that 
enlarged her understanding. The approach that shaped our supervision was 
based on Bowen system’s assumption that what is going on in one system in 
a person’s life is also likely to be repeated in other systems, and that address-
ing an issue in any system will impact the other systems as well. All of my life 
was fair game in supervision. I found that broad view helpful. Having a place 
where I could bring my whole self and look at my work as an outgrowth of 
who I am in all times and places helped me to know myself better, and to gain 
confi dence in using my whole self in working with the client.

My family was one of deep faith, lived out in practical, everyday ways. 
They were farmers, teachers, and preachers—nurturers of plants and students, 
bodies and souls, people who loved me and supported my growth. My Men-
nonite family is rooted in Anabaptist heritage, which gives shape to my theol-
ogy. From this tradition, I learned about the centrality of community in the life 
of faith. It is in the gathered community where God’s word and will are best 
discerned, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the 
midst of them.” Openness, respect, truthfulness, and equality are the hallmarks 
of such community, and hierarchy has little place. This way of viewing the 
church shapes my view of therapy. I see both therapeutic and supervisory rela-
tionships as a microcosm of the church, people gathered to discern God’s will 
in their lives and their larger worlds, a gathering where God is always present.

A Theoretical Orientation

My role as a pastoral supervisor is to welcome supervisees into the world of 
pastoral counseling, to help keep them grounded and connected to the tra-
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Trunkie Trees and Growing Branches:
On Being Supervisors and Supervisees Together

Kathleen Weaver Kurtz

Recently, as part of staff training conference, I was asked to draw a tree that 
represented how I saw myself professionally. I have always loved trees. I 
remembered a time of spiritual searching and unsettledness when I lived 
in eastern Kentucky. I would stand at my kitchen sink looking out the win-
dow at the large old trees that lined “Cattern’s” Creek and dotted the bot-
tom lands beyond—poplars, buckeyes, oaks, and giant sycamores with their 
smooth, peeled bark trunks almost white in the sun. The trees symbolized 
all I longed to be.

I drew my tree, branches reaching off the top of the sheet, roots running 
off the bottom. I did not add any blossoms, fruit, or wildlife but I took time 
to try to make the bark look as realistic as I could. When I was asked to tell 
the group what it meant, I began apologetically by saying “I guess I am feel-
ing trunkie today.” I went on to observe that the trunk is the center of energy 
and gravity for a tree, connecting the roots and branches to each other. I un-
derstand my role as a supervisor as a “trunkie tree” providing a connection 
between past tradition and emerging practice.

Kathleen Weaver Kurtz, DMin, LPC, Center for Pastoral Counseling, Manassas Church of 
the Brethren, 10047 Nokesville Rd., Manassas, VA 20110 (E-mail: kwkurtz.comtekmail.com).
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dition, and at the same time enable them to discover and develop their own 
voices as pastoral counselors. My aim is to help them reach deep and stretch 
high. Throughout the supervisory program, I work to create a safe, nurtur-
ing atmosphere where they are welcomed and supported in their growth. 
Such nurture is essential for healthy growth.

In its broadest defi nition, supervision is “an intensive, interpersonally 
focused, one-to-one relationship in which one person is designated to facili-
tate the development of therapeutic competence in the other person.”1 More 
specifi cally, supervision is a formation process viewed through a relational, 
developmental lens in which “use of self” is a central focus and the goal is 
to enable supervisees to develop their own identity as many-faceted thera-
pists.2 In this model, the formation process and awareness of my own identity 
as a “pastoral person” are as crucial as the development of my supervisees. 
My identity is made up of my personal history, spiritual experience, personal 
therapy, theoretical perspectives, and experience as a supervisor.

While there are clearly didactic elements in supervision, a great amount 
of learning comes from the interpersonal interaction between supervisor and 
supervisee and the modeling supervisors do in the course of their work. As a 
pastoral counseling supervisor my focus includes an additional element. Not 
only do I offer my supervisees myself as an authentic, empathic, experienced 
guide, but also as one who represents God’s love, forgiveness, and grace. I 
believe that God is an active part of every encounter. When I sit with another, 
either client or supervisee, we are on even ground in terms of our humanity; 
God is present in each of our lives and can work through each of us.

Pamela Cooper-White describes a theological, relational paradigm for a 
pastoral therapist/client relationship that works equally well for supervision. 
She names the two players as “Helper” and “Person being helped.”3 The inter-
action that takes place in the space between the two carries great signifi cance. 
Thinking of it as a supervisory model, the supervisor and supervisee each bring 
knowledge, both personal and professional, to the interaction. Ideas can come 
from either person and fl ow back and forth as new insights are developed and 
deeper meanings evolve. Interpretation happens jointly as each person’s per-
ceptions and perspectives are shared and built upon. Both persons can take the 
lead at times and can, at other times, be the receiver of insight. In this respectful 
honoring of each person a dynamic “we” is created. Approaching supervision 
in this way provides a healthy model for interaction with clients since supervis-
ees tend to interact with clients as their supervisors interact with them.

This way of viewing the supervisory relationship is consonant with my 
theological understanding of God’s presence in human interactions. While 
I believe God is present in each person, I see the rich interaction area of this 
model as the place where God can act even more creatively as ideas and ex-
periences are heard respectfully, valued and built upon. It is the gathering of 
“two or three” where God is present and God’s will is discerned.

A developmental, formational supervision model includes the process 
of integration, a time when theories, techniques, and personal style become 
wedded into the emerging therapist’s own unique style. In thinking about 
that integrative process, I fi nd Sharon Cheston’s paradigm helpful.4 She pro-
poses three “ways” or categories in which students can think about their 
learning and their work: “a way of being, a way of understanding, and a way 
of intervening.” The “way of being” speaks to the counselor’s way of being 
present with the client in the room. The “way of understanding” refers to the 
body of psychological knowledge that exists, including personality theory, 
developmental issues, understanding of the conscious and unconscious, psy-
chopathology, systems dynamics. It also recognizes the client’s strengths and 
resources. The “way of intervening” refers to the techniques used to enable a 
client to change unproductive patterns and begin to function in more healthy 
ways. This can include treatment plans and assignments, and the way the 
counselor uses these to encourage and give feedback as change occurs.

The Process of Supervision

The supervisory program for residents at the center where I work consists 
of two hours of co-facilitated group supervision per week, an hour of indi-
vidual supervision with one of several staff members, and the opportunity 
to see clients in our offi ces. Our residency group is currently all Caucasian 
and all female. The diversity comes in religious perspectives, which range 
from very conservative Protestant to Reformed Jew to Mormon. Holding 
the group together and valuing this much diversity has been a challenge at 
times. We use the defi nition I learned in the STAR program at Eastern Men-
nonite University: We are a “multi-faith gathering with inter-faith sensitivi-
ties.” Multifaith is described as “a situation where many faiths are present in 
one setting,” and interfaith is defi ned as “activities that involve an interaction 
between different faiths.”5 This means that each person is invited to speak 
freely out of that person’s tradition and will be heard with respect. We seek 
to embody compassion and respect in all group interactions with residents.
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directives and lots of encouragement to foster confi dence and a willingness to 
risk new interventions by the supervisee. Level 1 supervisees should be en-
couraged to take seriously their role in the therapeutic process and challenged 
to take some risks. At the same time, levels of anxiety need to be monitored so 
that supervisees do not become so anxious they cannot function well.

A twenty-seven-year-old African American woman had sought counsel-
ing to deal with grief over losing her father when she was fourteen years 
old. Her father had been alcoholic and her mother emotionally abusive, 
but the client felt it important not to be critical of her parents. The deaths 
of mothers of several close associates had brought up loss issues again for 
this young woman, so she had come to counseling. The supervisee ended 
her case presentation by asking if anyone knew any good intervention 
ideas for helping her client deal with her loss.

This question is a frequent Level 1 concern. The resident was under-
standably eager to learn what would be helpful to the client. However, while 
the case was laden with signifi cant emotional issues, she did not refl ect on 
her feelings as she sat with the client and expressed little curiosity about what 
might be going on within the client. Her question at the end brought the pre-
sentation to a sudden halt, because it ignored the emotional content she had 
just presented. Instead of being self-refl ective, she turned to us, the supervi-
sors and her fellow supervisees, to tell her what to do. Several in the group 
gave suggestions. I talked about the value and power of her simply being able 
to listen to the woman’s story. I also encouraged her to be curious about what 
it touched within herself. She listened politely but at the end solicited specifi c 
interventions again. Later in the session, as part of a theological refl ection led 
by my colleague, I shared some personal, emotional responses to the exercise, 
in part to give the group an opportunity to model another way of being with 
someone experiencing grief. Even after a very effective listening process by 
the group, the resident asked once again for concrete suggestions of exercises 
to do, and I was reminded that learning takes time.

A second issue with Level 1 functioning is the ethical dilemma that can 
arise when a supervisee fails to see crucial pieces of a client’s situation.

A forty-eight-year-old Caucasian woman, married to a “dry drunk” who 
is emotionally and physically abusive, described her life as walking on 
eggshells. She alternately placates her husband and fl ies into rages, nei-
ther of which really work for her.

The resident brought in a tape of a recent session in which the resident made 
a number of reasonable suggestions about the client being more fi rm with 
her husband and observed her ambivalence around leaving. The resident 

In the residency program we use Stoltenberg’s integrated, developmen-
tal model based on three levels of learning as a way to assess where residents 
are in their process of becoming.6 This model provides a helpful guide for 
knowing how to be with them in their learning as well as a concrete way to 
note the progress they make. Movement from one level to the next represents 
“irreversible structural change,” meaning that once a skill is acquired, it can-
not be lost; it remains as part of a person’s skill set. However, faced with a new 
situation, supervisees may temporarily go back to former ways of functioning 
until they gain more comfort in dealing with the new situation.

Within each of the three levels there are specifi c domains—discrete areas 
where skills are needed for work with clients. The specifi c domains are inter-
vention skills competence, assessment techniques, interpersonal assessment, cli-
ent conceptualization, individual differences, theoretical orientation, treatment 
plans and goals, professional ethics. Growth in each of the domains does not 
necessarily proceed at the same rate, meaning that a person may be moving from 
one level to the next in one area while more growth is needed in another area.

At each level, there are three overriding structures that are the criteria 
used to measure change and growth in the various domains: (1) self and other 
awareness, (2) motivation, and (3) autonomy. I fi nd these structures one of the 
most helpful parts of the model because they articulate clearly the dynamics in 
learning counseling, aspects I might not otherwise separate quite so specifi cally.

Learning to Learn at Level 1

Supervisees at Level 1 are new to the fi eld and have limited experience in 
the skills needed, even though they may have considerable life experience. 
Their focus (self and other awareness) is usually on mastering techniques 
and doing well, which means they have little time to be aware of the client’s 
perspective or the dynamics of their interaction with the client. Often there 
is anxiety over “doing it right,” or “not making a mistake,” which can limit 
their willingness to experiment or follow their own instincts. They are usu-
ally very motivated, eager to learn and to do well. At this stage, supervisees 
show relatively little autonomy. They depend a great deal on the supervi-
sor’s help and reassurance.

My task as a supervisor at this level is to provide structure in shaping 
both the therapy the supervisee is giving and the supervisory session. It is of-
ten important to break skills into their component parts to help the supervisee 
recognize all the skills that need to be honed. Level 1 often requires specifi c 
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willing to try more on their own and are interested in discussing how their 
interventions worked.

Supervision at this “adolescence” level calls for a delicate balance be-
tween giving supervisees freedom to learn and experiment, while at the same 
time following each case closely enough to insure that clients are receiving ap-
propriate care. Supervisees are not yet ready to work completely on their own, 
even though they may want to do so; therefore, the supervisor has the respon-
sibility to be aware of what is happening with each case. Empowerment is a 
goal at this level. One technique that promotes empowerment is to give mul-
tiple suggestions for interventions in order to present opportunities for choice 
and decision making on the part of supervisees. Supervisors can ask more 
about the rationale behind choices supervisees make and can nudge them to-
ward more self-awareness in relation to clients and dynamics in the room.

One resident whom I met with individually as well as in group supervi-
sion is clearly at Level 2 in most areas. She was interested in the diagnoses 
of her clients, particularly an anorexic client who alternated between a 
meager compliance and intentional sabotage of her treatment plan. The 
resident would gladly spend an entire supervisory session going over the 
details of the case, listing all the initiatives she took in fi nding an in-pa-
tient program for the client, being frustrated at the lack of communica-
tion from staff of that program, describing the client’s behavior, telling 
about interactions with the client and her family. She expressed appropri-
ate concern about the long-term danger her client was in and we talked 
about setting boundaries for the therapy and ethical/legal issues.

At one point in supervision, I asked what buttons the client pushed for 
her and she “didn’t know.” She had talked about her anger over several situa-
tions where those in responsibility did not hold her client accountable for her 
non-compliance, and I wondered about the source of her anger. She attributed 
it to the obvious danger for the client but did not connect with her own life 
experience. She could offer no other feelings about being in the room with the 
client except to say that she liked the client. When I identifi ed what the client 
triggered in me, the resident pleasantly acknowledged what I said but still 
could not make any real connections with herself. This was her clearest grow-
ing edge. I will continue to explore her lack of feelings. What she does have is 
an eagerness to learn and a willingness to try suggestions. There are moments 
when personal feelings break through and she is able to connect them to her 
past, so I trust that she will continue to explore and grow in this area.

saw individual pieces of behavior but had not seen the overarching situa-
tion of domestic violence of which these behaviors were a part. Therefore, 
she had not spoken to the client about a safe plan or explained the husband’s 
behaviors as part of a pattern which the client could not change by her pla-
cating behavior. I was concerned for the client’s safety.

To complicate matters, the resident’s individual supervisor became ex-
tremely frightened in listening to the tape, and the supervisee came away 
from her supervision very upset, feeling that her ability to be a counselor was 
in question. The group had the double task of helping the resident move be-
yond the shame she felt about having “blown it” with the client and also being 
realistic in taking seriously the dynamics of her client’s situation. The former 
required empathic listening, pointing out the gifts she had as a counselor. The 
latter I dealt with by providing material and resources about domestic vio-
lence and asking the resident to continue taping sessions as a way of monitor-
ing her work. To me this case illustrated the ethical tension between allowing 
a supervisee to learn and grow while at the same time protecting the client

Beyond Basic Skills: Listening for the Issues

The move into Level 2 begins as supervisees begin to feel more confi dent with 
their ability to use counseling skills. Level 2 supervisees have learned some 
basic skills and are now able to focus on issues beyond techniques. They are 
hopefully less anxious about themselves and their skills and ready to see the 
client’s issues more clearly. They begin to notice verbal and nonverbal cues 
from the client and become intrigued with possible diagnoses. A possible pit-
fall at this stage is becoming so involved in the client’s worldview that super-
visees become stuck there with the client and have diffi culty extricating them-
selves. Countertransference can also become an issue at this point.

The challenge at Level 2 is to begin to move toward greater awareness 
of client and awareness of the self of the therapist during the session. Motiva-
tion at this level is somewhat dampened by the realization that technique and 
goodwill are not enough to support change and that life issues are extremely 
complex. As they move toward more autonomy, supervisees want to do more 
on their own, and sometimes get into confl ict with the supervisor. In my ex-
perience, those power issues are often subtle. A supervisee, for example, may 
come week after week, declaring that everything is fi ne with her caseload and 
that she really has nothing to discuss. On the positive side, supervisees are 
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ginning to focus more on herself as part of the equation. She was concerned 
about the hectic pace of her life and how that impacted her work. I specifi cally 
remember her laughing at herself when she realized that trying to meditate in 
the car on the way to work was not real meditation, and that she needed to be-
come honest with herself and set aside time every day for “real” meditation.

For the next two years, she worked for an EAP and then returned to work 
on our staff. She was invited to join a peer group of which I was a part, and it 
was a joy to see the growth she had made in the intervening years. She was al-
ways full of questions, but questions of a much deeper nature than earlier. She 
fearlessly tried many interventions and was open in discussing how they had 
worked. She used herself well with clients. In the peer group, she listened to 
others, asking penetrating questions, and offering kind, sensitive observations 
that made it clear that she was aware of both her responses and others’ feelings. 
She took on leadership roles and intentionally developed her own unique style 
and niche in the counseling community. When she decided to move to another 
state, the peer group insisted on a leave-taking process. She participated freely 
and openly acknowledged how rich the experience was for her. It helped her to 
understand community in a deeper way than she had before.

Ethical considerations are an integral part of our work. Some of the is-
sues that come up regularly in case presentations are questions about setting 
appropriate boundaries around time and interactions; confi dentiality; record 
keeping; malpractice and legal issues, including subpoenas; when to report 
suspected or known abuse; how to deal with suicide threats; what is appropri-
ate in self-disclosure; and how to avoid or manage dual relationships. Since we 
have persons working for different licensures, we emphasize the importance 
of each person knowing well the code of ethics for their particular discipline as 
well as the American Association of Pastoral Counselors Code of Ethics. While 
we do not have a formal process of risk assessment, we routinely remind resi-
dents of key questions to keep in mind as they work. For the past three years, 
the Center for Pastoral Counseling has offered an ethics workshop with an out-
side presenter, and we have strongly encouraged the residents to attend.

One interesting dual role relationship I live with is my dual role as su-
pervisor and clinical coordinator. Most of the time, this dual role presents no 
diffi culty. The part of my role that becomes sticky, however, is my role in the 
hiring of new staff members. That clearly came into play one day when I fi rst 
did a supervision session with a resident and then moved on to an initial in-
terview with her for a staff position. I had never done the two back to back, 
and it felt awkward to me. I was open in naming my feeling and stating a 

Finding Balance: Personal and Professional Integration

Movement to Level 3 begins as supervisees fi nd a place of balance. They 
begin to be more realistic about themselves, both their strengths and their 
weaknesses. They can move back and forth between what is happening in 
the room with the client and their own feelings and reactions, holding in 
their minds a plan or scheme of intervention while interacting in an authen-
tic way with the client. This is the level where supervisees are able to make 
productive use of transference and countertransference. They are more real-
istic about motivation: supervisees accept the ups and downs of work and 
are ready to settle in for the long haul as therapists. They are now able to 
recognize the value that can be gained in the therapy process without over- 
or under-infl ating its potential. Autonomy is comfortably realized. Persons 
have moved from being primarily learners to a comfortable assurance of 
their competence, knowing when to consult and interacting more as peers.

Since no one progresses at exactly the same rate through all the domains, 
Level 3 is the time for the fi nal integration of all the domains. It is the time for 
making the profession one’s own, forming a professional identity that is con-
gruent with one’s personal life. Motivation and autonomy are at a high level, 
and the person can handle most problems or emergencies alone.

At this stage, supervision becomes more collegial. Supervisees can be 
depended on to structure the supervision, asking for what they need. This is 
the time to focus on personal and professional integration. Together the su-
pervisor and supervisee can evaluate suggestions made as helpful or not and 
work together at molding interventions to suit the style of the supervisee. Su-
pervisees view supervisors more as senior colleagues than authority fi gures. 
It is important, however, for the supervisor not to make assumptions about 
supervisees’ skills in all domains based on their competence in one area. It 
may take time for skills in all domains to be acquired.

Working in an organization where some supervisees become staff mem-
bers and colleagues, I have had the opportunity to observe several supervis-
ees as they move from Level 1 to a very comfortable Level 3. One such woman 
I supervised as a resident began as a very eager Level 1. She was full of ques-
tions that took most of our sessions to answer. Whatever suggestions I gave 
her she tried, and she came back to report the results. She was often able to see 
the humor in her less than perfect attempts. By the end of the year, she spent 
much more of the time refl ecting on clients and her feelings about them, ini-
tiating more on her own. It was clear that she was at a solid Level 2 and be-
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dents their stories of how they have come to the work of counseling. Hearing 
their stories informs me about who they are and where their strengths will be 
as counselors. When little is articulated, I see it as part of my work with them 
to help them discover and value those stories. Because such stories can be 
embedded in painful experiences it may take some time to fully appropriate 
them as “redeeming” rather than “bad” or irrelevant.

A resident came to group supervision, reporting that she was up most to 
the night reading a book we had assigned. Based on a list of unethical ther-
apist behaviors in the book, she had remembered a school counselor who 
acted inappropriately with her from ages fourteen to sixteen in the years 
just after her mother died. She reported that she had become very angry 
as she remembered everything that occurred when she was so vulnerable. 
However, in her recounting of it, she laughed as she spoke. Our responses 
brought more details and more laughter on her part. Finally, I questioned 
her affect, and she became teary—the fi rst time in more than a semester 
when she allowed her vulnerability to show. She acknowledged that she 
had never before let herself face the impact of this experience, but that it 
was from it that she decided to become a therapist. She went on to wonder 
if she had made the choice for the wrong reason. The discussion which 
followed with the group brought forth more “calling” stories and allowed 
her to begin claiming her experience as having meaning in her life.

Intentional theological refl ection happens in many ways in our residen-
cy program. At times, it is simply asking the question, “Where is God in this 
person’s life?” or “How do you experience God as you sit with this client?” 
or “What faith resources are available to the client?” We also explore personal 
life experiences of residents as they come up in the course of their work, using 
similar questions. There are times when we explore the theological world of 
the client, especially when that world includes beliefs that the resident views 
as being detrimental to the client. We have used Karl and Ashbrook’s model 
for theological refl ection, as well as one proposed by Killen and de Beer.8

Killen and de Beer name four positions from which theological refl ection 
can begin: tradition, which includes scripture, doctrine, historical background, 
current practices; culture, which includes social structure, physical environ-
ment, ideas, and expressive arts; positions or one’s individual viewpoints, be-
liefs, and convictions; action, which is the feelings, thoughts, and stories of 
one’s own life. It is possible to enter into theological refl ection from any one 
of these points. In group supervision, we have used the suggested format, 
starting at different points, and found the structure helpful, both in bringing 
ourselves imaginatively into the client’s world and struggle, and accessing 

clear ending of supervision and beginning of the interview. In the succeeding 
parts of the process, I asked another person to be in charge of the interview 
even though I was present. We were able to work our way through the process 
without diffi culty, but the naming of the dual roles was important. Dual rela-
tionships cannot always be avoided, but when they are fully acknowledged 
by both parties they hold less power to create problems.

Theological Reflection

Theological refl ection is at the heart of the work I do and plays a role in how 
I sit with others, whether or not I am actively thinking in theological terms. 
Killen and De Beer state, “Our capacity to comprehend and to live faithfully 
as Christians exists in direct proportion to our capacity to notice, describe, 
and discover the revelatory quality of our human experiences.”7 Supervi-
sion is a human experience in which supervisor and supervisee sit together, 
using their human experiences and their knowledge to focus on the stories 
that comprise the lives of clients. In reality, there is never a time when I am 
not doing theological refl ection: it frames and informs my reasons for be-
ing in the room with another. Psychological constructs, systems theories, 
cultural awarenesses, economic realities may all be used in understanding 
the person or couple under discussion, but for me, all these facets of life are 
encompassed by the awareness of God’s loving and life-giving intention to-
wards every person. Not only is every step toward health enabled by God 
but every desire to change and grow is the voice of God within, calling to-
ward the wholeness intended by God.

When I speak of “God,” I hold a very loose defi nition. Although I tend to 
use anthropomorphic terms in speaking about God, my image is not necessar-
ily a human one. God can be Energy, Spirit, Process, Presence, Universe, The 
Unknown, Guide, Connection. God is the one who surprises at every turn, 
who sometimes frightens, sometimes reassures, sometimes remains totally 
hidden. The one belief I hold with certitude is that God is in and a part of every 
human experience. I may not be able to articulate how or where. However, my 
challenge is to look for and recognize signs of the presence of The Holy Other 
within myself, in my supervisee and her work, in the life of the clients being 
discussed, in the larger society, and in the world of which we are all a part.

I believe that God’s voice comes to us fi rst and most clearly from within 
ourselves, communicating through our gifts and deepest longings about who 
God created us to be. For this reason, I am always eager to hear from new resi-
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which they needed to take responsibility. One of the ironies of the family 
is that the true “little one” was a parentifi ed child.

Step 8. Organize the results of the refl ection. What questions or insights arise? What 
concrete actions are called for? What learning will you take to new experiences? 
The group again focused on the dynamics of love and the ways it needs 
to be expressed and experienced by each player in this story, including 
the resident/therapist. Since the resident had been subpoenaed in this 
case and was facing a court appearance, she also felt like a “little one,” 
rather apprehensive about the experience and overwhelmed.

Step 9. How will you take these learnings into your own life? The resident observed 
that this process had been very helpful and that she would use it again 
either on her own or with the group when a challenging case arose. At 
the end of our process she felt much less anxious and more connected 
to her own resources, both intellectual and spiritual. She stated that she 
would take the image of our supportive circle with her when she ap-
peared in court, knowing she is connected to our strength and love and 
empowered by our refl ection process.

One of the strengths of this model is its use of imagery and imagination. 
Imagination is the catalyst that brings theological resources to life, giving fl esh 
and bones to abstract truths, taking the grim realities of people’s troubled 
lives and breathing new meaning into them. As Barbara Brown Taylor states, 
imagination provides “a shocking gift of new insight.”9 Imagination helps us 
enter a client’s world, and it is also essential in theological refl ection, as dem-
onstrated in the above case. Imagination is the liminal playground in which 
intangible realities give birth to new images, transforming the facts of our ex-
istence. Imagination frees us from our old, tired ways of seeing, to enter and 
inhabit larger, more spacious worlds where we can live more freely and fully.

So I end where I began, with an image of myself, a “trunkie tree,” deeply 
rooted in tradition and watered by many teachers and supervisors, family 
members and clients. The “trunkie tree” has grown branches that extend in 
many directions. Now it is my turn to support the growth of new trees, new 
pastoral counselors, as they explore their roots, develop healthy trunks, and 
spread their branches to shade and protect those who come to see them.
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the spiritual resources available to the counselor and client. The following is a 
case using the “Beginning with a Life Situation” model.

Step 1. Narrate the story. Mike is a ten-year-old boy from a very convoluted fam-
ily system. He was born to unmarried parents who lived together until 
his birth. Shortly afterward his mother took him and left the father. She 
married a man who turned out to be a sex addict, and they had a child 
together. Currently the biological father and his current wife live across 
the street from Mike, his mother, stepfather, and stepbrother. Mike is de-
pressed and has behavioral motor tics and enuresis. Mike’s biological 
father is verbally and physically abusive to him and refuses to come to 
counseling either individually or with his son. Mike’s mother and stepfa-
ther have come in with Mike. Child Protective Services became involved 
with the family and seemingly botched their interventions, making the 
situation even more stressful. The current crisis developed when the 
mother wanted to move, and Mike was caught between his two parents.

Step 2. Listen, attending to one’s own feelings. After hearing the case, the group 
came up with their feeling reactions: frustration, confusion, a sense of in-
justice, discouragement, anger, tenseness, helplessness, outrage, distress.

Step 3. Let the feelings evoke images and choose one on which to focus. Group mem-
bers named as images an inner child in a tug of war, Solomon deciding 
to cut the baby in half, Jesus carrying his cross up the hill, Jesus at his 
trial, Mike in complete armor with a sword and the resident with no ar-
mor but with a sword, a ten year old boy with wild emotion. The image 
that held the most power was that of an inner child in tug of war, being 
pulled in many directions, his injuries not attended to.

Step 4. Sit with the image. Listen for where God is present. Notice what is broken. What 
are the possibilities for newness, for healing? The refl ections that followed 
included the observations that everyone is broken, that no one is attend-
ing to self-brokenness, and that fear has overtaken love.

Step 5. Where do the images take us in our Christian tradition? A number of biblical 
references were made. One person spoke of Jesus on the cross saying, 
“Father, forgive them for they know not what they do.” Another person 
remembered Jesus saying that if anyone hurts one of “these little ones,” 
it would be better if a mill stone were hung around his neck and he be 
drowned. A third connection was to Jesus’ warning against judging and 
the importance of taking the “beam” out of one’s own eye before help-
ing to remove the speck from another’s eye.

Step 6. Pick one piece of the tradition and explore that in the same way the image was ex-
plored. We focused on the theme of love and God’s care for “the little ones.”

Step 7. Have a conversation between image and tradition. It was observed that, in a 
real sense, every person in the family was “a little one,” everyone was 
in need of experiencing love. However, the parents also had power for 
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Supervision and Mutual Vulnerability

Mary Christine Mollie Ward

And God saw that it was good … God saw everything that he had made, and in-
deed, it was very good. – Genesis 1:25b, 31a1

Although I have been a Christian all my life and an Episcopal priest for more 
than seven years, it has taken me nearly four decades to claim those words 
from the opening pages of the Bible as my own. My experiences in clinical 
pastoral education (CPE) not only have been life-giving to me as I have re-
discovered my “true self,” but the CPE process has been a model for the life 
I want to lead. Moreover, understanding of oneself as “good,” indeed “very 
good,” is the underpinning for not only my true self but also the theme that 
ties together my supervisory theory of mutual vulnerability: the idea that 
authentic relationship is both the means and the end to the nurture of pas-
toral caregivers.

I believe that God calls each of us to risk mutually vulnerable relation-
ships with self, God, and others. From a theological perspective, I believe that 
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God values each of us just as we are, so much so that God is willing to risk 
God’s own true self being known, rejected, and even transformed for the sake 
of authentic relationship. From a personality-development perspective, I be-
lieve that true selves are created, re-created, and sustained in the holding en-
vironment of authentic relationships. Without authenticity the true self with-
ers and dies. From an adult-education perspective, I believe that we recognize 
and remember the wisdom of our true selves when we see authenticity in the 
faces of educators who are willing to risk letting us kick around in those hold-
ing environments as we grow and learn.

The opening chapters of the book of Genesis provide a metaphor of the 
ongoing struggle on the part of both God and humanity for authentic relation-
ship. Through all of their struggles, they thrive when they stay in authentic 
relationship with one another, sometimes joyfully, sometimes angrily, but al-
ways authentically. It is only when they try to be what they are not, when they 
try to make their relationship something it is not, that they run into trouble. 
God tells Moses, “I am who I am” (Ex 3:14). Moses and the rest of us essen-
tially make the same statement whenever we covenant to live in authentic re-
lationship. And that is good enough.

A Theology of Mutual Vulnerability

As a woman, mother, and priest, and as this particular woman, mother, and 
priest, I experience the world from a place of both power and powerless-
ness. I embrace both of these, for they are a part of who I am and, I believe, 
part of the God in whose image I am created. The much-loved, youngest 
child of their blended families, I grew into adolescence with my parents’ 
marriage intact, carefully sheltered from the reality of family indiscretions 
and broken relationships. My parents, a war-refugee mother and a soldier 
father, structured their lives on the ideas that order and hierarchy provided 
security and that security, however illusory, was what provided life with 
meaning. To speak the truth openly and directly in my original family—that 
is, to show one’s true self—was likely to get one at best reprimanded and at 
worst shamed verbally or abandoned emotionally. Better to take pride in us-
ing what power one did have manipulatively than to be humiliated by one’s 
ultimate powerlessness.

For that which was supposed to have been trustworthy was, in fact, not 
trustworthy. Class hierarchy did not protect my blue-blood German Catholic 
mother from a childhood of abuse and poverty as her own mother was led off 

to a concentration camp for resisting the Nazis during World War II. Follow-
ing orders did not protect my Oklahoma cowboy father from the nightmares 
that continued to awaken him screaming in the darkness nearly forty years 
after earning a chest full of medals in Vietnam. Nor did my parents’ silence 
about their own skeletons shield me from the structures that supported, in-
deed required, their orderly, hierarchical view of the world. Those structures 
dictated my childhood playmates, who I could love, and my fi rst views of au-
thority, including God.

My early experiences with hierarchy inform my struggle to challenge 
the very structures that have formed me, and, after many efforts to “slap at 
authority” during CPE training, the dualistic paradigm from my youth no 
longer satisfi es me: the idea that for one person to “win” someone else must 
“lose” no longer makes sense to me. Instead, I fi nd that the paradox and ambi-
guity and mystery that characterize authentic relationships provide meaning 
to my life even as they diminish false security. As I live and move and have 
my being in authentic relationship with God, neighbor, and self, my supervi-
sory work is based on a theology of mutual vulnerability: that is, the idea that 
God risks God’s self to be in authentic relationship with us and that each of 
us is similarly called to risk self in order to be in authentic relationship with 
God and each other.

The Triune God: A Circle of Authentic Relationship
This theology of mutual vulnerability is most fully expressed in the concept 
of a Triune God. In using “triune” rather than the more traditional “trinitar-
ian,” I consciously claim the mystery of understanding God as a “tri-unity” 
rather than simply a trinity or simply a unity. This distinction has its roots in 
my many conversations, and often heated arguments, with teachers of the-
ology. Sometimes I experienced affi rmation of my ideas, but, at other times, 
I was devastated by a sense of being silenced and shamed. The understand-
ing of God that emerged from these struggles is of one who values not only 
the good of the community but also the inherent goodness of each person 
and of one who is willing to take risks to be in relationship with humans. 
As Creator, God continues to endow humanity with freewill and, in doing 
so, risks rejection, glorying not in blind obedience or empty praise but in au-
thenticity and integrity. As Christ, God experiences our incarnate humanity 
and risks being known as one who is most powerful in vulnerability. And as 
Holy Spirit, God establishes relationship between self and others and risks 
transformation of self as well as other.

WARDSUPERVISION AND MUTUAL VULNERABILITY
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St. Augustine of Hippo and the Episcopal priest Carter Heyward both 
offer images of God as triune that are less like a group of persons than a group 
of relationships.2 Being able to bring together two such diverse theologians 
represents for me a healing of a split. Some four hundred years after the ar-
ticulation of what came to be known as the three-legged stool that supports 
the Anglican understanding of faith, the Episcopal Church in which I was 
raised and fi nd my spiritual home continues to be wracked by battles over 
the primacy of scripture, tradition, or reason.3 Both Augustine and Heyward 
have been painted as heretics by their opposition, and yet both help me to fi nd 
the words and images to enrich and express my theology—a theology that 
neither accepts without reason the “orthodoxy” of a literal interpretation of 
scripture nor breaks ties with a tradition that continues to be life-giving to me.

Russian iconographer Andrei Rublev’s image of the “Old Testament 
Trinity” portrays Abraham’s three divine visitors at table under the oaks of 
Mamre (Genesis 18).4 In the icon, none of the fi gures is subordinated to either 
of the others, and yet each of them is self-differentiated. They draw near to 
one another, but their faces are fully visible. Their circle and the possibility of 
relationship are not closed to us. In sitting around Abraham’s table, they ac-
cept his hospitality and the risk that this might incur an obligation.5

I am reminded of a conversation in the IPR group in the fi rst internship 
that I co-supervised. For some time, I had felt that the process-group ses-
sions I led rarely moved to the emotional, inter-relational plane but rather 
stayed on a very heady, disconnected level. This was borne out in the 
feedback I received from my training supervisor. One day, after strug-
gling yet again with my role, I fi nally owned up to the group about feel-
ing insecure and uncomfortable with my leadership, and then I took the 
risk of asking for feedback about how this admission made the group 
feel about me. Almost immediately the tone of the session changed. The 
group’s feedback ranged from reassuring (“It just shows that you’re hu-
man”) to stinging (“If you don’t know what the hell you’re doing, I’m 
really in trouble!”), but it certainly could not be described as heady or 
disconnected.

Rublev’s image and my IPR group experience are not a hierarchy that 
places God/supervisor at the top and humans/interns at the bottom but a 
truly mutual relationship that allows each to be nourished and, albeit, poten-
tially hurt by the other.

I have learned painfully that I cannot automatically expect the kind of 
hospitality that Abraham extended to the angels of the Lord.6 In the story 
of Abraham’s hospitality, his openness to the strangers in his midst is what 

brings him into such intimate relationship with God that they latter are de-
scribed as talking and arguing as if they were the closest of friends. But there 
is another darker story in the canon. As Abraham’s visitors continue their 
journey, they travel to Sodom, where they encounter Abraham’s nephew Lot, 
who also extends hospitality to them (Genesis 19). In this story, the vulnera-
bility of both Lot and the divine visitors becomes apparent as Lot’s neighbors 
seek to abuse them. This relationship stuff is risky business, apparently. It also 
is messy business that rarely produces clear victims and perpetrators, as the 
sordid epilogue of Lot’s daughters illustrates. And, yet, I still believe we are 
called to live into our creation, to be open to authentic relationship through 
mutual vulnerability.

I see the goal of the transformation that I am trying to effect in supervi-
sion as authentic relationship: relationship that allows each person to be in 
covenant both to self and to the other. Thus, my idea of transformation is not 
becoming what one is not. Rather transformation is becoming aware of and 
blessing what one is—past, present, and future.7 The idea is that we are good 
by our very nature, not by anything we do but simply by being true to our-
selves. I am convinced that “sinfulness” (that is, separation from God) is not 
our nature at all. Rather, sinfulness is not being true to our nature—our nature 
as relational and vulnerable beings created in the image of a relational and 
vulnerable God. A life of sin involves a conscious choice to do or, as the words 
of the Confession say, to leave undone.8 The good life, on the other hand, is 
a state of being, and we are “good” simply by merit of our existence as rela-
tional, vulnerable beings.

Closing the Divine-Human Gap: Mutual Vulnerability
As a Christian and a priest, the priestly image of the second of the Triune 
circle of relationships resonates most deeply with me.9 The integration of 
Christ as fully human and fully divine prevents me from splitting off parts 
of myself or another that make me uncomfortable. In the person of Jesus of 
Nazareth, I experience the Christ as the embodiment of the kind of relation-
ship of mutual vulnerability that invites us to a feast where human and di-
vine can sit at the same table without pretense or shame. God’s interaction 
with humans is an invitation to a place where the vulnerability of God and 
the sliver of the divine in the human soul can meet, where “there is no in 
between,” to use Dame Julian of Norwich’s phrase.

In the supervisory context, my encounters with Jack, an intern who was 
struggling hard to articulate his spiritual identity, stressed for me the im-
portance of integrating both the human and divine natures of Christ. Not 
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In the supervisory context, the more I tried to convince an intern named 
Sean that he should not mistrust the group or me, the more I used my rela-
tive power in a hostile way and the more defensive he became. But when 
I began to approach him on a vulnerable level, letting him know not only 
that I and the group had been hurt by him but also that I grieved the in-
jury he was doing to himself, he began to lower his defenses, talking and 
weeping about his sense of betrayal. As I opened my heart to him, he saw 
my most authentic self—someone who valued him and our relationship 
enough to risk the possibility that my heart might be broken—and he re-
ceived permission to be his most authentic.

Allowing myself to be vulnerable to another allows that person the freedom 
to accept or reject my love, and when I do so, I act in the image of the God 
who showed vulnerability to me by giving me the capacity to accept or re-
ject God’s fi rst love to me. It’s also my declaration that relationship in and of 
itself is worth taking a risk for. If a relationship is worth taking a risk for, it 
follows that I, in and of myself, and You, in and of yourself, also are worth 
taking a risk for.

Being deemed worthy of another’s vulnerability and openness is pro-
foundly transformative and profoundly healing, which, after all, is the point 
of pastoral care. Mutual vulnerability takes relationships to a feeling level, 
where people are empowered to be their most authentic selves and, thus, 
more able to cope with the painful realities of life.11 When I approach my pa-
tients and students on a heady level, our relationships often are characterized 
by mistrust and intellectual sparring. But when I approach them on a feeling 
level, I allow them to see my most authentic (i.e., vulnerable, undefended) 
self and create an atmosphere in which they also can be authentic. It is on this 
vulnerable, feeling level that I believe that human beings are able to speak the 
language of God and that God is able to speak the language of human beings. 
It is on this vulnerable, feeling level that authentic relationship is created and 
transformation occurs. And that is good enough. Indeed, very good enough.

A Personality Development Theory of Mutual Vulnerability

As I articulate my understanding of the development of personality, I begin 
with myself, Mary Christine Mollie Ward. I know myself primarily as “Mol-
lie,” my family’s nickname for me. Being “Mollie” created signifi cant confu-
sion when I began school since my birth and baptismal certifi cates identify 
me as “Mary Christine Ward.” “Mary” was my paternal grandmother, and 
“Christine” is my own mother. When, as a small child I behaved contrary to 
my family’s expectations. My German godmother tagged me böse Christine, 

yet twenty-fi ve years old, Jack had been raised a Roman Catholic but had 
moved from one Protestant denomination to the next, with brief forays 
back into Catholicism in between, as he tried to make sense of what he 
perceived as a mutually exclusive call to ordained ministry and authen-
tic manhood. Jack seemed intent on splitting the human and divine na-
tures of Christ, leaving himself without a way to embrace both the hu-
man and the divine in himself or others. My supervision of Jack centered 
on encouraging him to fi nd ways of relating to God, himself, and others 
that were not “either/or” but “both/and,” inviting him to image a “third 
way” of being.

For it is my belief that God interacts with humanity by being human and, in 
being so, dares us to be divine. As God experiences Godself as Jesus, the hu-
man carpenter from Nazareth, and as we experience ourselves as the Body 
of Christ, the hands and feet of the Risen One, the gap “between” divine and 
human is closed. In that shared relationship of being, not doing, God and 
humanity connect. As they connect, a relationship is established between 
beings who in themselves are inherently relational and who have no exis-
tence outside of relationship.10 Such beings, to exist, must put their relation-
ship fi rst. They must be willing to risk self for the sake of being in relation-
ship because only in doing so can they encounter what is truly precious and 
life-giving to and in each other.

The Transformative Power of Mutual Vulnerability
In my experience, mutual vulnerability, far from undermining authority, 
creates a safe environment and models a trustworthy relationship that is 
constant as well as open to the other. When a relatively “powerful” person 
(like a chaplain or a supervisor) shows vulnerability to a relatively less-pow-
erful person (like a patient or a student), it gives the less-powerful person 
permission to also show vulnerability.

I remember an encounter in same-day surgery with a woman who was 
having a miscarriage. She told me her story rather matter-of-factly and 
with little emotion. I offered to pray with her and, as I prayed, tears fi lled 
my eyes and began to roll down my cheeks. When she saw me weeping, 
she also began to weep.

In seminary, I confessed to a priest I greatly respected that I sometimes 
had doubts about God’s existence. Rather than judging me or trying to 
convince me otherwise, he simply said, “Me, too.” That admission did 
much for my faith—in God as well as the priest. I realized that, if this 
notable cleric and author could have doubts and still be a person of faith, 
so could I.

SUPERVISION AND MUTUAL VULNERABILITY WARD
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With that said, I base my theory of personality development on the idea 
that not only are human beings created in the image of a fundamentally rela-
tional God, but that authentic, mutually vulnerable relationships are the hold-
ing environment—indeed the womb—in which our true selves are created, 
re-created, and sustained.15 Rather than looking at personality as an individu-
alistic mechanism aimed at the fulfi llment of drives, relational theory para-
digms posit that there is no such thing as an isolated individual and that the 
relationship between parent (usually mother) and child is foundational to the 
development of personality.16 Even after a child is born, the parent ideally con-
tinues to create a holding environment as the child transitions from infancy 
to adulthood. In this holding environment, the parent helps the child to make 
sense of its world and develop means of experiencing the soothing relation-
ship of the parent when the parent is absent. CPE has been such a holding en-
vironment for me.

My own motherhood has coincided with much of my CPE journey, from 
internship through residency and supervisory training, and my children have 
provided me with a window on the earliest stages of human development. 
For example, as I was writing this paper, I attended a CPE regional confer-
ence with my husband and children. During some free time one afternoon, I 
spent a couple of hours with my children at the hotel swimming pool, and I 
was struck by the contrast in their attitudes toward the water. As I held him 
loosely, my toddler son Ian fl oated on his back or his belly in what seemed like 
absolute relaxation, even after I once lost my grip and he momentarily slipped 
under the water. By contrast, my pre-school daughter Fiona anxiously clung 
to me and begged me to support her whenever I even suggested she try to 
fl oat, though we often were in water shallow enough for her to stand. At just 
over two years of age, Ian seemed fearless. Without the benefi t of knowledge, 
he plunged blissfully from one experience to another. On the other hand, 
“brave” seemed the better word to describe fi ve-year-old Fiona. She entered 
the water with fear and trembling but begged to return again and again. As 
their mother, it was my job to hold them both, loosely enough that they could 
breathe and splash, securely enough that they could relax and fl oat. Eventu-
ally, I believe, this combination of breathing, relaxing, splashing, and fl oating 
will become swimming.

Although the parent-child relationship is for many people the fi rst hold-
ing environment that they experience, holding environments are necessary for 
transformational learning throughout the lifespan. Just as I see my primary job 
as a mother to create a unique holding environment for each of my children as 

or “mean Christine,” the message being that I (Mollie) disappeared when I 
misbehaved. As I began my professional career as a journalist, I thought to 
resolve the Mary-Mollie confusion by using the byline “M.C. Ward,” only 
to encounter assumptions that I was trying to disguise my gender. When I 
married and chose to keep my own last name, my parents expressed anxiety 
that people might think I was “living in sin.” At age 35, the same year I be-
gan my CPE residency, I fi nally asked my bishop to say, and bless, all of my 
names—Mary Christine Mollie Ward—when he called on God to make me, 
fi rst, a deacon and, later, a priest in God’s Church.

The Holding Environment: Womb of the True Self
Claiming—that is, saying and blessing—those names has been a lifelong 
struggle to claim my true self. Alice Miller describes people who through-
out their lives have been “praised and admired for their talents and achieve-
ments,” people who “should have had a strong and stable sense of self-
assurance,” and yet struggle with a lurking “feeling of emptiness and 
self-alienation.” Miller’s description resonates deeply with me, especially 
when I consider her defi nition of the true self as the “integrity” of the small 
child before it begins to defend itself in order to survive.12 Throughout my 
childhood and early adulthood, I felt forced to choose between the needs of 
my true self and the needs of my parents and siblings. Sometimes, I have 
clutched desperately at the idea that I am just a poor, helpless victim of 
thoughtlessness and envy. At other times, I have seen my loved ones as the 
innocent victims of abuse and neglect.13 As a supervisor, becoming aware of 
my true self and her needs has been crucial for my efforts to create a holding 
environment in which my students can recognize and bless their true selves.

I am a product of the post-modern era and an advocate of intersubjectiv-
ity. Although expressions such as “holding environment” and “true self” are 
the language of object relations theory, I fi nd it to be not only impossible but 
bad theory to limit my supervisory practice to the tools of only one theoreti-
cal framework. As described by Robert Stolorow and others, intersubjectivity 
favors process over content. It is “both experience-near and relational … of-
fering broad methodological and epistemological principles for investigating 
and comprehending the intersubjective contexts in which psychological phe-
nomena arise.”14 As such, intersubjectivity lends itself to the use of tools from 
a variety of relational theories, particularly object relations and self psychol-
ogy, and I draw freely from them in my work.
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about the process of group development, I helped them to make meaning of 
their experiences and to develop means of soothing themselves the next time 
they encountered confl ict.

Empathy, Mutuality and Curiosity: A Foundation for Supervision
In my view, empathy, mutuality, and curiosity are the three primary and 
interconnected ways in which a holding environment is created. Lee and 
Martin describe empathy as “a mode of gathering subjective data about 
another self through vicarious introspection. It is the process of exploring 
what another thinks and feels by placing oneself in another’s shoes.” In 
other words, empathy is the capacity to feel with, rather than to feel for.22 
Although I believe that human beings are hardwired to have the capacity to 
be empathically connected with one another, I think it is a rare person who 
emerges from childhood without scars from faulty attunement, and those 
scars in turn infl uence our capacity to be empathically attuned with others. 

Indeed, I believe that patriarchal society and religious traditions, including 
my own, have created whole structures that inhibit the capacity for empath-
ic attunement.23

In contrast to the idea that empathy is synonymous with support and 
affi rmation, I believe that empathy is always confrontational (literally, “with 
face”) and many times is challenging and even uncomfortable. I establish em-
pathy with my students when they experience me as someone who will tell it 
like I see it. This was particularly so with Gene, a congregational intern who had 
experienced the childhood trauma of discovering the dead body of his mother.

Gene’s family and friends’ response to his grief was to advise him essen-
tially to “grin and bear it.” He carried that advice with him into adult-
hood, consistently sporting an upbeat attitude and often refl ecting on 
how the smiles of his patients made the stresses of his job worthwhile. 
Shortly after mid-unit, I confronted Gene about how his “happy face” 
attitude left his patients reluctant to disappoint him with unhappy feel-
ings. This led to a very important awareness on his part regarding what 
he came to see as a life organizing principle of marching past, rather than 
through, grief.

In confronting him, I refused to play along with his false self by putting a 
happy face on the visit itself. Instead, I was empathically attuned to him by 
looking his true self in the eye and seeing the little boy who needed a hold-
ing environment, not a happy face, to feel and explore his grief.24

The second key ingredient to establishing a holding environment is mu-
tuality, which starts with the understanding that there is no such thing as ob-

they grow into themselves as human beings, I see my job as priest, chaplain, 
and pastoral educator to create holding environments for my parishioners, pa-
tients, and students as they continue their process of becoming.17 As a priest 
and chaplain, I help patients negotiate the transitions of life, including birth, 
illness, and death, particularly through the sacrament of the pastoral relation-
ship. As a pastoral educator, I help students transition into their pastoral iden-
tity, individually and as members of a group, particularly through the sacra-
ment of the supervisory relationship. So, for example, in the fi rst unit that I solo 
supervised, when my students began to negotiate authority by challenging 
what they had identifi ed as the “power” of the system (i.e., me the supervisor), 
some clung to me, some thrashed about and some seemed to bob along un-
aware of what was happening. As their supervisor, it was my job to hold all of 
them, loosely enough so that they could breathe and splash, securely enough 
so that they could relax and fl oat. In the process, true selves began to emerge.

Holding environments encourage the development of the true self in two 
main ways. One is by allowing people to make meaning of their experiences 
and relationships. Meaning-making is how we integrate our experiences into 
our lives, the “refl ection” portion of the clinical model of learning. I believe 
that transference is a natural and signifi cant part of the meaning-making pro-
cess. Although classical theory views transference as a pathology that must be 
overcome, intersubjective theorists see transference simply as the way peo-
ple “organize” or make meaning of their experiences: “From this perspective, 
transference is neither a regression to nor a displacement from the past, but 
rather an expression of the continuing infl uence of organizing principles and 
imagery that crystallized out of the patient’s early formative experiences.”18

Because the holding environment is not the end in itself, the other way 
that the holding environment functions is to provide a place for people to 
craft means of soothing themselves when they inevitably encounter crisis.19 
Ideally, young children learn through ordinary experience not only that their 
parents don’t cease to exist when they are absent but that, even when they 
are absent, the children can draw on these internalized “selfobjects”20 to sus-
tain them when they are uncertain or fearful.21 Even in adulthood, as people 
experience fragmentation of the self, either because of derailments in early 
childhood or situational stress as adults, they need a re-charging, as it were, 
of their selfobject batteries. The holding environment that I created with a 
group of students when they challenged my authority shortly after mid-unit 
served those two purposes. By allowing them to voice their feelings without 
judgment or criticism, I fostered the holding environment. By educating them 
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was an orderly, linear progression and expressed frustration with John’s 
imaginative thought processes, which John learned to condemn as illogi-
cal and rambling. Even though John achieved success and respect in his 
engineering career, he became frantic whenever he assumed he had given 
the wrong answer, no matter whether the information being sought was 
new to him or not. When I suggested that the goals for his CPE internship 
that he had listed as professional and skill-development sounded more 
like personal goals, he became visibly fl ustered—shuffl ing papers, dart-
ing eyes, stammering. He was amazed when I invited him to be curious 
about what was happening, particularly about his anxiety. For the rest of 
the quarter, curiosity was a theme for John and served him well as he re-
fl ected on his experiences, both affi rming and challenging, with patients 
and peers.

In the language of family therapy, the aim of the holding environment is 
to “contain the emerging family anxiety so that the family has a place to hold 
it while they look at it and learn about it.”28 In my view, the creation of a hold-
ing environment not only allows a person’s true self to emerge (or re-emerge, 
as the case may be), but it also sets up the necessary condition for healing and 
learning to take place. I believe that holding environments that allow for the 
emergence of true selves are created by those who, themselves, have been 
held. As the writer of the First Letter of John puts it, “We love because [God] 
fi rst loved us” (5:19). The authentic relationships that I have experienced have 
helped me to create such a holding environment. Throughout my childhood, 
even while fl ooding me with praise and attention for intellectual and artistic 
achievements, my family emphasized my basic helplessness and ineptitude 
concerning practical things. “Little Mollie couldn’t possibly take care of her-
self” was the refrain. While I was pregnant with my fi rst child, I told my moth-
er and my closest sibling that I did not want them to visit for at least a week 
after the baby’s birth. In creating for myself a holding environment, I allowed 
myself the chance to internalize a mothering one who was confi dent and com-
petent enough to also be open and accepting of help. By contrast, just a day 
or two after my second child was born, I remember awakening from an after-
noon nap, my son nestled in the crook of my arm, to the sound of my mother 
vacuuming downstairs. Rather than feeling anxiety about my mother’s opin-
ions about my standards of housekeeping, I found myself fi lled with an over-
whelming sense of warmth and well-being. My true self could welcome my 
mother’s visit in ways that Little Mollie never could. From these experiences 
has developed a deep determination not only to recognize and bless my rela-
tional, vulnerable self but also to invite students and patients to begin their 

jectivity. Inevitably, just as two heavily laden travelers meeting on a narrow 
rope bridge have to negotiate their confl icting needs, I bump into someone 
else, and we have to negotiate what happens next.25 In the context of an “in-
ter-subjective” milieu characterized by authenticity, I am required to acknowl-
edge that I bring my own baggage, as well as insight, into any interaction, 
whether it is with my children, my patients, or my students. For example, 
when I experienced myself not only tuning Gene out when he went off on 
one of his lengthy tangents but fearing to hurt his feelings by telling him so, 
I realized that I was responding to him in much the same way that I do to an 
elderly relative. Understanding that my subjective reality had an impact on 
his subjective reality as well as on the space between us allowed us to create 
a holding environment in which to make more sense of our own relationship. 
Mutuality also involves willingness to model risk-taking: I cannot ask of oth-
ers what I am not willing to do myself.

In my view, the fi nal signifi cant ingredient to the creation of a holding 
environment is curiosity, which I see as essential to the healing of the good-
bad object splitting that characterizes early childhood and that follows many 
people into adulthood. Initially, of course, we are literally connected to our 
mothers, and, object relations theory suggests, the newborn cannot even con-
ceive of the mothering one as “other” to itself, much less as part of a relation-
ship. Soon, however, the infant begins to differentiate, and the fi rst attempts 
at this are to identify its experiences as “good” and “bad” (e.g., warmth ver-
sus cold, satiation versus hunger). As this splitting occurs, the infant also is 
confronted with the reality that the mothering one—upon whom the infant is 
dependent for life itself—sometimes is experienced as “good” and sometimes 
as “bad.” Although unsettling, the realization that “good” and “bad” not only 
exist within the mothering one but also within the child’s own self is a move 
toward maturity. Ideally, splits begin to heal with the awareness that what 
Winnicott describes as the “good enough” mother (and by extension the good 
enough child) contains elements of both “good” and “bad.”26

Being curious rather than condemning, inquisitive rather than assum-
ing, has been essential to creating a holding environment for my students. 
As suggested earlier, when integration does not take place early on, people 
develop defenses in order to survive.27 The supervisor’s role is to encourage 
exploration and understanding of these defenses with the aim of making the 
student a better pastoral caregiver.

John grew up with the idea that not having the “right” answer was to be 
condemned. John’s father taught him that the way to the right answer 
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the start of the unit. Similarly, as he began to explore his family of origin’s 
ways of dealing with confl ict, he began to make connections with his ten-
dency to swing between superfi cial, friendly visits and heady, theological 
debates. The result was not only a much deeper ability to bless his own 
feelings but also to validate the feelings of his patients and thereby at-
tain to deeper pastoral relationships. With the support of supervisor and 
peers, he not only began to heal himself but to learn.

The support that I refer to is the idea of mutual vulnerability—that is, the 
willingness to risk authentic relationship. Socrates referred to the educator as 
one who reminds rather than teaches.32 Through the twentieth century, educa-
tion theorists refi ned the role of the educator as a facilitator rather than an ex-
pert. For example, Lindeman writes of “teachers who are also searchers after 
wisdom and not oracles” and Palmer writes that, “by Christian understand-
ing, truth is neither ‘out there’ nor ‘in here,’ but both. Truth is between us, in 
relationship.”33 An adult education theory of mutual vulnerability requires a 
supervisor who is willing to show an authentic self and begins in the subjec-
tive reality of a student’s experience and learning style.

Authenticity as Boundary
Just as the boundary between teacher and learner is semi-permeable, the 
boundaries between truth and untruth, safety and risk, are more a mem-
brane than a solid wall. As a supervisor, the primary boundary that I set is a 
pledge to authenticity—to risk saying the things that need to be said, taking 
ownership of my feelings, and covenanting to stay in relationship. Healthy 
boundaries are established by authenticity. The educator’s most basic job is 
simply to be an authentic self because authenticity is essential to the estab-
lishment of the holding environment necessary for learning. Clinical psy-
chologists such as Rogers emphasize the importance of safety in the learning 
process, arguing that “signifi cant” learning can only take place when the self 
is maintained or enhanced and that the self must be relaxed and free from 
threat for experience to be assimilated.34 In my own experience, authority 
fi gures often used silence as a weapon to keep me wondering if I had made a 
mistake, and they almost never acknowledged their own mistakes. This cre-
ated a person who was hyper-vigilant and far more concerned about right 
answers than right relationships. During my residency, it was only after I 
began to trust my supervisor’s authenticity (his willingness to claim his part 
in a break in empathy, for example) that I could relax enough to hear his le-
gitimate critique of my halting attempts to articulate my pastoral theology. 
As I have entered supervisory work myself, I have found that a central task 

own processes of healing and learning by recognizing and blessing them for 
what they are: precious children of God.

An Education Theory of Mutual Vulnerability

I began to give up childish ways of learning the day my seminary profes-
sor directed me not to disagree with him in class anymore.29 My disagree-
ment, he said, made him feel like a failure as a teacher because if he were 
a better teacher he would be able to convince me of his position. Although 
I fi nished seminary fi rst in my class,30 I graduated convinced that I just did 
not have the intellect to “do” theology. About a year later, in the midst of 
my CPE residency, I found myself dreading the day when I would have 
to present my pastoral theology paper to my supervisor and peers, prefer-
ring to silence myself before my supervisor could do so (as I was convinced 
would happen). To my utter surprise, my Ivy-League-educated supervisor 
not only tolerated my theology, he actually encouraged it. The reaction of 
my professor (with whom I actually aligned theologically more closely than 
almost any other professor) hurt me, but it didn’t really surprise me. As I 
eventually realized, it fi t in quite neatly with the dualistic worldview I had 
learned from my parents as they dealt with confl ict either with shouting or 
with silence. I was as used to that way of being as an old pair of shoes. What 
did surprise me was the support of supervisors and mentors who refused to 
accept my claims of ineptitude and, in retrospect, the support of other edu-
cators and seminary classmates who refused to be silent about the obvious 
tension between my professor and me. That way of being challenged and 
perplexed me.

As I wrestled in supervision and therapy with feelings of anger and curi-
osity, I not only began to want to heal but also to learn. In my view, the prima-
ry goal of therapy is self-awareness for the purpose of healing and living life, 
while the primary goal of CPE supervision is the practical application of self-
awareness for the purpose of establishing pastoral relationships. The two are 
intimately related because, without awareness, learning cannot take place.31

Joshua, an intern in a hospital-based CPE unit, began the summer with 
the belief that he should see every patient on his large surgical fl oor every 
day, logging upwards of twenty brief visits a day but doing little pastoral 
care. As Joshua began to explore family-of-origin issues around scrupu-
losity, he began to see a pattern among current dynamics, such as driving 
himself to visit every patient, arriving a half-hour early for every appoint-
ment, and anxiously inquiring about reading assignments months before 
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visor alike take active roles. However, creating safety involves more than a 
list of rules: it requires someone to model risk-taking. I begin that process by 
sharing my own life story and continue as we move into didactics, when, for 
example, I use my own family system to discuss genograms. As I provide a 
model for the students of an authentic self, I show them that it is acceptable 
and possible both to be vulnerable and to set boundaries.

As others begin to take risks, the group moves into the second stage of 
its development, in which the group begins to interact authentically, that is, 
confronting by supporting and challenging. In this stage, the group wrestles 
with issues of who is in and who is out, negotiation of authority, and mainte-
nance of the holding environment. For example, in the fi rst unit of CPE I su-
pervised by myself, the group began in earnest to negotiate my authority, and 
its own, when one of the intern’s view of authority ran headlong into my view 
of shared authority.

The last, leave-taking stage of group development is the most refl ective, 
although action and refl ection fl ow through all of the stages. The group begins 
to form transitional objects and, in a sense, becomes one. The group begins to 
make meaning of its experiences by wondering about its legacy and how to 
take leave of one another. For example, just as many families begin to tell hu-
morous stories about a loved one who has just died, in the fi nal weeks of the 
unit, students often begin to tell stories about their experiences in the context 
of “remember the time when____?” I formalize this process by asking mem-
bers to refl ect on how they will say goodbye to one another and in the gradu-
ation service, when I not only give a “charge to students” but invite them to 
speak as well. In these ways, the members of the group leave the holding en-
vironment with “something to carry away” and inform their future actions.

The student’s job, at its most basic, is to experiment with what it feels 
like to interact authentically in the holding environment—to kick around in 
the womb, as it were. Thus, the experience of the student is primary in adult 
education. To educators like John Dewey, all genuine education comes about 
through experience. Moreover, each student brings into the CPE learning pro-
cess a lifetime of experiences upon which to build. “Every experience both 
takes up something from those which have gone before and modifi es in some 
way the quality of those which come after.”36 In my own story, for example, 
it was my experiences with risk-taking that led me to my theology of mutual 
vulnerability. As I experienced vulnerability, I sought to make sense of my ex-
periences and, in doing so, clarifi ed my theology.

is to let my students see me for who I am, as a means both of creating safety 
and of modeling authenticity.

The supervisor’s role in creating safety and modeling authenticity also 
affects the evaluative nature of the CPE process. I regard the evaluation of stu-
dents as an ongoing, mutual process rather than a one-time, top-down event. 
There should be no surprises when I present a student with my fi nal supervi-
sory evaluation. Thus, if I have not voiced an issue with a student previously, 
I do not use the fi nal evaluation as a forum to present new concerns. Along 
the way, I treat silence with great respect and even caution in the supervisory 
process.

From a subjective standpoint, throughout the quarter, I take care in craft-
ing my comments and recommendations with an eye to speaking the truth in 
love, both in terms of content and of process. Grammatically, I make a point 
of offering affi rmation before critique, and I temper critical remarks with 
phrases like “it seems” and “in my experience,” rather than making universal 
pronouncements. In my formal, fi nal evaluation, I address the student’s own 
learning goals. And I make a point of fi nishing writing my evaluations before 
the students present their fi nal self evaluations to give them freedom to ex-
press themselves without fear that their statements will infl uence the “stuff” 
that I inevitably bring into the supervisory relationship.

The objective portion of the evaluations is characterized by a numerical 
score for each of the objectives outlined in the ACPE Standards and a yes/no 
achievement of the outcomes. Obviously, there are many subjective elements 
to even this portion of the evaluation. The numerical scores, for example, are 
based on my observation rather than a multiple choice test after all. How-
ever, just as using a lectionary cycle of scripture readings keeps me “honest” 
in my preaching, systematically addressing the objectives and outcomes of 
the Standards helps me to check my expectations against those of the larger 
community.

Group Authenticity: Making a Safe, Womb-like Space in which to Learn
I see the holding environment as the womb in which not only the true self 
but also the group’s self is created, which, in my view, is the overarching 
project of a process group.35 The group’s fi rst task is to create a holding en-
vironment in which the group can wonder about its purpose, its norms, and 
its willingness to take risks. So, for instance, when I am working with a new 
group, we begin telling our life stories only after we have had a formal con-
versation about group norms—a conversation in which students and super-

SUPERVISION AND MUTUAL VULNERABILITY WARD



262 263

gences” to learn.43 Each student’s experiences and styles combine with those 
of the supervisor to create a unique relationship and learning opportunity.

Not every opportunity for learning is captured, of course. Sometimes 
the student seems to actively resist learning. In thinking of resistance, I fi nd it 
helpful fi rst to distinguish between a “problem about learning” and a “learn-
ing problem.”44 Ekstein and Wallerstein describe learning problems as skill-
development issues, while problems about learning are a matter of deep-
er self-awareness. In my view, resistance indicates there is a problem about 
learning and is addressed most appropriately by helping the student to be-
come aware of the unconscious. I believe much of “resistance” is an adaptive 
stance aimed at avoiding pain.45

John, the congregational intern described in my personality paper, scru-
pulously made sure he did not deviate from authority fi gures’ expecta-
tions as a way of coping with his father’s constant attacks on him for 
drifting off in pursuit of his own interests. That John’s scrupulosity did 
not work in the pastoral care setting was not so much a sign that scrupu-
losity was “bad” (it made sense in the context of his childhood) but that 
John was wandering bewildered in territory that he no longer recognized 
(where curiosity about one’s feelings was not only tolerated but encour-
aged). Eventually he had to resolve the confl ict between his father’s ex-
pectations and mine. It was diffi cult for him to be curious about his feel-
ings, even though this was a natural way of being for him as a very young 
child.

If learning requires as a backdrop the safety created by an authentic su-
pervisor and begins with the subjective world of students’ experience and 
learning style, what does the learning process look like on a practical level? 
Moon suggests an eight-stage model that combines both experience and re-
fl ection and fi ts with the “action-refl ection-action” of the clinical method of 
learning: “the ‘having of’ the experience; recognition of a need to resolve 
something; clarifi cation of the issue; reviewing and recollecting; reviewing 
feelings/the emotional state; processing of knowledge and ideas; eventual 
resolution, possible transformation and action; possible action.”46

John, for example, grew up in a home where his father saw John’s ten-
dency to wander “off track” in pursuit of butterfl ies not as the spontaneous 
curiosity of a bright, inquisitive little boy but as an early sign of deviation 
that had to be curbed. When John arrived at BroMenn, he assumed I would 
behave just as his father did and was perplexed to fi nd that I encouraged his 
curiosity rather than condemning it. Based on these experiences, John began 
to “recognize a need to resolve something”—that is, the confl ict between his 

Experiential Learning, Receptivity, and Resistance
When learning is rooted in experience, it gives voice to those who are not 
heard.37 Feminists point out that what the dominant culture has taken for 
granted about how people learn has tended to focus strictly on European-
American men’s experience to the exclusion of just about everyone else.38 In 
discussing the concept of “caring” as a feminist approach to moral educa-
tion, Noddings emphasizes that the response of the caring-one to the one-
who-is-cared-for is based in receptivity to the experience of another. Nod-
dings contrasts a “peculiarly rational, western, masculine way” of looking at 
empathy with a “feminine” model, noting that “the sort of empathy we are 
discussing does not fi rst penetrate the other but receives the other.”39 This 
model of receptivity seems particularly suited to the richness of a multicul-
tural learning environment, which, in my view, depends on mutuality and 
safety.

Suzanne, a hospital-based intern, asked me during her admission inter-
view whether BroMenn, located in the corn and soybean fi elds of cen-
tral Illinois, would be accepting of her as an African-American seminar-
ian from the Southside of Chicago. As I assured her that the center and 
I would indeed welcome her, I showed her pictures of previous (inte-
grated) groups, but I believe it was my respect for and openness to her 
life experience that cemented our relationship. Thus, for example, as she 
hesitated to voice her concerns about the treatment some of her patients 
were getting, I helped her to draw connections between ways in which 
she herself had not been heard.

My response affi rmed the wisdom of her perceptions, even when voic-
ing those insights confl icted with the power structure of the hospital. This 
seemed to mark a profound shift in Suzanne’s view of authority and, in 
turn, seemed to bolster her understanding of her own authority and led her 
to advocate more vigorously for her patients.40

Experiential learning also helps to ensure that students take ownership 
of their learning.41 In my view, the best learning is motivated by what Malcolm 
Knowles and others describe as “the individual learner’s own perception of 
what he or she wants to become, what he or she wants to be able to achieve, 
and at what level he or she wants to perform.”42 If experience helps students 
to make meaning, learning styles offer clues as to how they might craft future 
actions. In my view, learning styles move the conversation beyond “right” 
and “wrong” ways of learning and toward meeting students at their points of 
need. Howard Gardner and others theorize that people use “multiple intelli-
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UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002). Heyward writes of: “She who, from the be-
ginning, has been the source of all loving, dying, and letting go throughout and be-
yond the cosmos; He who—at the same time, in every moment—is embodied through 
us in our fur and paws, our hands and hearts; The same Holy Spirit connecting our 
lives, celebrations, and griefs to those of persons and creatures in all times and places, 
strengthening us through the real presence of those who’ve gone before and those 
who will come after us.” Carter Heyward, Saving Jesus From Those Who Are Right (Min-
neapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1999), 75.

3. The Anglican divine Richard Hooker argues that faith must be based on scripture, tra-
dition, and reason. As articulated by further generations of Anglicans, an unequal em-
phasis on any of the three would produce a shaky faith in the same way that a three-
legged stool begins to wobble and tilt when the legs are uneven. Richard Hooker, The 
Works of That Learned and Judicious Divine Mr. Richard Hooker, arranged by Jon Keble, 
7th ed., rev. by R. W. Church and F. Paget (Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 1888), 3 vols.

4. The Roman Catholic monk Henri Nouwen describes the icon this way: “As we place 
ourselves in front of the icon in prayer, we come to experience a gentle invitation to 
participate in the intimate conversation that is taking place among the three divine 
angels and to join them around the table.” Henri Nouwen, Behold the Beauty of the Lord 
(Notre Dame, IN: Ave Maria Press, 1996), 20.

5. The obligation at risk here is not a contractual or material one but a covenantal and 
relational one: in accepting the openness of another, one is obliged to be similarly au-
thentic.

6. Growing up as a member of a military family that moved every few years left me of-
ten feeling rather lonely and out of place in my childhood. One of my fi rst conscious 
attractions to the Episcopal Church was comfort in the familiarity of the liturgy no 
matter where I went; an ongoing grief for me is the well-earned reputation of the de-
nomination as an exclusive club. As a woman, I have encountered the sexism of male-
dominated vocations. My life experiences and faith traditions have given me a keen 
appreciation for hospitality and compassion for outsiders—what I have understood 
as “radical hospitality” and the Episcopal theologian Timothy Sedgwick describes as 
openness to strangers. Timothy Sedgwick, The Christian Moral Life: Practices of Piety 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1999).

7. St. Paul touches on this idea in his letter to the Ephesians (2:10): “For we are what he 
has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand 
to be our way of life.” British psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott does so too in his idea 
of the “good enough” mother. D. W. Winnicott, “Transitional Objects and Transitional 
Phenomena: A Study of the First Not-Me Possession,” International Journal of Psycho-
Analysis vol. XXXIV (1953, part 2): 94.

8. The Book of Common Prayer 1979 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 41.

9. The Christ as the High Priest, the one who closes the gap between human and divine. 
The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 3rd ed., s.v. “Priest.”

10. The Mother-Child relationship, with all its fl aws and imperfections, is another impor-
tant image of the integration as well as risk-taking inherent in a theology of mutual 
vulnerability. I am both “Mother Mollie —the priest” and “Mollie—Fiona and Ian’s 
Mama,” and neither of those parts of myself needs to be set aside in favor of the other. 
This understanding has helped me to broaden my view of my priestly vocation and 

father’s expectations and mine. As he began to clarify the issue, he also began 
to see how diffi cult it was for him to be curious in general but particularly 
about his feelings, even though he recalled this as a natural way of being for 
him as a very young child. In supervision, John began to review and recollect 
other instances when he had been discouraged or encouraged for showing cu-
riosity and the feelings surrounding these experiences. He began to combine 
those subjective experiences and feelings with objective facts (e.g., watching 
patients respond positively to inquiries about their feelings, getting feedback 
from the group about their perceptions of him). Eventually, John began to see 
a disconnect between two very different images of himself, compelling him to 
decide which to accept.

In my view, “re-cognition”—that is, bringing back to mind—of the bits 
and pieces of authenticity that form the true self is both the goal and the meth-
od of the andragogue. This is what I believe Socrates had in mind when he 
talked about there being no such thing as teaching, just reminding. “The soul 
has learned all things; there is no diffi culty in her eliciting, or as men say learn-
ing, out of a single recollection all the rest, if a man is strenuous and does not 
faint; for all enquiry and all learning is but recollection.”47 In likening the edu-
cator to a midwife, Socrates stands on its head the idea of an “expert” under-
standing of education that crafts the teacher in the image of an omniscient 
god. Over and over again, I have seen students defer to the “experts” at the 
expense of voicing their own wisdom and common sense. In much the same 
way that I tell my screaming toddler to “try to use your words” when he is 
upset about something, I think voicing our needs in prayer allows us to prac-
tice using our words and, in the very act of making ourselves understood, 
healing occurs. I believe that learning takes place in a similar way. Just as the 
point of walking a labyrinth is not so much about reaching a geographic goal 
as it is about the experience of the walk itself, when I muddle around in the 
wilderness trying to articulate myself, I hear and see myself and experience 
others hearing and seeing me, and learning occurs.48 That process allows me 
to recognize the elements that ultimately become my relational, vulnerable, 
true self and my best tool as a pastoral caregiver: me.

NOTES

1. NRSV.

2. Augustine describes God as the lover, the beloved, and the love between them. Au-
gustine, On the Trinity, trans. Gareth B. Matthews and Stephen McKenna (Cambridge, 
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I suggest that it serves at least three functions. It must hold on. It must let go. And 
it must stick around so that it can be reintegrated.” Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982), 121.

16. Sheldon Cashdan, Object Relations Therapy (New York: Norton, 1988), 20.

17. In my view, the character of holding environments differs primarily based on the 
unique development levels and issues of the various groups, but the broad principles 
are the same.

18. Robert D. Stolorow, Bernard Brandchaft, and George E. Atwood, Psychoanalytic Treat-
ment: An Intersubjective Approach (Hillsdale, NJ: Analytic Press, 1987), 36.

19. Self psychology would include among these the “crises” moments of optimal frus-
tration, which involve the inevitable empathic breaks that naturally occur in rela-
tionships. “The vulnerable infant frequently requires the help of caregivers to meet 
his physical and psychological needs. Through the caregiver’s intercession, the in-
fant eventually learns to perform for himself the functions that previously he could 
not carry out—this process Kohut called transmuting internalization.” Michael Franz 
Basch, “Are Selfobjects the Only Objects? Implications for Pyschoanalytic Technique,” 
in The Evolution of Self Psychology: Progress in Self Psychology, vol. 7, ed. Arnold Gold-
berg (Hillsdale, NJ: Analytic Press, 1991), 3–4.

20. Kohut refers to a selfobject as “that dimension of our experience of another person 
that relates to this person’s shoring up of our self.” This contrasts with the object rela-
tions understanding of self-object relationships—i.e., relationships between self and 
other. Kohut suggests that the development of personality is related to the meeting of 
three primary selfobject needs: mirroring, idealization, and twinship. If one or more 
of a person’s selfobject needs is not met, the self-formation process (i.e., the matura-
tion of narcissism from archaic to useful forms) is derailed, and the person spends all 
of life trying to fi ll that need. In the view of self psychology, the therapeutic response 
to narcissistic wounding is to assist the person in meeting those needs. Heinz Kohut, 
How Does Analysis Cure? ed. Arnold Goldberg (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 1984), 49.

21. Often, of course, people need concrete objects to help them soothe themselves. A fa-
vorite blanket or teddy bear serves as such a transitional object for many children. 
Transitional objects need not be inanimate, however. For example, when I was pro-
viding pastoral care to the mental health unit at my hospital, a patient acknowledged 
in a group setting that she was feeling anxious about a meeting she was to have with 
her estranged husband and a social worker. Although the patient had taken strides 
in coping with her illness, she felt certain that her anxiety would take over and she 
would come across as unfi t to care for their children. The meeting was to take place 
in the same room that we held our Faith Journey group sessions. I suggested to her 
that she need not be in that meeting “alone” but that when she felt her anxiety rising, 
she might imagine me and her fellow patients sitting around her in our usual places, 
and I invited the group to voice to her our support and the prayers that we would be 
offering for her during her meeting. In this sense, the holding environment itself (i.e., 
our Faith Journey sessions) served as a transitional object for her.

22. Ronald R. Lee and J. Colby Martin, Psychotherapy after Kohut: A Textbook of Self Psychol-
ogy (Hillsdale, NJ: Analytic Press, 1991), 123. So, for instance, I was ordained to the 
priesthood around the same time I began to question, both in terms of theodicy and in 
terms of human beings as imago Dei, the idea of an omnipotent God. Yet there I was, 

my role as a CPE supervisor, and, insofar as I embody these relationships for my stu-
dents, they make my supervisory work as sacramental as celebrating baptism and 
communion. Moreover, the Mother-Child relationship reminds me of the inter-con-
nectedness of the supervisory relationship. From at least the moment of our physical 
creation, each of us is in relationship, whether we are aware of it or not, and the mu-
tuality of relationship is evident from before we are fully knit together in the womb 
(Psalm 139). What pregnant woman has not been admonished to take care of herself 
because in doing so she is taking care of the child she carries?

11. Chaplain Dick Millspaugh writes of the importance of “a clear sense of an inner self” 
for one’s ability to make sense of and cope with pain. Distinguishing between suffer-
ing (i.e., spiritual pain) and physical or even emotional pain, he describes a woman 
experiencing the intense (physical) pain of childbirth but notes that “the degree that 
she suffers may be the degree to which she fi nds a purpose for which to endure or 
even embrace the pain,” depending on the circumstances of her pregnancy and labor. 
Millspaugh links a “loss of self” to the breakdown in meaning-making that turns pain 
into suffering: “Anything that threatens one’s existence or brings signifi cant changes 
in one’s relationships may result in the loss of one’s ‘is-ness’ or sense of purpose and 
may readily be experienced as spiritual suffering.” Dick Millspaugh, “Assessment 
and Response to Spiritual Pain: Part I,” Journal of Palliative Medicine 8 (2005): 919–923.

12. Alice Miller, The Drama of the Gifted Child: The Search for the True Self, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Harper Collins Publishers, 1997), 2–7. Scharff and Scharff write: “Unempathic 
mothering can cause the baby to try to mold itself to its mother’s needs, when its 
mother cannot respond fl exibly to her baby. This leads to the infant’s suppression of 
its ‘true self’ in favor of the development of a ‘false self’ that is apparently compliant, 
while the true self dwindles or is nourished secretly inside the self.” David E. Scharff 
and Jill Savege Scharff, Object Relations Family Therapy (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 
1987), 45.

13. Being a life-long Episcopalian, I’m not used to speaking in the language of conversion 
experiences, but, on 12 February 12 2003, I was born again. That day, during a CPE 
residency didactic seminar on personality theory, I asked my supervisor if it was pos-
sible to receive too much mirroring as a child. After all, I told Bill, I could understand 
how my siblings could claim to suffer from a lack of mirroring, but that hadn’t been 
my experience at all. If anything, I often cringed with shame at how little I seemed 
to have to do to garner my parents’ adoration. “That would be ‘false mirroring,’” Bill 
replied, and, for the fi rst time in my life, I caught more than a fl eeting glimpse of my 
true self. Fast forward almost exactly three years. I’m again sitting in a seminar with 
Bill, this time presenting a video tape of an individual supervision session from my 
fi rst solo unit as a CPE supervisory candidate. As we discuss why it is so important 
for me that the intern in the video succeed, I begin to realize with profound anger and 
grief that my parents were every bit as oblivious of me, my true self, as they were of 
my siblings.

14. Robert D. Stolorow and others, The Intersubjective Perspective (Hillsdale, NJ: Analytic 
Press, 1994), x.

15. Kegan states this idea elegantly: “Evolutionarily there is a sense in which the infant 
(and the person throughout life) climbs out of a psychological amniotic environment. 
Some part of that world in which the infant is embedded nourishes his gestation and 
assists in delivering him to a new evolutionary balance. I call that part the embedded-
ness culture, the most intimate of contexts out of which we repeatedly are recreated. 
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place on the bridge, it also ensured that I would have to leave my treasure behind and 
that eventually I forgot that I was not a mouse.

26. In my own story, good-bad splits are reawakened for me around issues of attention 
and competence. Being the center of attention was to be “loved” by my parents and 
“hated” by my siblings. Being competent meant being “loved” because of my achieve-
ments and being “hated” for attracting attention. Becoming a parent myself has forced 
me to face that the difference between the “good guy” and “bad guy” (inside of me 
as well as my parents, siblings, and children) is rarely an either/or proposition. One 
morning, hearing screams from my children, I ran into the living room just in time to 
watch my son lunge with teeth bared at his bigger sister. “What’s going on?” I asked 
as I separated them, and Fiona tearfully acknowledged that she had just snatched a 
toy from Ian. It was startling to realize that, even in the midst of my horror at Ian’s ag-
gression, I wanted to cheer him on for asserting himself and that, even in the midst of 
my anger at Fiona’s bullying, I wanted to protect her from injury. As I refl ected on that 
mixture of emotions, I realized that I had begun to heal an important split.

27. I have come to understand one of the defenses that I have constructed as ingratiation. 
I have not only been the “steady” daughter who can be counted on to make her par-
ents proud but also the steady student, writer, chaplain, and supervisory candidate 
who always can be counted on to get the job done. Specifi cally, I have created an im-
age of such responsibility and reliability that people often make excuses on my behalf. 
Thus when I consciously rebelled against the hospital dress code early in my super-
visory training, an administrator asked another chaplain to “remind” me of the stan-
dards because surely Mollie wouldn’t knowingly break the rules. (He obviously had 
never met mean Christine.) See Stolorow and others, The Intersubjective Perspective, 51.

28.  Scharff and Scharff, Object Relations Family Therapy, 156.

29. 1 Corinthians 13:11–12: “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, 
I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways. For now 
we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; 
then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known.”

30. This, despite the facts that I gave birth to my fi rst child during my middler year and 
commuted 150 miles to school.

31. Frawley-O’Dea and Sarnat, who write from the perspective of psychoanalytic super-
vision, argue that “the ‘teach/treat’ dichotomy is no longer a meaningful distinction” 
for this very reason: “We need a model of supervision as a fully analytic process that, 
because it encompasses exploration of relational patterns alive in both the supervised 
treatment and in supervision, includes some blurring of teaching and ‘treating.’” 
Mary Gail Frawley-O’Dea and Joan E. Sarnat, The Supervisory Relationship: A Contem-
porary Psychodynamic Approach (New York: Guilford Press, 2001), 138.

32. In his commentary on the classical Greek philospher, Boeree notes that “philosophy, 
the love of wisdom, was for Socrates itself a sacred path, a holy quest—not a game to 
be taken lightly. He believed—or at least said he did in the dialog Meno—in the re-
incarnation of an eternal soul which contained all knowledge. We unfortunately lose 
touch with that knowledge at every birth, and so we need to be reminded of what we 
already know (rather than learning something new). He said that he did not teach, 
but rather served, like his mother, as a midwife to truth that is already in us! Making 
use of questions and answers to remind his students of knowledge is called maieutics 
(midwifery), or the Socratic method.” C. George Boeree, “The Ancient Greeks, Part 

Sunday after Sunday, leading my congregation in prayer to the “Almighty and everliv-
ing God” or the “God of all power, Ruler of the Universe” (The Book of Common Prayer 
1979, 363–370). It was only when I came to see the need of many of my congregants to 
idealize God that I let go of my (unempathic) desire to disabuse them of that notion. 
Similarly, I am reminded of several conversations I had during my residency in which 
a peer and I contrasted our views of God. My fellow resident, an African-American, 
spoke of a fatherly God who is mightier than the dominant power structures of the 
world she lives in, while I, a European-American, tended to yearn for a more compan-
ionable relationship with a God whom I could relate to as a friend. Not surprisingly, 
my fellow resident has experienced fi rst-hand the abuse of the dominant power struc-
tures of our society as well as the nurture of a loving father, while I have experienced 
the benefi ts of my position within the dominant power structure as well as the volatil-
ity of my father’s unresolved anger. In deciding that neither of us needed to destroy 
the other’s experience of God, we created a holding environment in which we could 
explore not only our respective understandings of the Holy but also our true selves.

23. I believe differentiation, rather than relationship, is what is learned. Stern describes 
babies’ built-in capacity for attunement with their mothers. Daniel N. Stern, The In-
terpersonal World of the Infant: A View from Psychoanalysis and Developmental Psychology 
(New York: BasicBooks, 1985.) Beebe and Lachmann “call this capacity for mutual 
infl uencing…a precursor to empathy” (quoted in Lee and Martin, Psychotherapy after 
Kohut, 123). The work of Chodorow and Gilligan challenges the notion that a “femi-
nine personality [that] comes to defi ne itself in relation and connection to other peo-
ple” is necessarily a problem, or that boys’ separation of “their mothers from them-
selves, thus curtailing ‘their primary love and sense of empathic tie’” is either a uni-
versal norm, much less necessarily desirable Chodorow, as quoted by Carol Gilligan, 
In a Different Voice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003). Similarly, Lee 
and Martin note, “The educational processes of Western culture are designed to re-
place this ‘inferior’ narcissistic capacity with unempathic forms of cognition that fos-
ter an objective, materialistic, and mechanical view of life. In Kohut’s mature person, 
the primitive capacity for attunement has not been expunged but is transformed into 
vicarious introspection for appropriate utilization in adult personal relationships” 
(Lee and Martin, Psychotherapy after Kohut, 123–124).

24. In the language of self psychology, Gene was narcissistically wounded. “According to 
Freud, there is a totally narcissistic libido in the newborn, and as the infant becomes 
a child and then an adult, there is a shift toward all libido being invested in objects 
and none in the self. Using Freud’s theory, the therapist tries to replace the patient’s 
narcissism with object love, an aim Kohut thought not only diffi cult—if not impos-
sible—but very undesirable. Kohut challenged the assumption that narcissism had to 
be eradicated” (Lee and Martin, Psychotherapy after Kohut, 122).

25. In my experience as a child and younger adult, bumping into the other usually meant 
confronting two unappealing possibilities. I would either have to back across the 
bridge or have to jump into the stream or, worse yet, the other would have to re-
treat or take a dive. The solution I typically found to this dilemma, particularly when 
the other looked like an elephant, was to transform myself into a mouse who nim-
bly dodged the feet of the on-coming traffi c while sidestepping the abyss altogether. 
Whether dealing directly with my family members or with others whom I perceived 
to be victims of oppression and abuse, I avoided causing them even more pain by 
shielding them from the “pain” of my confrontation. While this seemed to secure my 
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46. Jennifer A. Moon, A Handbook of Refl ective and Experiential Learning: Theory and Practice 
(London: Routledge-Falmer, 2004), 115.

47. As quoted by Plato, Meno, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Project Gutenberg EBook, 2008), 
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/1643 (accessed 21 March 2010).

48. Vanessa Compton, “The Labyrinth: Site and Symbol of Transformation,” Expanding 
the Boundaries of Transformative Learning, eds. Edmund V. O’Sullivan, Amish Morrell, 
Mary Ann O’Connor (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 103–119.

Two: Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle,” C. George Boeree Web site, http://webspace.
ship.edu/cgboer/athenians.html (accessed 21 March 2010).

33. Lindeman is quoted in Malcolm S. Knowles, Elwood F. Holton III, and Richard A. 
Swanson, The Adult Learner, 6th ed. (Burlington, MA: Elsevier, 2005), 37–38. Parker J. 
Palmer. To Know As We Are Known. (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1993) 55-56.

34. Quoted in Knowles, Holton, and Swanson, The Adult Learner, 49–50.

35. Sigmund Karterud and Walter N. Stone, “The Group Self: A Neglected Aspect of 
Group Psychotherapy,” Group Analysis 36 (2003): 10–12. Marianne Schneider Co-
rey and Gerald Corey, Groups: Process and Practice, 7th ed. (Belmont, CA: Thompson 
Brooks/Cole, 2006), 102–287.

36. John Dewey, Experience and Education (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997), 35.

37. “No one is silent though many are not heard.” Quote from “How to Build Commu-
nity,” a poster distributed by the Syracuse Cultural Workers.

38. In my view, the idea of “turning away” has its roots in the masculine experience of 
leaving mommy in order to establish one’s independence and discounts the feminine 
experience of community and intradependence. I believe the portrayal of the mascu-
line experience as the norm weakens both men and women spiritually, intellectually, 
and emotionally.

39. Nel Noddings, Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics & Moral Education (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1984), 30–31.

40. At mid unit, Suzanne gave me some of the clearest, most direct, and important feed-
back I had ever received about the message that I send when I do not model self-
care—quite a step for a woman who had swallowed the idea that she was too pushy.

41. During my years as a Peace Corps volunteer, ownership was a basic principle of de-
velopment work, for we knew that no matter how great the need, no matter how wor-
thy the project, it was doomed to failure unless the local people embraced it as their 
own.

42. Knowles, Holton, and Swanson, The Adult Learner,124.

43. Howard Gardner, Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences (New York: Basic 
Books,1983), 73–276. Even though the dominant culture tends to focus primarily on 
verbal/linguistic and logical/mathematical intelligence, Gardner adds musical, spa-
tial, bodily kinesthetic, and personal styles and argues that they all are equally impor-
tant. Thus, for example, Jane, another hospital-based intern, was a gifted artist whose 
theological refl ection was most powerful when she used her non-dominant hand to 
draw and paint—combining both spatial and bodily intelligences in ways that al-
lowed her to express herself even when confronted with the unfamiliar.

44. Rudolf Ekstein and Robert S. Wallerstein, The Teaching and Learning of Psychotherapy. 
2nd ed. (New York: International Universities Press, 1973), 139.

45. Corey and Corey argue against even using the term “resistance,” noting that using 
more “descriptive and nonjudgmental terminology” creates a self-fulfi lling proph-
ecy: “As you change the lenses by which you perceive members’ behaviors, it will be 
easier to adopt an understanding attitude and to encourage members to explore ways 
they are reluctant and self-protective.” Corey and Corey, Groups, 179.
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Part II is focused on systems-centered training and CPE supervision, 
which Joan integrated into her small group supervision. This section is rich 
in a systems-centered approach to group work, illuminating boundary per-
meability, the process of discriminating and integrating information, func-
tional sub-grouping, and phases of system development. It includes exam-
ples to differentiate between functional and non-functional use of personal 
storytelling and functional sub-grouping.

Part III, “Refl ections on Supervision,” contains essays by colleagues on 
faith development theory; important considerations when working with Af-
rican-Americans; and the important place of apology in the supervisory re-
lationship, including fi ve steps to craft a supervisory intervention in order to 
reclaim the lost art of apology. Teresa Snorton, building on Joan’s diversity 
questions, asks: “as CPE becomes more diverse, are the values and interpre-
tations of CPE congruent or incongruent with world views of diverse back-
grounds?” This essay includes concrete suggestions for refl ective processes 
in addition to the written tools of verbatim and case study.

A real value of this collection is the short pieces that can be read and 
digested in a short amount of time. How many great books are on your desk 
with the hope you will read them, but there is never enough time? Here you 
can take fi fteen minutes and read a piece in this collection that speaks di-
rectly to a question you are pondering in your faith, your pastoral counsel-
ing, or your supervision. Also, reading the whole book is worth your limited 
and valuable time.

Rev. Sandee Yarlott
Retired ACPE supervisor

William R. DeLong, ed., Courageous Conversations: The Teaching and 
Learning of Pastoral Supervision (Lanham, MD: University Press of 
America, 2010), 306 pp.

Purchase this book if you wish to keep abreast of the current practice and 
future directions of pastoral supervision. Throughout the sixteen chapters, 
continual attention is given to an effort to relate the “why” of theory to the 
“what” of clinical practice. While an attempt is made to relate to the disci-
plines of fi eld education, spiritual direction, and clinical pastoral education, 

 BOOK REVIEWS

Catherine F. Garlid, Angelika A. Zollfrank, and George Fitchett, eds., 
Expanding the Circle: Essays in Honor of Joan E. Hemenway (Decatur, 
GA: Journal of Pastoral Care Publications Inc., 2009), 292 pp.

How do we honor those who have gone before us? This festschrift—a col-
lection of articles and essays written by Joan Hemenway during her life and 
additional articles written by her pastor, colleagues, and former students, 
who build on Joan’s ideas and life work—is an excellent tribute to her; but 
also a valuable resource for our ministry, teaching, and supervision.

Part I focuses on Joan’s work and ministry. In “Four Faith Frame-
works,” Joan describes four authentic ways of being faithful and their impli-
cations for pastoral care (with case study examples). Another essay asks ten 
hard questions concerning the future of pastoral supervision and the pasto-
ral care movement. Joan also writes the prayers, poems, and scripture read-
ings she found helpful for ministry and during her hospitalization.

Joan refl ects on how we can use diverse faith beliefs as a unifying rath-
er than a dividing force for group formation and cohesion. She critically 
looks at storytelling and illuminates its dangers and offers a different ap-
proach across time (rather than the large block of time often done in orien-
tation) to discover the stories that formed us and our students. She shows 
us how to teach clinical pastoral education (CPE) students to do a one short 
twenty-minute initial pastoral visit in seven steps.

Joan takes on the hard questions that continue to confront us even after 
years of supervision: How much difference is too much difference? What are 
the two essential needs of small group members? Does the authority issue 
ever go away?

BOOK REVIEWS
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of the fourteen authors (including the editor, DeLong), I believe twelve are 
Association for Clinical Pastoral Education supervisors, one is listed as fac-
ulty in pastoral care and counseling, and one is a diplomat in American As-
sociation of Pastoral Counselors (AAPC).

DeLong underscores the timeliness of this book by declaring, “Today 
there are a myriad of books about pastoral care and counseling and there are 
numerous books which approach supervision from the perspective of train-
ing psychotherapists. There are an equally large number of books on adult 
education and group process. Yet, there are few books that speak to the spe-
cialized practice and profession of pastoral supervision, which I partly see 
as the integration of each of these areas. This book is an attempt to fi ll that 
gap” (p. xii). The challenge in assembling a work of this nature (with four-
teen authors in sixteen chapters) consists of how to balance diversity with 
unity of theme while avoiding repetition. Overall, I believe the authors ac-
complished their goal, and the fi nished product might be described as some-
thing of a rich buffet on pastoral supervision.

While it is not possible to speak to all sixteen chapters, a few samplings 
will give a sense of the nurturing fare in store for the reader. Mark Hart be-
gins with a fascinating analogy for pastoral supervision, derived from his 
carpenter father, which consisted of four key lessons: (1) “If it’s worth doing, 
it’s worth doing right” or passion for the work, (2) “We’ll fi gure out a way 
to make it work” or improvisation in the face of impasse, (3) “That’s okay, 
just get another board” or grace in the face of failure, and (4) “You can do 
that” or confi dence in the learner (p. 2). In the third chapter, Carrie Doehring 
provides a helpful delineation of pastoral supervision from a fi eld education 
perspective.

In chapter fi ve (“Teología de conjunto: Not Just for Latinas/os Any-
more,” p. 58ff), Francis Rivers Meza, gives a marvelous little exposition on 
relating liberation theology to pastoral supervision. I especially appreciated 
her quote from María Pilar Aquino, “The theological signifi cance of daily 
life as source and locus of U.S. Latino/a theology is grounded in the fact that 
it is here where the real life of real people unfolds and where God’s revela-
tion occurs. We have no other place but lo cotidiano [the everday] to welcome 
the living Word of God or to respond to it in faith” (p. 60). The words re-
minded me of the moment of grace CPE students experience when they are 
relieved of the burden of feeling they must bring God to the patient, as they 
discover that it is in the interaction with the patient that God is revealed to 
both of them.

M. C. Ward, in chapter eight, “Power and the Supervisory Relation-
ship” (p. 97ff) gave me the best resource I have found to date to assign to 
supervisory education students (SESs) as required reading. The issue of 
“power” invariably emerges for every supervisory trainee. Ward’s writing 
is clear and to the point, as she produces effective clinical examples of re-
lating theory to clinical practice. Upon completing this article, I associated 
its “freshness” with the possibility of her being the most recently certifi ed 
supervisor of all the ACPE supervisor authors. It would be interesting to 
know.

In terms of “Looking Toward the Future of Pastoral Supervision,” I 
would refer you to the chapter (p. 119 ff) written by Teresa Snorton. What 
better source than the executive director of ACPE? She identifi es three nec-
essary concepts for maintaining the relevancy of pastoral supervision in “to-
morrow’s world: transformational/adult learning as a central educational 
theory, cultural briding as a central component of personality theory, and 
liberation as a central theological construct within the supervisory alliance” 
(p. 122).

The perennial topic of the role of sexuality in supervision, which has 
undergone so many permutations since the founding of CPE in the 1920s 
is given a nice contemporary update by Gordon Hilsman. His excellent 
clinical examples truly enrich his exposition of the contemporary scene in 
supervision.

Judith Ragsdale addresses the history of pastoral supervision in her 
chapter (p. 225ff), “CPE Supervision: Part and Present.” While she demon-
strates a good use of sources, written and oral, I was surprised her bibliogra-
phy did not include Allison Stokes’ sterling Ministry After Freud.

Hopefully, these vignettes will provide a fl avor of the many engag-
ing resources to be found in Courageous Conversations. Several of the authors 
provided extensive and helpful bibliographies for further reading. The one 
prevailing theme for me that wove through many of the chapters had to do 
with the concept of mutual vulnerability in pastoral supervision, which led 
me to refl ect on how much the times have changed since I was certifi ed in 
1971. The certifi cation rubric for that era might well be described as “stick 
it” or “up yours.”

This was a tricky book for me to review, as I assumed from the title, 
Courageous Conversations, that there would be compelling clinical examples 
and explications of tough conversations: for example, dealing with strong 
confrontations, expelling a student (or students) from a program, engaging 
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Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra, eds., For Life Abundant: Practical 
Theology, Theological Education, and Christian Ministry (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 380 pp.

ATS’s commitment to outcome-based assessment fi nds an ally in Dorothy 
Bass and Craig Dykstra’s For Life Abundant. The book is the culmination of 
over a decade of careful thinking and publishing grounded in these theo-
logical convictions,

God in Christ promises abundant life for all creation. By the power of the 
Holy Spirit, the church receives this promise through faith and takes up 
a way of life that embodies Christ’s abundant life in and for the world. 
The church’s ministers are called to embrace a way of life and also to lead 
particular communities of faith to live it in their own situations. To do 
this, pastors and other ecclesial ministers must be educated and formed 
in ways of knowing, perceiving, relating, and acting that enable such 
leadership (p. 1).

This book takes up the serious question of how theological education 
forms persons called by God to leadership and the practical theologians’ 
role in the formation process. To do this, four angles of engagement are 
explored: envisioning practical theology, practical theology in the class-
room, practical theology in the wider academy, and practical theology in 
ministry.

First, practical theology is envisioned as a fi eld of scholarship with a 
commitment to ministerial formation. Dorothy Bass begins by asserting that 
the grace of God in Christ that frees is also a grace that forms. This formation 
is best nurtured and sustained by intentional practices. “A theological and 
normative understanding of practices…interprets practices, in short, as forms 
within and through which a Christian way of life takes shape” (p. 32). As a 
consequence, practical theologians are encouraged to instill in their soon-to-
be-ministers a grace-grounded habitus that is biblically rooted, imaginative, 
contextually sensitive, community-oriented, and intentional.

Craig Dykstra snares his readers with this opening sentence: “It is a 
beautiful thing to see a good pastor at work” (p. 41). Thus “the point and 
purpose of practical theology are to nourish, nurture, discipline, and re-
source both pastoral and ecclesial imagination” (p. 43). Dykstra pictures a 
lively engagement between pastor and congregation in which each cata-

a non-motivated student, taking a prophetic stand on a hospital ethical 
issue, and so forth. So much for assuming. There were several excellent 
and helpful clinical examples related to theory, but, except for a couple of 
instances by Gordon Hilsman, I would hardly describe them as “coura-
geous.” In essence, the subtitle, “The Teaching and Learning of Pastoral 
Supervision,” more accurately conveys the strength and substance of this 
book.

The most signifi cant fl aw in the book for me was the fact that all the 
authors were Christian. At this stage of pastoral supervision, how could 
such a book be written without at least one Jewish or Buddhist author—
and, hopefully, not too far down the road a Muslim author as well? An-
other factor, less a fl aw than an irony or distraction, has to do with the 
theme of postmodernism. In his preface, DeLong states, “One theme that 
is explicitly and implicitly dealt with is postmodern perspectives in super-
vision” (p. xii). Well, each author proved to be a true believer, and every 
chapter has at least one reference to being “postmodern.” As this was man-
dated as a presumed frame of reference, it would seem reasonable that, 
at the outset, an agreed-upon defi nition of postmodern(ism) would have 
been provided, especially as it has become such a buzzword (like “para-
digm shift”). What is “postmodern?” When did it begin? With World War 
I (the war to end all wars)? With Picasso (as some artists insist)? With Ein-
stein, Wittgenstein, and logical positivism or existentialism? The work of 
Freud and Jung? With Boisen and Cabot (as they are frequently referenced 
by the authors in the book)? Or by all the above? In fairness to DeLong, he 
does, in the fi nal pages of the book, cite an earlier article in which he ad-
dresses “further understanding of the postmodern perspective” (p. 268). 
Perhaps this article should have been republished in this book, as at least 
one of the others chapters were.

In keeping with the Refl ective Practice disclosure policy, I have already 
ordered copies of this book for my SESs with the intention of having us read 
and discuss one chapter a week as a part of our supervisory sessions. Who 
knows, this may become the new secret weapon for making it through the 
certifi cation process.

Rev. C. George Fitzgerald
Stanford University Medical Center
Stanford, California
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implications for these soon-to-be-pastors who would enact the rites that 
had impacted themselves so deeply.

Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore seeks phronesis on behalf of her students: 
“an unspoken rule or movement or litany guides practical theological ped-
agogy: Experience the practice, practice it, tell about it, ask questions about 
it, read about it, write about it, practice it, do it, empower others to do it” 
(p. 178). Miller-McLemore understands the challenges faced by those en-
tering ministry and the need for them to cultivate an embodied wisdom 
that is more than one knows or can describe.

The third conversation engages the role of practical theology within 
the larger academy. In drawing larger connections, each envisions a more 
vibrant seminary experience. Serene Jones in a chapter rich with metaphor 
explores the tension between theology as academic subject and lived theol-
ogy: “Isn’t it obvious?—the faith we teach is through and through a practi-
cal faith. It lives only insofar as it lives in the tissue of our everyday com-
ings and goings…in all their complex, messy, graced fullness” (p. 197). In 
other words, can theology be “impractical?”

David D. Daniels and Ted A. Smith share their pedagogical convic-
tions as historians who understand their discipline’s formational power. 
Smith demonstrates how the richness of human experience in its socio-cul-
tural dimensions alerts ministers to see these clues in their ministry con-
text. Daniels demonstrates how practices can be lifted up in the teaching 
of history (preaching, for example) for the sake of ministerial formation, 
providing seminarians with alternative perspectives on these practices.

Tom Long makes the case for university-based PhD programs in prac-
tical theology. He employs Emory University as a case study. Long com-
mends the university model imagining scholars on the Quad who are both 
“good citizens of the university and…who speak of their deepest religious 
commitments with clarity, zest, and passion” (p. 260).

In the fi nal section, ministers refl ect on practical theology and their 
own ministerial formation and practice. This section is rich in pastoral wis-
dom: veteran voices to feedback into the curriculum questions that faculty 
wrestle with. Christian Scharen refl ects on his own formation and growth 
from reliance on “rules of thumb” to a professional profi ciency—devel-
oped through practice—that is intuitive action. This is pastoral “know 
how.”

David J. Wood imagines a reconceiving of the boundary between sem-
inary and ministry through the effective Lilly-funded Transition into Min-

lyzes the other and ministry energy is released. The challenge for semi-
naries, he acknowledges, is that the pastoral imagination “emerges over 
time…[and] it is always forged…in the midst of ministry itself, as pastors 
are shaped by time on the anvil of deep and sustained engagement in pas-
toral work” (p. 42).

In a third essay, Kathleen Cahalan and James Nieman complete the 
visioning of practical theology by commending their map of practical the-
ology as a fi eld. Their map is grounded in the conviction that, “The basic 
task of practical theology [is] supporting and sustaining lived discipleship. 
Rooted in Christian tradition, practical theology focuses on a called people 
who manifest a particular faith through concrete ways of life” (p. 67).

One consequence of this grounding perspective is that practical theo-
logians will hold discipleship as the North Star that guides their research 
and teaching. This will, they assert, keep practical theologians from ab-
stracting the arts of ministry from “particular communities, settings, or 
traditions” (p. 70).

The second conversation draws back the veil to see master teachers at 
work. Kathleen Cahalan discloses the route she took in constructing the in-
troduction to ministry course and the capstone ministry course (formerly 
described a “catch-all”), each with an eye towards integration. She shares 
in detail how she creatively cultivates in her students the capacity to con-
nect the dots between what they know and have experienced of the Gospel 
with how it informs their ministerial practice in appropriate ways.

John Witvliet chooses to describe an approach rather than a syllabus 
in addressing the teaching of worship. “Walk into a worship service on any 
given Sunday morning, and you will encounter a world that even a life-
time of study cannot fully comprehend” (p. 117). Witvliet then describes 
the various interpretive angles that anthropologists, psychologists, artists, 
and theologians might employ with each only capturing a portion of what 
is really going on. Witvliet’s conviction is that participation is the key. Not 
producing worship professors but worshipers and presiders or worship 
leaders is the goal (p. 119).

James Nieman draws upon the action/refl ection theory in the work 
of Donald Shon to explore how ministerial leaders are formed in the prac-
tice of the ritual they are called upon to enact. Nieman provides examples 
of his own pedagogical strategies: engaging students own experience of 
meaningful ritual events, funerals for example, and drawing out the deep 
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James W. Green, Beyond a Good Death: The Anthropology of Modern Dy-
ing (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 272 pp.

After years of studying about death and dying as a thanatologist and 
working as an ACPE supervisor for more than 20 years in trauma, inten-
sive care, bio-ethics, and palliative care, I found it delightful to read and 
review a book about death that includes a plethora of well-documented 
historical data with narratives that add exponentially to the understand-
ing of how a good death has changed over time. Green weaves together 
aspects of history, philosophy, theology, and bio-ethics. He has a unique 
gift that drew me into his narratives and had me wanting to read his end-
notes—that was a rare pleasure. He manages to give an historical trajec-
tory to innumerable understandings that range from why some bodies 
were buried, why some were boiled, and why some were burned. This is 
presented with historical fact, mythic narrative, and some tongue in cheek 
humor as well. The chapter titles are each examples of his pithy creative 
etymology, for example, “Getting Dead,” “Exit Strategies,” “The Body as 
Relic,” “Soulscapes,” “Passing It On,” “In Our Hearts Forever,” and “The 
Future of Death.” I probably learned the most from “The Body as Relic” 
and have gained an appreciation for ritual that makes use of bones for a 
number of years0.319”…in perpetual. This would be an ideal book to read 
while studying family systems and/or the origins of rituals both cultural 
and religious.

James Green did a superb job of introducing the reader to death 
practices (relationships) that exist among the survivors, the corpse, and 
the postmortem experience. He refers to the Hertz Model, which one 
might explore in more detail. The model forms a triangle with each of 
the italics above represented by a point of the triangle. However, it is the 
relationship(s) that exist from point to point that provided for me a new 
way of refl ecting on the ways families grieve prior to a death, how the 
body is handled at the time of death until burial or cremation, and how a 
person is memorialized after their death.

There are many ways the author compares and contrasts the mega 
narratives as texts/narratives that are reworked in the midst of or after 
historical change. This occurs in all traditions/faith experiences. Never-
theless, the author’s premise (task) was to give a historical trajectory that 
included the impact of time, culture, the advancement of medical science, 
and the decrease of the attention now given in North America to “getting 

istry residencies. Wood describes the programs assumptions and structure 
of the program utilizing trained mentors, peer refl ection groups, selected 
readings, and a welcoming congregation.

Peter Marty considers formation through the challenge of shaping 
communities: “Reading the consecrating words of the Holy Eucharist is 
one thing; remembering that there are spiritually hungry people right on 
the other side of the chalice and bread is another. And they’re not just ‘peo-
ple.’ They’re friends” (p. 322). Marty makes a number of practical sugges-
tions that would benefi t all seminarians by cultivating pastoral instincts 
that would guide them toward “fostering a community that is in love with 
the possibilities of togetherness in Christ and its responsibility of being 
available to the needs of others” (p. 325).

Finally, Gordon Miskoski refl ects on the fascinating pilgrimages that 
his youth group took to the Holy Land. The pilgrimages “helped me to see 
that spiritual practices and worship should, whenever possible, be con-
nected with social and political challenges posed by contemporary life” 
(p. 346).

This book commends a powerful vision of practical theology in ser-
vice of the Kingdom of God. We can be grateful once again for the collab-
orative efforts of Bass and Dykstra. Here are three, among many, discus-
sions the book might prompt among seminary faculty.

• “What if our teaching of ministerial practices and scholarship in practical 
theology always had as its horizon…public consequences?” (p. 167)

• Given the length of time and ministerial practice it takes to move from nov-
ice to competency, might the church partner more effectively with the semi-
nary to forge a better pathway to competency? The Lilly-funded transition-
into-ministry residencies are effective, but expensive. Are there other equally 
effective strategies?

• Each writer expresses concern for a place to practice ministry under capable 
supervision and space to refl ect on the practice. How might practical theolo-
gians work more closely with fi eld education directors to leverage the learn-
ing laboratories of internships?

Matthew Floding
Western Theological Seminary
Holland, Michigan
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its William Barry and William Connolly, produced a book that quickly be-
came a classic and is still well worth reading. What it brings home continues 
to be important—perhaps more so than ever: spiritual direction, at its best, is 
about accompanying seekers in their unique relationships with God; spiritu-
al direction is essentially contemplative listening, whatever else it may be on 
occasion; supervision is key to the development of good spiritual directors; 
and transference and counter transference occur in particular forms within 
the spiritual direction relationship.

However, even classics eventually become dated. In this “revised and 
expanded” edition, the original work is still there almost paragraph by para-
graph. The language for God has become inclusive (at least where the au-
thors speak in their own voice; directees still often speak of God with the 
masculine pronoun). There is more awareness that spiritual direction now 
regularly takes place outside Catholic or even Christian contexts. But per-
haps because of its classic status, the authors missed an opportunity to do a 
more radical updating even while preserving their original ideas. The exam-
ples still refl ect a Catholic assumptive world. The case dialogues still have a 
preponderance of male professionals (directors or supervisors), though the 
ministry itself has shifted towards a preponderance of female professional 
persons. For those who teach with this book, the revised and updated ver-
sion will be more palatable to your students. For those who do not teach it 
and who can tolerate the non-inclusive language, your old copy has every-
thing in it you need.

Elizabeth Liebert
San Francisco Theological Seminary
San Anselmo, California

E. Justes, Hearing Beyond the Words: How to Become a Listening Pastor 
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2006), 115 pp.

A student approached me, book in hand, asking, “Why didn’t you assign this 
for our class? It’s great. I’ve handed it to my friends to use in the church.” 
Published in 2006, the book had not yet appeared in print when the student 
was in my class. The student’s enthusiastic recommendation echoes my own 
sentiment about Emma Justes’ book Hearing Beyond Words. This book brims 

dead” despite the end-of-life, palliative care, and hospice movements. Any 
person who has been drawn toward the mystery of meaning making, or the 
lack thereof, could fi nd this book invaluable. It acknowledges a myriad of 
ways that history and narrative assist in assessing how, what, and when (if 
at all) individuals, families, faith-based or cultural, and/or religious com-
munities need care.

This book has provided me a more comprehensive framework for as-
sessment of pastoral, religious, and spiritual care. I have been prompted to 
delve into the pioneer or frontier infl uences on a good death. How has a 
focus on the rugged individual as unique and fringe contributed to being 
spiritual and not religious? Do communities “celebrate life” because they 
no longer have religious rituals that refl ect with integrity what it is that they 
(we) believe about death and that which follows? Perhaps in many parts of 
North America, being at home with nature has superseded being with fam-
ily or a faith community. Green suggests that there are now rituals and fami-
lies that grieve common losses with on-line internet families and in sponta-
neous shrines on street corners.

I am imagining peers and colleagues may gravitate toward a more in-
dividualistic, private spirituality and away from the powerful rituals that 
mythical creation narratives in all traditions set as standards that bound the 
community together as a grieving community that would dismember and 
re-member the body as beloved for many years to come…the anniversaries 
of heartfelt death. There is much to be remember and refl ected upon af-
ter reading and attempting to integrating Beyond a Good Death by James W. 
Green.

Nancy Chambers
ACPE supervisor

William A Barry and William J. Connolly, The Practice of Spiritual Di-
rection, rev. and updated ed. (New York: Harper One, 2009), 224 pp.

When it was published in 1982, The Practice of Spiritual Direction was ground 
breaking. It was based on more than a decade of experience in the training 
of spiritual directors at the Center for Religious Development in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and their unique preparation and setting. The authors, Jesu-
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business of enabling the church members to grow in their faith and change 
from the past limitations of their faith” (p. 109). On the topic of pastoral 
listening as a transformative practice for ministerial leadership, Dr. Justes 
knows what she writes about. In a course with my students, I recommend 
Dr. Justes’ book for use in classrooms, clinics, and congregations, and in all 
places where leaders and lay people yearn to grow in Christian faith as dan-
gerously hospitable speakers and listeners.

Michael S. Koppel
Wesley Theological Seminary
Washington, DC

Susan E. Myers-Shirk, Helping the Good Shepherd: Pastoral Counsel-
ors in a Psychotherapeutic Culture 1925–1975 (Baltimore, MD: John 
Hopkins University Press, 2009), 301 pp.

In this volume, Susan Myers-Shirk, professor of History at Middle Tennes-
see State University, has chronicled the history of the early pioneers of the 
pastoral counseling movement from 1925 to 1975. I found Helping the Good 
Shepherd to be a fascinating collection of stories about the key people who 
have shaped the pastoral counseling movement, its identity, current strug-
gles, joys, and limitations. There are many stories and bits of new informa-
tion about Anton Boisen, Seward Hiltner, Rollo May, John Sutherland Bon-
nell, and Carl Rogers among others. Yet, the author has done more than 
offer us a collection of stories about our founders. She also discusses many 
of the underlying themes, philosophical assumptions, and cultural chang-
es that infl uenced and interfaced with the emerging pastoral counseling 
movement. The profession is in debt to Myers-Shirk for her painstaking 
research and extensive review of the journals of Pastoral Psychology and 
The Journal of Pastoral Care, which served as the primary sources of much 
of her book. This volume can be studied by pastoral counseling students 
and those wishing to understand the interface of religion and counseling 
in the twentieth century.

She begins her volume with a discussion of Anton Boisen, who is large-
ly presented as the father of both the clinical pastoral education and the 
larger pastoral counseling movement. Besides presenting his fascinating 

with useful ideas and practical suggestions. In my years of seminary teach-
ing, I have come to listen intently to students because they know a good 
resource when they read it. This is a book for clinical supervisors, spiritual 
directors, pastoral theology and fi eld instructors, pastoral counselors, semi-
narians, chaplains, pastors, and all people of faith who want to develop the 
practice of listening.

Dr. Justes grounds her writing in the scriptural theological practice of 
hospitality that “bespeaks the kind of relationship best suited for listening 
and hearing” (p. 1). Throughout the book, Dr. Justes draws together insights 
and discoveries that can deeply inform pastoral listening. The fi rst chap-
ter of the book develops listening as Christian hospitality and draws on re-
sources from both testaments of the Bible. Dr. Justes here outlines four ele-
ments of hospitality that order each of the book’s following chapters and 
give a distinct theological contour to listening: (1) humility, (2) thoughtful 
availability, (3) vulnerability, and (4) reciprocity. The pairing of listening and 
hospitality helps the author to draw out unusually generative insights and 
practices for pastoral leadership and care.

Dr. Justes demonstrates her effectiveness as a teacher of pastoral listen-
ing in the book’s unfolding pages. Exercises at the end of each chapter teach 
the reader how to engage in meaningful and effective listening. These exer-
cises are easily adaptable to a variety of contexts: fi eld education and pasto-
ral care classrooms, CPE learning groups, clergy training seminars, among 
others. Several exercises follow a benefi cial section on silence and listening 
in ministry, including allowance for periods of silence in conversation with 
a partner and direction to “monitor how you feel in these moments” (p. 
65). Another exercise asks participants to listen to a speaker without asking 
questions, a practice that helps cultivate listening through other means of 
attending without bombarding the speaker with questions (pp. 66–67). Dr. 
Justes offers wise counsel in helping readers with practical issues, such as 
working through confl ict and criticism (p. 34), listening “beyond the non-
verbal” (p. 57), delineating the limits of confi dentiality (p. 76), and discern-
ing when to refer (pp. 78–79).

Emma Justes is a wise colleague and friend. Her years of ministry and 
teaching inform every page of this valuable book. I especially appreciate 
her bold proclamation: “The church stands in need of pastoral leaders who 
are clearly self-aware, humble, and able to tolerate vulnerability in relation 
to God and others…The church is not always open to these leaders because 
they tend to make the church more dangerous. They tend to get into the 
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ors fi rst unquestionably embraced the language and norms of psychology, 
and later came to rediscover and revalue the language of theology and spiri-
tuality. Another perennial issue was how pastoral counselors should blend 
their concern for the individual’s growth with their concern for ethics, jus-
tice, and social change.

In the latter chapters of this volume, she discusses the Christian coun-
seling movement, describing many of its early pioneers, themes, and forma-
tive events. She understands the Christian counseling movement to have 
grown out of the same fertile soil as CPE and pastoral counseling, but hav-
ing a different “moral sensibility.” From Myers-Shirk’s perspective both 
movements were and are “trying to map the territory between faith and sci-
ence” (p. 239).

This book ends with an epilogue that summarizes the personal refl ec-
tions of Howard Clinebell, the fi rst president of AAPC. Clinebell represents 
a leader from the 1.5 generation. He was not one of the pioneers per se, but 
was close enough to know and work with many of the pioneers. In some 
ways, Clinebell’s remarks also set the agenda for the second generation of 
pastoral counselors, particularly heightening the growing internationaliza-
tion of pastoral counseling.

The book could serve well as an introductory text for supervisors, clini-
cal pastoral education students, and pastoral counselors in training. A clear-
er understanding of our common history will help us chart a brighter and 
hopefully a common future. When Myers-Shirk’s story of the pastoral coun-
seling movement comes to an end about 1975, I found myself thinking of 
the words of Paul Harvey, “and now for the rest of the story.” How will this 
great journey, this noble experiment to bridge religion and science play out 
in our generation?

R. Scott Sullender, PhD
San Francisco Theological Seminary
San Anselmo, California

personal story, the author sees Boisen as a part of a larger attempt to “fi nd 
a rapprochement between religion and science, one of the most important 
duties facing clergy in the twentieth century” (p. 7). Boisen’s passion was 
to help clergy understand religious experience and its role in mental illness 
from a scientifi c perspective and thereby to help us all become equal players 
in the interdisciplinary health team approach to treatment. She shows how 
the case study method and the use of verbatims, which are so central to CPE, 
are an outgrowth of this desire to study “living human documents” from a 
scientifi c, professional perspective.

After chronicling the early formation of CPE, the author moves on to 
consider the larger pastoral counseling movement. She recounts the unher-
alded infl uence of the New York City preachers Normal Vincent Peale, John 
Sutherland Bonnell, and Harry Emerson Fosdick, and their respective radio 
programs, as part of this attempt to merge religion and emerging psychol-
ogy. She describes the infl uence of Rollo May, citing his The Art of Counseling, 
as an early “standard for pastoral counseling.” She describes the work and 
career of Seward Hiltner, who she feels practically coined the term “pasto-
ral counseling” with his 1949 book by the same name. She also touches on 
the other members of the New York Psychology Group, Paul Tillich, Erich 
Fromm, and, of course, Carl Rogers.

Myers-Shirk discusses the tremendous infl uence of Carl Rogers whose 
non-directive method moved clergy away from the preaching and advice 
giving modes that had colored pastoral counseling in earlier generations. 
Further, Rogers and the humanistic approach to counseling redefi ned the 
goal of pastoral counseling from adjustment to “autonomy” and then to 
“self realization.” She notes how this shift refl ected the larger cultural con-
cern at the time for the strengthening of democracy in a post WWII era. She 
gives less attention to Freud and the neo Freudians who also infl uenced pas-
toral counseling, but stood in contrast to and in tension with the humanistic 
presumptions.

The author sees the pastoral counseling movement not as a uniform 
entity, but as a dynamic movement in constant tension within itself and the 
surrounding culture. For example, she shows how embracing the goal of au-
tonomy as the goal of pastoral counseling stood in tension with the church’s 
long standing affi rmation of family unity. The same tension emerged later as 
gender issues became a concern in the culture at large and among pastoral 
counselors. The movement struggled within itself to fi nd the place and role 
of moral authority in pastoral counseling. She notes how pastoral counsel-
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After reading this book, I did not sense that Wicks had led me into un-
discovered territory; rather, I perceived that he was reminding me (and him-
self) of truths we already knew or intuited. Beyond all of the helpful sugges-
tions, Wicks’s voice is that of a fellow struggler who calls us to remember 
that we are not alone in our work. The struggles and rewards we encounter 
in our spiritual caregiving are known and shared by others. That reminder 
of presence is worth the cost of this book.

Peter Yuichi Clark
Alta Bates Summit Medical Center and the American Baptist Seminary of 
the West
Berkeley, California

MOVIE REVIEW: In Good Conscience, DVD, directed by Barbara Rick 
(New York: Out of the Blue Films Inc., 2006), 82 min.

Barbara Rick’s documentary, In Good Conscience, fi ts right in the middle of 
the theme of this volume of Refl ective Practice on responsibility and account-
ability. The fi lm follows the journey of conscience of Sr. Jeannine Gramick, 
a Roman Catholic woman religious, in her ministry with gay and lesbian 
people within the Roman Catholic Church. The fi lm begins with letters of 
censure from Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, when he was head of the Congre-
gation for the Doctrine of the Faith, to the General Superior of the School Sis-
ters of Notre Dame essentially forbidding them to continue in this ministry. 
Father Nugent, with whom Sr. Gramick has written a book about building 
bridges when difference separates people, complied with the Vatican’s edict. 
Sr. Gramick did not. She continued her work in New Life Ministry on behalf 
of gays and lesbians.

The documentary introduces Sr. Gramick on her fi fty-eighth birthday 
as she celebrated forty years in religious life. The fi lm documents her trans-
formation from early childhood in a traditional Roman Catholic family as 
she evolves into a strong spokesperson for respect and full inclusion of gays 
and lesbians. Sr. Gramick is a gentle, friendly, caring presence who clearly 
articulates the issues. She expresses the needs and desires of many gay and 
lesbian people who want to participate fully in the life of the Roman Catho-
lic Church, but who feel excluded by the constrictions placed on congrega-

Robert J. Wicks, The Resilient Clinician (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 255 pp.

Within the guiding standards of professional associations that certify spiri-
tual caregivers and educators in North America, members exhort them-
selves to demonstrate “emotional and spiritual maturity” (ACPE, Spiritual 
Care Collaborative), “attend to one’s own physical, emotional, and spiri-
tual well-being” (National Association of Catholic Chaplains, Association of 
Professional Chaplains, National Association of Jewish Chaplains (NAJC)), 
“manage our personal lives in a healthful fashion” (AAPC), pursue “a 
constructive practice of self-care” (NAJC, Canadian Association for Pasto-
ral Practice and Education (CAPPE)), and set appropriate “boundaries be-
tween personal and professional life” (CAPPE, NAJC). These refl ect much 
wise counsel, and yet sustaining a life and a career that fulfi ll the intent of 
these standards—while serving people in crisis-laden circumstances—can 
feel daunting and on occasion unattainable. A response to this dilemma is 
The Resilient Clinician by Robert Wicks, a professor of pastoral counseling at 
Loyola College in Maryland. His guiding question for clergy and other help-
ing professionals is: “What do I need to put into place in my own life that 
will enable me to reap the most out of having the privilege to participate in 
such a noble profession and, in turn, experience a more meaningful personal 
life in the process?” (p. 10).

This question leads Wicks to explore issues of chronic and acute sec-
ondary stress (including burnout and post-traumatic stress disorder); how 
to nurture resiliency through an intentional and active self-care regimen; 
cultivating solitude, silence, and mindfulness in one’s interior life; and 
drawing upon the insights of positive psychology to balance the awareness 
we gain from facing our limitations and challenges. Throughout this almost 
pocket-sized text, he sprinkles many suggestions, pithy quotations, lists of 
questions, and provocative stories.

Wicks is neither a prophetic revolutionary, a poetic mythologizer, 
nor a folksy raconteur; his authorial stance is as a veteran colleague giv-
ing practical advice. Admirers of Thomas Moore or of Parker Palmer might 
fi nd Wicks’s prose slightly lacking in inspiration, yet consistently he is clear, 
well-informed, and insightful. Further, his book provides seven appendices 
that are good self-diagnostic tools for assessing burnout and stress. He also 
includes two bibliographies which list numerous helpful resources but at 
times are overlapping and a little confusing.
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ent, and child. We are invited to join his whole human being as he explores 
hidden corners of being human and being a minister.

But the book is not just about this man’s personal, vocational, and 
spiritual journey. It is filled with the witnesses of many people. Purnell 
weaves their stories into his story. The reader learns that Purnell finds 
his true self, as well as God, through his “being” in ministry with pa-
rishioners, artists, family members, and strangers. In his introduction 
he writes: “The dark places are so much a part of life. The surprise, per-
haps, is that when with integrity we enter the darkness, we find God 
hiding there” (p. xviii). The reader may also be surprised by the places 
where Douglas Purnell finds God is hiding.

Donna Duensing
Pacifi c Lutheran Theological Seminary
Berkeley, California

tions, people of faith, clergy, and religious by the ruling principles of the Ro-
man Catholic hierarchy. The Church, she reminds us, is the people of God, 
not the hierarchy; and at the core of all our decisions is the primacy of con-
science in decision making.

This fi lm quietly portrays how one person courageously put into prac-
tice her own sense of responsibility and accountability informed by her faith 
and religious beliefs. It is a powerful journey of conscience that demon-
strates how a person of faith transformed herself and her ministry to cham-
pion the rights and lives of people who had been relegated to the margins 
of the Roman Catholic Church. This would be an excellent fi lm to show to 
people who would like to explore how one’s faith informs taking on respon-
sibility in our society and being accountable to those who are excluded by 
organizations and institutions.

Rev. Rod Seeger
ACPE supervisor, emeritus
Mill Valley, California

Douglas Purnell, Being in Ministry: Honestly, Openly and Deeply (Eu-
gene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2010), 167 pp.

“Finding light in darkness” is the underlying theological theme that fl ows 
through the pages of this book. Douglas Purnell entered his own deep dark-
ness when a fi nancial crisis at his institution caused his teaching position 
to be found “redundant.” Purnell invites the reader into his dark journey 
of grief, self-doubt, and anger and in the process continues his theological 
teaching through this book rather than the classroom. As a result, he is not 
only reaching students of pastoral care, but also students and pastors in su-
pervised ministry, and as well as anyone engaged in ministerial formation 
and spiritual refl ection.

Returning to the vocation of parish pastor, Purnell invites us into his 
private life of “being in ministry.” He writes, “Ministry is about being and 
not just doing, and the former is harder to grasp” (p. 14). Purnell helps us 
grasp the idea of “being” by allowing us to delve into his practice of minis-
try. That practice is not limited to the “doing” but rather includes the inte-
gration of his roles as family therapist, professor, pastor, artist, spouse, par-
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On the Reflective Practice Web site, you’ll find:
• previously published essays on the theme of this issue
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