Challenges of Providing
Counseling in the Church

Eternal Light

Christian Counseling Services

a nonprofit organization
serving South-Central Texas, and beyond

Author:

Robert L. Hollis, Ph.D.
Clinical Christian Counseling
Dr.Rob@EternalLightCCS.org

www.EternalLightCCS.org

Parachurch: A faith-based organization that's not confined by the four walls of a traditional church or
denomination. It's a ministry that steps out, steps up, and steps into the world with a calling, a divine and
focused purpose. They do not take the place of home-church ministries or fellowship. Rather, they have a
specific mission under the Great Commission of Discipleship. Parachurches work in harmony with traditional

churches as specialized components of the Universal Church.



Contents

Lo T L Tt o T o T e 3
Secular Counseling vs. Christian Counseling......ccceiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeiiiiieetteeesenssccessnnssccnnes 3
Efficacy of Christian CoUNSEIiNG. . ..c.uviiiiiieiiiiiiiieiiiiinneeteeeeneteeeesnascecessnsscccssnssscecssnnssccanns 4
| O O3S 3 9] o= T2 SO 4
Comparison to What a New Counselor Should EXPECt..........oooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiceee e 5
EffICACY CONCIUSION......coiiiiiie et e et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeens 6

[0 5 - 1] 1= 4 Vo =3 6
1. TIME CONSTIAINTS. cuuttiintt ittt e ettt et et iaecsaeetaaneenes 6
Challenge: A Pastor’s Plate is Already OVerfloWing.......ccceeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeaennnns 6
Challenge: Counseling Requires Consistency, Not Just @ QUick FiX.....cccovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnn... 7
Impact: The Risk of INCOMPLEte Care. ... uuuiiiiiiii it eiieeeeeneeeeeenaeeeeaannees 7
Impact: Burnout—When the Fire Runs Out of FUel.....coiiiiiiiiiiii e eeeees 7

2. Lack of Professional Counseling Training.......ceeeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeetteeeeeeeeininnneseseeeeens 8
Challenge: Spiritual Shepherd, But Not a Trained Therapist.........cccvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiineennne.. 8
Challenge: No Access to Professional Counseling ToOlS....oceiiieeeeieiiireiiiiiiiiiineeeeeenss 9
Impact: Limited Tools to Address CoOmMpPLleX ISSUES. ..uuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee et tiieeeeieiiiireeeeeeaeeeeans 9
Impact: Risks of Inadequate or Harmful AdViCe......cuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e eeeieeeenns 9
Impact: Missed Opportunities for Professional Intervention........c.ccooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnn 10

3. Boundary and Confidentiality CONCEINS. ......uuueiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeteeeeaaeeeeiiiraneaaaas 10
Challenge: The Ethical Minefield of Dual Relationships........cceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieinnnen. 10
Challenge: Blurring the Lines of Trust, Confidentiality, and Authority...........cccoceeviiiiinae.n. 11
Impact: The Risk of Trust ErOSiON. .. ...ttt et et ettt errreeee e e eeaans 11
Impact: Conflicts of Interest - Serving the Congregant or the Congregation?....................... 12
Impact: Dual Roles Can Lead to Feelings of Pressure and Manipulation...........ccccoovvveiinne 12

Final Thoughts: Maintaining Ethical Boundaries in Church Counseling.............ccoevvvvviinnnn... 12

4. Emotional and Mental BUrden..........eiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii et eeeiieeeeeeneeeeseanneeeeeannnes 13
Challenge: The Weight of Carrying Congregants’ Struggles........ccoeeviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeerennnneennn. 13



Challenge: The Myth of the "Always-Available” Pastor.......cccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieennn 13

Impact: Emotional Exhaustion - When the Well RUns Dry......cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeen 13
Impact: Compassion Fatigue - When Caring Feels Like aBurden..........cccvviiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnnnnn 14
Impact: The Ripple Effect on Pastoral DULIES......veeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieteeeeeeaeeniiiinnnees 14
Final Thoughts: The Need for Self-Care and SUPPOIt. ... iiiireeeee, 14

5. Inability to Address Specialized ISSUES. ......uuiiiiietiiiiii it eeeeiieeeeeeneeeeeenneeeeaannnes 14
Challenge: The Limits of Pastoral Counseling for CompleX ISSU€S......cviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnneeenennn. 14
Challenge: Addressing the Needs of a Hurting Congregation Without the Right Tools............. 15
Impact: Unmet Needs and the Risk of Leaving Congregants Without Care............cccccveeeen.. 15
Impact: The Difficulty of Finding Alighed Referrals......cccouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeenns 16
Final Thoughts: Recognizing When to Refer and Building Partnerships.........cccooiiiiiinnnna.... 16

6. Referral Limitations. .. ...ovuiiiuiiieiiiiii it 16
Challenge: The Search for Aligned Referrals......cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieii i eeeaeaannns 16
Challenge: Balancing Spiritual Alignment with Professional Expertise........cccceevivviiiiiiiai... 17
Impact: Congregant Hesitancy and Distrust.........ceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiireiiieereiieeeeeannees 17
Impact: Lack of Continuity Between Pastoral and Professional Care........cccevvviiiiiiiiiininnnns 18
Final Thoughts: Building a Trusted Network for Faith-Based Referrals.........ccooviiiiiiiiiiinnn.. 18

A 2 e R =10 ] PPN 19
Challenge: Walking the Tightrope of Legal and Ethical Concerns........cccovviiiiiiininninnnnnnna... 19
Challenge: Navigating Boundaries Without Professional Safeguards..........ccccvviiiiiiiiiiiiinnn.. 19
Impact: Liability Risks tO the ChUrCh........uiiiiii et eie e e eeaanns 19
Impact: Strained Relationships and Diminished Trust........ccoeriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeens 20
Final Thoughts: The Importance of Structured Support and Clear Boundaries...................... 20
Solutions: Finding a Path Forward for Church-Based Counseling........cccciiiiieiiiiiiinniiiiiinnnnecnnes 20
Conclusion: Embracing a Path to Holistic, Christ-Centered Care.......ccccceiiiiiiieiiiiiiinneececnnnnnnns 22



Introduction

In today’s church, counseling can feel like trying to pour a gallon of water into a pint-sized
cup—there’s just too much to contain. With rising needs for mental and emotional support among
congregants, pastors are stretched thinner than ever, often without the tools, training, or time
required. These notes unpack the eight big challenges churches face in providing counseling, from
confidentiality tangles to balancing dual roles. It's a journey through the wild terrain of pastoral
counseling, where the needs are vast, resources are limited, and the stakes? Well, let’s just say

they’re as high as a Sunday morning sermon.

Secular Counseling vs. Christian Counseling

It’s essential to recognize the distinction between Christian counseling and secular counseling, as
these approaches aren’t just different methods—they’re fundamentally different missions. In secular
counseling, the primary objective is to address the psychological or emotional needs of the client,
without a religious framework unless the client explicitly requests it. There’s no law against bringing
faith into a session, but it’s a tightrope walk: crossing that line could lead to complaints with the state
licensing board, which in turn can jeopardize a counselor’s license. So, for the secular counselor, faith

conversations are cautious at best and minimal at most.

Even when a secular counselor does integrate faith, Christ rarely becomes the center of the process.
Psychology is the primary lens, and any spiritual aspects tend to be supporting players, not the main
act. The approach is built on psychological frameworks, with spiritual insights appearing as add-ons if

requested.

Christian counseling, on the other hand, follows an entirely different compass. Here, guiding
counselees to Christ isn’t an option or an afterthought; it’s a mandate. My own license, conferred by
the National Christian Counselors Association, stipulates this very mission. In Christian counseling,
Christ isn’t just a guest invited in when convenient—He’s the focal point, the heart, and the healer in

every session.

Now, you might wonder, is Christian counseling effective? Without hesitation, my answer is an

emphatic yes. In just the past six months at Eternal Light, we’ve witnessed remarkable breakthroughs,



transformations, and marriages healed in ways that only the Spirit of God could orchestrate. It’s a

humbling, awe-inspiring experience to be a part of such profound change.

Let me be clear: I’'m not dismissing the valuable work done by licensed professional counselors and
psychologists who are also believers. Secular counseling, when approached with integrity and faith,
can honor God in its own way. But Christian counseling is uniquely committed to Christ as the primary
source of healing and transformation. We don’t just lean on Christ as a support; we point to Him as the

center of the solution.

Efficacy of Christian Counseling

Not all counselors are created equal—secular or Christian. But here’s the beauty of Christian
counseling: when the counselor is surrendered to Christ, their natural abilities are infused with God’s
“super.” It’s like handing a carpenter an upgraded set of tools—the skill is there, but the added power

takes the work to another level.

Take Dr. Lynne and Dr. Rob, for example. Together, we spent nearly half a decade in school earning our
Ph.D.s in Clinical Christian Counseling. During that time, we didn’t just hit the books—we rolled up our
sleeves and got to work, standing up a private practice offering pro bono counseling and marriage
workshops as a community service. This provided us with solid experience in pre-marital counseling
and addressing surface-level issues. But as our training deepened, so did our understanding of the
broader mental health challenges our community faced: anxiety, depression, trauma, self-control,

sexual identity issues, and marriages in crisis.

Our early focus as “Relationship Experts” was simply under-scoped for what we had been trained to
do. So, with prayerful consideration, we launched Eternal Light Christian Counseling Services (ELCCS)

as a nonprofit ministry dedicated to addressing these deeper needs.

ELCCS Impact

In our first six months of service, ELCCS operated with just two counselors—Dr. Lynne and Dr. Rob—
working part-time, mostly in the evenings. And yet, in that short time, God has shown His faithfulness

in remarkable ways. Here’s what we’ve seen so far:



e Breakthroughs: 4 individuals experiencing transformational victories
e Completed Therapy: 6 individuals achieving their goals and graduating from counseling
e Holy Matrimony: 2 couples stepping into God-ordained unions

e Marriages Restored: 3 couples finding healing and reconciliation

On top of this, we currently have 7 active counselees making progress toward victories of their own.

These aren’t just numbers—they’re lives impacted by Christ-centered care.

When God adds His “super” to the natural abilities of a surrendered Christian counselor, the outcomes
aren’t just about mental health—they’re about transformation, restoration, and Kingdom victories.

And that’s something no secular framework can fully replicate.

ELCCS Impact in First 6 Months of Operations

Comparison to What a New Counselor Should Expect

1. Breakthroughs (4):
For a new counselor, breakthroughs are likely to happen at a slower pace. Many new counselors
spend time establishing rapport, building trust, and learning the best approaches for their
clients. In seven months, a new counselor may experience fewer than four breakthroughs as
they refine their methods.

2. Completed Therapy (6):
Completing therapy with six individuals in seven months is also strong. Many new counselors



may struggle to achieve this, as it often takes time to guide clients to the conclusion of their
counseling journeys. They might expect fewer completions, maybe in the range of 1-3,
depending on the complexity of their cases.

3. Entered into Holy Matrimony (2):
Guiding two couples toward marriage within the first seven months is above average. New
counselors may not always see such outcomes early on, especially if they are still developing
their expertise in premarital or relationship counseling.

4. Marriages Restored (3):
Restoring three marriages is a significant accomplishment. A new counselor may find that it
takes longer to see such restorative results, as these kinds of outcomes typically require
extensive work. A new counselor might expect to see fewer, if any, in this timeframe.

5. Active Counselees Making Progress (7):
Having seven active clients making progress is another sign of a thriving practice. New
counselors may have fewer active clients due to limited experience, building a client base, or

still learning how to facilitate progress effectively.

Efficacy Conclusion

Overall, the ELCCS’s outcomes far exceed what many new counselors might expect. New counselors
typically experience slower progress due to the time it takes to build trust, refine techniques, and
grow a steady client base. These numbers indicate a high level of effectiveness and early success, but
we accept that this is the work of God’s Holy Spirit. We are blessed to be used by Him and to have a

front row seat to these transformations.

Challenges

1. Time Constraints
Challenge: A Pastor’s Plate is Already Overflowing

First, there’s the obvious challenge: time! Pastors wear so many hats that their schedule could double
as a closet. Imagine a buffet plate piled so high that balancing it takes skill, yet people keep adding

another dish. Preaching, teaching Bible studies, managing church operations, visiting the sick,



community outreach—each duty is essential and demanding. Counseling, however, requires something
deeper: focused, uninterrupted time to sit, listen, and respond with intentional care. You can’t just
squeeze in effective counseling between planning the Sunday sermon and the board meeting. It’s a bit
like asking a chef to whip up a gourmet meal during the halftime show—impossible if you want it done

right.

In the end, balancing these responsibilities is like trying to play a one-man band while walking a
tightrope. Every additional duty disrupts the careful balance, and eventually, something has to give.
And let’s be honest, there’s no indictment on the pastor who says, “l just don’t have the time to
provide consistent counseling to everyone who needs it.” That’s not shirking responsibility; it’s

realistic and honest.

Challenge: Counseling Requires Consistency, Not Just a Quick Fix

Truly effective counseling isn’t about a single sit-down or a quick, well-meaning chat. It’s a bit like a
course of antibiotics—taking the full regimen is what leads to healing. Each session builds on the last,
allowing for layers of understanding and trust to grow over time. Sporadic counseling, on the other
hand, might touch the surface but lacks the depth needed for real change. When pastors can only
manage intermittent sessions, it’s like trying to water a plant by tossing it a cup of water every now

and then. Growth just doesn’t happen that way.

Impact: The Risk of Incomplete Care

When counseling sessions are squeezed in between packed schedules, the result is often fragmented
care. Congregants coming in with real emotional or psychological needs might end up feeling
shortchanged if they sense their pastor’s mind drifting to the next meeting. It’s like trying to have a
heart-to-heart with someone who’s got one eye on their watch and the other on their phone—not the
ideal atmosphere for healing conversations. In these rushed moments, pastors might only scratch the

surface, missing deeper issues that need attention.

This can lead to congregants feeling unheard or undervalued, leaving them more burdened than
before. Counseling done on the fly doesn’t give them the support they need, and eventually, both the

pastor and the congregant end up feeling less than whole.

Impact: Burnout—When the Fire Runs Out of Fuel



Then there’s the toll it takes on the pastor’s own well-being. Constantly pouring out emotionally for
others, on top of every other duty, is a fast track to burnout. Imagine a candle lighting a dozen flames,
burning from every side—there’s only so much wax to go around. With so many demands and so little

time to refill spiritually and emotionally, burnout becomes a real threat.

Without time to rest and reflect, pastors risk becoming emotionally drained, which then affects their
ability to serve effectively in all areas, not just counseling. A pastor running on fumes struggles to
inspire, uplift, or truly be present for anyone else. When a counselor’s light is dimming, it’s hard to be

a guiding light for others.

In short, trying to provide counseling without the dedicated time and consistency it requires can leave
both pastor and congregant feeling incomplete. Embracing a realistic approach to time and
recognizing when to seek additional support allows pastors to serve their congregation without burning

themselves out in the process.

2. Lack of Professional Counseling Training
Challenge: Spiritual Shepherd, But Not a Trained Therapist

Pastors are first and foremost spiritual shepherds, guiding people along their faith journey with
wisdom and encouragement. They’re well-versed in Scripture, theology, and the art of bringing people
closer to God. But counseling psychology? That’s a whole different toolbox. Imagine asking a master
chef to fix a plumbing issue—they might whip up a great meal, but without specific training, they’d be
guessing at best. Similarly, pastors may be fluent in biblical wisdom, but counseling for mental health
and emotional trauma requires skills not typically taught in seminary. From understanding trauma
responses to planning therapeutic interventions, the world of mental health counseling demands

knowledge and techniques outside the typical pastoral toolkit.

This gap doesn’t reflect a lack of care or willingness on the pastor’s part; it simply highlights the limits
of their training. When dealing with cases involving mental health disorders, addiction, or deep-seated
trauma, pastors may feel like they’re wading into a lake with no clear view of the bottom, unsure of
what’s beneath the surface. Without proper training, they may unintentionally overlook critical

aspects of a congregant’s needs, leaving both parties on unsteady ground.



Challenge: No Access to Professional Counseling Tools

Pastors often lack access to essential tools that licensed counselors rely on every day. Things like
diagnostic assessments, structured therapeutic planning, and HIPAA-compliant systems for maintaining
confidential records are standard in professional counseling, designed to protect the privacy and
well-being of the counselee. Without these resources, pastors are left without the proper “gear” to
address complex emotional and mental health issues. It’s like trying to fix a car without a jack or
attempting to write a sermon without Scripture—no matter how skilled the pastor is, not having these

resources can severely limit their effectiveness.

Without professional tools and protections, pastors may struggle to offer a level of care that fully
addresses a congregant’s needs. In the absence of HIPAA-compliant systems, for instance, confidential
counseling notes might not be secure, and without formal therapeutic assessments, it’s difficult to
gauge the true scope of issues like depression or anxiety. Not applying these tools and protections can

leave both pastor and congregant vulnerable in unexpected ways.

Impact: Limited Tools to Address Complex Issues

Without the training that professional counselors receive, pastors may feel like they’re trying to fix a
broken watch with a sledgehammer. Mental health concerns such as anxiety, depression, and trauma
demand a careful and skilled approach. Without the right tools, pastors risk offering advice that
oversimplifies, overlooks, or even worsens a congregant’s struggles. While guidance to “pray and have
faith” may bring comfort, it’s often not enough for those facing clinical depression or PTSD.
Congregants who seek deep healing may leave these sessions feeling disappointed or, worse,

misunderstood.

Without structured therapeutic planning and formal tools for assessment, pastors may only see part of
the picture. For example, someone dealing with PTSD may need a trauma-informed approach, which
goes beyond what a spiritual conversation can address. Without tools to detect and support these
needs, the risk is that congregants may leave feeling like their struggles are unimportant or that they

simply need more faith, potentially missing the deeper help they need.

Impact: Risks of Inadequate or Harmful Advice

When pastors step into counseling roles without adequate training, there’s also a risk of offering

advice that could unintentionally cause harm. Picture a doctor treating a patient without a medical



degree—no matter how caring or well-meaning, the potential for misdiagnosis or harm is high. Without
training in mental health symptoms, crisis intervention protocols, and the ethics of confidentiality,
pastors may miss signs of severe issues, such as suicidal thoughts, substance abuse, or underlying
trauma. The best intentions can go astray when the situation calls for specialized mental health

support.

Additionally, a well-meaning conversation can sometimes have unintended consequences, even legal
ones. Without HIPAA-compliant systems, confidential details might accidentally become known, or
without the right crisis training, a pastor might encourage a course of action that ultimately places the
congregant in harm’s way. Not having these professional safeguards can put both the pastor and the

congregant in a vulnerable position, with the potential for lasting emotional or legal fallout.

In the end, pastors can best serve their congregants by recognizing when to refer out and trusting
professionals who are equipped with the tools and training to address these sensitive issues. By
focusing on their own gifts while knowing the limits of their expertise, pastors help keep the church a

place of spiritual and emotional safety for all.

Impact: Missed Opportunities for Professional Intervention

Finally, without the proper training, pastors might struggle to know when to refer a congregant to a
licensed counselor. They may believe that their spiritual guidance alone can meet every need, but this
can overlook the unique role of professional intervention. Much like a mechanic knowing when to call
in an electrician, pastors benefit from recognizing when an issue is beyond their expertise. Failure to
refer out can mean that congregants miss out on valuable, even life-saving, mental health resources.
And as any pastor knows, helping people achieve wholeness is the ultimate goal—sometimes that

requires passing the baton.

3. Boundary and Confidentiality Concerns

Challenge: The Ethical Minefield of Dual Relationships

=10 --



One major concern in church counseling is the ethical complexity of dual relationships. A dual
relationship occurs when the counselor also plays another significant role in the client’s life, like being
both their pastor and their counselor. It might sound convenient—after all, who wouldn’t want a 2-in-1
deal on relationships? We’re all about simplifying these days! But this “shortcut” actually adds a

tangled layer of complexity.

For a Christian counselor, it’s about leading someone toward genuine healing in Christ through careful
diagnosis and therapeutic support. But as both their pastor and counselor, it’s like being both the pilot
and the flight attendant on the same flight. One moment you’re guiding them on their spiritual
journey, and the next, you’re supposed to serve up objective mental health support. The real question
becomes: Am | helping them land safely, or am | focused on whether they’re comfortable with the

in-flight service?

Challenge: Blurring the Lines of Trust, Confidentiality, and Authority

Dual relationships inevitably blur the lines between trust, confidentiality, and authority. Imagine
sharing personal struggles with your pastor in a counseling session, only to hear a related topic come
up in Sunday’s sermon. Even if the pastor had no intention of linking the two, it’s easy for congregants
to feel betrayed. The line between pastoral care and therapeutic confidentiality can quickly get

murky.

This blurred boundary can create pressure in the relationship, too. A congregant might hesitate to be
fully transparent in counseling if they know their pastor will see them outside the counseling room, in
social or church settings. Even if the pastor means no harm, the client may feel watched or judged,

making it nearly impossible to achieve the open, honest foundation that effective counseling requires.

Impact: The Risk of Trust Erosion

Trust is the bedrock of any counseling relationship, but dual relationships make that foundation shaky.
When boundaries between personal and counseling roles become unclear, congregants may start
questioning whether their private disclosures will stay private. It’s like standing on a bridge with

missing boards—you’re left wondering if it’s safe to cross.

This uncertainty often leads congregants to withdraw or avoid seeking help altogether. Without

confidence in confidentiality, they may worry that private matters could spill into public conversations
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or be referenced in church teaching. For effective counseling to happen, trust is essential, but with

dual roles, that trust can erode quickly and is hard to rebuild once it’s gone.

Impact: Conflicts of Interest — Serving the Congregant or the Congregation?

Dual relationships often create conflicts of interest, a dilemma that can sneak up on pastors like
weeds in a garden. When pastors counsel people they already know well, there may be a subtle
influence to offer guidance that aligns with the broader goals of the church community. For instance, a
pastor might unintentionally steer a counseling session toward topics that affect church dynamics or

leadership roles, rather than focusing purely on the individual’s needs.

This dual allegiance—trying to serve both the congregant and the church—creates a conflict that can
leave the congregant feeling that their personal struggles are overshadowed by the pastor’s
responsibility to the larger church. It’s a tough balancing act, and in these moments, the congregant

may feel overlooked, wondering if their best interests are being prioritized.

Impact: Dual Roles Can Lead to Feelings of Pressure and Manipulation

Even if a pastor keeps everything confidential and avoids any perceived conflicts, the dual role itself
can still create a sense of pressure or manipulation. A congregant may feel they have to behave a
certain way or limit what they share, fearing how it might impact their role in the church or their

pastor’s view of them.

Imagine trying to be open and vulnerable with someone who is also your spiritual authority—someone
who will see you in other roles, settings, and moments of your life. The feeling of always being under
observation can make it hard for congregants to let down their guard. And without the freedom to be
fully transparent, the true purpose of counseling—providing a safe space for growth and healing—is

compromised.

Final Thoughts: Maintaining Ethical Boundaries in Church Counseling

Professional counselors are trained to spot and avoid dual relationships because they recognize how
these blurred lines can undermine the very foundation of the counselor-client dynamic. For pastors,
acknowledging the limitations that dual relationships create isn’t a failure; it’s a way to protect both
their congregants and themselves. Referring mental health care to an outside counselor doesn’t mean

a pastor loses perspective on how their flock is faring. There are ethical ways to stay informed about a
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congregant’s progress, even if someone else provides the therapy. By keeping these roles distinct,
pastors ensure their congregants receive the support they need, without risking trust, confidentiality,

or conflicts of interest.

4. Emotional and Mental Burden
Challenge: The Weight of Carrying Congregants' Struggles

For pastors, listening to congregants’ personal struggles can be emotionally taxing. Every counseling
session brings a new story of hardship, pain, or crisis, and pastors are often on the front lines,
absorbing it all with an open heart. It’s like trying to be a sponge for everyone else’s rainstorm. But
here’s the kicker—there’s only so much water one sponge can hold. Without a support system or
counseling team to share the load, pastors often end up bearing these burdens alone, carrying not just
the weight of their congregants’ pain but also the responsibility of offering guidance, healing, and

hope.

Challenge: The Myth of the "Always-Available" Pastor

There’s an unspoken expectation that pastors are available anytime, anywhere. It’s a bit like the
“24/7 convenience store” of spiritual care. However, when pastors constantly step into counseling
roles without taking a moment to recharge, they risk running out of emotional reserves. Imagine trying
to pour from a pitcher that’s almost empty—it’s not long before there’s nothing left to give. Yet, many
pastors feel they must be ever-present for their congregants, which leads to an emotional strain that

can quietly build over time, making it harder and harder to keep serving effectively.

Impact: Emotional Exhaustion - When the Well Runs Dry

Over time, this emotional toll can lead to full-blown exhaustion. Pastors who regularly engage in
emotionally charged conversations without a chance to refill their own cup will eventually hit a wall.
It’s like working a double shift every day with no coffee breaks—eventually, the energy and enthusiasm
that once fueled their ministry start to wane. Emotional exhaustion isn’t just about feeling tired; it’s a
deep, soul-level weariness that impacts everything. A pastor who once had a heart overflowing with
compassion may find themselves emotionally “running on fumes,” struggling to summon the energy to

genuinely connect with each new person in need.
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Impact: Compassion Fatigue — When Caring Feels Like a Burden

Compassion fatigue, often called “the cost of caring,” is a condition that many helping professionals
experience, and pastors are no exception. After pouring out empathy, day in and day out, pastors can
reach a point where their ability to feel deeply starts to dim. Imagine trying to light a candle that’s
already burned to the wick—there’s just no fuel left. Compassion fatigue can lead pastors to feel
detached, cynical, or even numb in response to others’ pain. And this isn’t just a personal burden; it
directly affects the quality of care they can provide. When empathy starts to fade, so does the

effectiveness of their pastoral support.

Impact: The Ripple Effect on Pastoral Duties

Emotional and mental strain doesn’t just stay contained within counseling sessions; it has a ripple
effect on every area of a pastor’s work. When pastors are drained or compassion-fatigued, it affects
their sermons, their interactions with church members, and even their ability to make clear decisions
for the church. It’s like a ripple in a pond—a single stone of exhaustion sends waves throughout their
ministry. They may find themselves lacking the patience they once had, struggling to stay present in

conversations, or feeling less connected to their own calling.

Final Thoughts: The Need for Self-Care and Support

For pastors, recognizing the emotional toll of counseling is crucial—not as a sign of weakness but as a
necessary step toward sustainability. Self-care isn’t about stepping away from their calling; it’s about
creating space to return to it refreshed. Building a support system, whether that’s through peer
counseling, pastoral retreats, or delegating counseling to trained professionals, helps pastors avoid
burnout and stay emotionally healthy. After all, a well-cared-for pastor is much better equipped to
offer genuine, compassionate care. Just like in-flight instructions, “putting on your own oxygen mask

first” allows pastors to keep serving their congregants without reaching a breaking point.

5. Inability to Address Specialized Issues

Challenge: The Limits of Pastoral Counseling for Complex Issues
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Pastors are a bit like a spiritual first responders—ready to guide, comfort, and support those in need.
But sometimes, congregants come in with complex mental health issues, like trauma, depression, or
addiction, that require a different level of expertise. Imagine calling a firefighter to fix an electrical
issue; they’re heroic, no doubt, but it’s not their specialty. Likewise, pastors may be equipped to
handle a wide range of spiritual needs, but they aren’t necessarily trained to navigate the intricacies
of clinical depression, PTSD, or substance abuse treatment. These specialized areas require a deep

understanding of mental health science, therapy techniques, and structured treatment plans.

While pastors may want to provide all the support their congregants need, recognizing the limits of
pastoral counseling for complex cases is essential. Even the most dedicated pastor isn’t equipped to
be a one-stop shop for every type of care, especially in situations that call for licensed clinical

intervention.

Challenge: Addressing the Needs of a Hurting Congregation Without the Right Tools

When congregants approach pastors with these significant mental health concerns, they’re often
seeking support for deep, life-altering struggles. However, without the right tools or specialized
training, pastors may find themselves in unfamiliar territory. Issues like trauma and addiction don’t
respond to a one-size-fits-all approach and require structured therapy plans, assessments, and
sometimes even medication management. For pastors, this is like trying to fix a car engine with only a

hammer and screwdriver—well-meaning but often ineffective.

This can be particularly challenging for pastors who feel a strong calling to help but find themselves
without the diagnostic tools or therapeutic methods that professional counselors rely on. It’s a tough

situation: the heart is willing, but the resources aren’t there.

Impact: Unmet Needs and the Risk of Leaving Congregants Without Care

Without access to trained mental health professionals or an in-house counseling ministry, pastors may
end up unintentionally leaving serious mental health needs unmet. Congregants struggling with
addiction, for example, may require interventions that go beyond pastoral counseling, like detox
programs or specialized addiction counseling. Similarly, trauma survivors often need carefully guided

therapeutic support that includes safety protocols and trauma-informed approaches.

When congregants don’t receive the right level of care, they may feel isolated or frustrated,

wondering if their issues are “too much” for the church. It’s a heartbreaking scenario because many of
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these individuals turn to their faith community first, hoping to find a path to healing. When that hope

isn’t fully met, it can leave them feeling more hurt and unsupported than before.

Impact: The Difficulty of Finding Aligned Referrals

When pastors do recognize the need for outside support, they often face another hurdle: finding
mental health professionals who align with the church’s values. Referring a congregant to a secular
therapist can sometimes feel like sending a member of the flock out into unfamiliar and potentially
unaligned territory. For those who prioritize a Christian worldview, this can be a significant concern.
The risk is that congregants might receive guidance that conflicts with their beliefs or doesn’t

integrate faith as a foundation for healing.

In such cases, pastors may feel caught between wanting to ensure their congregants get the
specialized help they need and ensuring that the care aligns with the church’s values. It’s a difficult
balancing act, and without a trusted network of Christian counselors, pastors often feel they’re left

with limited options.

Final Thoughts: Recognizing When to Refer and Building Partnerships

While pastors can offer deep spiritual support, it’s essential to recognize when specialized mental
health care is the best option for a congregant’s well-being. Far from diminishing a pastor’s role,
referring out can actually enhance it, allowing pastors to focus on spiritual guidance while trusted
professionals handle clinical care. Building partnerships with Christian counseling centers or licensed
mental health professionals can help bridge this gap, creating a network of support that combines
faith with professional expertise. After all, knowing when to hand the reins to a specialist doesn’t
mean stepping back; it’s about creating a comprehensive approach to healing that respects both the
complexity of mental health issues and the central role of faith in a congregant’s journey to

wholeness.

6. Referral Limitations

Challenge: The Search for Aligned Referrals
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For pastors, finding the right referral is like trying to match a missing puzzle piece—you need the right
fit. Without an in-house counseling ministry, pastors often have to direct congregants to outside
professionals. But here’s the tricky part: not every counselor out there aligns with the church’s
theological beliefs or values. Referring a congregant to a secular therapist can feel like sending them
down an unfamiliar road without a map. For congregants seeking faith-based guidance, this can be
unsettling. After all, if they’ve come to their pastor for counsel, they’re likely hoping for support that

keeps faith at the center of their journey.

Pastors can spend considerable time searching for Christian counselors who can integrate faith with
therapy, but in many communities, those options are limited. The challenge is real—how can a pastor
ensure that a counselor’s approach won’t unintentionally conflict with or undermine the values that

congregants hold dear?

Challenge: Balancing Spiritual Alignment with Professional Expertise

Even when faith-based counselors are available, there’s often another challenge: ensuring these
counselors possess the professional skills required for specialized mental health needs. Pastors want
the best for their congregants, but it’s a delicate balance between aligning with spiritual beliefs and
ensuring top-notch clinical care. In some cases, a Christian counselor might be available, but they
might not have the expertise in specific areas like trauma recovery, addiction therapy, or family
counseling. So, pastors may find themselves in a tough spot: referring to a highly skilled secular
therapist or a Christian counselor who may not specialize in the particular issues their congregant is

facing.

This dilemma can feel like trying to decide whether to send someone to a well-equipped hospital with
a questionable philosophy or to a familiar friend who might not have all the right tools for the job.
Each option has its risks, and pastors often struggle to make a choice that respects both the

congregant’s spiritual and mental health needs.

Impact: Congregant Hesitancy and Distrust

When pastors refer congregants to external counselors who may not fully align with the church’s
values, it can lead to hesitancy, or even distrust, from the congregants themselves. Imagine going in
for a check-up only to find that the doctor’s advice doesn’t fit with your personal beliefs; it can leave
you feeling more skeptical than secure. Congregants who seek faith-based counseling may worry that a

secular therapist won’t understand their spiritual values, or worse, might contradict them.
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This hesitancy can prevent congregants from fully engaging in the therapeutic process, limiting the
effectiveness of the counseling. Instead of experiencing continuity between their spiritual life and
mental health support, they may feel as if they’re navigating two separate paths, leading to feelings

of isolation or confusion.

Impact: Lack of Continuity Between Pastoral and Professional Care

The referral process can also create a disconnect between pastoral care and professional counseling
services. Pastors know that congregants benefit most when their mental, emotional, and spiritual care
are seamlessly integrated. However, when counseling happens outside the church, pastors may have
limited insight into a congregant’s progress, which can hinder their ability to provide consistent

spiritual guidance.

This lack of continuity is like building a bridge with missing sections; congregants may find themselves
shuffling between two worlds—one focused on faith, the other on mental health—with little crossover.
This divide can be particularly tough for individuals seeking a holistic approach that honors their faith
while addressing their emotional needs. It’s difficult for them to feel fully supported when their

pastoral and mental health care seem to exist in separate silos.

Final Thoughts: Building a Trusted Network for Faith-Based Referrals

One solution is for pastors to build a trusted network of faith-based counselors who are both
professionally qualified and spiritually aligned. Establishing partnerships with Christian counseling
centers or therapists who share the church’s values allows pastors to confidently refer congregants,
knowing they’re in good hands. By creating a go-to list of counselors who understand both mental
health and faith dynamics, pastors can bridge the gap and provide congregants with a sense of

continuity.

Ultimately, referring to aligned professionals doesn’t diminish the pastor’s role but rather
complements it, providing congregants with a safe space where their faith and mental health journey
can work in harmony. Building these partnerships ensures that even when care is referred out, the

pastor’s guidance continues to influence the path, bringing holistic support to those who need it most.
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7. Risk of Liability
Challenge: Walking the Tightrope of Legal and Ethical Concerns

Without formal training or a structured counseling ministry in place, pastors can find themselves in a
delicate position when offering guidance. Imagine a tightrope walker without a safety net—one
misstep, and the consequences could be severe. When pastors offer counseling advice, especially in
areas where they lack specialized training, there’s a risk that well-intentioned guidance could backfire

if it doesn’t fully address or even worsens the congregant’s situation.

In counseling, seemingly small mistakes can have big impacts, especially when mental health issues
are involved. A congregant dealing with depression, addiction, or trauma may require therapeutic
interventions that a pastor simply isn’t equipped to provide. When advice is given without a
foundation in counseling best practices, there’s a risk of causing unintended harm, and that opens the

door to legal and ethical challenges.

Challenge: Navigating Boundaries Without Professional Safeguards

Professional counselors have a set of boundaries and safeguards to ensure ethical and legally sound
counseling. These include confidentiality protocols, documented training, and, most importantly,
professional liability insurance. Pastors, however, often step into the counseling role without these
protective measures, meaning there’s little to fall back on if a counseling session takes an unexpected

turn.

Without these safeguards, a pastor could unintentionally share too much in a sermon, reference a
conversation, or even cross a line of confidentiality, leaving both the pastor and the church
vulnerable. This lack of formal structure around counseling means there’s more room for error, and the

stakes are high when ethical or legal boundaries are accidentally overstepped.

Impact: Liability Risks to the Church

The potential for liability isn’t just a concern for pastors but for the entire church. If a congregant
feels they’ve received inadequate or harmful counseling, they may look to the church as responsible,
which could lead to legal action or reputational damage. Imagine the ripple effects—one case could
have far-reaching consequences, not only for the pastor involved but also for the church’s standing in

the community.
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The church’s mission is to be a place of support and refuge, but without safeguards in place, the risk
of legal fallout could compromise that mission. Even if the situation doesn’t end in a courtroom, the
reputational impact can be lasting. A single incident could leave congregants wondering whether the

church is truly a safe space for seeking help, creating an atmosphere of distrust.

Impact: Strained Relationships and Diminished Trust

The risk of liability also affects the relationship between the pastor and their congregants. If someone
perceives harm from counseling, it can lead to strained relationships, fractured trust, and feelings of
betrayal. It’s a bit like the trust fall exercise—if someone falls and no one’s there to catch them, they
may not be willing to try again. When congregants experience harm or feel mishandled, they’re less
likely to reach out for help in the future, and that hesitation can ripple throughout the congregation,

leaving others reluctant to seek counsel.

Moreover, if congregants sense that the church is avoiding liability issues instead of addressing their
needs, it can lead to an erosion of trust in the church’s leadership. Once trust is compromised, it’s
incredibly challenging to rebuild, and the church’s influence as a caring and supportive community is

weakened.

Final Thoughts: The Importance of Structured Support and Clear Boundaries

To mitigate the risk of liability, churches must consider establishing clear boundaries and structured
support for pastoral counseling. By implementing referral systems, securing partnerships with licensed
Christian counselors, and providing clear guidance on when to refer congregants, pastors can continue
to offer spiritual care without stepping into risky territory. Emphasizing the value of professional
expertise doesn’t detract from a pastor’s role; rather, it enriches it, allowing pastors to stay focused

on spiritual leadership while ensuring congregants receive the specialized care they may need.

Ultimately, understanding the limits of pastoral counseling and knowing when to bring in additional
support can protect the church’s mission, reputation, and, most importantly, the well-being of its
members. It’s about creating a supportive framework that honors both the pastor’s role and the

congregation’s needs, ensuring a safe, ethical, and legally sound approach to church-based counseling.

Solutions: Finding a Path Forward for Church-Based Counseling
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After reflecting on the challenges of time, resources, and the tricky terrain of dual relationships, the
obvious solution might be to refer congregants to an outside counselor or clinic. It sounds

sensible—until you dig a little deeper.

Remember our distinction between secular counseling and Christian counseling? When you refer a
church member to a secular counseling service, you’re essentially sending them out into the world for
guidance and healing that, ideally, the Church should provide. Don’t get me wrong—secular counseling
has tremendous value, and many Licensed Professional Counselors (LPCs) incorporate faith when their
clients request it. But the framework itself isn’t inherently Christian. It’s like having a parishioner ask
for biblical insight, and instead of guiding them from a Christ-centered perspective, you direct them
to Google. Sure, they’ll get answers—maybe even good ones—but are they godly? Are they

Kingdom-centered?

Then there’s the financial burden on the congregant. Even those with insurance face hefty copays and
out-of-pocket minimums, often making secular counseling financially out of reach. And while you
might consider referring members to another church’s counseling ministry, doing so can lead to

questions about whether your own church is adequately equipped to meet the needs of its people.

So, if taking on counseling yourself isn’t realistic and referring out raises its own set of challenges,
what’s left? One option is to build an in-house counseling ministry. It’s possible to find a church
member with professional mental health training who could launch, manage, and grow a counseling
ministry right in your congregation. I’ve seen this work beautifully in some cases, but make no
mistake—it’s an ambitious undertaking that requires considerable dedication, resources, and ongoing

support.

Seeing the gaps in these options, we created Eternal Light Christian Counseling Services to serve as an
Adjunct Ministry, standing in the gap to support churches like yours. Think of us as your church’s own
in-house counseling ministry—but without any interference in your other ministries. We bring
Spirit-led, professional mental health care directly to your congregants without charging them a dime.
Our commitment is to work alongside your church, bringing Kingdom-centered counseling and

therapeutic support tailored to your congregation’s needs.

To learn more, you’re invited to visit us at FaithCare.EternallLightCCS.org. Let us come alongside you,

providing the Christ-centered care your congregation needs, while allowing you to focus on the

pastoral calling God’s placed on your heart.
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Conclusion: Embracing a Path to Holistic, Christ-Centered Care

Navigating the landscape of church-based counseling is a bit like trying to build a bridge while crossing
it. The challenges are real—time constraints, dual roles, lack of tools, and the ever-present risks of
burnout and liability. But the call to care for our congregation’s mental, emotional, and spiritual
well-being remains central to the church’s mission. It’s not just about putting out fires; it’s about

creating a space where healing and transformation can truly flourish.

While the hurdles are significant, there is hope and opportunity in finding creative solutions that align
with both our faith and our professional ethics. Recognizing our limitations isn’t a surrender; it’s a way
to serve better. Whether through standing up an in-house ministry, establishing trusted referral
networks, or partnering with a Spirit-led counseling service like Eternal Light, the goal is to create a
framework that honors both our congregants’ needs and the calling of the church. After all, we’re not
in this alone—God has equipped the body of Christ with diverse gifts to build each other up, sometimes

in ways we might not expect.

The truth is, church counseling doesn’t have to be a lone-wolf endeavor. Just as every part of the body
has a unique role, sometimes we need partners to shoulder the load, freeing pastors to focus on their
primary calling while ensuring their flock receives comprehensive care. By acknowledging these
challenges and embracing innovative, Christ-centered solutions, we can provide a bridge to healing
that’s sturdy, faith-filled, and supportive—one that ultimately leads our people not just to temporary

relief but to lasting transformation in Christ.

Let’s move forward with open hands and humble hearts, recognizing that God’s plan for healing is
bigger than any one ministry, and by building these partnerships, we can make sure our congregations
experience the fullness of His love, wisdom, and grace. And if we get a little help crossing that bridge?
Well, all the better.
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