Christian Counseling
This article is adapted by Daryel Erickson from Ministry Tools Resource Center (mintools.com) 
 “Plans fail for lack of counsel, but with
many advisers they succeed.” (Prov. 15:22)

We are called to come along side of one another. Counseling is one of the ways to do that. God will use us to help others succeed in their way and to walk according to His ways. Let us remember, however, that the ultimate counselor in a person's life is the Spirit of God (Jn. 14:16, 26).
 
 

Why do people need a counselor?


 Many Christians may say, why do I need a counselor? If the Body of Christ is functioning as it should, are counselors really necessary? Undoubtedly a large portion of professional counseling could be eliminated if the church was committed to living out the 'one another' commands of Scripture.

. . . admonish one another . . . bear one another's burdens . . . build up one another . . . care for one another . . . comfort one another . . . confess faults to one another . . . encourage one another . . . spur one another on, etc.
Surely, in this kind of dynamic atmosphere, healing and change would occur. People would find the church to be a safe place, among those who accept one another. According to Titus 2:11-12, it is grace that "teaches us to say 'no' to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age."

The intent of this training is not, however, to provide a dissertation on the pros and cons of professional counseling. Nor is the objective to provide in-depth coverage of clinical counseling or abnormal psychology. The intent is to help church leaders and workers to more effectively counsel in the normal course of ministry. This training is for the pastoral, lay, & peer counselor.
 

Can anybody be a counselor?

In some regards, yes, any believer who is fulfilling the ‘one another’ commands of Scripture will be a counselor. There are, however, those who are gifted to come alongside people in a more concerted or more intentional way. People with the gift of exhortation may find themselves in this role more than those without that gift. 
 

What qualities should be found within a good counselor?
· warmth

· genuineness

· ability to empathize

· ability to listen
· confidentiality

What should be the counselor's objective?

(RE:   the counselor's involvement)
The objective of the counselor ought to be to work himself out of a job. The counselor should work with people in such a way as to encourage personal discovery of the truth about their situation and personal responsibility in planning a solution to their problem. In so doing, the counselor is a teacher, training people to develop healthy life management skills in any of the following areas:
· relational skills

· decision-making

· dealing with crisis

· conflict resolution

· communication skills

· thinking processes

· self-perception

· setting personal boundaries
As the counselor helps people work through their current situation by merely guiding or facilitating the process, people learn for the future. People are more likely to change because they own the solution. They were not simply told what to do.

(RE:   the counselee's need for help)
The first and foremost objective a Christian counselor should have for the people he counsels is that they grow into a deeper relationship with the Lord. Helping people reach their potential in Christ is the ultimate end toward which all counseling should lead . . . to live that full, abundant life Christ came to give them (John 10:10), to live productive, fruitful lives (John 15:1-8). In a real sense, a counselor is a discipler.

(RE:   the solution to the counselee's problem)
"There is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to death" (Prov. 14:12). Humanistic solutions yield temporary and long-range ineffective results.
 
"The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding" (Prov. 9:10). The application of godly wisdom yields deep-seated and lasting change. 
 
This doesn't invalidate the field of psychology. There is natural revelation in which God uses what He made to teach men truth about Himself (Ps. 19:1-6; Rom. 1:18-20). And, there is divine revelation in the form of God's inspired Word which was written for our instruction to equip us (Rom. 15:4; 2 Tim. 3:16-17). Truth, regardless of the source, is useful. God's Word, however, is the only infallible source. Scripture is the final authority. The objective then should be to filter other sources through the grid of Scripture to discern what is truth and what isn't.
What approach, or technique, should be used in Christian counseling?
There are two poles in counseling methodology used by Christians:
1. Directive: The counselor basically tells or advises the person about what to do. The counselor assumes more of a dominant role using the Word of God as the source of authority. Confrontation, challenge, and admonishment tend to characterize this approach.
2. Non-Directive: The counselor guides the counselee in coming up with his/her own solutions to problems by reflecting on what the counselee says and feels. The counselor is more of a facilitator than an initiator. For this reason it has been called a client-centered approach. Encouragement, support, and empathy characterize this approach.
Which approach is best? -- Taken to their extremes, the directive approach can be judgmental and too assuming and the non-directive approach can be humanistic and existential. While each model has its limitations, they both can contribute greatly to the counseling setting.

Balance may be the better approach wherein the counselor does not get locked into one style. Care must be taken not to fall into a cookie-cutter approach. View each person as an individual and each situation as unique. What may be needed to help one person may be useless or even harmful for the next person. “And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle (directive), encourage the timid (non-directive), help the weak (mostly non-directive), be patient with everyone.” (1 Thess. 5:14)

The Apostle Paul had an interactive balance in how he related to the people with whom he ministered. He dealt with them both as would a father (1 Thess. 2:11) and a mother (1 Thess. 2:7). There were times he confronted and times he comforted. His ultimate goal was that they live worthy of God (1 Thess. 2:10-12). He met people where they were in order to take them to where they ought to be (1 Cor. 9:19-23).

Jesus also used both approaches. With those who were hard-hearted and rebellious, like the Pharisees and Sadducees, He was very directive (Matt. 15:1-20). With other people he often used questions to draw them out and show them what was in their heart – non-directive (Jn. 4:1-26).

Biblical commands vary:

· exhort/encourage - parakaleo: 1 Thessalonians 5:11
· warn/confront - noutheteo: Colossians 3:16
· comfort/cheer-up - parmutheomai: 1 Thessalonians 5:14
Counselors need to develop a sensitivity to where the counselee is coming from and use the approach that best fits the need of the moment. Timing is very important. Readiness on the part of the counselee is essential for him to hear what you say. You may sometimes start non-directive and move into directive. If the person is cooperative, responsible, and desirous of moving forward, you may never need to be directive.

If people are going to be truly helped, they must get to the point of deciding on a course of action. The question for the counselor is how to move them to action and when. That may vary from person to person. The deeper the problem, the more layers there may be to peel.

First the problem must be identified. Initially the counselor may spend a lot of time listening to the person talk. Then as the problem is identified, it needs to be clarified to gain insights on how it affects their attitudes, thinking, and behavior. When the root is exposed, the course of action usually becomes obvious. It is time to develop a plan. The more involved the counselee is in determining the steps to be taken, the greater the potential will be for him/her to actually move on it.

By the end of each session there should be something, even if it is a very small step, that the counselee can do to begin affecting change in his/her life. Perhaps it will be to increase their understanding of an issue by reading a pertinent book or article or by studying a Scripture passage. Perhaps it will be to start making amends in broken relationships. Perhaps it will be to list pros and cons for a decision that must be made. Assignments should be practical and on target with the person's needs. The intent is to help the counselee move forward.

To be most effective, the counselor must follow-up, holding the counselee accountable to have taken the steps. Incorporate a time of feedback into the next session to discuss the results of the assignment. 
 

What do you do if a counselee doesn't take the steps required to move forward?

The counselor must identify what is blocking the person from doing so. These issues must be resolved before you are able to continue. 
Common blockages are:

· need for motivation:  When a certain behavior is perceived to be meeting a need, it is difficult to let go. People usually do not hold on unless they are getting something out of it. Why do abused women keep going back into an abusive situation? What they fear they will lose surpasses what they must put up with. The counselor must work with the counselee to understand a better source for having the need met .... in Christ.
 

· faulty thinking:  Behavior may be built on a false premise. The superstructure may make sense so it becomes hard for the person to see things differently. But, their belief system was built on the wrong foundation. People sometimes believe lies they were told as a child or that came out of a traumatic experience. Some will believe their worth is based on performance. Some will believe they are no longer useful to God because of what has happened to them. The lies must be identified and taken captive in Christ. Erroneous thinking must be changed to biblical thinking. Help the counselee identify the lie and replace it with truth.
 

· spiritual issues:  Perhaps the counselee is not a believer and therefore does not have the Spirit of God within to empower him to change. Perhaps the counselee is a believer but is hardened to God. The person may be angry with God for hurts he experienced. Guilt may be overtaking him for sin he has committed and he is unable to understand God's forgiveness. Perhaps the person's view of God is too small and therefore he finds it hard to trust Him explicitly. The counselor must help the counselee understand how great God is and the role of grace not just for salvation but also for daily living. Titus 2:11 says, "For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say 'No' to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age."
Listening Skills
 

One of the basic needs of people is to be understood. When you listen to what people say you learn about them and better understand them. Being listened to makes people feel respected, valued, affirmed, loved, appreciated -- understood. Failure to listen comes across as indifference. If people don't feel you care, they will either clam up or stay superficial.
 

Dynamics of Listening:

   What Happens When You Listen
 

	YOU

learn
 
|
|
 
understand
 
|
|
 
act rather
than react
	THEY

feel understood
 
|
|
 
open up more
 
|
|
 
become healed



 

This is a biblical process:

Their Part:

“Therefore confess your sins to each other...” (James 5:16)
 

Your Part:

“Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry.” (James 1:19).
 
“He who answers before listening -- that is his folly and his shame.” (Prov. 18:13)
 
“The heart of the discerning acquires knowledge; the ears of the wise seek it out.” (Prov. 18:15)
 

Listening is part of the burden bearing process (Gal. 6:2). How will you “bear one another's burdens” until you learn what they are? How will you learn if you don't listen?
 
 

But what do you do with what you hear?
	What not to do:

· do not judge the person

· do not emotionally react to what is said

· do not preach at the person
	What to do:

· truly care .... be genuinely concerned ("...have equal concern for each other." - 1 Cor. 12:25)

· empathize with them ("If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it." - 1 Cor. 12:26)


This does not mean you agree with everything they say. Nor does it mean you must act on what they say. But, if you do respond, you should act rather than react. In so doing you are attaching more value to the person than to what is being said. The word for being concerned, or caring as some translations suggest, is from the Greek root 'merizo' which means to be drawn in different directions, distracted ... an anxious care. In other words, in the process of listening you get what the person is saying so well that it affects you too. 
If they are suffering, you suffer. If they are rejoicing, you rejoice. “Wait!” you say. Such care could immobilize, overwhelm, or burn you out. Does God really expect us to listen to a person that well?? The answer is "yes" because of what He expects you to do with those cares. 1 Peter 5:7 – “Cast all your cares on Him.” (root word for 'cares' is 'merizo' which is the same word used when we are told to care for one another)
 
Philippians 4:6-7 – “Be anxious for nothing but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving, let your request be made known to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” (root word for 'anxious' is 'merizo' which is the same word used when we are told to care for one another)
You are not going to be immobilized, overwhelmed, or burned out if you take this care to God in prayer. It is God's responsibility to rescue them, not yours. That doesn't mean you don't get involved in what you hear, but neither do you take things into your own hands. You move when and how God says to move. 
Christians can genuinely care and feel with the person as they listen because they do not have to bear the weight of the burden. Any heaviness you feel will be replaced with peace when you leave it with the Lord.
Let's look at the listening process again.

They share, or confess,
what is going on in their life.
|
|
You listen.
|
|
They feel understood
and share more.
|
|
You understand better,
truly care, and pray effectively for them.
|
|
They get healed,
or gain perspective,
which empowers them.
 
(“Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other
so that you may be healed.” - James 5:16)
  
Why it is hard to listen and what to do about it:
Assumptions - You think you know what the person is going to say so you don't listen or you interrupt to fill in the gaps.

Solution: Listen with an open mind.


Bias - You let the person's outward appearance or opinions block you from truly hearing what is said.
Solution: Don't focus on any one thought or emotion that you have.


Control - You feel the need to interrupt, rush, and/or correct what the person is saying.
Solution: Listen with your heart as well as with your ears, remembering the importance of relationship. Maintain a relaxed, non-hurried posture that communicates that their agenda is important to you. Don't be petty.


Distraction - You lose attentiveness because you think faster than they speak so you think about what you are going to say next.
Solution: Stay in the moment. Hang on to every word. Refrain from planning ahead what you will say. Maintain eye contact. This will help you keep focused on the person and communicate that you are with them.


Ego - You put your own needs as the focus of attention before the other person’s needs.
Solution: Work at respecting and valuing the other person. Learn to love your neighbor as yourself.

 

Just a couple pointers:

Take it all in. Focus on more than their words alone. Read the non-verbal cues such as posture, gestures, facial expressions, pauses, voice inflections, tone of voice, and possible flatness in their voice. Remember that good listening is active, not passive. Be sure to express accurate empathy by paraphrasing or summarizing what the person has said. At times use open-ended questions for clarification or to draw the person out further.


 


 

