
The Historical Development of
Pastoral Care and Counseling

From the Garden to the Post-Modern Era
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Roadmap from the garden to the post-modern era

1. Biblical and ancient roots
2. Early church and patristic care (cure of souls)
3. Medieval cure of souls
4. Reformation & early modern shifts
5. Enlightenment and modernity
6. Clinical pastoral education
7. Psychology and counseling integration
8. Liberation, feminist, intercultural critiques
9. Post-modern and digital horizons
10. Why does this history matter for us now?

The field did not emerge all 
at once; it layered older 
practices of soul care, 
confession, moral guidance, 
community support, and 
therapeutic listening into 
new forms.
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What do we mean by pastoral care? from the garden to the post-modern era

• Christian-Caregiving: identity, vocation, intrinsic value
• Pastoral care: practical, relational ministry oriented to 
healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling. Refers to 
spiritual, relational, moral, and reconciling attention to 
persons in the presence of God. 
• Pastoral counseling: a more focused and narrower, often 
one-to-one form of helping that draws on theological as 
well as psychological resources. It is usually more 
intentional, conversational, and psychologically informed, 
often focused on a person, couple, or family.

The two overlap, yet they are not identical. One is broader 
and ecclesial; the other is often more dialogical and clinical.

• The key historical tension: Is the caregiver mainly a 
shepherd of souls, a moral teacher, a physician of the 
spirit, or a therapeutic counselor?

That tension drives the story. 
Each era answers it 
differently. That distinction 
matters because the history 
is not simply the story of 
counseling techniques. It is 
the story of how the church 
has imagined care itself.
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Biblical and ancient roots from the garden to the post-modern era

Garden imagery, covenant, lament, wisdom, prophecy, and 
healing all shape later ideas of soul care. Early Christian 
pastoral imagination grew from Jewish communal care and 
from the conviction that persons belong to God, neighbor, 
and community.

Anchor motifs: presence, 
responsibility, confession, 
restoration, and hope.
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Gensis and the Earliest Grammar of Care from the garden to the post-modern era

• In Eden, human life is presented as relational, 
embodied, accountable, and dependent on God. 
Care begins in communion, vocation, and moral 
responsibility.

• After the fall, pastoral themes deepen. Shame, 
hiding, blame, exile, grief, and fractured 
relationships all become part of the human 
condition.

• God’s first response is not annihilation but 
pursuit, questioning, judgment, and mercy. Even 
the divine question “Where are you?” becomes a 
prototype of soul-address.

• This is why the tagline “from the garden to the 
post-modern era” is not decorative. The story 
starts where human brokenness and divine 
seeking first meet.

Anchor motifs: presence, 
responsibility, confession, 
restoration, and hope.
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Old Testament Patterns of Soul Care from the garden to the post-modern era

Anchor motifs: presence, 
responsibility, confession, 
restoration, and hope.
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• Priests taught Torah, pronounced blessing, 
mediated ritual repair, and addressed impurity, 
guilt, and communal disruption.

• Prophets confronted idolatry, injustice, false 
security, and moral self-deception. Their speech 
was pastoral in the deepest sense because it 
aimed at covenant restoration.

• Wisdom traditions nurtured discernment, speech 
ethics, self-control, family formation, and 
practical moral judgment.

• The Psalms gave Israel a language for lament, 
praise, confession, fear, anger, gratitude, and 
trust. They trained the inner life of the 
community.



Jesus, Healing, and Shepherds from the garden to the post-modern era

In Jesus, care of souls is 
inseparable from the 
kingdom of God.
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• Jesus unites proclamation, healing, exorcism, 
forgiveness, table fellowship, confrontation, and 
compassion.

• He treats persons not as cases but as neighbors, 
sufferers, sinners, image-bearers, and disciples.

• His pastoral method includes presence, 
penetrating questions, parables, touch, silence, 
truth-telling, and restoration to community.

• The Good Shepherd image becomes decisive. 
Christian care is shaped by knowing the sheep, 
seeking the lost, protecting the weak, and laying 
down one’s life.



Early church and patristic era from the garden to the post-modern era

• Bishops, presbyters, monastics, and lay believers all 
participated in care.
• Catechesis, discipline, almsgiving, hospitality, and care 
for widows, orphans, and the sick mattered as much as 
private discipleship.
• Pastoral care was ecclesial before it was individualistic.

• Writers such as Gregory the Great treated 
ministry as the art of applying truth wisely to 
different souls.

• Monastic traditions preserved practices of 
examination, stability, obedience, and guidance 
that would shape later spiritual care.

Key development: care of 
souls was tied to formation 
of the whole Christian 
community.
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The Pastoral Rule from the garden to the post-modern era

• Pastors were expected to know different 
temperaments, stations, temptations, and 
vulnerabilities.

• The task was not mere rule enforcement. It was 
wise discernment about what this person needed 
now.

• Humility and self-knowledge were essential, 
because an ungoverned pastor could damage the 
flock while trying to heal it.

• This tradition gave pastoral ministry a practical 
theology of diagnosis, speech, timing, and moral 
proportion.

Classical Pastoral Instincts: 
• discern the person
• apply truth fittingly
• correct without crushing
• comfort without 

deceiving
• care for the caregiver
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Medieval “cure of souls” from the garden to the post-modern era

• In the medieval West, cura animarum—care of souls—
became a central pastoral framework. Confession, 
penance, spiritual direction, sacramental practice, and 
moral theology were organized into stable forms.

• Strength: continuity and depth.
• Risk: excessive control, clericalism, and reduction of care 

to discipline.
• Parish priests and monastic communities served as 

interpreters of conscience and guides for daily Christian 
life.

• The strengths were continuity, seriousness about sin, and 
an integrated sacramental vision of healing.

• The liabilities were clericalism, legalism, and the 
temptation to reduce care to discipline or ritual 
compliance.

The pastor became an 
interpreter of conscience.
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Reformation and early modern shifts from the garden to the post-modern era

• Reformers criticized abuses in confession and clerical 
mediation.
• Preaching, Scripture, conscience, and vocation moved 
toward the center.
• Protestants emphasized shepherding through word, 
teaching, visitation, and congregational life; Catholics 
renewed pastoral practice through reform and catechesis.

Pastoral care widened 
beyond the confessional 
booth but remained strongly 
theological.
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Puritan, pietist, and devotional traditions from the garden to the post-modern era

• Puritan pastors developed searching approaches 
to self-examination, assurance, temptation, and 
practical holiness.
• Pietist movements stressed conversion, heartfelt 

religion, mutual care, and small-group formation.
• Devotional literature nurtured habits of prayer, 

self-scrutiny, and direction for sufferers.
• These traditions helped keep pastoral care close 

to lived experience, though at times they could 
become introspective or overly scrupulous.

Question of the age
How does one care for 
conscience without 
imprisoning it?
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Enlightenment to modernity from the garden to the post-modern era

Modernity introduced new questions: individual rights, 
reason, scientific medicine, urbanization, pluralism, and 
the changing authority of clergy. Pastoral caregivers 
increasingly faced social dislocation, mental suffering, and 
institutional complexity.

The church no longer held an 
uncontested monopoly on 
interpreting the human 
condition.
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Clinical Pastoral Education (20th century) from the garden to the post-modern era

CPE moved pastoral formation into hospitals and 
supervised ministry settings. Anton Boisen and others 
argued that living human documents should be studied 
alongside sacred texts. Reflection on relationship, affect, 
crisis, and self-awareness became central.

• The emphasis shifted from only learning about 
care to reflecting on actual encounters with 
patients, families, and staff.

• Students examined affect, conflict, authority, 
transference, grief. Ideally, it disciplined theology 
through encounter and disciplined encounter 
through theology.

This is the major turning 
point from solely doctrinal 
guidance toward disciplined 
pastoral encounter.
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Dialogue with psychology and counseling from the garden to the post-modern era

• Twentieth-century pastoral work increasingly engaged 
psychoanalysis, humanistic psychology, family systems, 
trauma studies, and developmental psychology.

• Some Christians feared capitulation to secular 
frameworks. Others welcomed tools that clarified human 
behavior and suffering. (Some feared secularization; 
others saw new tools for care)

• Pastoral counseling matured as an interdisciplinary 
practice at the border of theology, psychology, and 
clinical care.

• The best work resisted a false choice between 
theological depth and psychological insight.

Pastoral counseling matured 
as an interdisciplinary 
practice.
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Hospitals, Chaplaincy, and Institutional Ministry from the garden to the post-modern era

• As care moved into hospitals, military settings, 
prisons, and universities, pastoral identity became 
more publicly accountable and more 
institutionally complex.

• Chaplains had to speak across faith traditions, 
professional boundaries, ethical dilemmas, and 
medical realities.

• This environment sharpened skills in assessment, 
documentation, interdisciplinary collaboration, 
crisis response, and family care.

• It also raised a pressing question. How can 
pastoral ministry remain unmistakably theological 
inside pluralistic institutions?

Institutional Pressures: 
• pluralism
• time pressure
• role ambiguity
• ethics consultation
• documentation
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Critiques and expansions from the garden to the post-modern era

Liberation, feminist, womanist, Black, postcolonial, and 
intercultural voices challenged “neutral” models of care. 
They asked: care for whom, by whom, under what power 
structures, and toward what vision of flourishing?

Pastoral care became more 
attentive to injustice, 
embodiment, identity, and 
context.
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Post-modern and digital era from the garden to the post-modern era

• Today’s pastor cares for persons in a fragmented 
landscape marked by mobility, loneliness, 
skepticism, moral fatigue, and digital saturation.

• Ministry now includes online presence, hybrid 
communities, public crises, algorithm-shaped 
attention, and new mental health realities.

• Authority is less inherited and more relationally 
earned. Listening, trust, humility, and clarity 
matter even more.

• The future of pastoral care will likely be 
integrative, intercultural, trauma-aware, 
collaborative, and deeply theological.

The pastor is less gatekeeper, 
more companion, interpreter, 
and convener.
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from the garden to the post-modern era

›

A simple timeline of development

Garden / Israel

Jesus / 
Apostolic

Patristic / 
Monastic

Medieval cure 
of souls

Reformation

Modern / 
Clinical

Post-modern / 
Digital

Notice the arc

The center of gravity moves from communal spiritual formation, to sacramental and moral 
guidance, to clinical reflection and interdisciplinary care. The challenge today is not choosing one 
era over another, but recovering what each era saw clearly.



Takeaways for today from the garden to the post-modern era

1. The tradition is older than counseling but still evolving.
2. Every era redefines care through its understanding of the 
human person.
3. Strong pastoral practice holds together theology, wisdom, 
listening, context, and ethical responsibility.
4. The future likely belongs to integrative, intercultural, 
trauma-informed, community-based care.
• The history of pastoral care is not a straight line of progress. 

It is a layered tradition of gains, losses, corrections, and 
retrievals.

• Every era reveals something essential about the human 
person and about ministry.

• Strong pastoral practice today must hold together theology, 
wisdom, presence, context, and disciplined self-awareness.

• We need pastors who can preach, listen, discern, 
accompany, and collaborate without surrendering Christian 
depth.

• The closing question is not whether pastoral care changes. 
It always does. The deeper question is what must never be 
lost while it changes.

Closing question: What must 
not be lost as pastoral care 
keeps changing?
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