The Ministry of
Presence and Listening

Clinical insight for companioning persons in grief,
crisis, and spiritual discernment

“Presence is not passivity; it is disciplined,

embodied attention to another person
before God.”

Lecture frame
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Wﬂy presence ana |1sten1ng sit at tEe

center of soul care

Today’s map

ol el are “People heal in relationships that are

Incarnation, imago Dei, and witness-bearing in sufficiently safe, respectful, and truthful.”
Suffering Graduate pastoral counseling principle

2. Clinical frame

Alliance, empathy, attunement, and the e Pastoral care is not merely information

regulation of anxisty transfer; it is relational and sacramental in
texture.

3. Core skills o

Silence, reflection, curiosity, and nonverbal

e Listening is both a ministry act and a clinical

presence ] i
intervention.
o
4. Discernment : : :
When presence helps, when it harms, and when * Presence must be paired with boundaries,
to refer humility, and referral wisdom.
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A theological grammar for presence

siblical and pastora
anchor

e |[ncarnation: God does not save from a distance;
God draws near.

e |[mago Dei: every person is worthy of reverent
attention, not hurried management.

e Witness-bearing: pastoral care often means
staying with suffering we cannot fix.

e Hope: Christian presence resists despair without
denying pain.

“Before pastoral speech becomes meaningful, the
caregiver’s body communicates: “You are not alone.

299

Introduction to Pastoral Care and Counseling

Helpful scriptural

pairings

Job 2:13 The friends begin well: they sitin
silence before they speak poorly.

Romans

“Weep with those who weep” as a
12:15

ministry of accompaniment.

John 11 Jesusis present to grief before
offering explanation.

Luke On the Emmaus road, Christ
24 listens, joins, interprets, and
remains.



Wﬂat tne ministry 0! presence 1s—ana

1S not

e Steady, non-anxious, attentive e Performative niceness or spiritual clichés
companionship e Rushing to fix, explain, or theologize pain

e Tolerance for ambiguity and emotion e Boundaryless over-identification

e Willingness to let the care receiver set the e Confusing prayer, advice, and referral with
pace the same task

e Embodied signals of safety: posture,
pacing, tone, silence

Clinical translation: presence lowers threat by communicating, “l can stay here with
you.”
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Cllnlcal 1nS1gEt: wa presence ana

listening work

1. Therapeutic Pastoral reading of
lian Threat the process
° rust?co lgboration, and felt lowers P

e \When the caregiver is calm, curious, and

safety predict better helpin :
y pred Ping nonjudgmental, the other person often

relationships.

e Listening behaviors Emotion becomes more able to speak honestly.
strengthen rapport more than settles * High-quality listening can reduce
expert monologue. defensiveness and social anxiety,

2. Accurate ::;La:;\éz making deeper reflection possible.
h clearer * |n crisis care, the first intervention is

. %ng?tii:ngcee“ng and often regulation before interpretation.

meaning helps people feel Agency

re-

known without being invaded.
emerges

e Empathy is consistently
associated with better
outcomes across helping
settings.
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S
Listening on five levels

Words Emotion Meaning Body Spirit
What story or What do Where is God,
What What is being interpretation posture, hope, guilt,
happened? felt? is shaping breathing, and longing, or
this? pace reveal? lament in this?

Graduate pastoral listening asks: what is said, unsaid, embodied, and
spiritually charged?
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Micro-skills of sacred listening

Attend Open posture, eye contact Summa
appropriate to culture, unhurried rize
pace

Reflect Name feeling or meaning: “It Invite
sounds like...”

Clarify Ask clean questions instead of Discern
assuming
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Gather threads and check
accuracy

Use broad openings: “What feels
heaviest right now?”

Notice when prayer, silence,
action, or referral is now
appropriate



-
Silence as intervention, not absence

Constructive silence can...

But silence can fail when

it feels like...

e withdrawal or emotional shutdown

e punishment, disapproval, or avoidance
e lack of cultural attunement

e abandonment in acute risk or confusion

e Communicate respect for depth and
gravity

e Allow emotion to emerge without
interruption

e Give time for prayerful discernment and
bodily regulation

e Keep the caregiver from crowding the
moment with anxiety

Rule of thumb: stay silent only while your silence still feels companioning rather than
abandoning.
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Ease vignette: Hospltal cnaplalncy aﬁer

sudden loss

One possible first

Scenario

A mother has just learned response

that her adult son died “lam so sorry. | can stay here
unexpectedly. She says, “I with you. We do not have to rush.
keep waiting for someone to What feels most important in this
tell me this is not real.” moment?”’

Pastoral

task Why it helps

e Stabilize the moment before

explaining anything. * Names the reality without clichés

. e Offers presence before problem-
e Help the person not bear solving

aloneness in shock. e Returns agency through a broad
. opening

Discern whether prayer, family
support, or clinical staff should
enter now.
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listening

Trauma-informed
posture

e Predictability and consent
matter: explain what you
are doing.

e Move slowly; do not force
disclosure.

e Attend to grounding,
dissociation, and
overwhelm.

e Presence includes helping
the nervous system settle.
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Cultural humility

Eye contact, touch,
silence, and emotional

expression vary by culture.

Do not universalize your
own communication
norms.

Ask rather than assume
what support feels
respectful.

Faith language can heal or
harm depending on
history.

Trauma-ln!ormea ana multlcultural

Power awareness

Clergy status may
intensify compliance or
shame.

Be alert to gender, race,
age, and role differences.
Listening includes making
room for mistrust.

Repair gently when you
misattune.
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Wﬂen presence 1s not enougﬂ:

boundaries and referral

Refer or escalate when

you notice...

e suici inki ici i i referral
SUI.CIda.l-thlnklng, homicidalrisk, psychosis, e Stay with the person while
or inability to care for self

, , , connecting them to next steps.
e severe substance impairment or medical e Normalize help-seeking as
instability wisdom, not failure.
e trauma symptoms beyond your competency

. ) , e Document and communicate
e persistent abuse, coercion, or safeguarding -y :
within policy.

Pastoral stance in

concerns :
, , * Do not promise secrecy when
e your own countertransference is steering the o
safety is involved.
encounter

Presence continues
through a warm
handoff.

Introduction to Pastoral Care and Counseling 11



Eommon traps !()r Beglnmng

[ J
caregivers
. The
The fixer : : i : :
Answering the pain before theologize Using doctrine to mute lament
reflex fully hearing it ~ rather than accompany it
. : The : .
The mirror Making the story about your Crossing boundaries in order
similar experience rescuer to feel indispensable
The Correcting too soon instead of The_ Talking too much because
evaluator understanding first avoider silence feels threatening

Antidote: slow down, reflect back, and let your care be more curious than impressive.
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In-class practice: a 6-minute trlaa

CXEercCisc
Speaker Listener Observer

e Share areal but e Use one broad opening e Track posture, pacing, and
manageable stressor. and two reflections. interruptions.

e Talk for 2 minutes without e No advice, no story- e Note which response
being interrupted. sharing, no fixing. opened the speaker

o After reflection, say ¢ Allow one moment of further.
whether you felt purposeful silence. e Offer 60 seconds of
understood. feedback.
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A practlcal ﬂow !or pastoral

[ J
conversations
. Accom
Arrive Attune P Assess Act
any
Regulate. Attend to Seflesi, claity Discern risk, Pray, plan,
yourself; notice verbal, supports, and refer, follow up,
and tolerate . .
the room and nonverbal, and . what is needed or remain
. emotion.
the person. spiritual cues. next. present.

This sequence helps students remember that pastoral care includes both reverent
presence and responsible discernment.
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Takeaways for

ministry Closing prompt for

discussion
* Presence is a disciplined offering of attention, not

mere proximity.
e Listening is theological, relational, and clinically
consequential. )
* Silence, reflection, and curiosity often help more in need ofpresence
than explanation. before advice?
e Good pastoral care knows its limits and uses
referral faithfully.

Where, in your ministry
context, are people most

Listen before you solve.
Stay before you speak.
Discern before you

“The first gift of pastoral care is not an answer promise.

but a trustworthy companion.”

Closing synthesis
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