
ABSTRACT 

PASTORAL VARIABLES IN PSYCHOTHERAPY: 
AN INSTRUMENT FOR ASSESSMENT 

 

David Crittenden Stancil, Ph.D. 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1991 
Chairperson:   Dr. G. Wade Rowatt, Jr. 

The purpose of this research was to establish the content denoted by Paul Pruyser’s theological variables 

and by Andrew Lester’s phenomenological variables for pastoral assessment, and then to develop an instrument to 

facilitate conversation around these constructs and to measure subjective changes in them.  

After defining pastoral counseling as counseling “offered by a designated minister of a religious body to 

another person who is both aware of and receptive to this distinctive perspective on human life,” the dissertation 

surveyed the literature to determine the parameters of Pruyser’s and Lester’s constructs.   Chapter 2 examined Pruyser’s 

constructs, which are:  (1) Awareness of the Holy; (2) Sense of Providence; (3) Sense of Faith; (4) Sense of 

Grace/Gratefulness; (5) Sense of Repentance; (6) Sense of Communion; and (7), Sense of Vocation.  Chapter 3 

examined Lester’s constructs, which are:  (1) Future Orientation; (2) Realism; (3) Possibility Thinking; (4) Communal 

Orientation; (5) Personal Power; and (6) Positive God-Images.  It was hypothesized that Pruyser and Lester have 

described the same aspects of human experience using different constructs; i.e., that Lester used phenomenological 

language, while Pruyser chose theological terms. 

Chapter 4 described the process by which the content of chapters 2 and 3 became an assessment 

inventory, examining the primary elements of questionnaire design and reporting specific details of instrument 

construction and analysis.   Chapter 4 also described the construction of the final “Pastoral Counseling Inventory” 

(PCI). 

Factor analysis revealed four primary factors tapped by Pruyser’s and Lester’s constructs.  Factor One, 

designated “Faith,” included elements from each of Pruyser’s categories, while Factor Two, designated “Hope,” 

included elements from each of Lester’s.   Factor Three, designated “Competence,” was very similar to Lester’s 

category of “Personal Power,” and Factor Four, designated “Community,” emphasized the communal aspects of human 

experience which both theorists highlighted.  While Pruyser and Lester do share some concepts, the hypothesis that 
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their constructs are identical was not supported.  Chapter 5 offered suggestions for continuing study of the validity and 

reliability of the PCI and proposed ways to use the instrument in pastoral counseling. 
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Chapter 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

As a discipline barely a generation old, pastoral counseling continues to 

struggle to claim its place among the clinical disciplines which have developed in the 

twentieth century.   An understanding of the issues involved in this debate requires 

comparison of the ways in which clinicians assess human dysfunction and need, and 

comparison of the goals toward which healthy human behavior is directed.   That is, 

differences in assessment grow out of differing presuppositions about anthropology.  As 

Richard Coan asked, is the goal of human life to produce heroes, artists, sages, or saints?1    

Andras Angyal answered “the anthropological question” by suggesting that 

human life is lived out in three dimensions:  progression (or purpose), depth (anchoring 

values), and breadth (interpersonal involvement),2 and that these are the qualities 

psychologies need to attend.  Pastoral counselors, while agreeing in principle with 

Angyal, argue that human health is ultimately dependent upon a progression of life, and 

upon a depth and breadth of experience, which can only be discovered in relationship 

with God.   To experience such a relationship is, theologically, to experience salvation. 

Statement of the Problem 

Though there is no universally-accepted definition of what constitutes 

“pastoral” counseling, a number of aspects may be identified which distinguish pastoral 

counseling from non-pastoral counseling.  Perhaps the primary criterion has to do with 

identity.    David Augsburger has suggested that all counselors function as socially 

__________________ 

1Richard W. Coan,  Hero, Artist, Sage, or Saint?  A Survey of Views on What 
is Variously Called Mental Health, Normality, Maturity, Self-Actualization, and Human 
Fulfillment  (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1977). 

2Andras Angyal,  Neurosis and Treatment:  A Holistic Theory,  ed. E. 
Hanfmann and R. M. Jones  (New York:  John Wiley & Sons, 1965), p. 64. 
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sanctioned experts, whose role and power are grounded in their symbolic representation 

of society.3   This dynamic functions in pastoral relationships as well, as “the power of 

the group of believers [is] conferred upon the healer as the representative of their belief 

system.”4   The pastoral counselor may or may not be formally ordained, but she or he 

must be recognized by the faith community as a spiritual healer in order to be a pastoral 

counselor.   Not only is the pastoral counselor the symbolic representative of the 

community of faith, but she or he also represents God in a uniquely symbolic way to 

those who are helped.  This symbolic function implies a unique accountability which is 

not characteristic of other counselors.   Though pastoral counselors may be certified by 

various accrediting bodies, their primary allegiance is to God and to their faith tradition. 

Closely allied with accountability is the authority to which pastoral counselors 

appeal.   Pastoral counselors attempt to demonstrate that the principles which guide their 

work are grounded in religious truth, rather than in merely personal principles or 

conventional morality.5  Wade Rowatt has argued that in order for counseling to be 

pastoral, it must be offered by a designated minister of a religious body to another person 

who is both aware of and receptive to this distinctive perspective on human life.6   

The Nature of Pastoral Counseling 

In determining the nature of pastoral counseling it is pertinent to ask what, if 

anything, distinguishes a pastoral from a psychological assessment?  What basic and 

applied sciences does a minister use when making him- or herself available to someone 

__________________ 

3David Augsburger, Pastoral Counseling Across Cultures (Philadelphia:  
Westminster, 1986), p. 142. 

4Ibid., p. 280. 

5G. Wade Rowatt, Jr., “Pastoral Research:  A Research Model for Pastoral 
Ministry using Selected Seminary Student Ministers”  (Th.D. dissertation, The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1974), p. 77. 

6Ibid., p. 4;  Charles Jaekle,  “What’s Psychotherapy? What’s Pastoral?” 
Journal of Pastoral Care, 27 (1973), 176-177. 
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who seeks help in solving some personal problem?  In what terms does he or she describe 

the client and size up her or his problems?  In making pastoral help available, how does 

the minister proceed to heal, guide, or sustain the person who is coming for assistance? 

Does the minister make a prior evaluation, or just dash into certain helping routines 

which have been long practiced?7 

Paul Pruyser has suggested that, in turning to a minister, persons give a 

signal—they want a theological perspective, or they would not have bothered to come.  

They may want to  

confess, to open up, to lay bare a secret, to share an anguish, to be consoled, to be 
rescued from despair, to be taken to task, to be held responsible, to be corrected for 
attitudes they suspect are wrong, or to be restrained in their intentions.  They may 
want to be blessed, encouraged, admonished, or even rebuked.8 

A minister is ipso facto a theologian who has the right—indeed, the responsi-

bility—to put anything and everything in a theological context.  Ministers are experts in a 

special way of looking at persons, their place in nature as created beings, and their 

destiny in the cosmos.  Theological ideas do not become inoperative in the face of serious 

mental turmoil.  Child abuse is not less theological than it is psychological or sociological 

or criminological.  What it “is” depends on how it is regarded.9    

Theological points notwithstanding, the questions concerning whether pastoral 

counseling is really different from other counseling, and, if different, whether it is more 

effective than (or even as effective as) other approaches, continue to be troublesome for 

its practitioners.   Everett Worthington surveyed the relevant literature for a ten-year 

period, hoping to discover empirical outcome studies for “religious” counseling, 

concluding that no support has been found that religious counseling has any more 

beneficial effects than does secular counseling in working with religious clients.  In fact, 

__________________ 

7Paul W. Pruyser,  The Minister as Diagnostician:  Personal Problems in 
Pastoral Perspective (Philadelphia:  Westminster, 1976), p. 21. 

8Ibid., p. 46. 

9Ibid., p. 49. 
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little is known about what really makes religious counseling distinct from secular 

counseling, although theory abounds.10 

Some persons contend that questions of efficiency are irrelevant for religious 

matters, since caring for even one person has incalculable value.11   At the same time, 

pious references to the parables of the one lost sheep and the single sparrow (Matt. 18:12; 

10:29) may sometimes be ex post facto attempts to “justify the energy devoted to a 

program that was really a failure.”12   

My Personal Interest in This Topic 

My own interest in discovering the uniqueness of pastoral counseling dates 

from my first formal exposure to the field upon my arrival at Southern in 1985.  As I have 

been exposed to various schools and methods of therapy, and as I have completed a two-

year residency in “pastoral counseling,” my curiosity has grown.   I have discovered that 

the various counseling disciplines (pastoral counseling, clinical social work, clinical 

psychology, and psychiatry) share many techniques and many understandings of human 

psychological dynamics, yet each claims a particular expertise.   

Though many persons have attempted to define pastoral counseling, the 

discipline has no universally-accepted definition, and many persons who style themselves 

as “pastoral counselors” might take umbrage at the parameters which have been 

suggested.   Beyond theological discussions and theory construction, however, there is 

little convincing evidence that one sort of pastoral counseling is more effective than 

__________________ 

10Everett L. Worthington, Jr., “Religious Counseling:  A Review of Published 
Empirical Studies,”  Journal of Counseling and Development, 64 (1986), 429. 

11There is deep truth in the story of the man who came up to a young boy on a 
beach, remarking that the boy’s efforts to throw one of thousands of stranded starfish 
back into the sea was a waste of time.  Looking thoughtfully at the starfish in his hand, 
the boy replied as he tossed it into the life-giving sea, “Well, mister, it will make a 
difference to this one!” 

12Richard E. Davies,  Handbook for Doctor of Ministry Projects:  An Approach 
to Structured Observation of Ministry  (Lanham, Maryland:  University Press of America, 
1984), p. 10. 
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another (or even much agreement about what “effective” means),  nor is there clear 

evidence that pastoral counseling is more effective than non-pastoral counseling.  As 

Larry VandeCreek observed, “our theory-building has been admirable, but we simply do 

not know if these theories work.”13   As a pastor who returned to seminary to learn more 

about counseling with parishioners, I decided to undertake at least a partial response to 

the questions of the distinctiveness and efficacy of pastoral counseling. 

Empirical Study of Pastoral Counseling 

The first comparative study of pastoral counseling in relation to non-pastoral 

counseling was conducted by Seward Hiltner and Lowell Colston in the late 1950’s.14       

The hypothesis of Hiltner’s and Colston’s research was that “people seeking counseling 

help from a pastor, when other conditions are approximately equal, will tend to progress 

slightly farther and faster in the same amount of time than they will in another setting, 

like that of a university counseling center.”15  Thus their efforts were directed toward 

identifying variables related to the context of pastoral counseling.  The results of the 

study were inconclusive.  Though there were some slight differences in the direction of 

the hypothesis, none of the results was statistically significant.   

Worthington hoped by his recent survey of published research to discover 

empirical outcome studies for “religious” counseling, but he concluded that “regardless of 

one’s perspective on the definition of religious counseling techniques, research is scant.   

Techniques are ill-specified and ill-researched. . . .  More and better research is 

desperately needed.”16  

Worthington’s meta-analysis concluded that pastoral research has generally 

__________________ 

13Larry VandeCreek, A Research Primer for Pastoral Care and Counseling 
(Atlanta:  Journal of Pastoral Care Publications, 1988), p. 2. 

14Seward Hiltner and Lowell Colston, The Context of Pastoral Counseling 
(New York:  Abingdon, 1961). 

15Ibid., p. 21. 

16Worthington, “Religious Counseling,” p. 428. 



 
6 

been methodologically sloppy.  It is an axiom among scientists that the more primitive 

the science, the more its terminology tends to rest upon an uncritical assumption of 

mutual understanding,17 and this is how pastoral counseling seems to function, for the 

most part.  As Nachmias and Nachmias have written, “whenever a branch of supposed 

factual knowledge is rejected by science, it is always on the basis of its methodology.”18      

Speaking to this issue, Larry VandeCreek challenged his colleagues in ministry 

to do something about it, writing that 
 

we do not need empirical research if pastoral care and counseling is to live off the 
good will of others, funded by hospitals and mental health sources because we 
“hopefully do some good.”  We do not need empirical research if we are never asked 
to justify our role and existence in scientific institutions and professional 
communities.  Empirical research is unnecessary unless we want to know more about 
ourselves in a concrete way.  It is also unnecessary if we are satisfied with and 
confident about the status quo. 
         The primary reason for producing a scientific literature comparable to that of 
our peer professionals is, quite frankly, that we have a moral obligation to do so.  We 
possess a moral obligation not only to discover whether we are helping our clientele 
and patients, but also to determine whether some of our efforts are more helpful than 
others, whether religious interventions of one style or another are helpful or hurtful.19 

Research into these questions is genuinely needed.  It is a matter of stewardship. 

Pruyser’s Theological Categories 

If research is to discover whether or not pastoral counseling actually helps 

anyone, how might this be done?  More resources are available for the study of 

psychotherapy outcomes than could be utilized in any one study.20   The real question, 

__________________ 

17Arthur J.  Bachrach, Psychological Research:  An Introduction,  2nd ed.  
(New York:  Random House, 1965), p. 73. 

18David and Chava Nachmias,  Research Methods in the Social Sciences,  3rd 
ed.  (New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 1987), p. 4. 

19VandeCreek, Primer, pp. 1-2. 

20See, for example, Sol L. Garfield and Allen E. Bergin,  Handbook of 
Psychotherapy and Behavior Change:  An Empirical Analysis,  2nd. ed.  (New York:  
Wiley, 1978);  A. S. Gurman and A. M. Razin, eds.,  Effective Psychotherapy:  A 
Handbook of Research  (New York:  Pergamon, 1977);  J. Hariman, ed.,   The 
Therapeutic Efficacy of the Major Psychotherapeutic Techniques  (Springfield, Illinois:  
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however, is whether any of these instruments address those therapeutic variables which 

are pastoral in nature.    One of the most helpful theoreticians at this point has been, 

ironically, not a minister, but a clinical psychologist, Paul Pruyser. 

Pruyser, a psychologist at the Menninger Clinic until his death in 1987, noticed 

that clinically trained ministers, if they think diagnostically at all, typically do so by using 

psychiatric categories and psychiatric language.  He thought that it might be more helpful 

for ministers to build on their strengths, rather than those of differing disciplines, by 

discovering ways to secure knowledge about their charges stemming from theological or 

religious ordering principles.   

Pruyser challenged ministers to recognize that they have not only the right, but 

the responsibility, to put anything and everything in a theological perspective.21  Beyond 

verbalizing this needed challenge, Pruyser also suggested some theological lenses 

through which to view persons and their experience.  These lenses are (1) awareness of 

the holy; (2) sense of providence; (3) sense of faith; (4) sense of grace or of gratefulness; 

(5) sense of repentance; (6) sense of communion; and (7), sense of vocation.22 

Pruyser’s categories are useful, but the question remains concerning how one 

assesses these theological dimensions of life.   Many persons have referred approvingly to 

Pruyser’s categories, but no one has actually studied them.  Part of the purpose of this 

research involves evaluating the adequacy of these seven categories for pastoral 

__________________ 
 
C. C. Thomas, 1983);  Michael J. Lambert, Edwin R. Christensen, and Steven S. DeJulio, 
eds.,  The Assessment of Psychotherapy Outcome, Wiley Series on Personality Processes  
(New York:  Wiley, 1983); R. Rosenthal, “Assessing the Statistical and Social 
Importance of the Effects of Psychotherapy,”  Journal of Counseling and Clinical 
Psychology, 51 (1983),4-13;  Irene E. Waskow and Morris B. Parloff,  Psychotherapy 
Change Measures:  Report of the Clinical Research Branch Outcomes Measures Project  
(Rockville, Maryland:  National Institute of Mental Health, 1975);  Janet B. W. Williams 
and Robert L. Spitzer, eds.,  Psychotherapy Research:  Where Are We and Where Should 
We Go?  (New York:  Guilford Press, 1984). 

21Pruyser, Diagnostician,  p. 49. 

22Ibid., pp. 60-79. 
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assessment.23 

As I studied for comprehensive examinations, I noticed some similarities 

between Andrew Lester’s six-fold assessment model for addressing issues of hope and 

hopelessness in therapy and  Pruyser’s seven-fold model.  It appears that Lester and 

Pruyser have described the same aspects of human experience using different terms—

Lester used phenomenological language, while  Pruyser used theological terms.  Table 1 

offers my impression of this comparison.      
 

Statement of Purpose 

If “research is the art of discovering answers to questions that perplex 

persons,”24 then research is certainly needed in the field of pastoral counseling.  Based 

upon the foregoing discussion, the purpose of this research is  (1) to establish the content 

denoted by Paul Pruyser’s theological variables and by Andrew Lester’s 

phenomenological variables, (2) to discover any underlying common factors and to 

identify those factors which are unique to each schema, and (3), to develop an instrument 

which can facilitate pastoral conversation around these factors and which can measure 

changes in them.  Further, this project shall undertake to carry out research which is not 

only pastoral, but which is also scientific. 

__________________ 

23John Gray has argued that the term “pastoral assessment” is more appropriate 
than “pastoral diagnosis” for at least two reasons.  Gray suggested that, in the first place, 

assessment does not carry the societal implications inherent in the word diagnosis.  
Generally speaking the goals of the counseling pastor are not enhanced by being 
identified with the diagnostic procedures appropriate to medical specialties.  The 
second reason assessment has been chosen . . . is the possibility for counseling 
pastors to “claim” a word that communicates something of importance about how 
their task is viewed.  Assessment has its roots in the Latin “assere” which means “to 
sit with.”  This image is more consistent with the work of the counseling pastor . . . 
[in that] the opportunity to authentically “sit with” persons is the first and 
foundational ingredient in pastoral assessment” (“Meaning as an Assessment 
Category for Pastoral Counseling,” [Ph.D. dissertation, The Southern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Louisville, Kentucky, 1991], p. 18.) 

24Rowatt, "Research Model," p. 3. 
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Nachmias and Nachmias have written that “scientific methodology is a system of explicit 

rules and procedures upon which research is based and against which claims for 

knowledge are evaluated.”25  The principal tools of the scientific approach are observation 

and logical reasoning, processes which allow reliable inferences to be drawn from 

experience.26    Because  complete  objectivity in observation and reasoning is not 

possible, modern  science is more  likely to speak of  “intersubjective verification” of 

inference rather than  about “objective” data.27     Intersubjective  verification  (or  

“consensual  validation”) 

Table 1 

Theological and Phenomenological Categories for Pastoral Assessment 

       

   Lester’s Six Categories        Pruyser’s Seven       

      Categories 

 

Communal/Relational vs.              
Isolationist/Separatist 

Communion 

Realistic (h[H]ope) vs.  
Unrealistic (H[h]ope) 

Providence 

Future Oriented vs.  
Past Oriented/Present Bound 

Faith 

Endless Possibilities vs.  
Endless Impossibilities 

Vocation 

Personal Power vs. 
Helplessness/Impotence 

Repentance 

Positive God-Images vs.  
Negative God-Images 

Holy 
Grace/Gratefulness 

 
Sources:  Andrew Lester, “Theological Issues in Pastoral Care and Counseling,” a 
graduate seminar (87560) at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, 
Kentucky, Spring, 1988; and Paul Pruyser, The Minister as Diagnostician:  Personal 
Problems in Pastoral Perspective (Philadelphia:  Westminster, 1976), pp. 60-79. 

__________________ 
25Nachmias and Nachmias, Research Methods,   p. 14. 
26Ibid., p. 16. 
27Ibid., p. 17. 
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means that “observations are consistent from experimenter to experimenter under 

specified conditions.”28  Operational definitions are important at this point.   

Operational definitions tell what to do and what to observe in order to bring the 

phenomenon in question within the range of the observer’s experience.  Operational 

definitions tell what to do in order to experience the thing defined.29  Concepts which 

cannot be operationally defined—at least in principle—are not appropriate for scientific 

research, because they are not subject to intersubjective verification.30  The difficulty is 

that those dimensions of experience which are most amenable to operationalization tend 

to be the least significant, and those dimensions which are generally regarded as most 

significant are very difficult to operationalize. 

Concepts such as “providence,” “faith,” “the holy,” “repentance,” and “hope” 

fall within the realm of dimensions of experience which are difficult to operationalize.  

The scientific aspect of this research undertakes the quest for useful operational 

measurements of these variables, while the pastoral aspect takes the needs and 

experiences of the research participants seriously.31  The survey methodology employed 

does not involve face-to-face interaction with participants, but the entire project has been 

carried out with attention to and sensitivity to a pastoral approach to data collection. 

Delimitations 

No single study, “no matter how carefully designed and executed, can hope to 

control for or investigate systematically the plethora of variables whose influences on 

__________________ 

28Bachrach, Introduction, p. 35. 

29Nachmias and Nachmias, Research Methods, p. 34. 

30Ibid., p. 37. 

31G. Wade Rowatt, Jr., "What is Pastoral Research?"  Review & Expositor, 79 
(1982), 506-507. 
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outcome may be confounded with and obscure the effects of treatment,”32 and this study 

is no exception to this limitation.   

Though questions of therapeutic outcome are the ultimate goal of this research, 

such questions are not answered by the project here described.  The immediate task has 

been to develop and test the operational tools by which questions of outcome may later be 

addressed.  The only hypothesis which is directly tested by this research is the author’s 

belief that Lester and Pruyser have described the same aspects of experience.  

Since the study involves cross-sectional rather than longitudinal sampling, 

questions of causality cannot be conclusively addressed; and, since the research does not 

involve outcome studies, control groups have not been used.   Further, though some non-

Anglo persons were included in the sample, this study does not attempt to be a cross-

cultural study.     

Research Methodology 

The following research model attempts to integrate pastoral variables into an 

empirical study which may both illuminate the distinctives of pastoral counseling and 

enhance their effectiveness in practice. 

Theoretical Research 

The first step in any research project is to define the problem to be investigated.  

In the case of the present research, the problem grew out of the difficulty pastoral 

counseling has had in defining itself as a discipline vis-à-vis other counseling disciplines.   

In responding to this need, the study conducted literary research on the various concepts 

suggested by Lester and Pruyser (such as “hope” and “providence”) in order to develop 

an understanding of these concepts sufficient to permit their measurement.  This research 

resulted in working, rather than in exhaustive understandings, since each concept alone 

__________________ 

32Morris Parloff, “Can Psychotherapy Research Guide the Policymaker?  A 
Little Knowledge May Be a Dangerous Thing,”  American Psychologist, 34 (1979), 303. 
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could provide ample challenge for an entire dissertation. 

Empirical Research 

Following the theoretical research and discussion, the project turned to research 

on the observational-empirical level—specifically to survey research.  The first step of 

this process was to develop an instrument to measure Pruyser’s pastoral variables and 

Lester’s phenomenological variables.  Based on the results of the literary research, a 

significant number of statements were generated for each construct.  These statements 

were used to construct Likert scales such as the sample item shown in Figure 1.   
 

Nothing happens without God’s permission. 1    2    3    4    5    6     7 

Figure 1   

A Sample Likert Scale for “Providence” 
 

 
1 = completely disagree;  2 = strongly disagree;  3 = moderately disagree;      

4 = undecided;  5 = moderately agree;  6 = strongly agree;  7 = completely agree 

The scales were combined into an instrument which was used to determine the 

clarity and sufficiency of the phenomenological and theological variables.  This 

instrument was administered to a systematic sample of persons who are pastoral 

counselors or who are actual or potential pastoral counseling clients.  The populations 

sampled include all Members, Fellows, and Diplomates of the American Association of 

Pastoral Counselors and the members of seven churches whose buildings house or have 

housed pastoral counseling centers, under the presupposition that such persons would 

tend to be supportive of pastoral counseling research.   

The churches in the sample included:  (1) in Louisville, the Calvin Presbyterian 

Church, the Fern Creek Baptist Church, the Ninth & O Baptist Church, the St. Matthews 

Baptist Church, and the Second Presbyterian Church; (2) in Indiana, the First Baptist 

Church of Madison; (3) in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, the Severns Valley Baptist Church.  

This population included churches which are both urban and small-town, large and small, 
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“liberal” and “conservative.” After securing appropriate permissions, questionnaires were 

mailed to a systematic sample of approximately five hundred persons (out of a population 

of nearly ten thousand).   

   Nachmias and Nachmias stated that research categories must be “explicit, 

exhaustive, and mutually exclusive,”33 and the assessment instrument allowed Pruyser’s 

and Lester’s variables to be examined against this standard.  For example, are Pruyser’s 

and Lester’s categories clearly distinct?  Are they measuring the same constructs?  Are 

additional categories needed?   

Organization of the Study 

The dissertation consists of five chapters.  Chapter 1 contains introductory 

materials, stating both the purpose and the methodology of the research.  While 

methodology is central in this chapter, the first chapter has also discussed the reasons 

why Pruyser’s and Lester’s categories have been selected for comparison. 

Chapter 2 offers a theological (literary) analysis of the pastoral variables 

suggested by Paul Pruyser, while chapter 3 examines the aspects of hope suggested by 

Andrew Lester.   This analysis, while not exhaustive, allowed the development of an 

inventory which evaluated the central aspects of these categories.   

Chapter 4 describes the actual construction and testing of the instrument which 

evaluated the categories for pastoral assessment, and describes the factor analysis by 

which the categories were distinguished from each other.  Chapter 5 evaluates the entire 

research process, both drawing conclusions and making applications to the practice of 

pastoral counseling.  Numerous secondary aspects of the data are discussed, and 

directions for further research are suggested.  
 

__________________ 

33Nachmias and Nachmias, Research Methods, p. 215. 
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Chapter 2 

 
PAUL PRUYSER‟S THEOLOGICAL CATEGORIES  

FOR PASTORAL ASSESSMENT 
 

The deepest, ultimate motive driving persons to pastors rather than other helpers 
and caretakers is a realization of their own creatureliness, and a desire to be 
regarded in that special dimension of their humanity.  In my opinion the unique 

integrity of pastoral diagnostic work rests upon recognizing this, and acting on it.1 
 
 

Introduction 

What makes counseling pastoral?  Is it, as chapter 1 suggested, the symbolic 

way in which the pastoral counselor represents the community of faith and the presence 

of God?  Is it the pastoral counselor‟s unique accountability to God and to her or his faith 

tradition?  Could the difference be located in the priority given to biblical authority or to 

belief in the efficacy of prayer? 

Wayne Oates has suggested that the distinctive characteristics of pastoral 

counseling include expertise in scripture, comparative religion and ethics, the availability 

of the community resources of the church, and the power to bless or to withhold blessing.   

Simply stated, pastoral counseling has to do with conversation about faith in God.2 

Paul Pruyser has suggested that this aspect of “conversation about faith in God” 

is central both to what pastoral counseling is and to why persons seek such counsel.  In 

choosing to come to a pastor, persons have already made a tentative self-diagnosis which  

__________________ 

1Paul W. Pruyser, The Minister as Diagnostician:  Personal Problems in 
Pastoral Perspective (Philadelphia:  Westminster Press, 1976), p. 87.  Pruyser was born 
on May 29, 1916, in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and died on April 9, 1987 in Topeka, 
Kansas, where he had served for a number of years at the Menninger Clinic. 

2Wayne E. Oates, Pastoral Counseling (Philadelphia:  Westminster Press, 
1974), pp. 11-25. 
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they wish to explore and to articulate further.3   

In The Minister as Diagnostician, Pruyser suggested seven lenses through 

which conversation about faith in God might be focused.  As he introduced these lenses, 

Pruyser outlined the parameters within which the lenses were formed, writing that 

In pondering a set of diagnostic variables for pastoral assessment, I tried to 
check myself by a few caveats.  The ordering principles should not be pointedly and 
exclusively psychological, medical, psychiatric, or sociological.  They should be 
chosen so as to be readily recognizable to theologians—to systematic, Biblical, 
historical, practical, and pastoral theologians alike, whatever their subtle differences 
and historical traditions.  They should produce empirical differentiations, both to 
the helper and the helped.  They should be amenable to interview situations.  They 
should span conscious and unconscious levels of organization wherever possible.  
They should have phenomenological aptness, richness, and diversity to capture 
personal idiosyncrasies.  They should yield a picture of the person, even if only a 
sketch or telling fragment, from which pastoral strategies for intervention can be 

developed, for that is the obvious goal and basic justification of all diagnosing.4 

A fundamental assumption of the current research is that Pruyser‟s variables or 

lenses meet his own criteria.  As chapter 1 stated, the lenses Pruyser suggested are (1) 

awareness of the holy; (2) sense of providence; (3) sense of faith; (4) sense of grace or 

gratefulness; (5) sense of repentance; (6) sense of communion; and (7), sense of 

vocation.5  These constructs are not innovative in their content, but rather in their 

constellation.  Scholars have discussed “providence,” “repentance,” and “vocation,” for 

example, for centuries.  Pruyser‟s contribution was to propose that these seven variables 

together constitute a place to begin in talking with persons about their lives in a pastoral 

context.   

Pruyser did not claim that these variables exhaust the theological possibilities 

for existential reflection; he indicated instead that these lenses reveal “multidimensional 

themes which . . . provide vistas of the person‟s organization of meanings, at multiple 

__________________ 

3Pruyser, Diagnostician, p. 81. 

4Ibid., p. 61. 

5Ibid., pp. 60-79. 
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levels and with greater or lesser cohesiveness.”6  Pruyser neither explained nor defended 

his choice of these seven concepts, nor did he attempt to show how these seven variables 

are interrelated.   

While the statistical studies reported in chapter 4 do test both the 

intercorrelation and the adequacy of Pruyser‟s selection, it is not the purpose of this 

chapter to defend or to explain his choices.  Rather, the goal of this chapter is to identify 

the core issues around which scholarly discussions of Pruyser‟s categories revolve, and to 

represent these central issues by statements with which counseling clients may agree or 

disagree.  Thus, this chapter describes the shape which Pruyser gave to each of his 

variables, expanding Pruyser‟s discussion by research in the related theological and 

psychological literature.  Each variable is examined in turn, with diagnostic statements 

being suggested in footnotes at their sources.7 

Though Pruyser denied that his variables were “measurable factors whose 

particular loading or intensity is to be found,”8 chapter 4 does attempt to measure them.  

That is, chapter 4 describes the construction of a questionnaire based upon this research, 

informed also by the study of “hope” which is the focus of chapter 3.  The purpose of the 

questionnaire is to facilitate phenomenological descriptions of personal experience which 

may suggest pastoral strategies for intervention. 

Awareness of the Holy 

In his discussion of the holy in pastoral conversation, Pruyser observed that 

“pastors should be immensely curious about the gods of their clients, not taking their 

__________________ 

6Ibid., p. 67. 

7Questionnaire statements appear in quotation marks where they occur alone 
(e.g., “Some things are sacred to me.”); they are placed in brackets as well when they 
appear in conjunction with another footnote (e.g., [“Some things are sacred to me.”]).  
They may also be viewed as tables in Appendix B. 

8Pruyser, Diagnostician, p. 67. 
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God-talk for granted but trying to find out what it refers to in thought and action.”9  Often 

the “God” that is talked about is not the one to whom allegiance is really given.10   

What, if anything, Pruyser wondered, is sacred to this person?11  What does 

this person revere?  Is there anything which is regarded as untouchable or inscrutable?  

Does this person know the feeling of “awe,” or “reverence?”12  Pruyser wanted to know 

whether a person seems able to prize anything outside herself, whether there is anything 

for which no sacrifice is too great.13  Further, is this person able to be a “creature,” and 

not the Creator, or does self-idolatry seem to be an issue?14 

The Idea of the Holy 

Dale Moody contended that the idea of the holy is the ground on which all 

religions meet.15   The concept of the holy finds expression in many primitive beliefs and 

behaviors, including magic, worship of the dead, ideas about “souls,” “spirits,” and 

__________________ 

9Ibid., p. 64. 

10John W. Schaub and Howard W. Stone, “Theological Assessment in Pastoral 
Care,” Dialog, 21 (1982), 51.  

11“Some things are sacred to me.”   

12Pruyser, Diagnostician, pp. 61-62.  [“Sometimes I am very much aware of 
the awesome wonder of God.”] 

13“There is no cause, nor any person, for which I would risk my life.” 

14Pruyser, Diagnostician, pp. 62-63.  [“I am one of God‟s creatures.”] 

15Dale Moody, The Word of Truth:  A Summary of Christian Doctrine based 
on Biblical Revelation (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1981), p. 94.  Emil Brunner has 
similarly written that  

modern students of religion have come to the unanimous conclusion that the 
fundamental act of all religion is the worship of the Holy. . . .  the Holy is the chief 
word in all religion, the word which alone describes the dimension in which all that 
is religious is found (Emil Brunner, Dogmatics, vol. 1, The Christian Doctrine of 
God, trans. Olive Wyon [Philadelphia:  Westminster Press, 1950], p. 157). 
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“powers,” pantheism, and ideas about the demonic.16  Awareness of transcendent 

holiness is frequently apparent in the biblical record, as powerfully illustrated by the 

locus classicus  of Isaiah‟s “Temple vision” (Is. 6:1-4).    

The experience of the holy may be facilitated in many ways, and world 

religions have developed varying traditions related to transcendent awareness.  Silence, 

aloneness, and darkness are especially effective in bringing about the experience of the 

holy.17  Memories of moonlit images of Stonehenge, Gothic cathedrals, Angkor Wat, and 

the Pyramids are frequently sufficient to rekindle hallowed awareness.18 

Indeed, awareness of the holy is so nearly universal that there is danger that 

persons will retreat too quickly into appeals to the non-rational as explanation for events, 

evading the “arduous duty of clarifying their ideas and grounding their convictions on a 

basis of coherent thought.”19  This caveat notwithstanding, the fact remains that the 

experience of the holy “is the most adequate basis we have for understanding the 

divine.”20 

__________________ 

16Rudolf Otto, The Idea of the Holy:  An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor 
in the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational, 2nd ed., trans. J. W. Harvey 
(London:  Oxford University Press, 1950), pp. 117-128. 

17As Stephen Beasley-Murray noted, 

a lone candle in the darkness, vaulted halls, dark churches and temples, deserts, the 
open panorama, or steppe tundra are so religiously inspirational because they do 
away with every “this” or “here.”  The external void empties the “within,” so 
making room for and suggesting numinal presence and infinitude (Stephen Beasley-
Murray, Towards a Metaphysics of the Sacred, National Association of Baptist 
Professors of Religion Special Studies Series, no. 8 [Macon:  Mercer University 
Press, 1982],      p. 10). 

18“I often sense God‟s presence when I am alone.” 

19Otto, Holy, p. xxi.  This work and Beasley-Murray‟s Metaphysics are 
perhaps the most rigorous treatments of the idea of the holy in this century. 

20Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, Reason and Revelation; Being and 
God (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1951), p. 215. 
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The Holy as the Numinous 

The experience of the holy often results in attempts to appease or to understand 

this Power.  Such responses, however, are secondary to the actual experience of the 

Transcendent.  Rudolf Otto coined the word “numinous” from the Latin numen  („divine 

power‟ or „spirit‟) to refer to that quality of the holy which remains after subtracting its 

ethical and rational aspects.  Otto maintained that numinous experience is “perfectly sui 

generis and irreducible to any other; and therefore, like every absolutely primary and 

elementary datum, while it admits of being discussed, it cannot be strictly defined.”21  

Beasley-Murray observed that 

what distinguishes one religion from another is the clarity and grasp it has on the 
nature of the numen.  Numinal language, not moral concern, provides religion with 
its autonomy and unique subject matter.  Morality is a derivative concern.  A holy 
person is primarily one who is sensed as belonging to a higher order of things, to 

mystery and wonder.22 

What remains as the numinous when morality and rationality are removed?  

Otto described the core of the holy as the mysterium tremendum et fascinans.23  The 

mysterium  is that which Otto elsewhere referred to as das ganz Andere, „the wholly 

Other.‟24  The mysterium  is super-natural, being “that which is quite beyond the sphere 

of the usual, the intelligible, and the familiar, which therefore falls quite outside the limits 

of the „canny,‟ and is contrasted with it, filling the mind with blank wonder and 

astonishment.”25 

The mysterium  has two aspects, the tremendum and the fascinans, the first 

being repellent and horrific, the other being attractive and intoxicating.  The 

__________________ 

21Otto, Holy, p. 7. 

22Beasley-Murray, Metaphysics, p. 14. 

23Ibid., p. 6.   

24“There are times when I experience the presence of God very intensely.” 

25Otto, Holy, p. 26. 
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tremendum is characterized by the three-fold qualities of awefulness, overpoweringness, 

and energy or urgency.26  The tremendum  has to do with absolute unapproachability, 

with a shudder that penetrates to the very core of one‟s being.  To experience the 

tremendum is to experience “the terrifying and repelling fear of standing before an abyss 

of annihilation, the desperate feeling of unbridgeable distance between one‟s finitude and 

the infinite, and the consuming sense of judgment by an unconditional claim for 

justice.”27   

The tremendum  represents the experience of being in the presence of the living 

God (Heb. 10:31).  The very construction of the tabernacle in the wilderness and of the 

Temple in Jerusalem were such that the people were separated from and protected from 

the divine glory.  There was good reason for this, because when the apostle John later met 

the risen Christ in his glory, he “fell at his feet as though dead” (Rev. 1:17).28   

The awefulness of God is only half the story, however.  Tillich pointed out that 

the “divine „fire‟ produces life as well as ashes.”29  Standing in tension with the 

tremendum  is the fascinans,  the attraction which balances the terror.  Truly to see God, 

to experience the holy, the mysterium, is to taste “a reality so magnificent that the human 

self longs for the Holy to be all in all, totally transforming existence in the fullness of its 

light and being.”30  

The fascinans involves awareness of finitude resting in the Infinite, of being in 

__________________ 

26Ibid., pp. 13-24.   

27Beasley-Murray, Metaphysics, p. 46.  [“Sometimes awareness of God‟s 
presence makes me uncomfortable or afraid.”] 

28Unless otherwise noted, all scripture citations will be from the New 
International Version (New York:  International Bible Society, 1984). 

29Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, p. 224. 

30James E. Loder, The Transforming Moment:  Understanding Convictional 
Experiences  (San Francisco:  Harper & Row, 1981), p. 90.  [“Sometimes awareness of 
God‟s presence makes me happy and joyful.”] 
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the presence of the Source of all creativity, of experiencing the resolution to the human 

quest for ultimate meaning.31  The fascinans is costly, presenting one with ultimate 

demand (therefore being very dissimilar to “wish fulfillment”), yet it is such that when a 

person found it, “he went away and sold everything he had and bought it” (Matt. 

13:46).32   

The Christian gospel makes the audacious claim that the tremendum and the 

fascinans were (are) united in the person of Jesus Christ.  John exclaimed that “the Word 

became flesh and lived for a while among us.  We have seen his glory [tremendum], the 

glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth 

[fascinans]” (John 1:14).  Entering into relationship with God through Christ—entering 

into relationship with the Holy One, is truly an experience of transformation (2 Cor. 

5:17).  Indeed, the discovery of life in the numinous realm evokes such radical change 

that it is referred to as being “born again” (John 3:7).33  Once experienced, numinous life 

becomes the supreme value.  Nothing can compare to it.  In Otto‟s view, experiencing 

atonement or personal salvation means to receive a covering shield against the 

tremendum, such that one dares approach the fascinans, and so that one will not be 

consumed when standing before God on the last day.34 

Though the experience of the holy is potential in every event, no matter how 

“ordinary” or “mundane,” this experience often remains potential, in that access to the 

numinous cannot be had on command.  Further, Otto emphasized that conceptual 

understanding of or belief in a reality beyond the senses is a very different thing from the 

actual experience of the mysterium, noting that “it is one thing to have ideas of „the holy‟ 

and another to become consciously aware of it as an operative reality, intervening 

__________________ 

31Beasley-Murray, Metaphysics, p. 46. 

32“I deeply desire to experience the Presence of God.” 

33“I have been „born again.‟” 

34Beasley-Murray, Metaphysics, p. 17. 



 

 

22 

22 

actively in the phenomenal world.”35  

While awareness of the numinous dimension of experience may be 

cultivated—one‟s perception may become more finely tuned—the experience of the 

Presence is chiefly a gift.  The numinous consciousness must be “awakened” by the Spirit 

of God.36  There is certainly a place for searching after God‟s presence (e.g., Jer. 29:13), 

but the experience of the holy is not so much finding as being found.37   

Pastoral Care and the Holy 

From a pastoral perspective, numinous experience—because it is so 

powerful—has both negative and positive aspects.  The experience of the numinous is 

dangerous because it can become idolatrous and demonic.  Because the transcendent can 

only be experienced through space-and-time events, as concrete realities point to Realities 

beyond themselves, there is always danger that representations of the holy—proximate 

concerns—will become identified with that which they reveal—the Holy, or what Tillich 

called “ultimate concern.”  Tillich wrote that 

holiness cannot become actual except through holy “objects.”  But holy objects are 
not holy in and of themselves.  They are holy only by negating themselves in 
pointing to the divine of which they are the mediums.  If they establish themselves 

as holy, they become demonic. . . .  The representations of man‟s38 ultimate 
concern—holy objects—tend to become his ultimate concern.  They are 

transformed into idols.  Holiness provokes idolatry.39 

__________________ 

35Otto, Holy, p. 143. 

36Ibid., p. 60. 

37“God is here now.” 

38The author of this thesis is committed to inclusive language.  Writers in other 
times and places have not always written in an inclusive style.  Because inserting sic  at 
every point where direct quotations contain exclusive language is distracting, exclusive 
language will not be noted in direct quotations, though such language will be modified 
when paraphrasing sources. 

39Tillich, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, p. 216.  [“Some things are more 
important to me than they should be.”]   Tillich wrote that when individuals or churches 
claim to understand and represent the numinous “unambiguously” (or “inerrantly,” to use 
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The transposition by which holiness becomes idolatry tends to occur when 

persons who experience the power of the numinous assume that this power is their own—

or at least under their own control.  Because humans cannot live in continual numenal 

consciousness, and because most persons who experience the numinous do not know that 

this is true, when the presence of the Spirit becomes less apparent, persons may try to 

retrieve it.  This effort may—and usually does—result in the substitution of one‟s own 

“power” for the Power of God.   Three fears contribute to this transposition.  These fears 

are (1) the fear of losing contact with the fascinans  aspect of the mysterium, as just 

noted, (2) the fear that one is not quite oneself after the experience (which is true), and 

(3), the fear that others will deprecate the experience if they learn of it (Matt. 7:6).40   

On the other hand, when the holy is experienced with humility and gratitude, it 

can “dramatically change how persons relate to themselves, to moral obligation, to 

discipline, to life‟s frustrations and suffering, and also how they feel and relate towards 

others.”41  Because Jesus has revealed God as being personal as well as being holy, 

personal characteristics such as love, freedom, morality, and intimacy are shown to be 

“constituents of the ultimately real.”42  

For example, because God is love (1 John 4:8), persons have unlimited value, 

and sacrificial love is true to what really “is” (Rom. 5:8).  Because God offers freedom 

(Gal. 5:1), creativity and spontaneity are truly possible in the face of life‟s “givens” (Phil. 

4:13). Because God is moral  (Ps. 145:17), human choices which conform to the divine 

character are invested with both purpose and power (Micah 6:8).  Because God invites us 

to intimacy (John 15:15), disordered, fragmented, and divided lives have the real 

__________________ 
 
the current code-word), then the holy has been transformed into idolatry (Systematic 
Theology, vol. 3, Life and the Spirit; History and the Kingdom of God [Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 1963], p. 244).  [“I know that my ideas about God are 
correct.”] 

40Loder, Transforming Moment, pp. 217-218.  [“Sacred things are hard to talk 
about.”] 




