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Session Summary

A robust and exciting research movement has spurred interest into the health and existential 
benefits of constructive spiritual perspectives and practices. Further, the complexities of spiritual 
struggle have been explored sufficiently to establish best practice directions for counseling 
intervention. This empirical base is stimulating helping ventures into spiritual in behavioral 
medicine, psychotherapy, chaplaincy, and counseling. This presentation, prepared for evangelical 
leaders, will strategically tap into the extensive contemporary research into spiritual resiliency and 
struggle to forge a framework to further member care and formation. Specifically, six patterns of 
faith diminishing spiritual struggle will be identified (Divine; Demonic, Moral imperfection, 
Interpersonal, Doubt, and Ultimate Meaning). Given the pluralistic assumptions of the research, a 
translation into Christian worldview is offered. Assessment techniques for ministry leaders to 
discern these disorienting inner cycles are provided. Finally, recommendations for direct pastoral 
care will follow, along with refreshed ways to participate in referrals and invest in a collaborative 
continuity of care.
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Objectives

• Participants will experience firsthand the value of utilizing the 
evidence-based framework of spiritual struggle and resilience into 
pastoral care and Christian formation;

• Participants will be able to clarify the value-based conflicts and virtue 
characteristics that emerge within professionals and pastoral 
caregivers who strive to maintain a thick commitment to an orthodox 
Christian worldview; and 

• Participants will recognize best practice strategies for pastoral care to 
redirect spiritual struggles into opportunities for formation.
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Presentation Outline
1. Overview: The Pastoral Challenge

2. The Spiritual Struggle Framework

3. A Theodramatic Reframe

4. Artistic Contextualization

5. Customize Counselee Assessment

6. Concluding Conversation & Discussion
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Spiritual Struggle and Resilience: Critical Trends for Pastoral 
Care
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Philippians 4:7-8
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“A spiritual 
struggle is an 
unsettling 
experience of 
tension, conflict, 
or strain 
surrounding 
whatever people 
view as sacred” 
(Exline & Pargament, 2021). 



Counseling is…

• A professional 
relationship that 
empowers diverse 
individuals, families, 
and groups to 
accomplish mental 
health, wellness, 
education, and career 
goals. 
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Christian counseling

• A professional relationship with 

pastoral expectations that seeks to 

address mental health and wellness as 

it fosters spiritual formation, the pursuit 

of sanctification, and furthers faith 

development. Christian counseling is a 

wisdom quest that intentionally is 

infused with biblical themes and 

principles.
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Evangelical Pastoral Counseling…

• Acknowledges “positionality” 

• Christian tradition

• Doctrinal core of community

•…becomes a strategic conversation 
in a delineated relationship to 
promote the expansion of the mind 
and heart of Jesus Christ within 
participants. (Greggo, 2014)
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2) Spiritual Struggle Framework
The Contemporary Evidence-Based Standard
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“In contrast, spiritually integrated 
psychotherapy assumes that clients 
often bring spiritual issues in the 
room, and encourages clients to give 
voice to what may be difficult to 
express. A spiritually integrated 
psychotherapy makes the implicit 
explicit…And in the process of 
making the implicit more explicit, 
clients and therapist can make better 
use of one potential ingredient of 
success in psychotherapy.” 

(Spiritually Integrated Psychotherapy, 2007; p 18). 
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Spiritually Integrated Psychotherapy (SIP)
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Does my life have any deeper 
meaning? Does God really care 
about me? How can I find and follow 
my moral compass? What do I do 
when my faith is shaken to the core? 
Spiritual trials, doubts, or conflicts 
are often intertwined with mental 
health concerns,… 

Clinicians learn sensitive, culturally 
responsive ways to assess different 
types of spiritual struggles and help 
clients use them as springboards to 
change.
Dust-jacket Description (2022)
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Explicit

Psychospiritual

Pluralistic

(Spiritually Multilingual)
Integrative

Value Laden

Features of Spiritual Integrated Psychotherapy

(Pargament, 2007)
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Spiritual Struggles (SS) & Decline 

SS and signs of distress and disorientation are related

SS are associated with more serious problems.

SS and psychological problems are not due to confounding variables. 

SS can be both a cause and effect of psychological/physical problem.

SS do not inevitably lead to dysfunction and decline.

SS explain how stressful events interact with one’s orientation system to produce distress. 

(Pargament & Exline, 2022, 81-82)
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Divine

Demonic

Moral

Doubt 

Ultimate Meaning

Interpersonal
Religious & Spiritual Struggle Categories 
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The Research Says…
Beliefs that suffering is part of God’s 
benevolent plan, as well as beliefs that a 
nonbenevolent God causes suffering, were 
associated with more divine struggle and in 
turn lower levels of well being and higher 
distress.

Beliefs attributing a benevolent role to God 
in suffering were directly linked to higher 
well-being. This also applies when the higher 
power is well-intended but not powerful 
enough to overcome evil. 

There is a intricate balance between spiritual 
struggle, belief, adversity and life outcomes.

Spiritual Struggle and Resilience: Critical Trends for Pastoral Care 16



Research Premise: 
Schemas Mediate

Struggle with the divine is regulated by inner 
schemas (e.g. anger at God, feeling punished 
or abandoned by God). 

These heart & mind patterns [schemas] 
mediate the associations of beliefs about 
suffering with psychological distress and 
mental health.

Human schemas are the ‘guard’ system that 
will determine if sacred and evil forces 
magnify or manage pain and suffering, thus 
influencing mental health.
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Sacred Qualities

Boundlessness

Ultimacy

Transcendence
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Cultivate Sacred Moments

Transcendence

• Seeing and sensing beyond the ordinary

Boundlessness

• Accept moments outside space & time

Interconnectedness

• Perceptions of deeply shared understanding & care

Awe-Heightened Emotions

• Gratitude, joy, humility, and peace

Listen for perceptions of qualities associated 
with Divine character, speech and action

Stimulate 
connections for 
sacred 
moments.

(Pargament, Lomax, McGee, & Fang, 2014)
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Orienting 
System

Spiritual 
Struggles

Distress and 
Disorientation

Reorientation

Life
Events

Sociocultural Context

S
i
g
n
i
f
i
c
a
n
c
e

Growth

Decline

A Framework for understanding spiritual struggles (Pargament & Exline, 2022)
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3) Theodramatic Reframing
Customizing Care for authentic Christian formation  
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But the focus of the Bible is what God has done 
in history, God’s doing... So theo drama is what 
God is doing and that is at the heart of Scripture.

The Bible …is the story in which the Church and 
Christians find themselves caught up. In other 
words, we aren’t simply reading about 
somebody else’s story. We are reading about the 
story in which we are caught up and we are 
caught up as actors. There are lines for us to say, 
things for us to do. We are in the thick of it.

So at the heart of the Bible there is a gripping 
story about God and human beings. I think it is a 
love story of cosmic proportions, not boy meets 
girl, but God meets world, loses world, gets 
world back. And that is how I would begin to talk 
about what theodrama is. It is about this love 
story of God for the world and that just brings us 
to the threshold of gospel… Kevin Vanhoozer
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Explicitly Christian

Theodramatic

Scripture & 
Tradition

Evidence-based 
with tradition 

heritage

Virtue Nurture

Features of Gospel Enhanced Counseling
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Christian Sacredness
Redemptive Theistic Trinitarianism

Holy Spirit 
(Boundlessness)

Son (Ultimacy)

Father 
(Transcendence)
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Theodramatic
Grounding

Faith 
Improvisation 

Invitation

Suffering & 
Sanctification

Kingdom 
Orientation

Life
Events

Canon Sense and Christian Community 

I
m
a
g
e

o
f

C
h
r
i
s
t

Fellowship

Wandering

A Theodramatic framework to guide ministry counseling (Greggo, 2023)
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4) Artistic Contextualization
Adjusting for cultural, clinical, church, and client priorities 
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A pragmatic 
definition

Integration within Christian 
counseling is a descriptive 
term for the activity of 
creative conversation and 
actual attempts to locate 
and utilize the convergence
between these differing 
disciplines.

Greggo
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Artistic Contextualization 

• Purpose• Working 
Plan

• Person to 
Person

• Perspective

Content Contact

ContextContract
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Artistic 
Contextualization

• Artistic contextualization is a faith-
based, informed application of 
theological priorities within specific 
counseling settings that respects the 
individuality of client needs.  

• Counselors are ready to address 
the questions posed, fluid in the 
application of their theology, and 
prepared to glorify God as the 
Holy Spirit empowers.
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Client & Counselor

Sponsoring Organization

Profession/Ministry

Culture/State

Theodrama

Visualizing 
Context
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Evangelical Pastoral Counseling…

• Acknowledges “positionality” 

• Christian tradition

• Doctrinal core of community

•…becomes a strategic conversation 
in a delineated relationship to 
promote the expansion of the mind 
and heart of Jesus Christ within 
participants. (Greggo, 2014)
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Become a Trusted Guide

Be Present to Spiritual Struggles

Name & Normalize Spiritual Struggles

Facilitate Acceptance and Reflection

Help Access Resources
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Become a Trusted 
Guide

Be Present to Spiritual 
Struggles

Name & Normalize 
Spiritual Struggles

Facilitate Acceptance 
and Reflection

Help Access Resources

Fulfill Calling as Gospel Minister

Embrace turbulence together 

Recognize purgative, illumative
and unitive ways 

Receive grace, deepen prayer, & 
soak in Scripture

Bless questing and restore 
dwelling

Evangelical Pastoral Pathways

Clinical Therapeutic Practices

33



5) Customize Counselee Assessment
Make worldview and discipleship goals explicit to achieve Sacred Moments
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Christian Initial Assessment Dimensions

Data 
Resources 
in Christian 
Counseling 

Extrinsic & 
Intrinsic

Seeking & 
Dwelling

Scripture 
& 

Experience
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6) Concluding Conversation
Discussion for Application
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Best practice in pastoral care means applying evidence-based techniques. Gospel faithfulness 
requires adopting a theodramatic foundation and applying appropriate translation. 
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Discussion Points 

• Which type of SIP (generic or 
Gospel) has a place within 
counseling conversations you host?

• Identify a client scenario when you 
heard and address one of these 
spiritual struggles. How did the 
Holy Spirit heal heart & mind 
processes?

• What client assessment do you use 
to agree upon a shared 
theodramatic worldview or to give 
insight into underlying spiritual 
struggles?
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