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is a counselor and faculty member at 
CCEF. Ed has served at CCEF for 35 
years and has written numerous books 
and articles on depression, fear, and 
addictions. In his article, How CCEF Has 
Grown (and Seeks to Keep Growing) he 
writes, “CCEF’s growth rests, in part, 
on the individual growth of the men 
and women who serve here. Yet it is 
more than that. Institutional growth 
is more than the sum of the growth of 
its members and employees. There is 
something that happens when God’s 
people gather that is greater than the 
aggregate growth of each person. Just 
as marriage creates something more 
than the joining of two people’s strengths 
and weaknesses, so our staff is all part of 
the growth of one body in a way that the 
growth cannot be ascribed to particular 
individuals but to the work of the whole.”

Edward T. Welch, MDiv, PhD  David Powlison, MDiv, PhD
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is the Executive Director at CCEF 
and has served at the ministry for 35 
years. He is the senior editor of the 
Journal of Biblical Counseling and has 
written extensively on pastoral care and 
counseling. In Reflections on our History, 
he recalled a profound moment from his 
first year at CCEF. “I had a realization 
that we were on to something huge with 
biblical counseling. Modern psychology 
cares about people and knows about 
people, but they don’t understand 
anyone profoundly. Biblical counseling 
understands people because it knows 
that the human heart is religious. Every 
human being is relating to God, wittingly 
or unwittingly, rightly or wrongly. We all 
love something, we all fear something, 
we all take refuge somewhere, we all set 
our hopes somewhere, and we all listen 
to a certain voice. Knowing this is the key 
to knowing a person deeply.”



has served CCEF in a variety of ways, 
including as an editor of this magazine. 
She loves children and is passionate 
about helping kids make connections 
between God and daily life. In Discipling 
a Child— Body and Soul she reflects 
on her son’s experience with food 
allergies. She writes, “For my son Robby, 
the embodied aspect of life has had to 
be central in his discipleship and in 
our parenting. Robby has severe food 
allergies and asthma. In order for Robby 
to make sense of his world, he needed 
to learn early the significant reality that 
he lives in a fallen body—a body that 
experiences weakness, and hardship, 
that causes him to suffer. And in order 
for me to minister to Robby, I needed 
to be aware that his physical problems 
influence his soul— his thoughts, 
emotions, desires, and responses to God, 
to me and his dad, and to others.”

Rebecca Eaton, MA  
is a faculty member at CCEF. He worked 
as a family physician for twelve years 
before joining CCEF. Mike has counseled 
for many years and is the author of 
CrossTalk: Where Life and Scripture 
Meet and Descriptions and Prescriptions: 
A Biblical Perspective on Psychiatric 
Diagnoses & Medications. He is active 
in his urban church where he serves as 
an elder. When asked how to encourage 
elders to grow in their ability to connect 
people to Scripture he responded, “I 
would encourage elders to incorporate a 
mindset of ‘we grow as we go’ into their 
shepherding ministries. As we commit 
to walking alongside people and being 
invested in their lives, we will grow in the 
ability to connect Scripture to people’s 
lives. So I’d say be willing to get into the 
trenches with people.”

Mike Emlet, MDiv, MD  
is the office manager and an editor at CCEF. 
He spent several years as a missionary at 
home and abroad and currently serves as an 
elder at his church. Bruce gathered together 
more than 39 years of history, interviews, 
and reflections to write Biblical Counseling 
in India— A Fruitful Partnership. He writes, 
“How does a biblical counseling movement 
begin? Sometimes it begins in a simple 
conversation between two people. It begins 
as a spark, when one truth of Scripture 
speaks to one person’s circumstances and 
struggle.”  This article “is a story of how God 
used a conversation between two people to 
spark a fire that has grown and is burning 
in India today.”

is the director of counseling at CCEF 
Montana in Billings, MT and a faculty 
member at CCEF. Aaron has also counseled 
in community mental health and psychiatric 
hospital settings. Aaron has a passion 
for building deep relationships with local 
churches and loves to come alongside 
pastoral ministers through consultation, 
training, and counseling services. In his 
article, Prayer in Marriage Counseling, he 
addresses the need for couples to pray 
together. He writes, “Prayer completes the 
intimate exchange. As we help a couple 
submit to each other—opening their hearts 
and beholding what is revealed—we 
lead them right into caring for each other 
through prayer.”

is the director of counseling at CCEF New 
England in Vermont and a faculty member 
at CCEF. He has a passion to foster genuine 
relationships in the local church, especially 
through counseling and counseling training. 
In 2017 he became the director of our 
School of Biblical Counseling and in his 
article, he shares ways CCEF is building 
toward the future of our educational 
ministry. “Another way we are building 
toward the future without trying to do 
everything ourselves is strengthening and 
seeking out partnerships with like-minded 
churches and ministries. They can then take 
our material and contextualize it for their 
own communities better than we could ever 
hope to on our own.”

is a counselor and events assistant at CCEF. 
He has served as a community group leader 
at his church for many years, and has 
additional experience in college ministry 
as well as extensive experience in music 
ministry. When asked what he values most 
in counseling ministry he said, “Seeing 
people truly grow. I count counseling as 
one of the greatest privileges in my life. 
It is challenging in the very best of ways: 
meeting people in their hardest places, in 
their sincerest vulnerabilities, and walking 
with them through it all.”

Bruce Eaton, MDiv  Aaron Sironi, MS, LPC  

Alasdair Groves, MDiv  Joel Bassett, MDiv  



elcome to this special anniversary 
edition of our magazine CCEF Now 
& Then. This year marks 50 years of 
ministry for the Christian Counsel-

ing & Educational Foundation. 
As our executive director I have the privilege 

both of refl ecting back on the past fi ve decades 
and of envisioning our trajectory into the com-
ing years. What mission animates us? We work 
to develop counseling ministries that are explic-
itly faithful to Christ and his Scripture. Counsel-
ing is frequently undervalued or misunderstood. 
A faithful church is faithful to Scripture in all 
aspects of ministry. When one person speaks 
with many (preaching and teaching) we value fi -
delity, so we test what we hear against the Word 
of God. When we all sing to God and each other 
(worship) we value fi delity, so we select songs 
that are true and give praise to God. When we 
meet practical needs in Christ’s name (helping 
ministries) we value fi delity, so we also build the 
faith of those whom we serve. Yet when Chris-
tians speak with one another about daily life 
(counseling), so many of our words are func-
tionally faithless. Scripture teaches, models, and 
assumes that when Christ’s people have honest 
conversations about things that matter, we will 
also value fi delity to Scripture.

Why is it often so hard to connect the dots 
between Scripture’s truth and human experience 
in counseling conversations? One reason is that 
human need is unpredictable and requires timely 
wisdom in the moment. In worship and preach-
ing you get to plan what to do and say. Conver-
sations can’t (and shouldn’t) be scripted. The 
woes of every heart are open before God who 
loves us. There are no secret sorrows or secret 
sins. All that is dark, devious, or devastating is 
open for wise, loving conversation. Jesus coun-
seled wisely and lovingly, “so that you also do 
just as I have done for you” (John 13:15). His 
conversations were as explicitly faithful as his 
preaching, teaching, worshiping, and helping. 
And his conversations are unscripted wisdom 
adapted to a moment of human need.

In this issue some of the articles look back to 
how CCEF started— the foundations on which 
we were built. In an interview, two longtime 
board members and I refl ect on God’s faithful-
ness to us over the years. Ed Welch writes about 
the ways our model and methodology have 
grown and developed. Then Bruce Eaton tells 
the story of our longstanding partnership with 
believers in India. 
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Other articles capture our cutting edge—
how we are growing and where we are going. 
Aaron Sironi pushes marriage counseling 
methodology forward by detailing on how 
he prays with and for couples in counseling. 
In an interview Mike Emlet discusses the 
counseling role of local church elders. Re-
becca Eaton considers the doctrine that we 
are embodied souls, and applies this to prac-
tical discipleship for a child who lives with 
significant food allergies. Alasdair Groves 
writes about the future of our School of Bib-
lical Counseling as counseling education be-
comes accessible around the world. And you 
will meet one of our younger counselors, 
Joel Bassett, as he tells his story of wrestling 
with the relevance of Christian faith to the is-
sues of counseling. 

50 years ago our counseling and training 
ministry started very small! Several pastors 
counseled one day a week at a local church, 
and talked over their cases in order to grow in 
wisdom. There were no books, no conferences, 
no courses, no degree programs, and no wider 
awareness that Christians even had a calling to 
counsel biblically. A handful of faithful pastors 
tried to do something no one else was doing. 
They planted important seeds. Those seeds 
sprouted and bore fruit. God’s people have 
grown in counseling wisdom. And now biblical 
counseling ministry is springing up all over the 
world. That is an amazing testament of God’s 
goodness to his people.  

We who are committed to biblical coun-
seling ministry, at CCEF and elsewhere, 
have come a long way. Scripture’s wisdom 
and grace for counseling has been freely giv-
en by the Holy Spirit. And we have a long 
way to go still. Wisdom and grace for coun-
seling must become embodied in people and 
in practice. That process must be renewed in 
every generation. Wisdom is freely-given but 
hard-won, because it must be worked out in 
personal life and in ministry practice. It is 
attainable, yet inexhaustible. Wisdom has a 
unity across cultures and individuals—but 
also a flexibility and adaptability. Wise con-
versations look just a little bit different in 
each person and place. 

What is CCEF aiming for as we look to 
our next season of ministry? We aim to keep 
pressing the growing edge of wisdom. Here 
is something worth noting, because it has 
been a significant part of why we’ve been 

able to make a contribution. CCEF has not 
been built around one or two people. We ar-
en’t carbon copies of each other. Each person 
brings different life experiences, different 
gifts, and a different way of putting things. 
One reason we have grown is because our 
people have different personalities, interests, 
and approaches yet we all share and build 
from the same core convictions.  

As a team we have spent time over the last 
year reflecting on key passages of Scripture 
that are foundational to our work. A selection 
of these passages is sprinkled throughout this 
issue, along with reflections from different 
men and women about why this passage is 
foundational. Here is one on Colossians 3 to 
whet your appetite.

 In January, 1977 I was a first year seminary 
student, taking my first counseling class. I’d 
been a Christian for a year and a half. Jay Ad-
ams was teaching on Colossians 3. He spoke 
about lying, anger, interpersonal conflict, 
and immorality. He spoke about God’s love, 
power, and forgiveness in Christ, and about 
our faith. I remember where I was sitting in 
the room. A thought ran through my mind: 
“The Bible… is… practical.”  It was a thun-
derbolt. Scripture walks on the same ground 
I walk. Jesus speaks my language. Ministry 
talks about the places people really struggle. 
Grace essentially changes how we relate to 
God and to other people. That insight has an-
chored my life for more than 40 years.

I would be remiss if I did not remember 
and thank the many men and women who 
have given of themselves and used their 
gifts here since 1968. These men and wom-
en—counselees, counselors, faculty, staff, 
students, donors, readers, board members—
created our past and continue to make us 
what we are today. You, the readers of this 
magazine, are foundational to our work. A 
better way to put it is, what we do with you. 
Our mission is fulfilled when Christians have 
wise conversations about things that really 
matter, with the Lord and with one another. 

On behalf of everyone who has, who is, 
and who will serve the Lord through the min-
istry of CCEF, I thank you from the bottom 
of my heart. May Jesus Christ be praised!

Blessings, 

What is CCEF  

aiming for as  

we look to our  

next season of  

ministry? We aim  

to keep pressing  

the growing edge 

of wisdom. 

David Powlison
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An interview with David 
Powlison and two long-time 
board members Barbara Aills 
and Steve Estes 

REFLECTIONS ON 
OUR HISTORY

What first drew you to biblical counseling, and 
how did you come to serve with CCEF?

Barbara: I embraced the biblical counseling 
model out of a deep desire to make sense of peo-
ple and their struggles. I was a natural counselor. 
People would come to me and tell me their prob-
lems, and I loved to help. For years I’d been read-
ing every Christian counseling book available. 
Much of what I read tried hard to understand hu-
man experience and to explain the human heart 
from a Christian perspective. But it always fell 
short. The theories and practices never seemed 
to square with what Scripture teaches. But in the 
early-90s everything fell into place when I be-
gan to read the Journal of Biblical Counseling 
and to hear CCEF’s teaching. I got involved in 
CCEF’s Changing Hearts, Changing Lives sem-
inars held in Texas—and what I learned made 
a profound difference both in my own life and 
in my approach to helping people. My interest 
and commitment led to being invited to join the 
board in 1999.

Steve: When I was in college, I was traveling 
with two Christian buddies one weekend, and 
we picked up a hitchhiker. The man was due 
back at his mental hospital by a certain time, 
and appreciated the lift. His manner was pleas-
ant and his thoughts intelligent. But when my 
friends and I gently turned the conversation to 
Jesus, he grew uncomfortable and his sentenc-
es gradually became nonsensical. I would not 
pretend to know “the thoughts and intentions of 
his heart,” but spiritual issues clearly had some 
play in his life. I had recently read Jay Adams’s 
Competent to Counsel, and while I certainly felt 
incompetent that afternoon, the exchange awak-
ened in me a thirst to understand people on a 
deeper level and in a biblical manner. 

I love what biblical counseling seeks to 
do—to make sense of hard problems and of-
fer wise help. But I often notice that when 
faced with practical ministry challenges, 
many Bible-loving people seem drawn to  
. . . what else can I call it? . . . anything but the 
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Pictured: early CCEF staff

Bible. Is our congregation shrinking? Let’s 
see what sociological studies teach about 
how to infl uence a community. Is our city 
vice-ridden? Let’s attend a seminar on how 
to oust territorial demons. Is my sister-in-
law depressed, or bulimic, or traumatized 
by memories? The church is obviously not 
equipped—let’s refer her to a psychiatrist. 
In contrast, I love how biblical counseling 
actually shows how Christ and Scripture ex-
plain and address the deepest human prob-
lems. For example, although “bulimia” is 
nowhere in the concordance, the things that 
drive those behaviors express basic biblical 
themes: life-dominating desires and fears, a 
distorted belief system, confusion and en-
slavement. Christ’s grace and truth are direct-
ly relevant and transformative. Yet I also love 
how the best biblical counseling, even while 
refusing to yield the fi eld to secular thinking 
and practice, shows humility to learn from 
the social sciences and from whatever wis-
dom God’s common grace has taught other 
human beings. 

I was honored to be asked to serve on 
CCEF’s board, and I joined along with Bar-
bara in 1999.

David: The story of how I came to embrace 
biblical counseling and began working at 
CCEF is interwoven with the story of how I 
came to faith in Christ. I was an existentialist, 
and actively disliked Christianity. I had ma-
jored in psychology at Harvard, was work-
ing at McLean Psychiatric Hospital, and had 
been in psychotherapy myself for several 
years. I intended to pursue a mental health 
career. Psychiatry and psychotherapy prom-
ised a true understanding of people, a call-
ing to help fellow strugglers, and the power 
to address human woes by bringing about 
healthy change. But I grew increasingly dis-
illusioned. Yes, the hospital provided a caring 
and protective environment. And at our best 
we ameliorated some symptoms and helped 
some people to cope a bit better. But in three 
years I had never seen anyone qualitative-
ly change from dysfunction to fl ourishing. 
Meanwhile I was fi nding in Dostoevsky’s 
novels a straightforward and Christian por-
trayal of humans that was far more true to 
life than what our theories, diagnoses, and 
therapies were saying and doing.

By the grace of God, I was dramatically 
converted to faith in Christ. The longtime 

friend who led me to faith was a student and 
intern at CCEF. In the fall of 1975, when I 
had been a Christian less than a month, he 
invited me to attend a CCEF class as a guest. 
The straightforward way that Scripture spoke 
to the deepest issues of troubled lives struck 
me as intuitively right—both personally 
and professionally. I continued to work in 
the hospital for the next eight months. As 
my faith deepened and became increasing-
ly articulate, I experienced a growing sense 
of dissonance with my career path. It is 
self-evident that every psychiatric disorder 
describes a person who is profoundly isolat-
ed, self-absorbed, and unhappy. But we were 
forbidden to share with patients the truth that 
most deeply addresses such human woes. 
Jesus’ mercies draw us out of ourselves. 
Trust in him, growing care for others, and 
underlying joy are the opposites of all that 
confounds and confuses our souls. I enrolled 
at Westminster Seminary in 1976, became a 
counseling intern at CCEF in 1978 and was 
hired to counsel, teach, and write in 1980. 
I’ve never left! 

What has surprised you most as you refl ect 
on the past 50 years? 

Barbara: I’ve seen God’s faithfulness as the 
biblical model has been fl eshed out into more 
and more areas. I’ve seen the Lord sustain us 
and grow us. CCEF’s ministry was beginning 
to burgeon in the 1990s, and is now having a 
worldwide impact. It’s been amazing for me 
to experience that, and be part of it as a board 
member.

Steve: In the early years, I was like many 
people in that I saw CCEF as refreshingly 
biblical, but wondered whether a compre-
hensive model of counseling and pastoral 
care could ever be adequately developed. 
I’ve witnessed huge progress. And what 
most grips me now is how the ministry has 
extended all over the world. It is remarkable 
to watch biblical counseling become planted 
so deeply in the UK in the past fi ve years, and 
to see what has been opening up in India and 
in many other places.

David: During my fi rst year as an intern at 
CCEF, I was struck that this thing we call 
“biblical counseling” was in pursuit of some-
thing far bigger than I’d imagined. It aims for 
a depth of practical wisdom that changes the 

church and challenges the world. When we 
understand how God’s ways intimately con-
nect to our ways, practical theology comes to 
life. Our faith offers a comprehensive under-
standing of people—a coherent psychology. 
Wise ministry offers practical ways of help-
ing—effective psychotherapy. After all, ev-
ery truth that the Lord reveals about himself 
keys to corresponding realities in our lives. If 
Christ is for “every nation, tribe, tongue, and 
people,” then he is tailor-made for every indi-
vidual, whatever our troubles. Biblical coun-
seling wisdom changes preaching, because 
our applications rivet to human realities. It 
changes our evangelism, because we become 
better attuned to the points of contact be-
tween human experience and God’s mercies. 
It changes how we pray, because we learn to 
ask honestly for what we actually most need. 
It changes our worship, because we bring 
more of ourselves to more of our Lord. 

And biblical counseling wisdom essential-
ly differs from the alternatives. The secular 
psychologies know many things about peo-
ple—but they fundamentally misunderstand 
what a person is, and what is at stake, and 
what dynamics operate in every human heart. 
And the secular psychotherapies genuinely 
care —but they consistently lead struggling 
people away from what they most need. 
Every therapeutic intervention is premised 
on enhancing your self-trust. But self-trust, 
self-serving, and self-absorption are our es-
sential problems. We are meant to trust a 
Savior, serve him as Lord, and be absorbed 
in his mercies. If a therapy does not awaken 
us to God and decenter us off of ourselves, 
it will inevitably nourish more successful 
forms of what is most wrong with us.

I was surprised by how signifi cant and sig-
nifi cantly different biblical counseling is.

And then I was surprised at how often 
Christians are resistant to realities so ev-
idently true about God and about us. I had 
come out of the world of secular psychology 
and psychotherapy because Scripture made 
better sense of reality and addressed what is 
really wrong. But my new-found Christian 
brothers and sisters often didn’t seem to ap-
preciate the depth and relevance of what we 
had. They often seemed entranced by theo-
ries and practices that I’d found shallow and 
misleading. The 1980s were diffi cult years 
for CCEF and for other nascent biblical 
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counseling ministries. Biblical counseling 
was “out of season,” and struggled to find a 
foothold in churches and schools. It was of-
ten caricatured. And we had some growing 
up to do. But we continued to develop our 
understanding of people, of Scripture, of 
counseling practice, of God’s ways. 

And then in the early 1990s both the church 
and the culture changed in surprising ways. 
These last 25 years have been an “in-season” 
for biblical counseling. Christian people start-
ed to take biblical counseling seriously.

What are you most excited about as you an-
ticipate the future of our ministry?

Steve:  I am excited about seeing the tran-
sition to the next generation of leaders at 
CCEF. This is not a ministry built around one 
or two people, but built around a theological 
and pastoral vision with a lot more work to 
be done. I am looking forward to seeing how 
God brings this about in the next ten to fif-
teen years. 

David: When Jay Adams and John Bettler 
founded CCEF in 1968, they began with 
Adams’s conviction that Scripture, minis-
try, and church were about the exact human 
problems that all counseling models and psy-
chotherapies seek to address. And they saw 
how God’s truth operates right where peo-
ple live and struggle, not up in the clouds of 
theological abstraction. As our director, John 
Bettler sowed the seeds for how CCEF has 
developed over the last 40 years. Under his 
leadership we started to think through the 
significance of suffering, the dynamics of 
human motivation, the need for flexibility 
in the counseling relationship, and how to 
work with the rich variety of truths embraced 
by the words “biblical” and “gospel.” John 
wasn’t afraid of exploration and develop-
ment. He had confidence that the Scriptures 
are “the whole counsel of God”—unsearch-
ably deep yet understandable, and always 
relevant in fresh ways. I think that the gen-
eration mentored by John—Ed Welch, Paul 
Tripp, and myself—has succeeded in ad-
vancing understanding and practice. And I 
think that our generation sowed seeds that 
are bearing fruit. For example, Mike Emlet 
has made genuine advances in how Scripture 
applies in counseling conversations and in 
how spiritual issues interact with our phys-

ical bodies. I am eager to see what the next 
generation accomplishes, particularly in de-
veloping fine-grained practical skills and in 
better understanding the counseling process.

Barbara: I agree with the theological and 
practical vision that both of you mention. 
I am also excited about simply seeing our 
mission being fulfilled. I want biblical coun-
seling ministries to reach far into churches 
and to serve brothers and sisters around the 
world. The next generation has work to do.

 
What would you say to encourage CCEF’s cur-
rent students, faculty, staff, and friends of the 
ministry?

Steve: Remember how the book of Josh-
ua begins: “Moses my servant is dead. So 
get up and cross the Jordan River and be 
very courageous. For the Lord your God is 
with you wherever you go.” That will happen 
someday here, too. The current generation of 
leaders will move on and those who remain 
must have courage and be faithful in fulfilling  
our mission. 

David: I’ve been reflecting on Micah 6:8. 
What does the Lord require of you but to do 
justice? In other words, do the right thing. 
And love mercy. In other words, the way you 
do what is right expresses mercy, generosity, 
and kindness for people. And walk humbly 
with your God. In other words, you are his 
dependent, so need him, trust him, thank 
him, listen to him, worship him, turn to him, 
follow him. 

Barbara: Follow hard after Christ. He is 
faithful.

How would you like to thank former teachers, 
counselors, and staff? If you could say one 
thing to them, what would it be?

Barbara: I thank God for you always. I see 
the fruit of your labors in my own life, in my 
family, in my church, and in the lives of peo-
ple all over the world. 

Steve: Jesus told his disciples that oth-
ers have done the hard work and you have 
reaped. Similarly, many people have done a 
lot of things at CCEF over the years. A lot 
of quiet faithfulness goes into fifty years 
of ministry. Many of you who came before 
didn’t get to see the blossoming of what’s 

happening now. To you I say, be encouraged. 
On the Great Day you will be rewarded for 
your labors. 

David: I want to mention Jay Adams in par-
ticular. He was courageous for the truth of 
Scripture, and said things that no one else 
was saying—things that needed to be said. It 
is very hard to be a pioneer, and he worked 
harder than anyone can imagine. Jay de-
serves honor as a godly servant who made a 
huge breakthrough in setting a trajectory of 
fidelity to Christ and Scripture. He left CCEF 
more than 40 years ago, and we have sought 
to walk out further implications of those core 
commitments. Along the way, I think we’ve 
filled in some gaps, rebalanced some empha-
ses, and corrected some missteps. But we 
have not forgotten the debt of gratitude we 
owe him. Thank you, Jay, for always pursu-
ing fidelity to the Savior whose Word makes 
us wise unto salvation.

How do you want people to pray for CCEF?

Barbara: Pray that God will raise up future 
leaders, teachers, counselors, and writers for 
this important work. Pray that he will keep 
our staff and board true and humble. 

Steve: My prayer request combines oppo-
sites. Pray that God will not let us change at 
all, and pray that God will help us constantly 
change in certain areas. What do I want to see 
changed? We need to take our understanding 
of people and more fully develop “how” we 
actually counsel. And we need to keep ad-
dressing important new counseling issues as 
they arise in the culture and in the church. 
Where don’t I want us to change? Our clear 
proclamation that the Bible is true and that 
Christ is our hope. Constant change, no 
change at all.

David: You put that well, Barbara and Steve. 
Rigidity in the wrong places and flexibility 
in the wrong places would prove deadly to 
future fruitfulness. May God grant the humil-
ity of being unchanging and unchangeable 
in faithfulness to Christ and his Scripture. 
And may he grant the humility of asking 
the hard questions, of taking fair criticisms 
to heart, and of learning new things from 
him. He freely gives wisdom. He freely gives 
himself. Please ask him to keep giving his  
inexpressible gift.
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2 Timothy 3:16-17

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profi table for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 

training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.

2 Peter 1:3

His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, 

through the knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence.

God’s revelation is our starting point. Who God is, and what he has done and is 
doing speaks to every life experience and gives direction. I know that whatever 
comes at me—clinical observations, or empirical research, or human experience, 
or philosophy—Scripture can and will make sense of that better than anything 
else. - Todd Stryd

SCRIPTURE IS RELEVANT,
SCRIPTURE IS OUR
STARTING POINT

Scripture never ceases to be relevant. This concept was foundational for me coming 
out of an integrationist model of counseling. There are answers in Scripture. There 
are ways of explaining human behavior and life apart from secular psychology. I 
graduated with a degree in psychology, and when I graduated I remember thinking, 
“Great, I know how to ask open ended questions, I know how to paraphrase, but I 
have no clue how the Bible applies to people’s problems.” Six months later I was 
introduced to CCEF. I came to a June institute and heard for the fi rst time how relevant 
Scripture is. This passage is meaningful not only for our ministry’s commitment to 
the Word of God, but to me personally as I made that connection through my fi rst 
encounters with CCEF. - Julie Lowe
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HOW CCEF 
HAS GROWN

(and seeks to keep growing)
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CCEF has grown and changed. Many gifted people have come 
and gone during these 50 years, and each one has had an impact. 
Outward changes have come in building improvements, technolo-
gy, administration, partnerships, and educational programs. But the 
ways we teach and counsel have also grown and changed. It is these 
deeper developments that I want to identify.1 

We Value Growth and Change
Any institution that wants to improve its product places a high 

value on growth and development—the work can always be done 
better. As a ministry, CCEF shares this value. 

We work with a timeless, unchanging, authoritative text. Scrip-
ture certainly needs no development. We are confi dent that Christ 
has come in the fl esh, died for sins, is risen, and his Kingdom 
is growing because the Spirit has been given to us. We are also 
confi dent that Scripture speaks with breadth and depth to the 
human condition. 

1  Growth and change can be used interchangeably, and I will use them in that way. But they also connote slightly different means of development. Change usually suggests that we are 
out of kilter in some way, and need to be righted. Growth suggests that we are on the right path but there is so much more for us. Our corporate development has included both growth 
and change.

But we are not so sure about ourselves. We know we are sinners, 
and our knowledge and gifts are limited. Our corporate growth de-
pends on the Spirit sanctifying us, our learning from each other, and 
our listening to critics. 

We grow from the Spirit sanctifying us. Progressive sanctifi ca-
tion is an elemental reality. As individuals, we will only fully arrive 
when we see Christ. But we are now in him and empowered by his 
Spirit. We can grow in love and wisdom, and we can change by 
turning from stubborn sins. If we are spiritually static, then some-
thing is wrong. As individuals, we hope to be different—to grow 
and change—from one year to the next.

CCEF’s growth rests, in part, on the individual growth of the 
men and women who serve here. Yet it is more than that. Institu-
tional growth in wisdom is more than the sum of the growth of its 
members and employees. There is something that happens when 
God’s people work together that is greater than the aggregate of 

Ed Welch
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each person’s growth. Just as marriage cre-
ates something more than the joining of two 
people’s strengths and weaknesses, so each 
member of our staff is part of the growth of 
one body in ways that the maturing cannot 
be ascribed to particular individuals. The 
Spirit is involved in the work of the whole. 

We grow from meeting together. For us to 
be more than the sum of parts we must meet 
together. But this goal can be undermined 
by the reality that counseling and teaching 
ministry often demand a good bit of solitary 
time. As counselors, we rarely co-counsel. 
As teachers, we close our office doors and 
prepare for the next day’s lectures. As writ-
ers, we read, think, and compose, and we 
tend to bring others in after we have com-
pleted a significant amount of work. So we 
intentionally plan to meet together so that 
we can learn from each other. 

To this end, we hear devotional wisdom 
from each other in daily prayer meetings. 
Our faculty, counselors, and ministry de-
partments meet together weekly. We read 
the Journal of Biblical Counseling. We read 
each other’s books. We hear each other speak 
at our annual conferences. We talk together 
about institutional goals, challenges, and ini-
tiatives. We know that our personal styles and 
the nature of our work can steer us inward, so 
we are consistently fielding ideas for how to 
work better together in community.

We grow from critique. We don’t only 
learn from each other, we also learn from 
those who disagree with us.

For example, in the early 1990’s we were 
publicly criticized that we were getting 
too cozy with secular ideas and practices. 
Though our attempts to explain and seek 
understanding with that critic failed, the ex-
perience of being critiqued was invaluable. 
It became an occasion to consider whether 
there were kernels of truth in what was be-
ing said. It was also a time to learn what it 
was like to be criticized. Simply put, we did 
not enjoy being misunderstood and misrepre-
sented. From there, it didn’t take long for us 
to consider that others might not enjoy being 
misunderstood and misrepresented by us. 

The typical rules for engagement in the 
public square are that when someone pub-
lishes an article or a book, those publica-

2   David Powlison, How Does Sanctification Work (Crossway, 2017), Winston Smith, Marriage Matters: Extraordinary Change Through Ordinary Moments (New Growth, 2010), 
Paul Tripp, Age of Opportunity: A Biblical Guide to Parenting (P&R, 1997, 2001), Mike Emlet, CrossTalk: Where Life and Scripture Meet (New Growth, 2009).

tions are open for public evaluation, how-
ever harsh. At CCEF we had always wanted 
to be fair in our response. Once we were 
harshly criticized however, we recognized 
our need for more scriptural rules of en-
gagement. We arrived at this: we want to 
write about someone’s ideas in a way that 
first understands those ideas accurately. We 
want to identify the person’s thoughts in 
such a way that he or she would say, “Yes, 
that is what I wrote and what I believe.” 

We want to write as if we are face to face 
with the author of the book we are evaluat-
ing. We aim to critique in such a way that the 
author is edified by our interaction, whether 
he or she fully agrees with our biblical ra-
tionale or not. Even more, we want to give 
authors a first look at a book or article review 
so they have opportunity to respond before 
we publish it. This has happened, but not of-
ten enough. We have more room for growth.

We are grateful for the Spirit, the Word, 
our colleagues, our partners, our students, 
our counselees, and our critics. Together 
they reshape us.

Three Areas of Development in Our Un-
derstanding

The actual changes we have made can 
be tracked through our books and Journal 
of Biblical Counseling articles. They all 
emerge from insights into and applications 
of biblical doctrine. For example, How Does 
Sanctification Work? brings fresh insight 
into progressive sanctification. Marriage 
Matters and Age of Opportunity bring new 
applications from a theology of the heart 
and apply this to marriages and to teenag-
ers. Cross Talk brings biblical theology, the 
way Scripture unfolds the story of Christ, to 
pastoral care.2

A deepening understanding of three bibli-
cal doctrines finds expression in this litera-
ture: our approach to Scripture, our view of 
the person, and our doctrine of Christ.

1. Our approach to Scripture has devel-
oped. Our primary text, of course, is Scrip-
ture. All true developments should emerge 
from an understanding that Scripture is 
the communication of God that brings life 
into the challenges we face every day. We 
try to read widely, and we believe that, as 

instructors, we must be up-to-date with cur-
rent literature and debates within our partic-
ular specialty areas. But Scripture, with its 
boundless reach and inexhaustible depth, is 
the text that interprets all others. 

Scripture has breadth: “The Spirit search-
es all things” (1 Corinthians 2:10). One of 
our interests has been to consider problems 
in living that are not identified directly in 
Scripture—such as many of the psychiatric 
diagnoses—and to bring them within Scrip-
ture’s domain. This brings us into dialogue 
with secular psychotherapy, and psychia-
try. In the early 1980’s most of our cours-
es attended to the strengths, weaknesses, 
and sub-biblical assumptions among these 
neighbors. Secular observations, questions, 
theories, and practices were a catalyst. But 
as we understood more of Scripture’s wis-
dom, our direct engagement with the psy-
chologies has diminished. There is simply 
too much available in Scripture. Our prime 
interest has always been to enrich a frank-
ly biblical understanding of people: a true 
“psychology.” And our prime interest has 
always been to enrich an explicitly pasto-
ral approach to helping people: a faithful 
“psychotherapy.” So instead of identify-
ing where other psychotherapies are inad-
equate, we have increasingly focused on 
how Scripture’s ministry methods nourish 
human flourishing, reaching further and 
into places that secular approaches can’t 
imagine. In recent years we have also fo-
cused more on psychiatric disorders—but 
not just on the limitations of secular diag-
nosis and treatment. We have been asking 
how Scripture accounts for reliable psychi-
atric observations, and then goes deeper and 
wider. Our goal in doing so is to extend the 
pastoral richness of Scripture to some of the 
many difficult problems with which psychi-
atry grapples. 

Scripture has depth: “The Spirit searches 
all things, even the deep things of God” (1 
Corinthians 2:10).  Scripture goes wide, and 
it goes deep. By deep, we mean that Scrip-
ture always reveals more. It reveals the most 
penetrating and profound view of reality. 
Only Scripture brings us into the unfathom-
able expanse of the mind of God; there are 
no human answers that provide more ulti-
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mate explanations. This depth, of course, is 
summed in Christ and him crucified.

Here all things converge. Injustice, guilt, 
shame, misery, lack of purpose—they are 
all answered in Jesus.  His work, therefore, 
is crammed with meaning. Jesus is the Mes-
sianic King but much more. He is the High 
Priest, the Temple itself, Divine Warrior, 
Suffering Servant, Lamb of God, Light and 
Love. Scripture resists our attempts to re-
duce the knowledge of God to one image or 
perspective. With depth comes the simplici-
ty of the gospel, yet the gospel is a limitless 
repository of spiritual realities. 

When the breadth and depth of Scripture 
are brought to pastoral theology and coun-
seling they return to two questions: 

Who is the person?
Who is God?3 

These are the other two areas where our 
comprehension has deepened.

2. Our understanding of the doctrine of 
the person has grown. Basic to all our class-
es and writings is a theology of the person. 
We have found that most differences among 
counselors can be traced back to this, so we 
have been committed to applying orthodox 
doctrine and listening for new developments. 
Here are some of the places where our under-
standing of people has grown.

The person is complex. There is no deep-
er need or answer to the problems of life 
than Jesus Christ, yet there is complexity 
in humanity. Sin, victimization, and human 
frailty muddy the waters. In Christ, we are 
adopted children, prophets, priests, royalty, 
warriors, parents and much more. We are 
also victimized, foolish, physically weak, 
and sinful perpetrators. Given this com-
plexity, CCEF has avoided being smitten 
by one exclusive perspective on our hu-
manity. For example, we have developed 
the theme of idols of the heart, which is a 

3  In the opening pages of his Institutes of the Christian Religion, John Calvin rightly identifies these two questions as the sum of Scripture’s instruction.

rich vein in Scripture with endless appli-
cations. Idolatry combines both the spir-
itual arrogance and pitiful slavery that are 
etched into our humanity. But we deny that 
this category exhausts Scripture’s teaching 
about our fallen condition. Just when we 
might think we have a full picture, Scripture 
offers more. We are image-bearers, fallen, 
sinned against, recipients of common grace 
and brought into Christ—a complex stew of 
saint, sufferer, and sinner. 

Complexity also appears in any attempts to 
discover simple formulas for change. Coun-
seling would be easier if we could reduce the 
change process to a series of steps. Yet the 
Spirit uses an unpredictable combination of 
the knowledge of Christ, Scripture, prayer, 
personal stories, deeds offered in love, and 
an endless number of unique providences to 
bring about change in our lives. The specific 
steps that unfold for one person will not nec-
essarily work for another. 

God’s ways are never trite, simplistic, or 
formulaic. We wouldn’t want it any other 
way. Otherwise, we would lose the needy 
and prayerful edge that is essential for min-
istry. But Scripture’s depth comes with a 
public-domain quality that makes it acces-
sible and memorable. We can truly know 
the Lord (Jeremiah 9:23–24)—because he 
gives his Spirit. Even children can min-
ister in Jesus’ name. We are humbled by 
the depths of Scripture but not befuddled. 
We appreciate the doctrine of Scripture’s 
perspicuity and have worked to simplify 
how to counsel and help others. For exam-
ple, our early classes tended toward lists 
of people’s problems, lists of skills that 
counselors need, and lists of relevant Bible 
passages. It could give the impression that 
the process of counseling involved master-
ing an endless number of details. While we 
value every particular bit of knowledge, 

now we also have a working framework. 
Counseling ministry essentially has two 
parts: knowing the person and knowing the 
words of Christ to the person. Though this 
defies predictable steps, it provides a more 
memorable map for wise conversations. 

The person is directed by his or her heart 
(Ecclesiastes 11:9). If you want to know 
someone, know what is on the person’s 
heart. All questions about the person go 
through here, as do all differences in coun-
seling and pastoral care. CCEF has had 
an abiding interest in understanding what 
Scripture says about the heart.

 There are various ways of speaking about 
the heart, so we do not feel compelled to 
settle into one perspective or image. But 
two reappear in our courses and books. One 
is the image, borrowed from Jeremiah 17, 
of a tree and its roots. In other words, our 
words and deeds are directed by the source 
of life that we seek. In this text, the source 
of life is either other people or the Lord. 

Another recurring perspective focuses 
on the activity of the heart: the heart has  
affections, it desires, it worships. A self-
aware human being is always ready to an-
swer questions such as “What do you really 
want?” “What do you love?” These desires 
seem to be layered, with some desires more 
noticeable than others. For example, most 
obvious are our natural desires, such as de-
sires for love and belonging. These are not 
wrong in themselves. They are simply a 
given of our humanity. Pleasures and pains 
are found here. Dig a little deeper and you 
discover desires that set a moral course for 
our lives. We pursue the right or we pursue 
the wrong because we want the right or 
wrong. Then, at the depths of the heart, our 
affections are found to be very personal. We 
either love and follow the Lord of life or we 
love and follow the world, our sinful desires 

Our corporate growth depends on the Spirit sanctifying us, 
our learning from each other, and our listening to critics.
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and the devil. Through all these layers of 
our humanity, desires and affection are the 
organizing theme.

The person is an embodied soul. Anoth-
er answer to the question “Who is the per-
son?” is that we are embodied souls. This 
tradition at CCEF has also been a tradition 
in the church.

“I belong—body and soul, in life and in 
death—to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ.” 

“My soul will be taken immediately after 
this life to Christ and my very flesh, raised 
by the power of Christ, will be reunited with 
my soul.”  

—Heidelberg Catechism,  
answers #1 and #57 

The doctrine of the embodied soul allows 
us to also understand that our bodies also 
shape behaviors in ways that can be trouble-
some but are not sinful. Certain behaviors 
will generate more attention to the body or 
more attention to the soul, but we keep both 
in view. This has allowed us to serve people 
better, and also to engage with professionals 
who see only the body but not the soul. With 
professionals, we have been able to affirm 
the partial merit in what they say. Yet we also 
aim to see more—to see the soul-ish aspects 
of the person that intertwine with physical 
abilities and disabilities. 

3. Our understanding of Jesus has 
grown. Scripture reveals Jesus Christ as 
The Person. We have tried to get in step 
with this revelation. Jesus Christ is the very 
personal center of Scripture, of life, and of 
ministry. He rearranges everything. 

“Long ago, at many times and in many 
ways, God spoke to our fathers by the 
prophets, but in these last days he has spo-
ken to us by his Son, whom he appointed 
the heir of all things, through whom also he 
created the world. He is the radiance of the 
glory of God and the exact imprint of his 
nature, and he upholds the universe by the 
word of his power.” (Hebrews 1:1–3)

The triune God has revealed himself most 
fully in the speaking, listening, touching, car-
ing, remembering, and loving Son—the per-
sonal Son. A fulfilled life is lived in response 
to his initiative and engagement with us. 

The Apostle Paul began with this start-
ing point. “For I decided to know nothing 
among you except Jesus Christ and him 
crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). Then as the 

letter proceeds, Paul draws the connections 
between Christ and specific problems of ev-
eryday life. This did not mean that Paul’s 
sermons were short and redundant. It meant 
that all Scripture has finally been assembled 
around Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection. 
Paul’s letter is filled with pastoral questions 
and counsel—on factions, sexual license, 
meat offered to idols, marriage and divorce, 
false ideas, and much more. With each one 
he reasoned from Jesus and his gospel to 
these thorny, everyday matters. The entire 
universe, from the flow of world history to 
daily spats among friends and neighbors, 
was reinterpreted now that heaven has pen-
etrated earth in Jesus. 

Jesus is at the center of human history. 
Therefore, Jesus must be at the center of 
our lives, our teaching, and our counseling. 
One way to summarize our development 
over the last fifty years is our attempt to 
imitate Paul’s pastoral method. Making 
tighter connections between Jesus and 
daily life has brought both intentional and 
some unintentional changes in our ap-
proach to counseling. 

Our Counseling Methodology Has 
Changed

In the rest of this article I will briefly note 
six areas of methodological development 
derived from this theological development: 
where we sit, how we listen, what we say, 

how we identify with others, and what our 
goals are.

1. We rearranged our offices. This was 
an unintentional, seemingly less significant 
change, but it illustrates how theological 
developments exert themselves in innumer-
able ways. At CCEF each office has a desk. 
In the early 1980’s a counselor sat on one 
side of the desk and counselees sat on the 
other. If you asked why we used desks we 
would say that we needed a place to write 
counseling notes and assignments. 

Then someone rearranged an office and 
placed the desk off to the side. Counselor 
and counselee began sitting together. Then, 
independently, another desk was put in a 
corner, and then another. Over the course of 
one year, we stopped sitting behind desks 
when we counseled. Now, when we want 
to write, we have a clipboard on our lap. In 
retrospect, this change was unintentional, 
yet it was profoundly doctrinal. 

Our theology creates implicit and ex-
plicit identities. When Scripture is primar-
ily didactic instruction about how to live, 
counselors are primarily teachers, and 
teachers used desks. Counselees come with 
a question, and we give the correct answer. 
When Scripture is the treatment for a par-
ticular condition, counselors are physicians 
of the soul who give apt direction and write 
a prescription, and doctors at that time used 
desks. We had never discussed these identi-
ties with each other, but they were uncon-
scious applications of the way we under-
stood Scripture.

When Jesus is the center, we are pulled 
into an intensely personal world. Scripture, 
indeed, has plenty of instruction, but teach-
er-student does not best capture the fellow-
ship of Christ-with-us. Scripture treats what 
is wrong with us, but doctor-patient does not 
capture the mutuality of Christ walking be-
side us: no-veils, no-barriers, side-by-side, 
and face-to-face are more accurate. The re-
sulting identity is a hybrid. A counselor is 
a pastor, who is concerned for the soul of 
another. A counselor is a friend, who speaks 
openly and with love. A counselor is a sym-
pathetic fellow struggler, who knows the 
comfort of Christ in his or her afflictions. 
A desk does not adequately convey the rela-
tionship we are aiming to achieve. Side-by-
side does a better job.

Jesus is at the center 

of human history. 

Therefore, Jesus must 

be at the center of our 

lives, our teaching, and 

our counseling.
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2. We encourage others to speak with 
the Lord. As the weight has shifted to the 
personal more than the mere pedagogical 
I think that our counseling has grown in 
providing more encouragement for each 
person’s relationship with God. “Pour out 
your heart before him; God is a refuge for 
us” (Ps 62:8). A personal relationship goes 
in two directions. The other person speaks, 
and we know that person; and we speak, 
and are known to that person. God speaks 
to us. He reveals himself as the one who is 
gentle and familiar with our sufferings, who 
is merciful to our sins, who rejoices in our 
relationship with him. He invites us to be 
comforted by his love, a love that will be 
steadfast and present, and by his power, that 
will make things right. And God invites us 
to speak to him. 

Our human relationships are intended to 
mirror this. And we are called to facilitate 
each other’s direct relationship with the Lord. 
This is the reason why we ask a counselee to 
speak about hard things. One aspect of life 
in the Kingdom of Heaven is that we put our 
innermost thoughts and feelings into speech. 
Though the Lord knows us, he values our ef-
forts to find words for those things that are 
most important to us. When words fail, he 
takes us into the psalms and puts names onto 
the silences and confusions of our souls. The 
psalms enrich the possibilities of human ex-
perience, and the Lord persistently invites us 
to pour out our hearts to him. 

3. We look for the good, then the hard. 
Sin is our primary problem. Sin will always 
command our attention in ministry. Yet that 
doesn’t mean that sin is the first thing we 
identify in a counseling conversation. When 
you relate to those you love, you rarely talk 
first about their sins, and for good reason. 
When you follow the history of humanity, 
it begins with our creation in God’s im-
age. This ground of mutual respect persists 
through the biblical story, even as sin dis-
rupts and destroys, even as people suffer 
and cry out for help, even as Christ restores, 
making saints. 

Destructive sinful acts will call for our 
attention, but we typically look first for the 
good in people. You observe this strategy 
in the beginning of every New Testament 
epistle. Scripture front-end loads the grace 
of God, the good fruit in his people, and 

the warm relationship between apostle and 
people. We often look next for suffering. 
This strategy also appears at the beginning 
of many epistles and psalms. What impels a 
person to seek help in the first place? Usu-
ally it is some experience of hardship and 
pain: a broken relationship, emotional mis-
ery, anguish over self-destructive behavior. 
Though it is not an inviolable rule, there 
is an order that often recurs in our minis-
try method. Identify the good. Explore the 
troubles that have brought hardship. Then, 
as necessary, speak of the sinful in light of 
Christ’s merciful purposes. We are simulta-
neously saints, sufferers, and sinners—usu-
ally in that order.

4. We speak good news. We look for the 
good in people, and we look for the good 
in Scripture. With Jesus in clearer view, we 
hope that our counsel has also become bet-
ter news: more life-giving, and sweeter to 
the ears. Jesus speaks to us through Scrip-
ture and the Spirit. His message is good 
news. He invites us to rest in him, to believe 
in him, to find forgiveness and cleansing in 
him, and to follow him. Repentance itself is 
good news, as it is an obvious work of the 
Spirit. Though following Jesus is not always 
easy, it is good and attractive. 

With our eyes trained to see the Lord’s 
personal engagement and goodness, we can 
go to the Old Testament and notice that this 
goodness has been apparent all along. For 

example, Isaiah begins with descriptions 
of recalcitrant children who have forsaken 
the Lord. They think that rituals are more 
important than knowing and following. In 
response, the Lord defies all expectations 
and invites the people to a conversation. 
“Come now, let us reason together, says the 
LORD: though your sins are like scarlet, 
they shall be as white as snow; though they 
are red like crimson, they shall become like 
wool” (Isa 1:18).

I think one result of this development is 
that our counselees want to continue with us 
longer than they did during our early years. 
In CCEF’s early years, 30% of those who 
sought counseling came once and did not 
return. Over the past several decades, less 
than 10% of counsel-seekers only come 
once. We believe that one reason people 
want to return is that they more often re-
ceive something good and hopeful.

5. We listen for stories more than lists. 
Another seemingly minor change in our 
counseling is that we are less prone to gen-
erate a long list of a person’s problems and 
then tick those problems off one by one, 
marking them as solved.

Behind that typical way of gathering in-
formation and then proceeding was a way 
we understood Scripture. Scripture identi-
fies the basic problems of living, and sup-
plies fitting texts and practical goals for 
solving those problems. As such, Scrip-
ture was filled with pieces of wisdom. Our 
job was to access those pieces. Counsel-
ing-by-concordance is how we began. 

But if Scripture is a coherent, unfolding 
story about Jesus Christ, then our counsel-
ing task changes. Our goal is not so much 
to identify a list of a counselee’s specific 
problems and find the right text. Instead, we 
needed to understand a person’s unfolding 
story. In order to assemble a story we usual-
ly have plenty of questions. What events and 
choices have been most influential? What 
seems most important today? How does this 
person interpret life? Where has this person 
grown? Are there past events that seem to 
summarize the person’s present experience? 
Where is this person stuck? Who has and 
who is influencing this person for good or for 
bad? What Scripture controls the person’s 
knowledge of Jesus? Where is help needed? 
Out of our growing understanding of the per-

I think that our 

counseling has grown 

in providing more 

encouragement 

for each person’s 

relationship with God. 
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son emerges a coherent past and present that 
directs the person toward the future. With 
this story available, we reflect on the story 
of Scripture, and how Scripture portrays the 
way lives unfold, and the ways the Lord in-
tervenes in a person’s life. We look for ways 
to enter in. How does the story of Jesus begin 
to retell this person’s story? Of course, we 
still bring to bear specific sections of Scrip-
ture, but in a way that hopefully assembles 
the disparate pieces of a person’s life, and 
makes life and Scripture connect in more co-
herent and personal ways.

The change, I think, is that people who 
come to us feel better known and under-
stood. None of us are the sum of our prob-
lems. Instead, our aspirations and heartaches, 
our successes and failures, interconnect in a 
meandering story that God superintends. To 
know another person is to better appreciate 
that whole story and its primary themes. 
Fuller understanding helps us to consider 
how the Lord is re-scripting this story.

6. We comfort. Jesus suffered and knows 
our suffering, which leads us to comfort 
others (2 Corinthians 1:3–5). The person-
al God is moved by our troubles; we too 
are moved by the troubles we hear. I think 
that our counseling has grown in entering 
more sympathetically into people’s suffer-
ings. We have given increasing attention to 
Scripture’s concern with affliction and vic-
timization. Christ, our high priest, entered 
sympathetically into human pain, sorrow, 
and shame as he took our sins on himself 
(Hebrews 4:15–16). We aim to be affected 
by what we hear, show mercy, and speak of 
God’s  mercy in a way that is persuasive, 
attractive, and good, that leads toward “obe-
dience to Jesus Christ and sprinkling with 
his blood” (1 Peter 1:2). 

It is especially remarkable that our God 
never minimizes suffering. The psalms most 
often lead with our need for God’s strength 
and protection in affliction. The “mercies 
of God” touch suffering as well as sin. God 
never ratchets down his compassion because 
we are tainted by our own sins. He never 
compares our suffering to others. He never 
suggests that he is concerned with more im-
portant matters so we should keep our angst 
about personal troubles to ourselves. Rath-
er, in Christ, our troubles are known, and the 
Lord is moved with compassion. 

Though suffering can isolate, there is a 
comfort and hope in being surrounded by a 
knowing community. This is what we have 
received in Jesus, and this is what we try to 
offer as friends and counselors. 

What Next?
We expect more growth and change in 

the future as we come to know people and 
Scripture better. We will meet people whose 
struggles bewilder us. We will be critiqued, 
sometimes fairly, sometimes unfairly. We 
will learn from each other and from our 
growing number of partnerships. The Spirit 
will patiently bear his fruit. 

We hope that this process of growth and 
change will only be accelerated. Why? Fifty 
years ago biblical counseling was in its in-
fancy, and being pioneered by a handful of 
people. Today biblical counseling is being 
developed all over the world, in different 
cultures and languages. We have the priv-
ilege to learn from thousands of pastors, 
instructors, and thoughtful Christians. What 
do we need? We need ears to hear, eyes to 
see, compassionate and humble hearts, and 
a desire to grow together. 

A counselor is 

a pastor, who is 

concerned for the 

soul of another. A 

counselor is a friend, 

who speaks openly 

and with love.

A counselor is a 

sympathetic fellow 

struggler, who knows 

the comfort of Christ 

in his or her afflictions. 

14  CCEF NOW



A FRAMEWORK FOR 
MINISTRY

1 Thessalonians 5:14

And we urge you, brothers, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, 

be patient with them all.

People are in different places. They experience different things in their life. Some are 
going astray, and it is appropriate to admonish. But that is not the only string you are 
playing with. Others are discouraged and you bring comfort. That too is not the only 
string. And no matter which category someone might be in at any given point, we are 
patient with all, even as God is patient with us. This passage is helpful in giving us a 
framework of ministry, and it helps us methodologically. - Jayne Clark

This passage was instrumental for me in understanding myself and my weaknesses. 
And it was a lens for me to consider who might be more challenging for me to 
minister to. The passage goes in both directions. - Aaron Sironi

When I think about biblical counseling diagnosis, this is the quintessential passage. 
It provides a framework for how you can approach and help people. It helps you 
clarify your immediate goal in ministry to someone. One key in counseling is to 
identify the one thing you want to work on right now. This passage gives categories 
that help to answer that question. - Alasdair Groves
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BIBLICAL 
COUNSELING
IN INDIA

A  F r u i t f u l  P a r t n e r s h i p

ow does a biblical counseling move-
ment begin? Sometimes it begins in 
a simple conversation between two 
people. It begins with a spark. One 

truth of Scripture speaks to one person’s circum-
stances and struggle. Sometimes it starts when a 
counseling skeptic, who is also a Christian, hears 
Scripture speak to a need in a way that reaches 
deeper than problem-solving strategies and gets 
to the heart of the matter. How do you win some-
one over to the vision of biblical counseling? We 
have found that you must bring Scripture to life 
right where it is lived. 

To become persuaded about biblical counsel-
ing is not only to be won over to a model of care 
and a counseling method. We are won over to a 
passion for the relevance of Christ and Scripture 
for all of life.  We must see how Scripture touch-
es down into daily life. Christ’s truth rings true 
to what is wrong with us and this world. And 
Jesus brings real hope and a vision for change. 

The biblical counseling movement in India 
began in a conversation with a skeptical Chris-
tian. What follows is a story of how God used 
that conversation to spark a movement that is 
growing and burning brightly in India today.

The Spark
The biblical counseling movement in India 

began with a conversation between Jay Adams 
and Raju Abraham in 1979. Jay Adams was one 
of the founders of the Christian Counseling & 
Educational Foundation and Raju Abraham was 
a Christian and a neurologist practicing in Lon-
don. Raju said of his fi rst encounter with Jay, “I 
fi rst discovered biblical counseling when I heard 
Jay Adams speak in London. I was trained in 
neurology and psychiatry and was practicing in 
London where I lived with my family. I was both 
fascinated and irritated by Jay. I was irritated be-
cause up to this point I thought of illnesses either 
as those that affected the brain (neurological dis-
eases) or those that affected the mind (psychiat-
ric diseases). As a Christian Jay challenged me 
to think differently and I was convinced, con-
victed, and ‘converted’ to biblical counseling. I 
found it helped my personal walk, my marriage 
and in counseling.”  
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Raju’s interest in biblical counseling con-
tinued to grow, and in 1982 he began the As-
sociation of Biblical Counselors in England, 
gathering a theologically diverse group of 
Christians committed to the Bible as the 
source of truth in personal ministry. Just four 
years later Raju became more involved with 
fellow Indians in London and a vision formed 
for him to do medical missions work in the 
largely Hindu province of Uttar Pradesh in 
northern India. Raju moved to India and 
joined the Emmanuel Hospital Association 
(EHA). EHA is the largest ecumenical med-
ical mission in India and continues its work 
today providing clinical care, health care ser-
vices, and community services through more 
than 20 hospitals and 30 community projects 
in the north of India.

CCEF’s First Trips
CCEF faculty traveled to India three times 

between 1996 and 1999 and again in 2014. 
The impetus for our first trip was a church 
planting movement, North India Harvest 
Network, which began in the 1990s. Raju 
Abraham was a leader in this effort and in 
1996 he invited David Powlison and Paul 
Tripp to teach Dynamics and Methods of 
Biblical Change to the movement’s leader-
ship as they prepared to train future church 
planters. Raju desired for these missionary 
church planters to develop a vision for gos-
pel ministry that went beyond conversion 
and baptism, to a life controlled by the Bible 
and one visibly renewed by the power of the 
Holy Spirit. 

Raju’s vision was large. He wanted to 
“preach the whole gospel – not just in evan-
gelism, but also in discipleship.” CCEF was a 
strategic partner in implementing this vision. 
Raju wanted biblical counseling to influence 
not only the growing church planting move-
ment in India, but also to influence the many 
projects Emmanuel Hospital Association 
was spearheading in the community includ-
ing health care, literacy, and economic devel-
opment. Raju’s vision was to “see a biblical 
model of interpersonal relationships worked 
out in the lives of these workers.” 

He didn’t only want pastors to have CCEF 
training. He wanted anyone doing Kingdom 
work to have this training, and that meant 
hospital workers, Christian psychiatrists, and 
community workers. So during a subsequent 

1  See representative Journal of Biblical Counseling Articles: Ed Welch, “Exalting Pain? Ignoring Pain? What Do We Do with Suffering?” JBC 12:3 (1994); Ed Welch, “Who Are We? 
Needs, Longings, and the Image of God in Man” JBC 13:1 (1994); David Powlison, “Idols of the Heart and ‘Vanity Fair’” JBC 13:2 (1995).

trip to teach pastors, Raju asked Paul and Da-
vid to also teach the hospital staff at EHA. 
Paul reflected on this pioneer work, “This 
work is hard. A tremendous amount of suf-
fering surrounds the workers and wears them 
down. And in that struggle, sin gets revealed. 
There’s a real desire on EHA’s part to solve 
problems [whether spiritual, emotional, or 
economic] as a mission in a distinctly bib-
lical way.” 

Ed Welch joined Paul and David on this 
second trip. Building on their previous 
cross-cultural exposure to northern India, 
the team framed their material for the Indian 
culture to more directly help attendees make 
practical applications to their own lives. By 
God’s grace students not only understood the 
biblical coherence of what was presented, but 
also came up after the talks to discuss specif-
ic personal issues that the classes had uncov-
ered. After this 1999 trip, David remarked, 
“Our teaching was well received. Hearers 
made immediate personal application to 
their own reactions in interpersonal conflict 
(anger, fear, gossip, etc.), to the motives that 
drive such reactions, and to the ways of bibli-
cal peacemaking by the grace of Jesus.”

One leader told David and Paul, “You 
haven’t given me something else to do in 
my ministry. You have instead given me a 
different way of doing everything I already 
do.” Indian Christians were seeing how 
biblical counseling principles have value in  
every ministry situation.

During our trips to India we taught the 
CCEF Changing Lives Seminars—con-
densed versions of core CCEF classes on 
the dynamics of biblical change and on the 
methods of biblical counseling. The teaching 
was discovered to be, not Western psycho-
therapy as some skeptics thought, but bib-
lical wisdom applied to personal ministry. 
Paul was pleased by the way the teaching 
was also received by other missionaries who, 
though skeptical at first about the relevance 
of Western-style “counseling” in India, later 
enthusiastically embraced CCEF’s counsel-
ing model. 

Back At Home
Back at home we were excited about the 

opportunity and challenge to speak biblical 
truths into other cultures. At the time we also 
traveled to Korea and Sri Lanka. Paul Tripp 

said, “We will never be as intimate and elabo-
rate in our applications as national believers, 
but we can create a bridge for truth so that 
local believers can apply it. Going to India 
will push us to understand our biblical model 
more deeply, to be clearer about which things 
are pure biblical principles and which are 
Western applications of those truths. It will 
benefit all of our teaching. I am also thank-
ful because the trip emphasizes the mission 
and ministry aspect of CCEF’s mandate. We 
want to impact the church, raise up new lead-
ers and show people how to make the most 
of evangelistic opportunities in counseling.” 

Over the previous decade, CCEF faculty 
had been developing the model of biblical 
counseling to include a new emphasis on suf-
fering and a new exploration of human moti-
vation.1 We were grateful for opportunities to 
see how what we were learning about Scrip-
ture and its application to life in Philadelphia 
made sense in other cultures. 

As we traveled, our excitement for what 
we were doing at CCEF grew. David Powl-
ison reflected, “We know that the gospel is 
true for every nation, tribe and people, and 
we apply this to evangelism and church 
planting. But we don’t always connect it to 
counseling until we realize that counseling is 
discipleship, and it will cross cultures if we 
are faithful to the Word of God. Everywhere 
CCEF went we were able to connect with 
people; they could resonate with the stories. 
The details of our lives may be different, but 
the themes are the same.”

Iron sharpens iron. As we traveled to In-
dia and other countries we found that what 
other believers were doing in missions and 
ministry was revolutionary in their own con-
texts. We were learning too. God brought our 
shared vision together and our partnership 
was born. We are all richer for it and give 
thanks to God. Today biblical counseling is 
spreading far and wide in India, and we con-
tinue to be sharpened by what they are do-
ing to restore Jesus Christ to counseling and 
counseling to his church. 

Biblical Counseling Trust of India Begins 
in 2005

Twenty-five years after the meeting be-
tween Jay Adams and Raju Abraham in 
London, the journey of biblical counseling 
culminated in the formation of the Biblical 
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Counseling Trust of India (BCTI) in the ear-
ly 2000s. The idea for a ministry focused on 
pastoral counseling for the growing churches 
in northern India was born over several years 
of prayer and deliberation. The founder of 
BCTI, John K. John, had been working with 
Raju Abraham at Emmanuel Hospital Asso-
ciation (EHA). He had caught the vision for 
biblical counseling ministry, and he came to 
Philadelphia in 1996 to study with CCEF’s 
faculty and to complete a Doctor of Minis-
try in pastoral counseling at Westminster 
Theological Seminary. In 2005 BCTI was 
registered as a charitable trust based in Del-
hi. John’s pioneering spirit and team building 
skills helped turn an idea into a reality. He 
built a team starting with raw recruits, both 
English and Hindi speaking. He taught and 
mentored them in all he had learned. 

BCTI equips pastors of Hindi churches 
in pastoral care. Semi-formal trainings for 
pastors and leaders, short seminars on major 
counseling issues, counseling services for 
people in need, and providing Christian books 
and training resources to church leaders is the 
focus of this biblical counseling ministry.

BCTI continues to work closely with Em-
manuel Health Association (EHA). Currently 
BCTI staff go to different EHA hospitals to 
train the staff and also train pastors in villages 
who are involved in EHA’s community health 
projects. BCTI also travels to different areas in 
northern India to train pastors in Hindi speak-
ing churches. Raju Abraham has continued 
working with EHA and partnering with BCTI 
in addition to remaining focused on the north-
ern India church planting movement. 

BCTI has been able to connect people seen 
in hospitals for mental health issues with a 
pastor in their village who has received train-
ing in ministering to people with mental 
health issues. This has led to pastors entering 
into the circle of care in a meaningful way, 
understanding both the mental health issue 
and speaking to a person’s spiritual life.

John K. John passed away unexpected-
ly in July of 2017. We grieve his passing 
with our brothers and sisters in India and 
we rejoice also that he is with the Lord to-
day. Nidish Philip reflected on John’s min-
istry, “John’s leadership was grace-filled and 
laughter-filled.  John always encouraged us 
to hope, to look toward change that God can 
and does bring, not only in our lives, but in 

other people’s lives.  He was gracious with 
us when we made mistakes.  So many sec-
ond-chances he gave us.  He trusted us with 
things others would never have trusted us 
with.  In this way he trusted God too.”

Dr. Ashok Chacko replaced John as head 
of BCTI. He said of his predecessor, “John 
was a pioneer who took on the challenge 
of initiating biblical counseling when most 
churches or Christians had not heard of the 
term. He has helped churches and leaders to 
recognize the relevance of the gospel to daily 
life issues and struggles in the churches, giv-
ing hope in the midst of despair.”

Ashok described BCTI’s current ministry 
among pastors this way: “Many Indian pastors 
have now been trained with a biblical under-
standing of marriage, parenting, conflict res-
olution, and in dealing with the heart when it 
comes to behavior issues. There were instanc-
es of pastor’s wives who were on the verge of 
divorce being reconciled to their husbands. 
Being trained in biblical counseling enables 
them to address many everyday life issues 
biblically without being trapped by self-pity, 
despair or being caught up in anger and ha-
tred. When participants give feedback after 
the training, a lot of forgiveness and reconcili-
ation has happened in relationships.”

A Deepening Partnership
In May of 2014 CCEF faculty again trav-

eled to India. Ed Welch and Mike Emlet par-
ticipated in a three day conference in Dehra-
dun that focused on the “Christian Response 
to Mental Health.” Pastors, church leaders, 
seminary professors, nurses, doctors, pro-
fessors from medical schools, and commu-
nity health leaders attended. The conference 
gave people an opportunity to think about 
biblical counseling in the context of mental 
health issues. 

Dr. Ashok Chacko said of the development 
of biblical counseling in India that led to the 
2014 mental health conference, “People are 
still reluctant to go for counseling. However, 
over the years significant inroads have been 
made and seminars on marriage and parent-
ing have been accepted and had an impact on 
many couples. The mental health conference 
brought all the churches and seminaries in 
Dehradun and many other parts of the coun-
try together on these issues.”

The “Christian Response to Mental 

Health” conference also provided the plat-
form for BCTI to launch its online training 
program in partnership with CCEF. Ashok 
said of this initiative, “The online courses are 
a great help as it has enabled many doctors, 
lay leaders, and those interested in counsel-
ing to learn biblical counseling without hav-
ing to travel. We hope that this will translate 
into many biblical counselors being made 
available for the church in India in the long 
run. We also hope that we will have many 
more trainers in biblical counseling available 
for the many different languages in India.”

Since January of 2015, 8 CCEF classes 
have been offered online through BCTI. 69 
individual online students have taken a CCEF 
course so far. BCTI and CCEF have been 
able to provide these courses at a greatly re-
duced rate, and a current group of 28 students 
have had their tuition fully underwritten by 
a CCEF donor this year. Ashok would like 
to have CCEF faculty return to India again 
in the near future to hold another large-scale 
conference with BCTI, and also to provide 
a hands-on training opportunity for the stu-
dents who have completed the online biblical 
counseling courses through BCTI.

Ashok said of his hope for biblical coun-
seling in India over the next 5 to 10 years, 
“First there needs to be a geographic spread 
of biblical counseling over India. India is 
large and BCTI is a very small organization 
with only 6 full-time staff. We need to see 
biblical counseling used in all the languages 
of India and Southeast Asia in the long run. 
We already have requests for training in Ne-
pal. Second, we would like to see thousands 
of church lay leaders trained and equipped so 
that the church will truly reflect Christ in the 
way we do life. Pray for many church leaders 
to invite BCTI staff to train them. Pray for 
additional resources to be available in Indi-
an languages. Pray for at least 100 biblical 
counselors to be raised in the coming years.”

We are thankful for the historical background provided in 
a series of articles written in a prior CCEF publication 
(“Pulse”) and for the chapter on the Biblical Counseling Trust 
of India in Transforming Partnerships: Indian Contributions to 
Missions (1991-2016). Thank you also to our friends in India 
who helped with this article: Raja Paulraj, Raju Abraham, 
Ashok Chacko, Nidish Philip, and Sarah Prabhakar.

We also want to recognize two former employees, Malcolm 
Osborn and Paul Tripp, for the many ways they have given of 
themselves to advance our partnership in India. Paul mentored 
John K. John, the founder of the Biblical Counseling Trust of 
India. Malcolm has facilitated our travels to India and has 
hosted Indian visitors to CCEF for the past thirty years. These 
men are truly a gift to us.
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Philippians 4:5-7

The Lord is at hand; do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication 

with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

God says—do not be anxious. And these words come with a promise—the Lord 
is near. I love this passage because this seemingly small insight captures the 
surprising, gospel sweetness that characterizes the counseling we are aiming for. 
- Alasdair Groves

THE LORD IS NEAR

Hebrews 4:14–16

Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold 

fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but 

one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confi dence draw near 

to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and fi nd grace to help in time of need.

Nearness to God is the distinguishing factor in all biblical counseling. New Testament 
epistles feature union with Christ. Psalms demonstrate what it actually looks like. 
And Hebrews 4 summarizes both. It concludes with an invitation: “Let us draw 
near.” We have confi dence to be near God because of who Jesus is. - Jimmy Adkins
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ne of the most confl icted couples I 
have ever worked with taught me a 
valuable lesson about prayer during 
a counseling session.  The couple, 

married for nearly forty years, spent the ma-
jority of their marriage in chronic and unyield-
ing confl ict, accompanying depression, and 
without any signifi cant periods of peace.  Their 
descriptions of life together made my stomach 
churn. 

In an early session, the wife said she had 
only seen her husband cry once. She felt nearly 
no emotional connection with or closeness to 
him. After working together for six months, I 
remember being amazed by the husband’s stub-
born defensiveness. I could work with him over 
and over and still he’d come back to, “All I said 
was…! I don’t understand why she gets so hurt 
over…! I’m not as bad as…” He couldn’t let 
her in or hear her appeals no matter how she 
approached him. His heart seemed numb and 
impenetrable to her desperation, tears, and 
pleas. He experienced her sadness and hurt as 
rejection and accusation. Every session was ex-
hausting.  It was slow, hard work that would, at 
any moment, lead to volatility if I let my foot 
off the brake even for a second. 

In one diffi cult session where we had already 
gone over time, I asked them to pray together, 
to pray for each other.  I acknowledged it would 
be hard. But, of all times to pray, this was the 
time to seek God’s mercies, and to genuinely 
give thanks for each other. We would do this 
together. I gave them clear direction about spe-
cifi c ways to pray for the other, which I took 
from what they had shared earlier. I gave them 
as much support and scaffolding as I could. I 
reminded them, “Remember, never pray for 
your spouse without giving sincere thanks to 
God for something genuine in your spouse. 
That’s the rule.” (I get this from Philippians 
1:3–4, 4:4–8.) I expected them to protest, but 
they both wearily bowed their heads.

A A R O N  S I R O N I

PRAYER
IN MARRIAGE
COUNSELING

A A R O N  S I R O N I

20  CCEF NOW



I had the husband pray fi rst because he was the more criticized, 
quiet, and withdrawn spouse. His wife doubted the genuineness 
of his faith. Having her pray fi rst would be a mistake, I believed, 
because it might intimidate and paralyze him. And she might be 
tempted to use prayer to wound rather than bless him.

As he began to pray, it seemed physically challenging for him. 
The words and will were there, but as his words came out it sounded 
like a noose was tightening around his neck. Tearfully he choked 
out a halting prayer, giving thanks for and praising his wife in an 
area of real sensitivity to him and of giftedness to his wife. Instead 
of retorting, “All I said was…” he vulnerably acknowledged to God 
what she’d been pleading with him to hear. 

I couldn’t believe my ears! He begged God to help him convince 
his wife that he deeply loved her and he wanted to show real, honest 
sympathy for her. He asked God to help him understand and grow in 
an area where his wife was stronger and more gifted. (This was the 
issue that had led to the previous day’s argument.) He asked God to 
help him learn from her. It wasn’t a long prayer. But it was the most 
powerful moment of our time together.

I didn’t look, but I imagined his wife’s mouth was wide open. 
In a matter of seconds, his impenetrable emotional wall crumbled 
as he and his wife went before their Father in prayer. For the fi rst 
time in that hour he showed his wife that he had let her in and un-
derstood. In a very simple but sincere way, he confessed his failure 
and weakness. 

The Lord used this man’s sixty-second prayer.  His wife saw she 
had penetrated his heart. He had heard her. He was moved by her 
before God. 

What would his wife now pray? I’m quite certain she scrapped 
what she had in mind before he prayed.  Immediately the animosity 
and pressure drained from her voice as she earnestly gave thanks 
that God had given her a husband who took this tender issue so 
seriously and wanted to grow. She pleaded with God to help her 
husband in this weakness. 

Instead of leaving angry and entrenched, this couple left humbly 
and compassionately. They were no longer fi ghting against each 
other. They were fi ghting for the good of one another. God covered 
in grace what had shaped up to be a hard end to our session.

This example isn’t an isolated experience. Honestly. 
It’s taken me many years of doing marriage counseling to reach 

one simple conclusion. It seems so obvious now, so basic. Yet no 
one ever told me that helping couples pray with and for each other 
could be far more powerful and helpful than praying for them. 

Don’t misunderstand: praying for those we counsel (in their 
presence and absence) is an essential part of a biblical counseling 
ministry.  In every session I start and end with earnest and specifi c 
prayer for these dear couples. If counseling is going to be Christian, 
then we must, in prayer, acknowledge that our power and ability to 
change is impotent apart from Christ’s help and Spirit (John 15:5). 

But we cannot miss the importance of empowering couples to 
pray with and for each other. We should not underestimate their own 
prayers for each other or acquiesce to the false belief that couples in 
confl ict cannot or will not pray with and for each other. 

As I make it an in-session priority for a couple to pray with and 

for each other, the deep desire that they’ve all but given up on—to 
go to the Lord together as husband and wife—starts to become a 
reality. Many enter counseling with deep discouragement following 
years of spiritual independence from one another. They have not 
found a way to care for each other in this area and feel defeated. 
Teaching them to pray together for each other changes that.

And yet it’s hard to do. Why is that? 
Recently, a friend catalyzed my thoughts about prayer. He said 

prayer is the “test of all biblical counseling. It is the defi nition of 
biblical counseling. We are connecting the promises of Christ to this 
person and to the diffi culties in their life.” As a marriage counselor 
I began to wonder if prayer might be the test of Christian marriage 
counseling as well. My friend’s observation caused me to ponder 
the implications of helping couples to pray with and for each other 
right in the counseling room. I wondered what would happen in 
their relationship if one persistent goal for each session was to help 
a couple learn to pray together. What would happen if I helped them 
understand that sharing their hearts and listening well to each other 
are valuable, not just for living in harmony but, more importantly, 
for shaping their prayers for each other?  

In 1 Peter 3:7, God opens his heart to reveal a central aim and 
intention for Christian couples—to pray together and to do so effec-
tively. The health of our marriage profoundly impacts our prayer. 
“Husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way…so that 
your prayers may not be hindered.” God’s desire for marriage is for 
it to be a place of powerful prayer. So, as we focus on the health of 
our marital relationship, prayer is a natural outfl owing of that work. 
But praying together can feel like an imposition, a burden, or an 
afterthought. Both counselors and those in counseling struggle to 
pray with their spouses. None of us are exempt from the obstacles 
to prayer. But God means marital prayer to be a delightful and ef-
fective joint project.

If God’s aim for marriage is not simply for a husband and wife 
to get along happily, but to pray effectively together, how do we 
help couples take responsibility for this project? How do we trans-
fer this responsibility and movement to the couple? The answer is 
not by doing it for them but by doing it with them. We do them a 
disservice when we’re the only ones praying when we’re together. 
It makes more sense for us to help them intercede with and for one 
another—bearing each other’s burdens, cares, and distress and tak-
ing them to our Lord together. (I’ll end with practical suggestions 
in the conclusion.)

I make the case for prayer in my fi rst meetings with couples. I 
have seen that when a husband and wife take on this work, and most 
do, how they relate starts to change. My goal is to enable a couple 
to do what God has designed and destined them to do together. In-
stead of pointing to and encouraging prayer (i.e., assigning them 
the homework of praying together outside of session), I want to 
help them to go to the Lord right now, before they leave our time 
together. Over time this bears fruit in deepening a couple’s union.

Without being prompted, one husband mused at the start of a ses-
sion, “Praying for each other at the end of each conversation seems 
so much more natural. It’s not really an assignment or homework 
but something that comes organically after we’ve shared our hearts. 
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Now I know my wife well enough to pray much more compassion-
ately for her.” This man is experiencing prayer as a consummation 
of intimacy rather than as a burdensome task or duty. Prayer com-
pletes the intimate exchange. As we help a couple submit to each 
other—opening their hearts and beholding what is revealed—we 
lead them right into caring for each other through prayer. It’s a nat-
ural movement from sharing with and hearing from one another 
to crystallizing our need and desire as we approach our heavenly 
Father. We end the conversation seeking his mercies.

Here is where it gets really sweet. As we help a couple do this, we 
equip them to take up and experience an often neglected and power-
ful means of grace. God gives us prayer as a gift to strengthen us in 
faith and love. It strengthens our will to rely upon Christ’s mercies, 
to forsake selfish ambition and vain conceit, and to grow in loving 
as we are loved. It establishes communion with God and deepens 
intimacy with one another. What a joy to help a couple deepen their 
shared belonging and submission to Christ. What a delight to wit-
ness a couple simultaneously strengthen their own union and their 
union with Christ!

Indeed, helping a struggling couple to pray for each other is pow-
erful. Recently, I asked a wife why this was true for her. She said, 
“When we pray together, we cannot fake it. We cannot come with 
ulterior, selfish motives. God knows what’s in our hearts, and it’s 
humbling to go into his presence together.” Going before a holy and 
mighty God cleanses our thoughts and humbles our hearts. Prayer is 
the context for marital essentials—humility and honest confession. 

This is why another wife of thirty-four years had intentionally 
avoided praying with her husband for their entire marriage, because 
she didn’t trust him. Prayer is intimate and vulnerable. Praying in 
counseling was uncomfortable for her, although it was getting easier. 
Exploring her discomfort, she said, “When I pray with my husband, I 
can’t harbor bitterness and resentment at the same time. This is why it 
had always been awkward and something I wanted to avoid.” Coming 
into the Lord’s presence with her husband opened her eyes to see, 
confess, and deal with her grudge against him. She paused reflective-
ly and recognized, “Maybe I haven’t forgiven him.” Prayer is its own 
confrontation. The Holy Spirit speaks when we turn to him together.

Make no mistake. Facilitating a couple’s prayers is not a gimmick; 
it’s not a ploy.  Seeing prayer as a counseling “tool” cheapens the 
reality of what a couple is praying about.  It’s a means of grace that 
God gives counselors and couples alike, but one that we so often miss 
(if not overlook altogether) when we pray for but not with the couples 
we counsel.  

I’ll close by providing guidelines for a couple’s prayer. Depending 
upon the couple, consider how active you need to be in framing and 
orchestrating their prayer. 

1. Early in counseling, caution a couple from misusing prayer. 
Prayer should never be a tool to have the final word in a con-
flict. In the same way, they should not see prayer as a way 
to speak indirectly to the other person. These tactics will un-
dermine intimacy and erode trust. Prayer is speaking to the 
almighty, holy God.

2. Establish this rule of thumb (and antidote to conflict) that the 
apostle Paul provides: always genuinely give thanks for the 

other person for a specific quality. It’s preferable to focus on 
something from that very counseling conversation (Phil 1:3–
4, 4:6).

3. Briefly give guidance about what to pray for. They don’t 
need to pray about all four areas in one prayer. Have them 
focus on one of the following: 
a. Acknowledge and confess failure, sin, and flaws.
b. Pray for yourself to grow in specific forms of love for 

your spouse.
c. Intercede compassionately for something tender and del-

icate that your spouse has just humbly shared.
d. Pray for something you both need for your marriage.

4. Consider directing the quieter, more intimidated spouse to 
pray first.

5. If it is appropriate, give them permission to hold hands as 
they pray. I’m always moved when I open my eyes after the 
“Amen” and see them spontaneously holding hands. 

6. Model the type of praying you are encouraging them to do 
at the start and conclusion of your time together (Phil 4:9). 
Always ask God for help with specific requests. Remember, 
the couple is listening (John 11:41–42)! They need a vision 
for what their marriage is to become.
a. Pray for God to transform their union so that they in-

creasingly imitate and reflect Christ’s union with his 
bride (Eph 5:32).  

b. Ask that this couple’s marriage would be a place where 
others (children, neighbors, the church) would see God 
revealed in their self-giving love for each other (1 John 
4:11–12). 

c. Consistently pray that their love and thoughtful care 
would be the soil for each other’s growth in holiness 
and where the other meets Christ (Eph 5:26–27).

d. Pray pointedly about where this couple is challenged 
and growing.

e. Use prayer to give thanks for ways you see Christ-like-
ness reflected in and through them.
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Ephesians 4:11-15

And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the 

saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the 

faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the 

fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried 

about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, 

speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ.

This passage captures what we are trying to do in biblical counseling. Christ 
offers us his love through the truth of who he is and what he has done. I often 
challenge students in my class with this question: “Do you fi nd it easier to speak 
truth or easier to love?” Each of us is on that spectrum. Our aim is to do both, 
but people tend to be drawn to one end of that spectrum. So as we think about 
growing as counselors, we want to keep in mind that Christ calls us to do both: 
speak truth in love. - Cecelia Bernhardt

I am struck by how well these verses articulate a shepherd’s calling to both 
public and private ministry of the Word. Pastors and church leaders know 
that their public ministries of teaching and preaching will fulfi ll the call and 
responsibility of this passage. But biblical counseling helps pastors see that 
through the ministry of counseling the truth we speak and the love we extend can 
become personal, interactive, and tailored for a particular saint in a particular 
situation. - Bruce Eaton

SPEAK THE TRUTH 
IN LOVE
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Mike Emlet is a counselor and faculty mem-
ber at CCEF and serves as an elder at City 
Church in West Philadelphia. Bruce Eaton is an 
editor on staff at CCEF and an elder at Cal-
vary Presbyterian Church in Willow Grove PA. 
Bruce recently sat down with Mike to discuss 
the role of an elder in shepherding—the joys, 
the challenges, and how to grow in the ability to 
connect Scripture to people’s lives. 

Bruce: Could you tell us a little about your 
church? 

Mike: I’m a member of City Church Philadel-
phia, which is a congregation in the Reformed 
Church in America. City Church was planted in 
2006 with a particular burden to minister to the 
university communities within west Philadel-
phia, including the University of Pennsylvania 
and Drexel University, while serving the wider 
neighborhoods in that area. Our family has been 
with the church since the beginning.

We tend to be a younger congregation with a 
lot of college students, graduate students, sin-
gle professionals, young married couples and 
families. There are a few of us with some gray 
hair, but the congregation as a whole is younger. 
We have an active diaconate that is focused on 
congregational care and city ministry as well as 
a global team that encourages engagement with 
the wider world.

Bruce: How do you describe your calling as an 
elder to shepherd the fl ock at your church?

Mike: I think the simplest way to describe it 
is personal care for the people in our congre-
gation. This comes directly out of Acts 20:28, 
when Paul is on his way to Jerusalem and stops 
to say good-bye to the Ephesian elders. He says 
to them, “Pay careful attention to yourselves 
and to all the fl ock, in which the Holy Spirit has 
made you overseers, to care for the church of 
God, which he obtained with his own blood.” 
So I think that in one sense the most basic way 
to describe the calling of an elder is caring over-
sight of the people in the congregation. 

An Interview with 
Mike Emlet

THE ROLE OF 
AN ELDER IN 
SHEPHERDING
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One good word I like to use to describe 
caring oversight is friendship. Stephen 
Fowl, a professor of theology at Loyola 
University Maryland, has a commentary on 
the book of Philippians. In it he highlights 
Paul’s emphasis on friendship. I really like 
the way Fowl defines a friend. He says 
something like, “a friend is someone who 
helps you re-narrate your life in light of the 
good news of Jesus Christ.” When I think 
of shepherding, I think of being that kind of 
spiritual friend in a proactive and ongoing 
way in the life of God’s people. 

Bruce: I like that word, friendship. It ex-
presses the reality that we are committed to 
living life together. Can you describe what 
this practically looks like?

Mike: I like the image of walking along-
side another person. I get to know a per-
son. I help him or her gain gospel perspec-
tive, particularly in times of suffering or in 
struggles with sin. In other words, as an el-
der I help people live in light of Scripture, 
in light of the way God designed them (and 
me) to flourish as human beings. And that 
occurs in one-on-one settings, small group 
settings, and in larger teaching forums like 
Sunday school. 

Bruce: Has there been a passage of Scrip-
ture that helps to guide your ministry as 
you think about what it means to help an 
individual person in times of suffering or in 
struggles with sin?

Mike: 1 Thessalonians 5:14 captures the 
role of a shepherd well. Paul isn’t writing 
specifically to pastors and elders here, he’s 
writing to everyone, so there is a sense of 
mutuality in what he says, but I think his 
words really capture the work of an elder 
and how we should approach people. “And 
we urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, 
encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, 
be patient with them all.” 

There’s a sense in which an elder’s re-
sponsibility is to care for a whole spec-
trum of people within the congregation. 
This includes people who are fairly proac-
tive in their rebellion against the Lord and 
it includes people who are fainthearted or 
fearful, which I think in general is the larg-
est group of people we minister to—for ex-
ample, the depressed, the anxious, and the 

confused person. And we also minister to 
weak people who have a physical affliction 
or some kind of mental disability. Paul says 
you work with all of these people and that 
you vary your ministry approach depending 
on the situation. Don’t treat the idle or un-
ruly person the same way you treat a pri-
marily fearful person. Finally, patience is 
meant to guide you in dealing with them all.

Bruce: In your book Crosstalk: Where Life 
& Scripture Meet you say that a Chris-
tian can be identified in three fundamental 
ways—as a sinner, a sufferer, and a saint. I 
have found these categories helpful as I en-
gage in pastoral care. These categories help 
me to view another person the way that God 
sees me.  

Mike: I always keep these categories in 
mind. I always ask myself, “Where do I see 
God’s Spirit already at work in this person’s 
life?” My attention may be initially caught 
by the way a person is responding sinfully to 
a particular situation or struggle. But before I 
simply focus on that, I want to ask the ques-
tion, “As a saint, they have the Spirit of God. 
How is he at work already in their life? What 
fruit do I already see? What graces do I see?” 
Ed Welch talks about highlighting the good. 
“Where do I see good in this person’s life?” 
This keeps me balanced in my approach. 

The category of sufferer reminds me that 
suffering is always active in people’s lives. 
I want to be attentive to where they are 
hurting, where they are struggling, where 
they are confused. And, yes, their suffering 
may be associated with a particular strug-
gle with sin. I think of how God approached 
the Israelites in the early chapters of Judg-
es, when Israel started pursuing other gods 
and the practices of the people around them, 
and then they were taken over. They were 
oppressed by the surrounding nations. And 
in the midst of their oppression, they cried 
out to the Lord, and he heard them. And so 
there is a compassionate and gracious sav-
ing response from God; he’s attentive to the 
suffering of his people.

And then the third category—we struggle 
with sin. Even though we have the Spirit 
and we’ve been delivered from the power of 
sin, we continue to struggle with the flesh 
and the manifestations of indwelling sin. So 
I have to be attentive to that in order to help 

restore that person, as Paul reminds us in 
Galatians 6:1. People are all three simulta-
neously. I’m all three simultaneously. 

Bruce: As you consider caring for people 
with these categories in mind, what are 
ways that elders can grow in the skill of 
understanding people and connecting their 
understanding of people to Scripture?

Mike: We need to grow in our ability to 
use Scripture as a lens to understand people 
and their problems. We also need to grow 
in our ability to gain self-understanding 
from Scripture. Scripture exegetes me and 
explains me before it helps me to exegete 
the person next to me; so I think both are 
critical.

When I think of how I’ve grown in help-
ing people with particular struggles, it in-
volves a pattern of coming up against a 
problem or a struggle that I’m just not sure I 
fully understand, and it sends me back to the 
Scriptures. It sends me to other, wiser peo-
ple to ask questions. And then as that hap-
pens I’m more equipped to help someone 
with a particular struggle the next time and 
the next time and the next time. Wisdom to 
help others is cumulative. 

I would encourage elders to incorporate 
a mindset of “we grow as we go” into their 
shepherding ministries. As we commit to 
walking alongside people and being invest-
ed in their lives, we will grow in the ability 
to connect Scripture to people’s lives. So I’d 
say be willing to get into the trenches with 
people. Ask questions. Mourn with those 
who mourn. Rejoice with those who rejoice. 

And we need to be willing to engage in 
some critical self-assessment. “How well 
am I applying the Word of God to my own 
life? Do I know how to pointedly, creative-
ly, and faithfully take what I’m reading in 
Scripture or hearing in my pastor’s sermon 
and see how it meets me in the particular 
areas of my life where I need God’s minis-
try and guidance?” As the ability to faithful-
ly apply Scripture to our own lives grows, 
that becomes part of a natural process—as I 
grow, I’m helping others to grow. I ultimate-
ly can’t maintain my own ministry of shep-
herding if I’m not growing myself. You can, 
in a sense, do vicarious ministry for a while, 
but you can’t do that for the long haul. The 
gap between your private life and your pub-
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lic ministry will grow impossibly large.

Bruce: As you know, caring for people can 
be challenging. What hardships do you face 
as an elder?

Mike: Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12:26, 
“When one part of the body suffers, the 
whole body suffers,” and that’s true of elders 
as well, and perhaps especially of elders. 
Just as parents feel the weight of their own 
children’s hardships, when church members 
are suffering serious hardships situationally 
and relationally, we feel the weight as el-
ders. And if we aren’t feeling that weight, 
then we aren’t carrying the burden we ought 
to as elders.

Author and pastor Zack Eswine has writ-
ten a book called Sensing Jesus: Life and 
Ministry as a Human Being, which more re-
cently has been republished as The Imperfect 
Pastor. In it he talks about “the inconsolable 
things” in ministry, the things that just won’t 
be resolved this side of glory. So then, how do 
we live in light of that reality rather than in a 
‘fix it’ mentality or a ‘rail against God’ men-
tality when something doesn’t change? So I 
think maybe that’s it in a nutshell in terms 
of the hardships of ministry: the reality that 
some things (the inconsolable things) won’t 
change this side of glory, and we grieve as a 
result. That’s hard.

But it’s also important to recognize that 
there is always hope embedded in the grief 
we experience now in ministry. One scrip-
ture that comes to mind is Psalm 126:4–6. 
“Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like streams 
in the Negeb! Those who sow in tears shall 
reap with shouts of joy! He who goes out 
weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall 
come home with shouts of joy, bringing 
his sheaves with him.” The whole impulse 
of Scripture and the whole impulse of the 
gospel is forward-looking hope. What we 
affirm each week in our church service 
points to hope. “Christ has died. Christ 
has risen. Christ will come again.” And so 
there is, I think, a profoundly hopeful and 
forward-looking impulse even in the midst 
of brokenness and sin right now, some of 
which may not change in this earthly life. 

And when heaviness is great, it is im-
portant for me to remember not only what’s 
going to happen in the future but also that 
right now God has given us a foretaste of 

the future in the Holy Spirit. So he is with 
us right now in the midst of these afflictions 
and struggles with sin.

Bruce: Being a shepherd is a privilege that 
requires sacrifice. How have you worked to 
balance ministry at CCEF, family life, and 
serving as an elder in your church? 

Mike: The short answer is, at times, not very 
well. I think one of the challenges is meld-
ing three ministerial callings. My work at 
CCEF is a gospel vocation. Being a husband 
and father is a gospel vocation, a ministerial 
calling, and then my work as an elder is too. 
At times it’s definitely been challenging to 
have those priorities be in proper relation to 
each other. In one sense, balance is probably 
a bit of a myth. You know, when I look at 
Jesus’ life, it wasn’t exactly a balanced life, 
but it was a submitted life. That is what I 
am aiming for—a life in step with the Spirit.

I want to be especially attentive to when 
my work at CCEF or my responsibilities as 
a shepherd at church overshadow responsi-
bilities at home. I try not to string togeth-
er several nights out. A lot of church work 
happens in the evenings, and so I try to be 
attentive to those factors. And then it’s im-
portant to be fully present for my family 
when I’m home (rather than distracted with 
unfinished work or situations at church). 

Bruce: My final question, how can people 
pray for you and your church?

Mike: Pray that what was true of Levi as 
recorded in Malachi 2:6 would be true of 
me. This is one of my favorite verses. “True 
instruction was in his mouth, and no wrong 
was found on his lips. He walked with me in 
peace and uprightness, and he turned many 
from iniquity.” In addition, pray I will be a 
man of hope in the midst of challenges with 
suffering and sin, whether it’s in my life or 
in the lives of those I come alongside. 

Our church has a lot of turnover year by 
year because we have a more transient pop-
ulation. There are a significant number of 
students who are here for a season and then 
leave. So, even as we say hello to a lot of 
new people each year, we say good-bye to 
a lot of people, some who have been long-
term members. It’s hard to say good-bye to 
perhaps 20 percent of your congregation 
each year. 

So pray that we will trust that the people 
who are leaving will go equipped with what, 
hopefully, they’ve gained over the years by 
being at City Church. That’s been part of 
our vision from the beginning, that we’d be 
a church that receives people, helps them 
grow as disciples, and then sends them out 
again to be part of a new family somewhere 
else. Pray that we would do that well. 

26  CCEF NOW



2 Corinthians 1:3-5

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 

who comforts us in all our affl  iction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affl  iction, 

with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For as we share abundantly in 

Christ’s suff erings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.

This passage has been a framework for how I understand biblical counseling. In the 
end, we are able to offer other people something God has done in us fi rst. This passage 
highlights the reality that in the relationship between counselor and counselee we 
are more alike than different. The passage calls us to humility. We are all journeying 
together on the same trajectory, and we can help one another in that. - Esther Liu

One thing I love about this passage is that the comfort we offer others is not about 
our expertise or what we know. Wisdom is not about race, status, class, age, gender, 
or education. There’s a great leveling force expressed in this passage, because we are 
not relying on ourselves, or our experience, or even our experience with receiving 
comfort for a particular type of suffering. This passage expresses that we know that 
God can provide the comfort. And we know that when we seek His face we will 
fi nd Him. It’s freeing because we can entrust people and their struggles to the Lord. 
There’s confi dence and humility built into knowing we can seek help and express 
weakness. If I have the Lord, I have something I can offer. And if others know the 
Lord, they have something I can receive. - Rebecca Eaton

GOD’S COMFORT—
RECEIVED AND GIVEN
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DISCIPLING

A CHILD—

BODY AND

SOUL

R E B E C C A  E AT O N
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hen you think about children—the problems they face, 
how you can know them better, how you can help—do 
you regularly consider the ways their physical bodies 
have an impact? Does what is happening in their bodies 

shape the counsel you offer? Growing pains, colds and fevers, tooth 
aches, broken bones, and cuts and bruises are only the tip of the ice-
berg when it comes to the physical problems children face in their 
early years. As children face these challenges, we want to teach them 
that we have a God who cares about all of our experiences, and teach 
them what it looks like to express faith and trust in him in the context 
of what they’re facing physically. 

I’m describing the reality that we are all embodied souls. The 
term means that we are created as both body and soul. Our bodies 
can exert significant influence on our thoughts, attitudes, desires, 
and responses to God and his people. And yet our bodies don’t de-
termine our behavior. Our hearts are active. We choose, desire, and 
love. In other words, we are all morally responsible persons de-
spite living in bodies that are subject to brokenness. This category 
of “embodied souls” is critically important for becoming an expert 
of the child in front of you.1 It is an important category for children 
to know too, because it helps them to engage what is happening in 
their bodies proactively, rather than responding passively.

For my son Robby, the embodied aspect of life has been central in 
his discipleship and in our parenting. Robby has severe food aller-
gies and asthma. In order for Robby to make sense of his world, he 
needed to learn early the significant reality that he lives in a fallen 
body—a body that experiences weakness, hardship, and that causes 
him to suffer. And in order for me to minister to Robby, I needed to 
be aware that his physical problems really did influence him—his 
thoughts, emotions, desires, and his responses to God, to me and his 
dad, and to others. 

If you are someone who has experienced physical weakness and 
suffering, you know that suffering spills over into your enjoyment 
of simple pleasures and impacts your ability to invest in relation-
ships. Bodily suffering isolates. It makes you different. You are ex-
cluded. You sit on the sidelines. You watch and don’t participate. 
For many children with food allergies, this really does mean physi-
cal isolation. Robby had a separate table where he sat alone in pre-
school to prevent another child from touching his food, which could 
cause a severe reaction. In addition to food allergies, Robby has 
severe asthma. He has suffered from chronic ear infections and two 
ruptured eardrums. 

All of these circumstances have led him to wrestle with import-
ant and often difficult-to-answer questions such as, “Why do I have 
food allergies?” “Will my food allergies ever go away?” “Why do 
I have trouble breathing?” “Why doesn’t my sister have food aller-
gies?” “When will I die?”’ “What will happen to my body when I 
go to heaven?” “Why does this always happen to me?” He wrestles 
with temptations to complain, to lash out in anger, to give himself 
over to discouragement, and to question the fairness of what is hap-
pening to his body. When he misbehaves, it can be hard to know if 
he is simply being disobedient or he hasn’t had enough to eat and 

1 “Be an expert of the child in front of you” is one of the simplest, yet most profound ideas I learned from Julie Lowe, a CCEF faculty member.

is unable to handle whatever he is facing in that moment. His ex-
perience of these struggles is an almost weekly occurrence, and yet 
he is often caught off guard when called to walk through physical 
suffering yet again. I am always struck by how easy it is to forget 
the fallenness of our bodies. 

Here is a glimpse of a typical struggle. One year my daughter 
requested watermelon on her birthday. As I was cutting into the wa-
termelon Robby began to walk around the kitchen in circles. His 
heart was sad. His body was restless. He is allergic to watermelon 
but remembers and often reflects on how lovely it tastes in the sum-
mer. He said, “Mommy, that smells so good.” “Look how red it is.” 
“Look how juicy it is.” “Why can’t I have it? It’s not fair.” Then he 
sat down quietly on the stairs. It was like his body was done fight-
ing his desire. I didn’t probe. Honestly I was unsure what to say. 
Was Robby sinfully complaining? Was he lamenting biblically? I 
didn’t know. I have learned that when I don’t know, I should wait. 
I should look to the Spirit for help and wisdom. So I waited. A few 
moments passed. Robby broke the silence with a song he learned 
at preschool.

Come and go with me 
to my Father’s house 
Come and go with me 
to my Father’s house 

 
It’s a big big house 

with lots and lots of rooms 
A big big table 

with lots and lots of food

Then he asked, “Mommy, when will I go to heaven so I can have 
a big table with lots of food?” I don’t remember exactly how I re-
sponded. But I will never forget what it was like to witness the Holy 
Spirit at work in his heart. His sorrow turned into a song of joy and 
hope for what will come.

What was my son experiencing in those moments? How should 
I have responded? Without the category of embodied soul, I would 
have missed all that he faced. He experienced loneliness and isola-
tion—he wouldn’t get to join in. He experienced an unmet desire 
and faced temptation. He experienced heartache because his body 
doesn’t work right. As his mother, my goal was to notice the many 
temptations and pressures of what was happening, help him identify 
all of this, and validate how he was feeling. And I also moved him 
toward the goal of the Christian life—to become more and more 
like Christ. We are teaching Robby how he can grow, and find hope 
and joy in the Lord, even in the midst of his brokenness (both sin 
and suffering). One passage that has been meaningful to us as Rob-
by’s parents is from the book of Isaiah. 

Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stum-
ble and fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew 
their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they 
will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be 

faint (Isaiah 40:30–31).
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In a little while, our bodies will fail us. We 
will all grow tired and weary. And some of 
us will face the heartache of watching some 
of the youngest of God’s children grow un-
usually tired and weary. That is the bad news 
about being an embodied soul. Our bodies are 
broken and fallen. 

But our bodies won’t always be that way. 
Soaring like an eagle, running and not grow-
ing weary, walking without becoming faint—
all these point us toward the hope we have 
for heaven. Robby loves to talk about heav-
en. He wants to know what happens to our 
physical bodies when we die. He talks about 
what he will eat and how his body will be 
changed. He talks about how his lungs won’t 
be a hindrance. He wonders about his sister’s 
glasses and his grandpa’s wheel chair. And as 
we talk about heaven, we teach him that the 
good news of heaven isn’t simply that our bad 
bodies pass away, or that we get to eat what 
everyone else gets to eat—though both are 
very good news. The even better news is that 
we will be received. A door will be opened 
for us. Jesus will greet us, and we will be 
like him when we see him. Our hope is real 
and physical, just as Robby’s suffering is real 
and physical. My son doesn’t just long to eat 
watermelon in heaven. He longs for a juicy watermelon and the 
fellowship of a refreshing treat enjoyed in the company of those he 
loves and in the company of the God who loves him. He longs to 
belong and to be included when all of God’s people are together in 
celebration at the wedding feast of Christ and his church. Robby is 
looking forward to that day.

My husband and I have grown in how we talk about biblical 
truths. Brokenness is hard to talk about. And harder still is speaking 
about how God and his Word touch down into the details of our 
brokenness. It is easy to gloss over suffering with superficial, trite, 
or abstract words—“It’s not that bad. It could be worse. One day 
we’ll be in a better place.” But we want to grow in offering more to 
children who suffer in their body. To do that, we need wisdom that 
can only come from God. 

I will close with some practical tips that we’ve learned. Here are 
a half dozen ways we seek to shape Robby’s worldview, speak truth 
into his life, and help him live out his calling as a Christian in the 
midst of his struggle with food allergies—knowing he is both body 
and soul. 
• We want our ministry to Robby to fit the need of the moment 

(Ephesians 4:29). If Robby is discouraged because he spent 
his school day eating snacks and lunch alone, then he needs 
words of grace and love that bring comfort. If he is angry be-
cause his sister is eating something special and he hits her, 
then he needs words of rebuke that lead to his repentance and 
awareness of God’s mercy for him. Or perhaps another time it 

isn’t so clear. We’ll need to pause, pray, 
and consider, “What is happening inside 
this child? What does love look like in 
this moment?” We depend on the Spirit 
to help us minister because answers to 
these questions aren’t always immedi-
ately clear.  
• We want Robby to love people ear-
nestly from a pure heart (1 Peter 1:22). 
A repeated saying in our house is: peo-
ple come before food. People are more 
important than food, and so this means 
that we rejoice with those who are rejoic-
ing. We taste and see God’s goodness as 
people around us enjoy God’s good cre-
ation, even if we cannot fully experience 
that creation ourselves. Birthdays, baby 
showers, and weddings are opportunities 
to bless and serve other people. We model 
Christ’s life by looking outward even in 
the face of our own hardships. And so we 
eagerly join in a celebration even if we 
can’t eat the celebration treat. I prepare 
my son before a birthday party, remind-
ing him of the purpose of the party. We 
lament about not being able to eat cake 
together before we go. 
• Here is a similar truth, we want Robby 

to look to the interests of others (Mark 12:31). One way is to plan 
so we do not become the center of attention. As Christians we 
seek to be other-centered, even as we are suffering. Self-pity faces 
inward; God calls us to face outward. I also have food allergies. 
I have learned that it isn’t just hard for me, it is hard for other 
people if I have nothing to eat. They can’t enjoy their meal. My 
allergy can dominate and become the focus of conversation. If 
we are seeking to serve and love others well, then we bring our 
own food or call a restaurant ahead of time and ensure they have 
something we can eat so that our dietary needs don’t become front 
and center of what is happening or talked about at the gathering. 
For Robby this might mean packing a snack or grabbing a quick 
allergy-friendly meal he can take to someone’s house when we 
are invited to dinner. Even as young as five-years-old, he can be 
prepared and be responsible for having something at the ready if 
the food prepared is something he cannot eat. 

• We want Robby to cultivate thankfulness not entitlement (1 Thes-
salonians 5:18). When you are suffering it is easy to notice the 
hard things, so we intentionally look for and point out the good. 
When a restaurant changes their chicken nugget recipe to remove 
eggs, we rejoice! When our favorite ice cream stand changes the 
recipe because of an egg shortage, we give thanks to God! When 
a chef visits our table to make sure he prepares food safely, we 
are glad! We look for opportunities to cultivate gratefulness to 
God for the good gifts he has given and for good surprises along 
the way.

As children face 

physical challenges, 

we want to teach them 

that we have a God 

who cares about all 

our experiences, and 

teach them what it looks 

like to express faith 

and trust in him in the 

context of what they’re 

facing physically.  
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• We want Robby to lament and grieve brokenness as a way to 
express his faith in God (Psalm 62:8). Even though we are called 
to avoid complaining, it does not mean that we avoid facing re-
ality. If something is broken or hard, then we talk about it. As 
a busy working mom, this means carving out time to hear from 
my children both the good and hard parts of their day. 

• We want Robby to flee temptation (2 Timothy 2:22). One way 
to grow in awareness that we are embodied people is to iden-
tify bodily temptations. Bodily temptations for children often 
revolve around sleep and food (and of course all the normal 
“wants” in life). For children with food allergies, you cannot un-
derestimate the significant pressures they face in everyday situ-
ations without enough food. When my son doesn’t have enough 
to eat, he is tempted to be impatient, to not listen well, and to 
speak harshly. We don’t blame a lack of food for his behavior. 
But we help him see it has an impact. And when he does sin—
and he will—even that is an opportunity to grow as he seeks 
forgiveness and receives grace.

• We want Robby to speak about his fears. Children with food 
allergies live with daily fear. On a surface level this makes sense. 
Outsiders don’t take allergies seriously. Even people with good 
intentions aren’t careful when preparing food and cross-contam-
ination happens. As a result, sometimes Robby doesn’t trust the 
food that is placed before him. He is often afraid to try new 
foods. Grace in those moments can look like encouraging him 
to try the food or simply offering something he is comfortable 
with. But as his parents it is important to not miss seeing that 
these fears also illustrate a deeper reality—this life is fragile, 
in a split second it can all be taken away. We won’t be able to 
remove all his fears. We can’t always be with him. We send him 
to school every day uncertain what will happen, and we face our 
own fears for him knowing God is always with Robby. As he 
grows he must exercise his faith in the midst of his fears depend-
ing on the circumstances.

Again, our goal in all of these is for Robby to become dependent 
on Christ more and more. We follow Christ’s example, and we ask 
Robby to do the same. What did Jesus do? He was on the look-
out for needy people—like Robby. He had compassion. He shared 
good news with people who needed encouragement, and he sought 
to build up their faith. We recently saw the fruit of our son’s faith—
faith that has been refined through his physical suffering—as he 
ministered to his grandfather on his deathbed. There was a touching 
moment that brought both bitterness and sweetness together—like 
so many moments in the Christian life when faith rises up through 
heartache. Our children took turns standing near grandpa’s bed to 
talk to him and express their love. When it was Robby’s turn, he 
leaned in close and whispered, “Grandpa. Don’t be afraid. You get 
to see Jesus soon.” 

Robby was not offering an abstract truth or repeating something 
he didn’t understand. The Spirit has been teaching Robby from an 
early age how to trust Jesus when something scary is happening 
to his body. Robby is learning how to hope in the promise of a 
new body even as he faces the limitations of his current body. He 
understands that one day he too will die. He knows what it means 
that he will be raised again and see Jesus. And so in this moment 
when his grandpa was weak and in need, Robby was able to pass 
along words of comfort and hope, words he has himself received (2 
Corinthians 1:4).  

It is amazing to witness how the Spirit grants wisdom to children. 
Is my son always making theological connections in his mind? No. 
But the Spirit is writing these truths on his heart. And my job as his 
mother is to become an expert at reinforcing these truths as much as 
I can for him until they reach maturity. So I try to remember daily 
that he is both body and soul, because I don’t want to miss an op-
portunity to speak words of life that will nourish him. 

Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and 

fall; but those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They 

will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary; 

they will walk and not be faint (Isaiah 40:30–31)
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like to say that I enrolled in the 
School of Biblical Counseling (SBC) 
as an infant. Of course I didn’t real-
ize I was enrolled. But CCEF’s care-

ful way of thinking, nurturing, and guiding op-
erated at the core of my dad and mom’s parental 
love. It also permeated the atmosphere of faith in 
our church. I was born into an atmosphere that 
breathed the wisdom and grace  of Jesus. Many 
years later when I went to seminary and took 
CCEF classes as an offi cial student, I realized 
just how much SBC had infl uenced me. It seems 
God thought I needed a lifetime of training to be 
ready to step into the director role for the school 
last year. I needed to learn to live what it is that 
we seek to teach.

My story is hardly unique. Every article in 
this magazine is written by someone whose life 
has been signifi cantly transformed by the way 
the SBC classes bid to deepen and change peo-
ple’s relationship with their heavenly Father and 
with other people. 

Where We Are
In CCEF’s 50th year, we have fully embraced 

the exciting potential of online education. I’ve 
come to think of SBC as a fl ourishing early 
summer garden, with students sprouting up all 
around the world. Our little team of gardeners 
scrambles about, tending the plants. There are 
challenges, but the work is unquestionably worth 
it; this season in our history has more potential 
for fruitfulness than any we have yet known. 

Both our present fruitfulness and future po-
tential pose a vital question to us: How can we 
improve our current course offerings for an on-
line audience, expand our program, and reach 
new people without losing any of the core el-
ements that have made SBC a blessing for the 
past decades? Let me describe some of the ele-
ments we are balancing.

Who are our students? Over the past year 
we served over 2,000 students. Some had just 
discovered biblical counseling and were taking 
their fi rst steps toward a variety of formal or 
informal ministries. Others came with years of 
ministry experience, wanting to grow in specifi c 
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areas of counseling wisdom. Through most 
of CCEF’s history we faced questions from 
people who doubted whether the church 
even had a calling to do counseling minis-
try. Now people say, “Of course our church 
should be a place for wise, caring counsel-
ing. How can we do it better?” Our students 
enroll because they want to learn how to bet-
ter counsel biblically. 

Where are our students? Nearly every 
state in the U.S. is represented, but almost 
a third of our students now come from other 
countries. The past 12 months alone brought 
us students from every continent except Ant-
arctica. Among the 39 countries represented 
in our student body are Chile, China, Costa 
Rica, France, Hungary, Indonesia, Kenya, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Vietnam. And that doesn’t 
even include the large cohorts of students 
from Malaysia, India, the U.K., and Canada.

How can we better serve our students? We 
have been working hard in recent years to 
improve our online educational experience. 
While the feedback has been more positive 
than we dared hope, we know there is still 
work to be done in all our existing classes, 
with the online student specifically in mind. 
To that end, we recently created training vid-
eos and a brief pastoral orientation to help 
students engage both the technology and the 
class content. And this coming fall we will 
complete an upgrade to our learning platform 
that will make it much more user-friendly.

When we began offering distance edu-
cation in 2006, it was essentially an after-
thought. Twelve years later, while we have 
not yet tapped the full potential of online 
training, we believe it can actually be better 
than onsite ever could be! Going forward, 
as we harness the strength of having our 
students rooted in their local family, work, 
church, and ministry networks (as opposed 
to being uprooted to attend a school that is 
far from their home), we can create a level 
of equipping and immediate application that 
we’ve rarely been able to before. 

We’ve also introduced live, online in-
teractions between our faculty and online 
students. We’ve simply never had the time 
or technology to do this before. Our recita-
tion instructors (teaching assistants who are 
the primary contact with students and do 
their grading) identify key questions from 
students to pass on to faculty, and then our 

faculty members respond in a live town hall 
meeting with direct Q&A. Such live interac-
tion in our program is still in its first stages, 
but we hope this kind of dialogue will help 
us increasingly refine and invigorate both 
students and teachers in the coming years. 

I’ll mention one other thing that has been 
happening behind the scenes. For the past 
several years, our senior faculty (David 
Powlison, Ed Welch, and Mike Emlet) have 
been meeting regularly with our younger fac-
ulty (Julie Lowe, Todd Stryd, Aaron Sironi, 
Cecelia Bernhardt, and me) to intentionally 
mentor the next generation of teachers and 
leaders who will carry forward our mission. 
The mentoring time has focused on not only 
developing us as teachers and counselors, 
but also on issues of character and integrity 
in our personal lives. The senior faculty’s 
investment in us has been an immense priv-
ilege. 

Where We Are Heading
How do we build for the future? One im-

portant new initiative we’re working on is 
carving out more structured collaboration 
time as a faculty. This will be especially vital 
as we develop new courses. A recent survey 
of our students showed how hungry they are 

for new material on a host of subjects. For 
example, we have a class on basic life strug-
gles, but we need a robust class specifically 
on addictions. We have a class on marriage 
counseling, but our students confirmed our 
instinct that we should add a class on ad-
vanced marriage counseling skills. Many 
classes touch on helping people who suffer, 
but we have no class on crisis counseling. 
You get the idea. We’re hoping to finalize 
and release two classes—Counseling Abu-
sive Marriages and Protecting the Vulnerable 
in the Church—in the next year as the first 
fruits of this new era.

We are also building toward the future by 
seeking out and strengthening partnerships 
with like-minded churches and ministries. 
Brothers and sisters can take our teaching 
and contextualize it for their own communi-
ties better than we could on our own. Right 
now partnerships are sprouting (and some 
are already maturing) in the U.K., Australia, 
Malaysia, India, France, Germany, Ukraine, 
Brazil, and Canada. Even more are on the 
horizon. Each biblical counseling movement 
is at a different stage of development, and 
we are privileged to support and learn from 
them all.

Finally, we still desire to do face-to-face, 
onsite training! We dream of a fellowship 
program, perhaps a sort of pastor’s college, 
or maybe a renewed and re-formatted in-
ternship. While this is only in the brainstorm 
stage, we are unwaveringly committed to 
mentoring future leaders—and to be sharp-
ened by them—here at CCEF and around the 
world. 

It’s a lot to care for. Some days there is 
more weeding, watering, and planting to do 
in our garden than we feel we can handle. 
But every day it is a privilege to steward the 
ministry of teaching people what God has 
taught us about applying the truths of his 
Word to the areas of need in our lives. We’re 
so thankful for the faithful men and women 
who have contributed to all that has been 
built over these last 50 years. 

So please pray for us. Pray that God will 
cause a rich harvest of wisdom in his beloved 
children. Pray that we will remember that it’s 
his fruit and comes in his timing. And may 
the next 50 years see a hundred-fold blessing 
for counseling and care in the church!

In CCEF’s 50th year, we 

have fully embraced 

the exciting potential of 

online education. I’ve 

come to think of SBC 

as a flourishing early 

summer garden, with 

students sprouting up 

all around the world. 
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OUR HEAVENLY FATHER 
KNOWS WHAT WE NEED 

Matthew 6:25–26 

“Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink, nor 

about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food, and the body more than clothing? 

Look at the birds of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly 

Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?”  

When facing the challenging task of fundraising, I am tempted to feel anxious. 
How will the Lord supply our fi nancial needs? Will we have the funds to do the 
important work of ministry?

But God tells me not to be anxious. Our heavenly Father knows what we need. He 
invites us to trust him. We do our work at CCEF at the place where our neediness 
and his provision meet. Our great God is near. He loves his children, and he will 
supply more than we could ask or imagine. We lay our requests out to the Lord 
and to you. He provides through his people — through you. Thank you for the 
ways you have been faithfully near to us: giving, corresponding, encouraging, 
praying, and asking how you can help.

Thank you for being part of meeting our needs these past 50 years. Will you 
continue as we look toward the future? Please consider a gift as you join with us 
in celebrating all that God has done at CCEF and eagerly look to all he will do in 
the future. - Myriam Hertzog
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MEET THE COUNSELOR

Joel, please tell us about your background 
and how God led you to CCEF.

I was raised in a loving and supportive 
family. I grew up in the church. But my faith 
really came to life when I faced the death 
of my aunt. Her death was a surprise; she 
was only 46. I was 21 at the time. She had 
inspired my love for music, motivating the 
development of my piano playing. I felt her 
death keenly. But through this loss my faith 
in Jesus Christ deepened. That change was 
the foundation for what happened next. 

In college I majored in psychology, and 
my faith matured through my participation 
in campus ministry. By the time I graduated, 
an unresolved question had formed between 
my faith and my studies: What is the thread 
between helping people and engaging my 
faith? As a psychology major, I was interest-
ed in how to help others. And as a Christian, I 
was interested in how the realities of our faith 
come alive in our own lives. But in my stud-
ies, I wrestled with how to bring psychology 
and faith together. Understanding people had 
been presented as distinct from understand-
ing God; they were considered two separate 
areas of study. 

I left college with this question unan-
swered. I decided to serve as a campus minis-
try intern because it had been so meaningful 
to me. I worked at Baylor University for two 
years. My role was to meet with freshmen, 
and especially with those “on the fringe,” stu-
dents who were new to the group and who 
didn’t seem to be well connected to others. 
I spent a lot of time with young adults who 
were starting to face struggles in their home 
life growing up, and new struggles as they 

adapted to college life. I met with young peo-
ple struggling to find meaning, trying to fig-
ure out relationships, and wondering how to 
integrate their faith with the world they were 
now in. These issues and questions were 
equally powerful for me, and continually re-
inforced my desire to better understand how 
our faith meets with the hard edges of life. 

In my second year, one student was expe-
riencing significant anxiety and depression, 
making it challenging to fulfill his responsi-
bilities and commitments as a student. This 
situation impressed upon me the urgency 
to find answers to this student’s struggle: 
How does Christ’s gospel connect to what 
is coming unglued in this student’s life? At 
that time, my campus minister pointed me to 
Speaking Truth in Love by David Powlison. 
He also encouraged me to attend CCEF’s 
annual conference. The topic that year was 
“Running Scared,” which focused on anxi-
ety and fear. I read the book and decided to 
attend the conference. At the time I was un-
sure of my next step in life. Should I enter a 
master’s program in psychology, or should I 
pursue an education that would allow me to 

explore how faith and psychology intersect? 
The CCEF speakers specifically addressed 

questions that I had been wrestling with. In 
his talk “Facing Death,” David Powlison 
meditated on the existential questions of 
meaning we all encounter when we come 
to deep places in life. He showed that, from 
beginning to end, Scripture is about the prob-
lem of death, and thus also about the realities 
of life. Ed Welch vividly captured the real-
ities of fear and anxiety with things we’ve 
both encountered in the past and face in the 
present. He identified how fear can become 
a false prophet, predicting a future without 
Christ’s presence and without his grace for 
us. He gave us a framework to understand 
our fears and offered illustrations for what it 
might look like to engage the Lord with those 
fears. So many areas were addressed with 
nuance, with grace, and with compassion. I 
came away thinking that CCEF seemed hum-
ble, wise, thoughtful, and receptive to en-
gagement with hard questions. I then chose 
to pursue a master of divinity degree with a 
counseling emphasis at Westminster in order 
to study with the CCEF faculty. 

What stands out from your seminary 
studies? 

The course Theology and Secular Psy-
chology (TSP) was a highlight for me. The 
field of psychology gives us many insights 
and valuable observations. But I had been 
taught in college that a bifurcation exists: 
psychology supposedly answers the “what” 
or the “how” questions. If you want to an-
swer the “why” question, then you shouldn’t 
look to psychology because that’s a ques-
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tion of meaning. But for me, the question 
that animated all the other questions was the 
“why” question. David Powlison engaged 
the “what,” the “how,” and the “why” ques-
tions throughout the TSP course. He did so 
without dismissing some of the usefulness of 
certain observations that psychological theo-
ries and models have made, but also showing 
how Christ engaged these realities even more 
fully in his Word. 

Doug Green’s Old Testament course 
taught me how the questions, “Who is God?” 
and “What does it mean to be human?” 
thread throughout the whole Old Testament. 
Dr. Green helped me to see how Jesus and 
his story emerged throughout Israel’s story. 
I love to engage with the Old Testament in 
counseling, and this love was cultivated and 
deepened by Dr. Green’s teaching.

Bill Edgar’s apologetics course stands out 
as well. I appreciated how he taught us what 
thoughtful engagement with culture and 
with others looks like. We can find common 
ground with all types of people. We have 
something to offer when we can show how 
Christ even more richly fulfills and rightly 
situates the good and beautiful aspects of 
what secular culture is enamored with and 
captured by.

Tell us about how you came to serve on the 
staff at CCEF.

I began serving here in 2011. I first worked 
as an administrator for our counseling minis-
try. Currently I work in an administrative role 
on the events team, in addition to serving as 
a staff counselor. 

I enjoy administrating events because 
I play a role in connecting the content we 
teach and believe with an audience wanting 
support in important areas. I manage the 
details of carrying out that process. It is re-
warding for me because this is one way we 
take our content beyond our walls. It gives 
the opportunity to connect people and their 
troubles to Scripture in their own context. It 
is exciting to see our mission and vision go 
all over the United States and even interna-
tionally. I love to hear how people are blessed 
and built up by it.

The path to becoming a counselor hap-
pened organically. After my last year of 
seminary, I participated in a counseling in-
ternship at CCEF. I found that sitting down 

with someone one-on-one felt natural to me. 
My internship supervisor that year affirmed 
my work, and that meant a lot, helping me 
continue on this path. I have been counseling 
from then until today. 

What do you value most in counseling 
ministry?

Seeing people truly grow. I count coun-
seling as one of the greatest privileges in 
my life. It is challenging in the very best of 
ways: meeting people in hard places, where 
they sincerely feel their vulnerabilities, and 
walking with them through it all. It is a joy to 
see the God who knows our way come near 
with faith, hope, and love. It is a gift to be 
present while the Spirit connects the dots for 
strugglers, to help them take one heroic step 
forward, and then another, no matter how 
small that step may be. Those small steps of 
growth are profound in the most powerful of 
ways, and I become a witness to God’s work 
in this individual’s world.

Counseling ministry brings together what 
I love most about our mission—connecting 
life to God and his Word. 

You place a high value on Scripture. Is there 
a specific passage that has been meaning-
ful to you personally?

Psalm 77 has been a favorite for years now 
and has only become richer over time. The 
psalm can serve as a frame for how to en-
gage with God when you’re in a dark place. 
It’s a psalm of Asaph, and he models for us 
an evocative expression of what that process 
looks like. 

The author starts by sharing specifical-
ly about the dark place he inhabits. He de-
scribes his felt experiences physiologically: 
stretching his hands toward God, groaning, 
his eyes can’t close in the dark hours of the 
night. You can feel his weariness, his an-
guish. He is too troubled to speak. He can’t 
find words for his pain. For many who also 
cannot find words, these descriptions can be 
comforting and can give a place to identify 
with the words of Scripture.

From that pain, he voices his doubts. He 
asks raw, honest questions that many can 
struggle with when we feel darkness. He 
asks, “Has God forgotten to be merciful?” 
and “Has God in his anger withheld his com-
passion?” Voicing these questions is a way of 

honestly expressing our heart as we seek true 
answers to our questions and doubts. 

From there, the psalmist chooses to trust, 
turning to memories of the Lord’s past work 
in Israel’s life: “I’ll remember the deeds of 
the Lord.” He then launches into a memory 
of one of the Lord’s deeds that sounds truly 
scary! Writhing waters, convulsing depths, 
black clouds, arrows, thunder, lightning, a 
trembling earth. You may not realize that he’s 
describing the events of the Red Sea until the 
end of the passage. As he so vividly summa-
rizes, God has rescued his people, and his 
“path led through the sea.” 

For our own good and growth, God of-
ten plots our path through the sea—that is, 
through distressing and fearsome places. On 
this path, God’s “footprints are unseen.” We 
might not see clearly how he is with us or 
what he is doing. But this picture of his foot-
prints being unseen gives us a hook to grab 
onto: we can trust he is with us and is leading 
us. The psalm ends with a brief, surprising 
pastoral scene of God shepherding his peo-
ple. He describes God as gently leading his 
people “like a flock.” 

How does this passage shape your counsel-
ing to someone going through a hard time?

God cares for you right now and he is lead-
ing you. He might lead you through hard, 
difficult places—through a Red Sea type of 
experience. But this psalm challenges us to 
remember the whole picture, which is that 
we have a God who, though he may seem un-
seen, is with us now and walks with us now. 
We are anchored in what we know is true. We 
can trust God’s leading in our storms. 

This psalm can give us a process. We have 
space to name our word-less places—giv-
ing us words to speak when we cannot find 
words ourselves. It then allows us to ask 
the hard questions, but with humility, and 
to really ask. Then it calls us to remember 
God’s redemption, which anchors us, and 
also gives us a surprising, fresh picture that 
vividly captures the turbulent, stormy path 
that can be the road to redemption. And like 
a flock, he leads us all the way home. In him 
we find comfort, clarity, and strength to take 
the next step forward across that turbulent 
sea of our lives.
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