
The Pastoral Counsellors: Journal of Nigerian Association of 
Pastoral Counsellors 

(ISSN: Print 2971-5199; Online 2971-5202) Volume 5 January 2026 
(In collaboration with the Department of Religious and Intercultural Studies and 
Department of Guidance and Counselling, Lead City University, Ibadan, Nigeria) 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

165 

 

 
Pastoral Counselling and Human Development in a Digitised African Context 

 
Nathan Dauda MADAKI 

Baptist College of Theology, Jos, Nigeria 
pastorndm@gmail.com, NMadaki37040@mbts.edu, +2347038009026 

 
Abstract 
This chapter argues that pastoral counselling is an essential and irreplaceable force for promoting holistic human 
development in the rapidly digitizing context of contemporary Africa. Human development, understood in its 
fullest sense, encompasses the growth and flourishing of individuals across spiritual, emotional, psychological, 
social, and moral dimensions. In African societies, where identity and well-being are deeply embedded in spiritual 
and communal worldviews, pastoral counselling has historically functioned as a primary psychosocial and spiritual 
support system. However, the pervasive diffusion of digital technologies is catalysing profound societal shifts, 
introducing novel challenges that threaten holistic development. These include escalating mental health crises, 
pervasive moral confusion, the attenuation of communal bonds, and acute identity struggles, particularly among 
the youth demographic. This research conducts a thorough analysis of pastoral counselling, evaluating its essential 
contributions to human growth in the digital age. Synthesising insights from theological anthropology, 
developmental and counselling psychology, and African communitarian philosophy, the argument is advanced that 
pastoral counselling remains a vital institution for sustainable human flourishing. The analysis meticulously 
explores the dual-edged nature of digitisation, identifying both significant opportunities for expanded pastoral 
reach and formidable challenges that exacerbate human vulnerability. Subsequently, the chapter proposes a suite 
of strategic, context-sensitive recommendations designed to strengthen pastoral counselling practice. These 
recommendations focus on advanced training, the development of holistic and culturally-grounded methodologies, 
and the intentional creation of digital pastoral care architectures. The ultimate contention is that an evolved, 
responsive, and robust pastoral counselling ministry is essential for nurturing resilient individuals, stable families, 
and morally cohesive communities, thereby contributing substantively to human development in a digitised African 
era. 
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Introduction 
Human development represents a complex, integrative process concerned with the expansion of human 
capabilities and the realisation of inherent potential across the entire lifespan. A comprehensive 
understanding of this process must transcend narrow economistic or educational indicators to engage 
with the deeper, qualitative dimensions of human flourishing: the emotional, psychological, social, 
moral, and spiritual (Sen, 1999). This holistic perspective finds particular resonance in African contexts, 
where philosophical and anthropological frameworks have long conceptualised development not as 
mere material accretion, but as the deliberate cultivation of virtuous character, relational harmony, 
communal well-being, and spiritual maturity (Gyekye, 1997; Mbiti, 1990). Within this expansive 
developmental paradigm, the individual is never an isolated atom but a person-in-community, whose 
growth is inextricably linked to the health of the social and spiritual ecosystem. 
Pastoral counselling occupies a distinctive and historically validated niche within this African 
developmental framework. As a professional helping ministry, it is uniquely rooted in the integrative 
soil of Christian theology while being thoughtfully informed by the empirical insights of the 
psychological sciences. Its primary purpose is to cultivate individuals, couples, and families towards 
wholeness (shalom) by promoting the healing of emotional wounds, the regeneration of the mind, the 
restoration of fractured relationships, the clarification of moral vision, and the enhancement of spiritual 
vitality. For generations, African pastors have functioned de facto as frontline counsellors, trusted 
mediators, moral guides, and compassionate caregivers within their communities, addressing a wide 
spectrum of human need from a foundation of faith (Lartey, 2003). 
The opening decades of the twenty-first century have, however, ushered in a period of unprecedented 
technological transformation across the African continent. The rapid and pervasive digitisation of 
society is fundamentally reshaping the arenas of communication, knowledge acquisition, economic 
activity, social interaction, and most critically for this discussion, the very processes of identity 
formation and moral socialisation. While digital technologies undeniably offer remarkable 
opportunities for enhanced connectivity, accessible education, and innovative forms of civic 
engagement, they simultaneously introduce a suite of potent developmental challenges. Scholars and 
practitioners increasingly note rising tides of social isolation, anxiety, and depression; the compulsive 
pull of digital addiction; the fragmentation of attention and erosion of deep relational bonds; the 
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exposure to harmful and unethical content; and the propagation of a relativistic morality that can 
destabilise traditional value systems, especially among young people (Twenge, 2017; see also Atanga, 
2021). 
These emergent realities significantly heighten the necessity for a form of pastoral counselling that is 
simultaneously contextually grounded in enduring African and Christian values and dynamically 
responsive to the complexities of the digital age. This search work, therefore, undertakes a systematic 
exploration of the role and relevance of pastoral counselling in promoting authentic human 
development within a digitised African context. It will proceed by, first, establishing a clear conceptual 
framework for both pastoral counselling and holistic human development. Second, it will elucidate the 
theoretical foundations that robustly link the two fields. Third, it will define the specific contributions 
of pastoral counselling to key developmental domains. Fourth, it will conduct a critical analysis of the 
opportunities and challenges presented by digitisation. Fifth, it will propose strategic pathways for 
strengthening pastoral counselling practice. Finally, the discussion will conclude by reflecting on the 
broader implications for the church and society, arguing for the renewed centralisation of pastoral care 
in Africa’s developmental journey. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Pastoral Counselling: An Integrative Helping Ministry 
Pastoral counselling can be definitively understood as a specialised form of helping ministry that 
deliberately and skillfully integrates the resources of Christian faith and theology with established 
principles and techniques from the broader field of counselling psychology. Its primary aim is to provide 
compassionate, competent, and transformative support to individuals, families, and groups navigating 
personal, relational, emotional, and spiritual crises or seeking growth. What fundamentally 
distinguishes pastoral counselling from its secular counterparts is its explicit theological framework. It 
operates within a worldview that acknowledges the reality of God, the authority of Scripture, the 
transformative power of prayer, the significance of sin and grace, and the supportive role of the faith 
community as indispensable resources for healing, guidance, and growth (Clinebell, 2011). 
This integration is neither superficial nor confrontational but holistic. As Pierre and Reju (2015) 
articulate, Christian counselling at its core is “a ministry of helping people through the Word of God by 
which Christians help others understand how their hearts are actively responding to God amid their 
specific life circumstances, and how faith in Christ Jesus changes those responses”. It is a process that 
engages the whole person: spirit, mind, and body; within the context of their relationships and 
community. The Christianministryedu.org (2022) portal similarly defines it as utilizing “an 
understanding of Scriptural knowledge and a Christ-centered perspective to help people live more fully 
as Christians in God's image.” 
The practice of pastoral counselling is defined by several essential characteristics: 
i. A Holistic Anthropology: It affirms the multidimensional nature of the human person as a 

unified being with interrelated spiritual, psychological, social, and physical dimensions (Clinebell, 
2011). 

ii. A Commitment to Spiritual Meaning: It assists clients in exploring and constructing 
meaning, purpose, and hope, particularly in the midst of suffering, loss, or moral ambiguity, often 
framing these within a broader of theological narrative (Benner, 2003). 

iii. Compassionate Presence and Empathetic Listening: It prioritises the creation of a safe, 
confidential, and non-judgmental space where individuals feel heard, valued, and understood at a 
profound level (Rogers, 1980), as integrated in pastoral practice; (Clinebell, 2011). 

iv. Moral and Ethical Guidance: It provides a framework for ethical discernment, fostering 
virtues such as integrity, forgiveness, justice, and love, grounded in biblical wisdom (McMinn, 
2011). 

v. Community-Oriented Care: It recognises the individual’s embeddedness in relational systems 
(family, church and community) and often works to strengthen these networks as part of the 
healing and growth process (Lartey, 2003; Odeleye, 2022). 

Thus, from the present researcher’s perspective, pastoral counselling is far more than a religious adjunct 
to professional therapy. It is a purposeful, theologically-informed, and psychologically-skilled 
intervention aimed at facilitating healing, promoting personal transformation, and encouraging growth 
toward spiritual maturity and relational wholeness. 
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Human Development: A Multidimensional Pursuit 
The concept of human development has evolved significantly beyond gross domestic product (GDP) 
metrics. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), a leading global authority, defines 
human development as “the process of enlarging people’s freedoms and opportunities and improving 
their well-being” (UNDP, 2023). It is fundamentally about expanding the richness of human life, 
enhancing capabilities, and increasing the range of choices available to people so they may lead lives of 
dignity, creativity, and purpose. This aligns with the capabilities approach advanced by Amartya Sen 
(1999), which focuses on what people are effectively able to do and to be. 
In African philosophical thought, this abstract conception is richly contextualised. Human development 
is inseparable from the communal ethos. John Mbiti’s (1990) famed dictum, “I am because we are, and 
since we are, therefore I am,” encapsulates a worldview where personhood is realised in and through 
community. Consequently, development is not an individualistic project but a communal one; it is 
measured not solely by personal achievement but by one’s contribution to the harmony, vitality, and 
well-being of the collective (Gbenda, 2006). Furthermore, this process is imbued with spiritual 
significance, acknowledging the human person as a spiritual being whose ultimate fulfillment is 
connected to the transcendent. 
For the purposes of this analysis, human development is examined across five interrelated dimensions: 
i. Psychological Development: Encompassing emotional regulation, resilience, self-

awareness, self-esteem, and the capacity to cope with stress, trauma, and adversity. 
ii. Social Development: Involving the formation and maintenance of healthy, reciprocal 

relationships; a sense of belonging and social identity; effective communication skills; and the 
capacity for empathy and cooperation. 

iii. Moral Development: Entailing the cultivation of a personal ethical framework, a sense of 
integrity and responsibility, the ability for moral reasoning, and a commitment to justice and the 
common good. 

iv. Spiritual Development: Concerning the growth in relationship with the transcendent (God), 
the formation of meaning, purpose, and hope; the practice of faith disciplines; and the 
development of virtues such as love, joy, peace, and forgiveness. 

v. Cognitive Development: Relating to the acquisition of knowledge, critical thinking skills, 
creativity, problem-solving abilities, and the capacity for lifelong learning. 

Pastoral counselling, in its holistic design, possesses the unique capacity to intentionally engage and 
nurture each of these dimensions, thereby positioning itself as a potent catalyst for integrated human 
development. 
 
Theoretical Foundations Linking Pastoral Counselling and Human Development 
The robust connection between pastoral counselling and human development is undergirded by a 
convergence of theoretical streams from theology, psychology, and African philosophy. 
 
Theological Anthropology: The Imago Dei and Human Flourishing 
At the heart of Christian theology lies the doctrine of the imago Dei (Latin for "image of God"), which 
holds that humans were made in God's image and likeness (Genesis 1:26-27). This gives everyone an 
inherent, undeniable dignity, intrinsic value, and a special calling. Theological anthropology posits that 
humans are created for relationship with God, with one another, and with creation. Sin is understood 
as a marring of this image and a disruption of these primal relationships, leading to brokenness in all 
its forms: spiritual alienation, psychological distress, social strife, and moral failure (Cortez, 2010). 
Human development, from this perspective, is the process of restoration and growth into the fullness 
of this God-given image. It involves healing from the wounds of sin (both personal and systemic), 
cultivating Christlike character (Galatians 5:22-23), and fulfilling one’s creational mandate in 
community. Pastoral counselling is a primary ministry through which this restoration is facilitated. It 
guides individuals toward repentance and forgiveness, offers healing for emotional and spiritual 
trauma, fosters reconciliation in broken relationships, and disciples’ people toward greater spiritual and 
moral maturity. It operates with the conviction that true human flourishing (eudaimonia) is found in 
right relationship with God and others. 
 
Psychological Perspectives: Insights for Healing and Growth 
Pastoral counselling responsibly and selectively incorporates insights from various psychological 
schools of thought to enhance its effectiveness in addressing the complexities of the human condition. 
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a. Humanistic Psychology (e.g., Carl Rogers): This perspective emphasises the core 
conditions for growth; unconditional positive regard, empathetic understanding, and congruence. 
Pastoral counsellors embody a form of this through Christ-like agape love and deep listening, 
creating a non-judgmental space where clients feel safe to explore their deepest fears and 
aspirations, thereby affirming their God-given worth (McMinn, 2011). 

b. Developmental Psychology (e.g., Erik Erikson, James Fowler): Lifespan theories help 
pastoral counsellors understand the normative crises, tasks, and faith stages individuals face at 
different periods of life. This allows for developmentally appropriate guidance for children, 
adolescents, adults, and the elderly, whether addressing identity confusion in youth or integrity 
versus despair in later life (Fowler, 1981). 

c. Cognitive-Behavioural Approaches: These provide practical tools for identifying and 
challenging distorted, self-defeating thought patterns (“I am worthless”) and replacing them with 
more truthful, God-honouring beliefs (“I am loved and redeemed by Christ”), aligning with the 
biblical concept of the “renewing of the mind” (Romans 12:2). 

d. Trauma-Informed Care: Given the prevalence of individual and collective trauma in many 
African contexts (from violence, poverty, displacement, etc.), insights from trauma theory are 
essential. Pastoral counsellors can learn to recognise trauma symptoms, avoid re-traumatisation, 
and facilitate post-traumatic growth within a framework of spiritual hope and resilience 
(Langberg, 2019). 

These psychological tools, when filtered through a theological lens, equip the pastoral counsellor to 
address the profound emotional and psychological dimensions of human development with greater skill 
and compassion. 
 
African Communitarian Philosophy: The Primacy of Community 
African communitarian philosophy, often summarised in the Southern African concept of Ubuntu, 
provides an indispensable cultural and philosophical foundation for understanding development in this 
context. Ubuntu, famously articulated by Archbishop Desmond Tutu (1999), expresses the 
interconnected nature of humanity: "I am because we are". A person becomes a person only through 
other persons. This worldview prioritises the community over the individual, harmony over conflict, 
and collective responsibility over personal entitlement. 
Within this framework, human development is inherently relational and communal. An individual’s 
growth is evaluated by its positive contribution to the social fabric, to family stability, communal peace, 
and the welfare of the vulnerable. Pastoral counselling, particularly in Africa, naturally aligns with and 
draws strength from this worldview. Its practices of conflict mediation, family therapy, and communal 
reconciliation rituals are direct applications of Ubuntu principles. It seeks not merely individual 
adjustment but the healing and strengthening of the relational networks that constitute the person. The 
counsellor operates not as a detached expert but as a facilitator within the community’s own resources 
for healing and support (Lartey, 2003; Mbiti, 1990). 
 
Contributions of Pastoral Counselling to Key Domains of Human Development 
Pastoral counselling makes targeted and significant contributions to each dimension of holistic human 
development. 
 
Fostering Spiritual Development and Existential Resilience 
Spiritual development is the cornerstone of pastoral work. Counsellors nurture this dimension by: 
i. Guiding individuals to deepen their faith and trust in God amidst doubt and suffering. 
ii. Encouraging the practice of spiritual disciplines (prayer, fasting, Scripture study, meditation and 

worship) that foster a transformative relationship with the divine. 
iii. Providing a theological framework for interpreting suffering, loss, and mortality, thereby helping 

individuals find meaning and hope in the midst of pain. 
iv. Facilitating moral and ethical discernment through engagement with biblical wisdom and 

theological reflection on contemporary dilemmas. 
v. Spiritual maturity, characterised by peace, hope, and a sense of ultimate purpose, is a powerful 

source of resilience, enabling individuals to navigate life’s adversities with greater fortitude to a 
critical component of human development. 
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Promoting Emotional and Psychological Well-being 
In a continent where mental health professionals are severely limited and stigma remains high, pastoral 
counsellors are often the first and only point of contact for psychological distress (Osafo et al., 2020). 
They contribute to psychological development by: 
i. Providing a confidential, supportive environment for processing acute and chronic emotional 

pain, including grief, loss, and betrayal. 
ii. Offering biblically-informed and psychologically-sound support for anxiety, depression, and 

other common mental health struggles, often in collaboration with healthcare professionals when 
necessary. 

iii. Employing trauma-sensitive approaches to help individuals heal from abuse, violence, and other 
traumatic experiences. 

iv. Assisting individuals, especially youth and young adults, in navigating identity crises related to 
vocation, relationships, and faith, integrating psychological insights with spiritual formation. 

 
Strengthening Social and Relational Fabric 
Healthy relationships are the bedrock of both individual well-being and social stability. Pastoral 
counselling strengthens social development through: 
i. Marital and Premarital Counselling: Spouses are becoming investigators rather than 

partners. Therefore, providing tools for good relationship, communication, conflict resolution, 
and intimacy building, thereby promoting marital stability and reducing family breakdown and 
divorce. 

ii. Family Therapy: Mediating intra-family conflicts, addressing dysfunctional patterns, and 
strengthening parental skills and child-parent bonds. 

iii. Youth Guidance: Offering mentorship and counselling to adolescents dealing with peer 
pressure, substance abuse, sexual morality, and future planning, thereby fostering responsible 
citizenship. 

iv. Conflict Resolution: Facilitating reconciliation within churches and communities, modeling 
forgiveness and restorative justice, which enhances social cohesion. 

 
Cultivating Moral and Ethical Maturity 
In an era of ethical pluralism and digital anonymity, moral formation is paramount. Pastoral 
counselling contributes by: 
i. Encouraging the development of personal integrity, honesty, and accountability in private and 

public life. 
ii. Providing clear, compassionate guidance on sexual ethics, addressing issues of promiscuity, 

pornography addiction, and gender-based violence from a theological and human dignity 
perspective. 

iii. Nurturing ethical leadership by counselling leaders in church and society on stewardship, servant 
leadership, and the perils of corruption and abuse of power. 

iv. Engaging with digital ethics, helping individuals, particularly youth, to navigate online spaces 
with wisdom, discernment, and respect for self and others, thus fostering responsible digital 
citizenship. 

 
Pastoral Counselling in a Digitised African Context: Dual Realities 
The digital revolution presents a paradoxical landscape of unprecedented opportunities and profound 
challenges for pastoral ministry and human development. 
 
Opportunities for Enhanced Pastoral Reach and Ministry 
Digitisation can be leveraged to significantly amplify the impact of pastoral counselling through: 
i. Extended Accessibility: Online counselling platforms (Zoom video call, TikTok engagement, 

webinars, podcasts, WhatsApp chat/call, or email) and tele-counselling can bridge vast 
geographical distances, reaching people in remote rural areas, the physically disabled, or those 
hesitant to seek face-to-face help due to stigma. 

ii. Resource Dissemination: Digital tools enable the creation and distribution of counselling 
resources, self-help materials, devotional content, and psychoeducational webinars on a massive 
scale, empowering individuals and equipping lay caregivers. 
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iii. Youth Engagement: Social media and dedicated faith-based apps provide critical avenues for 
connecting with the youth demographic, offering pastoral presence, discipleship, and positive 
peer communities in the digital spaces they already inhabit. 

iv. Peer Support Networks: Online support groups for specific issues (grief, addiction, and 
parenting) can foster a sense of community and shared experience, complementing local church 
fellowship. 

 
Challenges Exacerbating Human Vulnerability 
Conversely, digitisation generates and intensifies developmental challenges that demand a 
sophisticated pastoral response through: 
i. Mental Health Crises: Studies correlate heavy social media use with increased rates of anxiety, 

depression, loneliness, and poor sleep, particularly among adolescents (Twenge, 2017). The 
constant social comparison, cyber-bullying, and information overload widespread to digital life 
create new pastoral care frontiers. 

ii. Digital Addiction and Fragmentation: Problematic internet and smart-phone use can lead 
to addiction, eroding time for deep relationships, spiritual disciplines, and community 
participation, thereby stunting holistic development. 

iii. Moral and Relativistic Flux: The internet exposes users to a global cascade of conflicting 
worldviews and moral systems, which can lead to confusion, syncretism, and a weakening of 
commitment to traditional communal and religious values. 

iv. Identity Confusion and Hyper-Individualism: The curated, performative nature of online 
identity can foster in-authenticity and confusion, especially in young people forming their sense 
of self. The digital emphasis on personal brand can also reinforce individualistic tendencies at 
odds with communitarian values. 

v. Erosion of Communal Bonds: While connecting people globally, digital communication can 
sometimes substitute for deep, local, embodied community, leading to weaker social support 
networks precisely when they are most needed. 

 
Strategic Recommendations for Strengthening Pastoral Counselling 
To effectively steward its role in human development within the digital age, pastoral counselling in 
Africa must undergo intentional strengthening and adaptation. 
 
Advanced Training and Capacity Building 
Formal and continuing education for pastors and lay counsellors is non-negotiable. Training curricula 
must include: 
i. Foundational Counselling Skills: Active listening, basic assessment, ethical boundaries, and 

referral protocols. 
ii. Mental Health First Aid: Recognising symptoms of common disorders like depression, 

anxiety, and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and knowing when and how to refer to 
mental health professionals. 

iii. Trauma-Informed Care: Understanding the neurobiology of trauma and utilizing approaches 
that avoid re-traumatisation. 

iv. Digital Ministry and Ethics: Training in online counselling competencies, digital discipleship 
strategies, and the ethical issues of confidentiality, data security, and appropriate online conduct. 

 
Developing Contextual and Holistic Methodologies 
Pastoral interventions must be culturally resonant and integrative: 
i. African Cultural Integration: Counselling approaches should consciously incorporate 

proverbs, narratives, healing practice and reconciliation, and the active involvement of the 
extended family or community elders where appropriate. 

ii. Faith-Psychology Integration: Moving beyond simplistic proof-texting to a sophisticated 
dialogue where psychological insights are critically evaluated and creatively woven into a 
theologically sound framework for care. 

iii. Preventive and Developmental Focus: Expanding beyond crisis intervention to include 
proactive ministries that build resilience, teach emotional intelligence, and foster healthy 
relationships across the lifespan. 
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Architecting Digital Pastoral Care Structures 
Churches and denominational bodies must invest in creating supportive digital infrastructures: 
i. Establishing Online Counseling Ministries: Creating secure, well-publicised platforms 

staffed by trained counsellors to provide accessible care. 
ii. Curating Digital Content: Developing high-quality, contextually-relevant video teachings, 

podcasts, and written resources on mental health, relationships, and spiritual growth. 
iii. Launching Digital Discipleship Cohorts: Using online small groups and mentorship 

programs to provide accountability and community for spiritual formation. 
iv. Promoting Digital Wellness Initiatives: Church-led campaigns and teachings that promote 

healthy technology habits, digital Sabbaths (a planned, recurring period often 24 hours of 
complete disconnection from screens and digital devices to reduce burnout, mental fatigue, and 
stress), and critical media literacy, especially for families and youth. 

 
Implications for Church and Society 
A revitalised pastoral counselling ministry holds profound implications for broader societal 
development in Africa. By nurturing emotionally stable and resilient individuals, the church contributes 
to a more productive and peaceful citizenship. By forming morally responsible persons with a strong 
ethical compass, it fosters integrity in public and private sectors, acting as a bulwark against corruption. 
By strengthening marriages and families, it builds the fundamental unit of social stability. By promoting 
reconciliation and Ubuntu, it enhances social cohesion and mitigates conflict. In essence, the church, 
through its counselling ministry, acts as a vital civil society institution that cultivates the human and 
social capital essential for sustainable national development. In the fragmented, fast-paced digital era, 
this role is not diminished but becomes more critical than ever. The church is called to be a counter-
cultural community that offers embodied presence, deep relationship, moral clarity, and spiritual hope 
as antidotes to the pathologies of the digital age. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has argued that pastoral counselling remains an indispensable and potent force for holistic 
human development in Africa’s contemporary, digitised context. Grounded in the integrative soil of 
theological anthropology, informed by psychological wisdom, and deeply congruent with African 
communitarian philosophy, it addresses the full spectrum of human need. While digitisation presents 
formidable challenges that threaten psychological well-being, moral formation, and communal bonds, 
it also offers unprecedented tools for expanding the reach and impact of pastoral care. The task ahead 
is not to retreat from technology but to engage it missionally and critically. The future of human 
development in Africa requires a pastoral counselling praxis that is both timeless in its commitment to 
spiritual truth and human dignity, and timely in its adaptation to new realities. By investing in advanced 
training, developing contextually-rooted methodologies, and building thoughtful digital ministries, the 
church can ensure that its ancient ministry of care continues to be a powerful, transformative agent for 
human flourishing in the digital century. The well-being of individuals, the health of families, and the 
moral fabric of African societies may well depend on it. 
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