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A Psychologically Informed Theology of Pastoral Care
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The way we care for people
reveals what we believe
about what a human being is.

— SAFE & SOUND FRAMEWORK

INSIDE THIS GUIDE

e A theology of the human person

e The S.A.F.E. Framework — See, Assess, Form, Equip
e Pastoral examples for each movement

e A complete case study in real ministry
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INTRODUCTION

The Crisis of Care

“ Something iswrong in the way
the church cares for people.”

Not for lack of sincerity. Most pastors who cause harm do so while genuinely trying to help. But somewhere between
the office and the door, people leave feeling unseen, misunderstood, or quietly ashamed of things they cannot
change by trying harder.

The problem is not compassion. The problem is anthropology.

When we misunderstand what a human being is, we misunderstand what a human being needs. We reach for
correction when someone needs attunement. We assign moral meaning to what is actually physiological
dysregulation. We call someone faithless when their nervous system is overwhelmed.

We spiritualize what requires integration, and we rush toward application when someone is not yet resourced to
receive it. This is not a counseling failure. It is a theological one.

The way we care for people reveals
what we believe about what a human being is.

Safe & Sound is a response to that crisis — not a clinical program imported into ministry, but a recovery of
something the church once understood: an integrated vision of the human person, made in the image of God,
formed through relationship before transformation through instruction.

Paul Miller
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PART ONE — THEOLOGY OF THE HUMAN PERSON

A Theology of the Human Person

The foundation beneath everything the S.A.F.E. Framework does.

lmago Del

THE FOUNDATION WE KEEP FORGETTING

Every person who walks through your door carries a dignity they may never have been told they possess. Imago
Dei is not primarily a doctrinal category — it is a pastoral posture. It means the first movement of pastoral care is
not correction. It is recognition. When we forget Imago Dei in practice, care becomes transactional.

Embodied Souls

PHYSIOLOGY IS NOT SECULAR

We are embodied souls — the physical and spiritual dimensions of our humanity inseparably woven together by
design, not accident. The body is not a distraction from spiritual formation. It is the site of it. When someone is in
physiological overwhelm, their capacity for spiritual reflection is severely limited. This is not disobedience. It is
design.

Formation, Not Fixing

THE PASTORAL IMAGINATION OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

The pastoral imagination of the New Testament is agrarian, not mechanical. Jesus does not troubleshoot disciples
— He walks with them. Formation is a patient, relational, embodied process. It happens over time, in the context of
safety, through the steady presence of someone who is not frightened by where you are.
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PART TWO — THE FRAMEWORK

The SA.F.E. Framework

S.A.F.E. is not a technique. It is a structured expression of the theology above — a way of organizing pastoral
attentiveness that keeps the whole human person in view.

See
Recover dignity before correction.

E ; Imago Dei demands that we perceive the person before we assess the problem. Seeing is an act of
theological attention.

Assess
Discern regulation before moral meaning.

A Not every distress signal is a spiritual problem. Discernment is one of the most serious activities in pastoral
ministry.

Form
Shepherd through presence.

F Formation is relational before it is instructional. The Good Shepherd leads — his presence is the resource.

Equip
Empower wisely or escalate humbly.

E The goal of pastoral care is not dependency on the pastor. It is maturity in the person.
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MOVEMENT 1 — S.A.F.E. FRAMEWORK

S —_— %e Recover dignity before correction.

THEOLOGICAL ANCHOR PSYCHOLOGICAL INSIGHT IN PRACTICE

Imago Dei demands that we perceive Being genuinely witnessed activates the Before you interpret, ask. Before you
the person before we assess the relational circuitry that makes growth advise, reflect back. Before you open
problem. Seeing is an act of theological possible. Feeling unseen activates your Bible, make eye contact. ‘Tell me
attention. People cannot receive self-protection — resistance, shutdown, more about what that's been like for
correction from someone they do not or compliance without transformation. you.’ That is not a therapeutic delay.
feel seen by. That is theology in action.

PASTORAL EXAMPLE

A man comes in struggling with anger at home. The under-resourced response moves immediately to
conviction and homework. The SAFE response begins with See — What is his life actually like? What is he
carrying? The anger may be sin. It may also be the symptom of a depleted, unwitnessed man who has never
been asked. See first. Everything else depends on it.
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MOVEMENT 2 — S.A.F.E. FRAMEWORK

A — Assess Discern regulation before assigning moral meaning.

THEOLOGICAL ANCHOR PSYCHOLOGICAL INSIGHT IN PRACTICE

Discernment is one of the most Not every distress signal is a spiritual Learn to ask: Is this person regulated
theologically serious activities in pastoral problem. Some of what presents as enough to engage with what | want to
ministry. The tradition has always defiance, apathy, or instability is the offer? Is this person present? Coherent?
distinguished between kinds of suffering expression of a nervous system under Able to reflect? Or are they flooded, shut
and kinds of need. Assessment is not load. Assigning moral meaning to down, or running on fumes? Adjust
clinical detachment — it is careful dysregulation teaches people to be accordingly. Sometimes the most faithful
wisdom. ashamed of their bodies. act is not a word but a presence.

PASTORAL EXAMPLE

A woman in marital crisis comes after another explosive argument. She is visibly dysregulated — rapid speech,
tearful, disconnected. Launching into a framework for conflict resolution will not land. Assess first. Help her
settle. Create enough safety that her system can come back online. Then, and only then, does the framework
become useful.
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MOVEMENT 3 — S.A.F.E. FRAMEWORK

F — For m Shepherd through presence.

THEOLOGICAL ANCHOR PSYCHOLOGICAL INSIGHT IN PRACTICE

Formation is relational before it is The quality of the relationship is the Formation happens through sustained,
instructional. The Good Shepherd does primary mechanism of change — more regulated, trustworthy presence. It

not manage the sheep from a distance predictive than any specific technique. means following up. Remembering what
— he goes ahead, he leads, his This does not minimize what pastors was shared last time. Being the kind of
presence is the resource. Pastoral offer. It clarifies the conditions under person someone can be honest with
formation is participation before which it can be received. because honesty has not cost them
prescription. before.

PASTORAL EXAMPLE

A young man cycling through shame comes to you for the fourth time. Nothing has shifted. Form invites a
different question: not what does he need to know but what does he need to experience over time? Formation
here may look like consistent, non-shaming presence — a relationship in which the struggle does not end the
relationship. That relational safety is not enabling. It is the ground from which real change becomes possible.
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MOVEMENT 4 — S.A.F.E. FRAMEWORK

E — Equip

Empower wisely or escalate humbly.

THEOLOGICAL ANCHOR

The goal of pastoral care is not
dependency on the pastor — it is
maturity in the person. ‘So that the body
of Christ may be built up... attaining to
the whole measure of the fullness of
Christ.” Equipping is the posture of
someone who believes the person has a
future.

PSYCHOLOGICAL INSIGHT

Equipping requires readiness.
Resources offered before a person is
regulated and relationally resourced
rarely take root. Equipping also includes
knowing when to refer — when the need
exceeds the pastoral lane.

IN PRACTICE

Equip with tools, language, practices,
and community. Hold referral as an act
of care, not failure. Saying ‘I think you
need more support than | can offer, and
here is someone | trust’ is one of the
most faithful things a pastor can say.

PASTORAL EXAMPLE

A grieving widow has been meeting with her pastor for six months. She is stable, self-reflective, asking good
questions about re-engaging with life. Equip looks like co-creating a grief practice, connecting her with others
who have navigated loss, and gently releasing her toward her own agency. It may also include a referral to a
licensed counselor. Both are acts of pastoral wisdom.
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APPLYING S.A.F.E. IN REAL MINISTRY

Case Sudy: Marcus

A 34-year-old Small Group Leader whose wife has asked him to speak with the pastor.

WITHOUT S.A.F.E.
The pastor moves quickly toward accountability. He shares passages on husbandly love and servant leadership, assigns a
devotional, and asks Marcus to return in two weeks. Marcus agrees, leaves, and does not return.

See

The pastor slows down. Before addressing the marriage, he asks Marcus about his own life. ‘How are you actually
doing?’ Beneath the defensiveness, Marcus reveals he is exhausted. His father is ill. Work is unstable. He has not
slept well in months.

Assess

The pastor recognizes that Marcus is not defiant — he is depleted. The emotional unavailability is not a character
flaw. It is @ man running on empty. Assigning moral correction to exhaustion would add weight to an already
collapsing structure.

Form
The pastor commits to meeting monthly — not to monitor, but to accompany. ‘I'm not here to manage you. I'm here to
walk with you.” This relationship becomes the ground for Marcus to begin naming what is actually happening in him.

Equip

Over time, with stability restored, the pastor introduces language and practices — ways Marcus can communicate his
internal state to his wife before it becomes distance. He also refers Marcus to a licensed counselor to address
anticipatory grief around his father.

OUTCOME
Marcus’s wife reports that something has shifted — not because Marcus received better information, but because
someone finally saw him. The framework did not replace pastoral instinct. It structured it.
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BUILDING A SAFE & SOUND CHURCH

Pastoral care at its best has always been
theol ogically integrated and humanly attentive.

The pastor who sees the image of God before the presenting problem. Who discerns the difference between sin and
suffering. Who forms through presence over time. Who equips with wisdom and releases with humility.

Safe & Sound is not a new invention. It is a recovery — a recovery of the church'’s best pastoral wisdom, held
together with what we now understand about the body, the nervous system, and the conditions under which human
beings actually change.

The S.A.F.E. Framework is a starting point.
A structure you can hold in your mind in the room,
when the conversation is harder than you anticipated
and the person in front of you needs more than a right answer.

READY TO GO DEEPER?

The SAFE Church Assessment — Free

20 questions. 5 minutes. A clear picture of how well your
church sees, responds to, and forms the people in your care.

SAFE & SOUND OS— Founding Church Waitlist

joinsafeandsound.com

“The way we care for people reveals what we believe about what a human being is.”
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