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In discussing pastoral care in a diverse church, we first of all have to be clear about our key 
terms “pastoral care” and “diverse church”. I have divided my paper roughly into three main 
sections. 
  
a. What is meant by pastoral care  
b. What is meant by a diverse church from a UCA perspective  
c. Pastoral care for gay people  
 
In defining what I mean by pastoral care, it was hard to go past Peter’s admonition that uses 
the shepherd image.  
 
“Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers — not because 
you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but 
eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock.” 
1Peter 5:2-3  
 
The term “Pastoral Care” is also discussed in the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in 
Australia. Three points are made:  
 
Firstly, that pastoral care is an expression of the fact that God always deals personally with 
people. There are so many examples in Scripture where God calls someone to a closer 
relationship with him or to special tasks by speaking to them on a personal basis. Abraham, 
Noah, Moses, Gideon and the prophets like Jonah are some great OT examples, as are Jesus’ 
disciples and Paul from the New Testament. Some of them like Jonah must have caused God 
pain but he persevered with him.  
 
The second point made in the Basis of Union is that pastoral care, exercised personally on 
behalf of the Church involves making God’s loving care known among people. In other 
words, the main point of our care for others is to show them the wonderful, unfailing, 
steadfast love of God. In this light, the quality of our care becomes important, whoever the 
people we deal with are. My minister told me of an incident where he took some furniture to 
a Muslim man who had recently arrived in Australia, and the man commented “Muslims help 
their own people, but you Christians are willing to help everyone.” A young woman I was 
meeting with recently, and who has been part of a church her whole life, said to me “I don’t 
understand you, you love everybody.” I asked myself, Isn’t that what God calls us to do?  
 
Thirdly, the servant image is employed in the statement that pastoral care involves individual 
members taking on the form of a servant in working with those under their care. A servant is 
just someone who is willing to serve others. Of course, our example of servanthood is Jesus 
washing the disciples’ feet. No task is too lowly for the servant, if it helps someone else to 
understand the love of God.  
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Max Lucado also emphasizes the way that God deals with us individually and personally 
when he says  
 
“Jesus tends to his people individually. He personally sees to our needs. We all receive Jesus’ 
touch. We experience his care.” (Experiencing the Heart of Jesus Workbook: Knowing His 
Heart, Feeling His Love. London, UK: Thomas Nelson & Sons, 2009).  
 
Going back to the shepherd image, Harold Rowdon in a “Church Leaders Handbook” 
(2009) for the Brethren church focuses on some of the points made in the Book of Psalms 
(Specifically, 78; 52; and 23) and also comes up with a list of the kinds of behaviours 
involved in shepherding. His list includes:  
 

• Protecting  
• Tending to needs  
• Strengthening the weak  
• Encouraging  
• Making provision for  
• Refreshing  
• Restoring  
• Comforting  
• Guiding  

 
Jesus, of course, also uses the shepherd image, calling himself the Good Shepherd. The Good 
Shepherd knows the sheep and they know him, and thus he is able to call them by name. He 
leads them out and goes before them. He also shows them deep compassion, and is willing 
even to die for those sheep. I was shocked recently to hear from a woman who was in her 
previous church for five years, and was involved in service, that the minister never knew her 
name.  
 
The pastoral carer may also be involved in encouraging, guiding, bringing about 
reconciliation between individuals, sustaining and healing. For example, with the people I 
care for, I am likely to be involved in encouraging a woman whose husband has a 
degenerative disease and who can find the pressures overwhelming, especially if she hasn’t 
been talking with someone who is prepared to listen and take her struggles seriously. On 
another occasion, I am likely to be helping a wife to find a better way to get her husband to 
communicate with her, or talking with a woman who has a real struggle forgiving her 
stepfather for his behavior in the family, particularly towards her mother. These are just three 
recent pastoral care situations I was involved in.  
 
What if contentious social/ theological issues arise?  
 
Kevin de Young in his book ‘What does the Bible really teach about homosexuality’, 
(Nottingham, UK: Inter-Varsity Press, 2015) suggests three building blocks for the Church’s 
response to the issue of gay marriage, one of the most contentious issues on which Christians 
(including in the Uniting Church) hold diverse views at this point in time. He argues that any 
response needs to be biblically faithful, pastorally sensitive and culturally conversant.  
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Being biblically faithful In discussing the need to be biblically faithful, he argues that if 
sexual desire manifests itself in lustful intent then that desire is sinful, for both gays and 
heterosexuals, based on Jesus’ statement in Matthew 5: 28.  
 
“But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery 
with her in his heart.”  
 
Jesus seems to be saying here that it’s not enough to be pure in our actions, we must also be 
pure in our Pastoral Care In A Diverse Church Pastoral care #1 23 thoughts as well, perhaps 
seeking to confront the self-righteous person who can say that they have never touched a 
woman inappropriately but whose thought life is full of such desires. We need to be aware of 
the way Jesus dealt with the Pharisees who complained about his disciples having unclean 
hands. Jesus is very clear as is James in Chapter 1 of his letter, that evil comes from within, 
from our own hearts and its desires.  
 
Kevin de Young also argues that desires can be good or bad, based on whether the object of 
the desire is appropriate or not. It is important to acknowledge that an inappropriate person 
might include someone of the same sex, someone else’s wife or even a very young person. 
 
The Presbyterian Church of Ireland (2006) in a pronouncement on Christians and sexuality 
makes three important points that are related to being biblically faithful: 
 
 1. That in God’s plan sexual intimacy is only to be exercised in the marriage relationship. 

Ideally, sexual intimacy bonds us to one another so that we are then committed to each 
other and to caring for the children that are produced in that relationship.  

 
2. That our identity should be defined primarily in terms of our identity before God, not our 

sexuality. (I guess that they are reacting to the emphasis by the Gay Lobby that comments 
about the rightness or wrongness of homosexuality deny their identities).  

 
3. We are all sinners and tempted to sin sexually – e.g. adultery, sex before marriage, and 

focusing on sexual thoughts. It is important that as heterosexuals we acknowledge that we 
are also sinners in this area.  

 
On the other hand, the UCA with its controversial report on sexuality in the early 2000s has 
sought to make most of those behaviours O.K. as long as we “are in right relationships”. To 
be more specific, as my late husband Charles and I noted at the time in our response, the 
Sexuality Report condoned shifts in regard to the acceptance of homosexual behaviours, a 
weaker view on premarital and extramarital sexual relations, focusing on ‘safe sex” rather 
than chastity, and the support of de facto relationships, again within the context of ‘right 
relationships’, although the report does hint that the Church should take the consequences of 
divorce more seriously.  
 
As someone who has spent more than 30 years researching and teaching about relationships 
and working with couples in Marriage Enrichment, I understand the importance of right 
relationships, but for the Christian at least, the context of those relationships is also 
important, for the sake of both the adults and the children. As we noted during the 
discussions of the Sexuality Report, relationships for Christians need to be “right” but also 
obedient to God.  
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Being pastorally sensitive As I said earlier it is also important to acknowledge that every 
Christian wrestles with unwanted thoughts and desires. Such thoughts and desires are not a 
homosexual problem but a human problem. If a person wants to walk in holiness, finding 
those thoughts a problem can be evidence of the Holy Spirit working in his or her life.  
 
We also need to recognize that Jesus is a sympathetic High Priest. As the writer of the Letter 
to the Hebrews tells us, “ We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathise with our 
weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are — yet was 
without sin”(Heb. 4:15).  
 
It is also true that God can use our struggles to bring us closer to himself, because it is at 
those times that we are most likely to cry out to him. It may also be helpful to emphasise the 
fact that Jesus was also tempted “in all points as we are yet without sin”.  
	


