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The doctoral thesis is entitled “Sociological and Theological dimensions of 

Pastoral Counseling in the contemporary urban context”. The purpose of this scientific 

work is to highlight, in particular, the role of the Orthodox Church in contemporary 

society, especially through the pastoral counselling, while emphasizing the counseling 

methods of the Holy Fathers, adapted to the present spiritual requirements. 

 

THE IMPORTANCE AND AIM OF THE TOPIC SELECTION 

The importance of such scientific research derives from the need to present, explain 

and support the involvement of the Church in the spiritual and social assistance of the 

community, from a dual perspective: theological and sociological. The aim of this 

research, in addition to presenting the important role of pastoral counseling in the mission 

of the Orthodox Church in society, is to clarify the specific terminology of this field of 

study, to provide a comparative analysis between pastoral counseling and other forms of 

counseling (such as secular counselling), and, above all, to reaffirm the necessity of fidelity 

to Holy Scripture and Patristic Tradition in the pastoral counseling process. At the same 

time, the present work aims to redirect the attention of those pastoral counsellors who are 

influenced by sources other than those of the Orthodox Church toward the counseling 

methods of the Holy Fathers and, not least, to restore a clear identity and a well-deserved 

place for pastoral counseling within society. 

 

CONTEXTUALIZATION OF THE TOPIC  

The Church is called in this world to fulfill Her most important mission, namely the 

salvation of the human person. In other words, “to help man ascend to the highest level of 

humanity, that is, to likeness with God, to holiness”, as stated by the academician Nichifor 

Crainic, that spiritual state which can be attained only in full communion of love with God 

and with one’s fellow humans, a soteriological perspective that was also emphasized by the 

renowned Romanian sociologist Ernest Bernea: “A saint is the person wholly dedicated to 

God, one for whom meaning consists in the conscious and voluntary experience of a reality 

of permanent and perfect communion. For this reason, the highest level of humanity is 

holiness; it is the place from which one can desire nothing more”. Therefore, the essential 

role of the Church in this world is a soteriological one: to lead the human person toward 

salvation and holiness. In fulfilling this Christian ideal, a very important link is pastoral 

counselling, carried out by pastoral counsellors (priests, confessors or theologians), 

through which assistance and support are offered in harmonizing faith with personal 
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experiences (both spiritual and social) and in understanding one’s spiritual nature in 

relation to God, one’s neighbour and society as a whole. For this reason, the Church must 

remain permanently faithful to these divinely grounded principles, in order to preserve her 

role and ultimate purpose in the world, while avoiding identification with the world, as 

Rev. Fr. prof. Dumitru Stăniloae warned in one of his articles: “The Church cannot imitate 

the world, even if the world tempts it with apparent advantages. It must remain the teacher 

of the world and the proclaimer of Revelation, even through its very being”. Likewise, the 

well-known Greek priest and theologian Georghios Metallinos stated: “The Orthodox 

Church, as Christ ‘extended throughout the ages,’ in its work does not distribute aspirin for 

the world’s headaches, but offers a permanent and definitive healing for the world’s 

problems. At the same time, it provides and proposes its own healing, tested and proven 

correct and successful through the experience of all its saints”. 

Being an intrinsic part of the Church’s work in the world, pastoral counseling must 

itself remain faithful to these principles, which are grounded in Holy Scripture and the 

teachings of the Holy Fathers. If pastoral counseling is guided by the commandments of 

Christ and the teachings of the Holy Fathers, there is a very high likelihood that those 

receiving counsel will be healed of the illnesses of soul and body and will attain the 

authentic state of human health – holiness, on the one hand. 

On the other hand, ignorance of these principles, of the teachings of the Holy 

Fathers, implies ignorance of the Orthodox faith itself and of its spiritual benefits, and 

ultimately leads to superficial pastoral counselling. Unfortunately, this phenomenon has 

been increasingly frequent, especially in urban parishes, where it can be observed that 

some pastoral counsellors within the Orthodox Church are influenced in their counseling 

work by sources external to the Church’s Tradition, such as secular forms of counseling 

(psychological counselling, secular psychotherapy etc.). This should not be understood as 

implying that established secular forms of counseling are devoid of value or inappropriate. 

On the contrary, in cases involving clinically diagnosed mental disorders or forms of 

addiction, the specialized intervention of a psychiatrist and a clinical psychologist is 

indispensable. Medical psychotherapy and psychological counseling represent, in such 

situations, essential components of the treatment and recovery process. The major problem 

arises, however, when counseling methods grounded in Orthodox Christian teaching are 

combined without prudence and spiritual discernment – or, more seriously, replaced – by 

secular counseling methods, thereby generating spiritual confusion among the faithful and 

affecting the clarity, coherence, and authenticity of the theological message conveyed. 
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Although it may be useful for pastoral counsellors to possess a basic knowledge of 

contemporary psychological, psychotherapeutic, and psychiatric resources and 

mechanisms, it is imperative that they preserve fidelity, coherence and responsibility 

toward the spiritual character of their mission. Orthodox pastoral counseling cannot be 

reduced to a mere transfer of secular psychotherapeutic techniques (which are limited to 

restoring emotional or cognitive balance), since its purpose is the healing of the soul – that 

is, the restoration of the image of God in the human person, guiding the person toward 

likeness with Christ, and, ultimately, salvation. Therefore, in order to be effective in 

alleviating the spiritual problems of those receiving counsel, servants of the Orthodox 

Church involved in pastoral counseling must exercise theological and spiritual 

discernment, maintaining fidelity to Holy Scripture and Patristic Tradition, which offer not 

only answers to the inner crises of contemporary humanity, but also a profound socio-

spiritual anthropology capable of healing the root of human suffering: alienation 

(estrangement) from God and from one’s fellow human beings. 

There is no doubt that changes in cultural patterns resulting from urbanization, 

industrialization, and modernization, alongside a number of shifts in the structure, 

functions, and cohesion of society, have influenced the pastoral methods of the Church in 

general. Certainly, a pastoral counselor should adapt to new socio-cultural changes and 

cultivate interpersonal skills, paying attention to and understanding human development 

and the complexity of human relationships in this secular and pluralistic world. However, 

none of these should replace the foundation – the very content of faith – which gives the 

pastoral mission its specific Christian (Christological) identity. The care of God and His 

merciful love for the crown of His creation (that is, humankind) are what provide remedies 

for the soul and lead humans toward healing, salvation, and eternal life. If contemporary 

urban society is not approached and interpreted primarily from a theological perspective, 

even if the Church speaks to the world and the world looks toward the Church, the two will 

not succeed in reaching a common understanding. Therefore, one cannot be an Orthodox 

pastoral counselor without also being a theologian, someone who speaks and lives in the 

spirit of the Christian faith and the teachings of the Holy Fathers. The significance of this 

requirement rests, first and foremost, on the fact that the teachings of the Holy Fathers 

belong integrally and intrinsically to Orthodox Christian faith. 

Orthodox theology, spirituality, faith and pastoral counseling are intertwined; they 

form a unified whole. For this reason, ignorance of the teachings of the Holy Fathers 

amounts to ignorance of Orthodox faith and its spiritual benefits, inevitably resulting in 
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superficial pastoral counseling. Such an approach does not necessarily imply conservatism 

or ignorance of contemporary times; the adaptation of the Church to today’s social life 

does not entail a break with the past. Continuity should not be confused with inadaptability 

or stagnation, nor with the mere repetition of the past without acknowledging the present. 

Pastoral counseling grounded in Patristic teaching helps those in need, not necessarily by 

speaking the same language as the Holy Fathers, but by addressing the problems of today 

and tomorrow using the same methods they employed. 

 

OBJECTIVES, HYPOTHESES, MOTIVATION AND NOVELTY OF RESEARCH  

In brief, the main objectives of the present research are as follows: 

a. to highlight the important role of pastoral counseling in the mission of the 

Orthodox Church in contemporary society; b. to demonstrate that the teachings of the 

Church are indispensable in the process of pastoral counseling within the urban 

environment; c. to demonstrate that, in addressing the spiritual problems of those who are 

counselled, the pastoral counseling grounded in Scripture and Patristic teaching is more 

effective than secular forms of counselling, or that, when spiritual problems also include a 

pathological component, pastoral counseling should be complemented, with prudence and 

spiritual discernment, by secular forms of counseling in order to be more effective, but in 

no case replaced; d. to emphasize the necessity of maintaining a focus on the importance 

and contemporary relevance of the teachings of the Holy Fathers in order to protect the 

theological authenticity of pastoral counselling; e. to facilitate a better interrelationship 

between the Orthodox Church and her faithful, as well as between the Church and society 

at large; f. to articulate a form of “social theology” that may be relevant to the pastoral 

ministry of the Orthodox Church at the level of the contemporary urban environment. 

Starting from these objectives, the following hypotheses were formulated to guide 

the analysis and interpretation of the results obtained through the research methods 

employed: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The more pastoral counseling adapts to and responds 

effectively to contemporary spiritual challenges and needs, without severing its connection 

with the past and the Patristic tradition, the more it will reaffirm its essential role in the 

mission of the Orthodox Church in society and in the religious and social life of the faithful 

in the contemporary urban context. 

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The more Orthodox pastoral counseling remains faithful to its 

scriptural and Patristic foundations and approaches secular counseling methods with 
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prudence and spiritual discernment, the more it will preserve its relevance and 

effectiveness in urban pastoral ministry, despite the effects of secularization, spiritual 

alienation, and other factors impacting contemporary society. 

Hypothesis 3 (H3). If emphasis is maintained on the importance and contemporary 

relevance of the teachings of the Holy Fathers in the process of adapting these teachings to 

contemporary socio-spiritual realities, then the theological authenticity of pastoral 

counseling and the effectiveness of the Orthodox Church’s mission in society will be 

safeguarded. 

The motivation for choosing this research topic arose from the need for a robust 

scholarly understanding of pastoral counseling in the contemporary urban context, 

especially given that the scholarly literature contains few studies that address this issue. 

The conceptual framework of the pastoral counseling process has not been sufficiently 

developed in existing studies. Moreover, there is no academic study that evaluates the 

perceptions of experts in the field regarding Orthodox Christian pastoral counseling in the 

urban environment or that establishes and presents their consensus on the topic addressed. 

Accordingly, the novelty of this research lies in its interdisciplinary perspective, achieved 

through the integration of sociological and theological dimensions. As previously noted, 

the issue of Orthodox pastoral counseling in the urban environment is only marginally 

addressed in the literature; this thesis therefore makes both a theoretical contribution, 

through the systematic engagement with scriptural and patristic sources, and an empirical 

contribution, through the analysis of specialists’ perceptions in the field. The empirical 

relevance of the topic resides in the usefulness of the results for several constituencies 

likely to be directly interested: pastoral counsellors (priests, spiritual fathers), teachers, 

students and graduates of pre-university and university theological institution etc. 

 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The present doctoral thesis comprises five chapters, each of which includes 

information useful both for the audiences mentioned above and for those being counselled. 

Chapter I is introductory and explanatory. It first presents aspects of the social 

teaching of the Orthodox Church and her fundamental role in society. As the chapter 

unfolds, it clarifies the basic concepts of the pastoral counseling process, as well as the 

unique character of pastoral counseling in relation to secular forms of counselling, 

especially psychological counseling and secular psychotherapy. A careful description of 

these concepts is essential for understanding the meaning and scope of such research. 
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Since the impact of socio-cultural and moral-spiritual changes is more evident 

within urban communities, Chapter II aims to articulate a “social theology of the city”, 

which may be relevant to the pastoral ministry of the Orthodox Church in the 

contemporary urban environment. The starting point is the description, interpretation and 

understanding of the socio-religious context – more precisely, the identification of the 

constituent elements of the urban space – taking into account the phenomenon of 

secularization in the urban environment and other factors contributing to social and 

religious transformations within urban communities. Thus, the chapter highlights the 

general factors that drive modernization, urban religiosity and social change in the urban 

environment. It also discusses how the Orthodox Church, following the commandment of 

the Lord Jesus Christ, can transmit the precepts of the Gospel through the faithful to those 

in their immediate proximity. 

Chapter III focuses on the social and spiritual role of the pastoral counsellor (priest, 

spiritual father/confessor, theologian) and on the functions, responsibilities and criteria that 

must be fulfilled in order for him to possess the qualities necessary for such a role in 

society. Since the confessor priest, through the Sacrament of Confession, possesses in a 

pre-eminent way the competence for such spiritual work (pastoral counselling), essential 

clarifications are provided concerning the Priesthood as social ministry (with biblical and 

patristic grounding), the ontological connection between Priesthood and Confession (socio-

spiritual synergies and interdependencies), as well as the priest’s social aptitudes, pastoral 

tact and socio-spiritual methods in his capacity as spiritual father and sanctifier of social 

roles. In essence, the role of the pastoral counsellor in his work is to alleviate the spiritual 

afflictions of those counselled and to shepherd them on the path of salvation, faithfully 

preserving the teachings of the Orthodox Church. The pastoral counsellor assists in 

harmonizing the spiritual dimension of the human person, in alleviating inner suffering and 

in supporting personal development and integration within society. 

Chapter IV highlights the contemporary relevance and applicability of the 

Orthodox Church’s teachings in the practice of pastoral counseling today, demonstrating 

that the methods of the Holy Fathers can be adapted to the spiritual needs of the 

contemporary person without losing their authenticity. To this end, representative texts by 

major Fathers of the Church are analyzed, both among those known as “social” or 

community Fathers – such as the Three Holy Hierarchs (Basil the Great, John Chrysostom, 

and Gregory of Nazianz) – and among the “neptic” or Philokalic Fathers – such as St. 

Anthony the Great, St. John Cassian, St. Mark the Ascetic and St. Gregory Palamas. 
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In analyzing these patristic writings, particular attention is paid to elements that outline an 

integrated vision of the human person and of social relationships, highlighting the spiritual 

and anthropological contribution of the Holy Fathers. Their texts provide important 

reference points for understanding suffering, sin, spiritual healing and inner equilibrium, 

expressed in a profoundly spiritual idiom yet with clear implications for social and moral 

life. At the same time, this chapter underscores essential aspects of a dynamic “sociology 

of communion” in the Fathers’ vision – the vertical dimension of the human relationship 

with God, the horizontal dimension of the relationship with one’s neighbor and the ecstatic 

dimension of self-sacrificial love toward God and toward one’s neighbor –  and presents 

the principal spiritual remedies they propose for the socio-moral restoration and spiritual 

perfection of the human person, elements fundamental to pastoral counseling in the 

contemporary urban environment. 

Chapter V, the final chapter of the thesis, constitutes a practical application of the 

specialized literature presented in the preceding chapters, together with an explanatory 

analysis of the information and results obtained through the scientific research methods 

employed for data collection – documentation and document analysis, direct observation 

and interview (semi-structured expert interviews employing the Delphi technique, as well 

as unstructured individual interviews) – with the aim of testing the hypotheses formulated 

in the thesis and confirming the relevance of the Holy Fathers’ pastoral counseling in the 

face of the challenges of contemporary urban society. Since, by the nature of the 

phenomena studied, this research falls within the sociology of religion, it is argued that 

only by employing sociological methods and techniques can one achieve a better 

understanding of the mechanisms governing these phenomena. Consequently, a scientific 

investigation was undertaken that incorporates both theoretical considerations and field 

research, given that the scientific method is “the principal path to knowledge of individual 

and group behaviors, facts, phenomena and social processes” (Baltasiu, R.; Dumitrescu, L.; 

Bulumac, O., 2009, p. 117). 

 

METHODOLOGICAL DESIGN, DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS OF THE QUALITATIVE 

RESEARCH  

Since the topic chosen for this study falls within the study of religion, it was more 

appropriately investigated using qualitative rather than quantitative methods. “Religiosity 

represents the latent dimension of religious faith, which is a reality inaccessible to direct 

measurement” (Voicu, M., 2007, p. 41). It would have been far too difficult to measure – 
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by means of standardized questionnaires with closed-ended questions for example (Iorga, 

L., 2007, p. 84) – the extent to which contemporary pastoral counselors (priests, spiritual 

fathers/confessors etc.) employ the methods of the Holy Fathers, the degree to which 

counseled faithful receive scriptural and patristic teachings, or the influence of other forms 

of counseling originating outside the Church on the counseling process. Thus, in this 

research context, a qualitative approach proved essential for capturing not only factual data 

but also deeper dimensions of the counseling experience, such as motivations, perceptions 

and the interactions between pastoral counselors and those they counsel. As highlighted in 

the scholarly literature, qualitative methods allow for in-depth exploration of social and 

spiritual realities, thereby facilitating a holistic understanding of the pastoral counseling 

process. This approach afforded not only the collection and analysis of data but also direct 

engagement with the research setting, which led to a more nuanced and authentic 

interpretation of the phenomenon under investigation. 

Accordingly, I employed qualitative research designs – documentation (document 

analysis), observation and interview – since these allowed for more flexible and in-depth 

analysis of the topic. By combining several qualitative methods, the study incorporated the 

methodological triangulation, regarded as an effective information-gathering strategy that 

supports validity across methods. Moreover, “the methodological triangulation is a 

desideratum that should be pursued in research in the social and human sciences, all the 

more so as it minimizes methodological risks and maximizes the strength and flexibility of 

the data” (Janesick, V., 2006, p. 69).  

The information accumulated through these qualitative data-collection methods was 

subsequently analyzed and the results highlighted significant aspects of the issues under 

consideration, bringing to the fore the importance and necessity of the Church’s 

involvement in the spiritual and social care of the Orthodox Christian community through 

pastoral counseling. 

Documentation (document analysis), as principal method used in this thesis 

(Miftode, V., 2014), surveyed the scholarly literature to identify existing lines of inquiry 

and to highlight conclusions formulated to date regarding the topic under investigation 

(Voinea, M.; Bulzan, C., 2013). Both primary documents – such as scriptural texts and 

patristic writings – and secondary documents (analytical works and academic syntheses, 

including books, scholarly articles, specialized studies, and critical reviews) were 

consulted (Babbie, 2021; Flick, 2018). In addition to specialized literature in sociology, 

theology, pastoral counseling and quality of life studies, relevant dictionaries, treatises, 
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patristic collections and academic databases were used. Overall, the documentation 

comprised an extensive corpus of volumes, articles and studies, including a substantial 

number of bibliographic references available online on specialized platforms and academic 

websites. The theoretical documentation process was structured in two main stages: 

(1) a preliminary stage aimed at identifying and selecting relevant bibliographic sources, 

which contributed to the theoretical grounding of the research directions and to the 

development of methodological guidelines; and (2) an applied stage of data documentation, 

in accordance with the adopted methodology, in which empirical data were continually 

compared with and interpreted in light of existing models in the scholarly literature 

(Charmaz, K., 2002). For structural clarity and epistemological coherence, the results of 

the theoretical documentation are presented in the opening chapters of the thesis, ensuring 

a rigorous interpretive framework. Likewise, in the chapter devoted to the analysis and 

interpretation of qualitative data, numerous bibliographic references are integrated to 

illustrate the process of progressive theoretical construction and its alignment with 

established interpretive models. Among these, the integrative model – which argues for 

preserving theological identity in spiritual counseling (Sider, R.; Unruh, H., 2004) – 

provided an important point of reference for understanding the relationship between 

fidelity to Tradition and pastoral adaptation to new urban realities. Accordingly, 

documentation method and document analysis provided not only a solid conceptual 

framework for the study but also sustained grounding for the critical evaluation of 

Orthodox pastoral counseling in the contemporary urban context, highlighting both its 

effectiveness relative to secular forms of counseling and the necessity of maintaining an 

authentic theological anchoring (scriptural and patristic) in the face of secularizing or 

syncretistic tendencies. 

The method of observation (particularly loosely structured, qualitative, participatory 

observation) was employed from the very beginning of the thesis, since this method 

underlies any scientific research and, as Ion Cauc notes, “complements all other 

sociological investigation methods (interview, sociometric method, experiment, etc.) and 

allows the acquisition of data and information as a result of the observer’s direct contact 

with the object of observation” (Cauc, 2004, p. 19). “In our country, this method was 

successfully practiced by the Bucharest Monographic School, led and guided by Dimitrie 

Gusti, which laid the foundations of rural monographs as complex social units…” (Cauc, 

2004, p. 81). This is the research method with the highest qualitative yield, offering the 

researcher the possibility of obtaining detailed information about the thoughts, emotions 
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and behavior of the persons investigated. Septimiu Chelcea states that “to observe means to 

know, to examine an object or process, to make findings or (critical) remarks regarding 

what has been attentively observed…” and that “based on objective observation, empirical 

statements with truth value are obtained” (Chelcea, 2004). The data obtained through 

observation provided highly important and relevant information regarding Orthodox 

pastoral counseling in the urban environment. These data helped interpret the results 

obtained through interviews and contributed to articulating the general conclusions as 

clearly as possible. To obtain a sufficiently robust body of data, I employed sociological 

observation (Gavriluță, C., 2017, p. 262) of pastoral counseling practices at the level of 

parish communities within the Orthodox Church. Accordingly, the observation guide      

(cf. the recommendations of Patton, M., 2002, pp. 260-265) captured a range of verbal and 

nonverbal data; the observations were conducted using the participant-observer method 

(Gavriluță, C., 2017, p. 339), and the observational results were correlated with information 

obtained through the other research methods employed and, at the same time, used to 

substantiate my own interpretations, thereby achieving triangulation of data sources 

(Cojocaru, D., 2004). 

All the methods employed were essential to this research and allowed for an in-

depth exploration of social and spiritual realities, facilitating a holistic understanding of the 

pastoral counseling process. The sociological interview, for example, proved to be a 

fundamental method for understanding the complexity of Orthodox pastoral counseling, 

offering a nuanced perspective on the ways it adapts to contemporary social and spiritual 

realities. For data collection, two types of interviews were used: 1. a semi-structured, 

Delphi-type interview, based on a questionnaire; 2. an unstructured individual interview, a 

case study consisting of twelve counseling sessions. 

To sketch the current sociological-theological landscape of the pastoral counseling 

process within the Romanian Orthodox Church in the contemporary urban context, a series 

of semi-structured interviews was conducted with experts active in this field who are well 

acquainted with the realities, challenges, and difficulties faced by this socio-pastoral sector. 

1. The Delphi technique in this study was implemented in a single round of 

questions (questionnaire), a decision grounded methodologically, thematically and 

logistically, in accordance with qualitative research standards. Although the Delphi 

technique is traditionally associated with multiple successive rounds aimed at refining 

expert opinions and achieving consensus, the scholarly literature recognizes the scientific 

value of single-round applications, especially with a homogeneous participant group and a 
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well-defined topic (Hsu, C.; Sandford, B., 2007), as in the present research. The purpose 

was not to formulate a normative consensus – since in a homogeneous group such 

consensus could reasonably be expected – but rather to conduct an in-depth analysis of the 

theological and pastoral opinions, convictions, practices and experiences of experts in 

Orthodox urban pastoral counseling. From this perspective, the Delphi technique 

functioned as a participatory exploratory tool, complementary to the other instruments 

employed (documentary research, observation, individual interview), contributing to 

hypothesis validation through triangulation (Franklin, K.; Hart, J., 2007). Both the 

professional homogeneity of the experts and their level of expertise and familiarity with 

the subject facilitated pertinent and consistent responses from the first round (Skulmoski, 

G.; Hartman, F.; Krahn, J., 2007), rendering further iteration unnecessary. Thus, the use of 

a single round was not only appropriate but also advisable in the context of a homogeneous 

group of experts, a clearly defined topic, and a qualitative study with analytic and 

interpretive aims. The responses obtained provided valuable data, confirming the 

hypotheses and offering a solid foundation for the conclusions formulated in this thesis. 

The stages used in applying this method were as follows: 

❖ Methodological preparation, formulation, pretesting, and validation of the 

questionnaire, as well as sampling and expert selection, were conducted between 

January and May 2021. Administration of the interview (questionnaire) and data 

collection took place June-October 2021. 

❖ The questionnaire was developed in accordance with the three research hypotheses 

and comprised twelve open-ended questions, clearly formulated to guide expert 

reflection while allowing the free expression of opinions. The questionnaire was 

sent to participants via email and was self-administered; participation was 

voluntary and based on informed consent. 

❖ Protecting anonymity reduced social pressure and the risk of conformity to other 

participants, thereby supporting the validity of the data collected. It is well known 

that expert anonymity facilitates the free expression of opinions and prevents direct 

social influences or other “undesirable psychological effects” (Mitroff, I.; Turoff, 

M., 1975, 22). Accordingly, in the present research, measures were taken to ensure 

anonymity and freedom of expression throughout the study; information provided 

by participants was evaluated primarily on the basis of their expertise in pastoral 

counseling and academic training, rather than on personal identifying data (Rowe, 

G.; Wright, G., 1999). In addition, communication channels and data-collection 
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procedures were managed to protect participant confidentiality – e.g., through the 

use of electronic questionnaires – thus preventing social or hierarchical influences 

that could have affected the sincerity of responses (McKenna, H., 1994). 

❖ Another important stage was the sampling and selection of experts 

- only specialists with university and postgraduate studies in Orthodox Theology 

and a minimum of five years’ experience in pastoral counseling, all active 

within institutions of the Romanian Orthodox Church, were selected. Therefore, 

a nonprobability purposive sample consisting exclusively of experts was used, 

as recommended by authors such as Skulmoski, Hartman and Krahn; 

- the total number of experts contacted to participate in the study was 50, namely 

five experts from each of the ten metropolis of the Romanian Patriarchate (six 

metropolis in Romania and four abroad). This approach aimed to obtain 

contextual diversity and geographical representativeness across Romanian 

Orthodoxy and to facilitate expert contributions from different urban 

environments, reflecting both consensus on the studied issue and the complexity 

and diversity of Orthodox pastoral counselling. Of the 50 experts contacted, 27 

initially agreed to participate and 21 ultimately completed the study; 

- of those, 15 out of 21 (71%) carry out their activity in cities in Romania 

(Bucharest, Iași, Cluj, Craiova, Brașov, Bacău, Arad, Târgoviște), while 6 out 

of 21 (29%) serve in cities abroad (New York, London, Rome, Montreal, 

Stockholm, Chișinău); 

- regarding age distribution: 2 participants were between 30 and 40 years old 

(10%), 15 participants between 40 and 65 years old (71%) and 4 participants 

were over 65 years old (19%); 

- all 21 participants possess a high level of academic training: 17 out of 21 (81%) 

hold a PhD in Theology and 4 out of 21 (19%) are doctoral candidates in 

Orthodox Theology. They also have extensive clerical experience and 

experience in urban pastoral counselling. Additionally, 12 out of 21 participants 

(over 50%) are university faculty members who teach Theology courses at 

theological faculties in Romania or abroad; 

- an important criterion for classifying respondents within the sample concerns 

the capacity in which they carry out pastoral counseling. All 21 respondents are 

clerics of the Romanian Orthodox Church, but with different pastoral-

missionary responsibilities: 4/21 (19%) are bishops/hierarchs, 4/21 (19%) are 
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monastic priests (hieromonks), and 13/21 (62%) are married parish priests. This 

distribution is expected to yield a variety of approaches and responses regarding 

Orthodox pastoral counseling. The higher proportion of married priests (62%) 

relative to the other two groups is fully justified, since their total number within 

the Romanian Orthodox Church is significantly larger than that of the other 

categories. 

❖ Following sampling and expert selection, the research was deepened by 

administering the semi-structured interview and then analyzing the principal 

discussion themes that emerged from responses to the twelve questionnaire items. 

Given its specific features relative to other methods used in social research (Day, J.; 

Bobeva, M., 2005), the Delphi technique enabled experts to speak from direct 

experience (Sowell, R., 2000) in their pastoral and/or academic activity, thereby 

identifying concrete, salient aspects of Orthodox pastoral counseling in the urban 

environment. 

❖ A concise analysis is presented of the principal themes that emerged from the 

responses of the 21 experts to the 12 questionnaire questions (reproduced in 

Appendix 5). These themes also appear in the list of semantic categories produced 

during qualitative coding. For this analysis, the most relevant responses were 

selected, with the understanding that this line of inquiry will be developed in future 

research. 

In conclusion, this method facilitated an in-depth exploration of the sociological-

theological dimensions of the role, foundations, and adaptability of pastoral counseling in 

the contemporary urban context, and it enabled the testing and validation of the hypotheses 

H1-H3 by assessing expert perceptions of the phenomenon under investigation. The 

responses of the 21 experts unequivocally confirmed the three research hypotheses, 

revealing solid consensus on three essential points: - the important role of pastoral 

counseling in the mission of the Orthodox Church within contemporary society; - the 

necessity of preserving fidelity to the Orthodox Christian Tradition (i.e. the scriptural and 

patristic foundations of pastoral counseling); - the need to adapt pastoral counseling to 

current urban socio-spiritual realities, with great prudence and spiritual discernment, while 

maintaining emphasis on the teachings of the Holy Fathers. From all responses, arguments, 

and proposed solutions, the following essential aspects stand out: - pastoral counseling is 

perceived as a natural and indispensable extension of the Church’s missionary work in 

society; - pastoral counseling is a sacramental, healing, and salvific work, insofar as it 
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harmoniously unites its therapeutic dimension with fidelity to Holy Scripture and the 

Church’s patristic Tradition; - the teachings of the Holy Fathers, though formulated in 

diverse historical, social, religious, and cultural contexts, retain enduring importance and 

contemporary relevance, thereby contributing decisively to the theological authenticity of 

pastoral counseling and to the effectiveness of the Orthodox Church’s mission in 

contemporary urban society; - Orthodox pastoral counseling fundamentally differs from 

secular modes of counseling in its eschatological aims, its spiritual resources and its 

integrative theological anthropology. Its nature is radically distinct from secular therapies 

and is more effective when the counseled person’s problems are primarily spiritual. 

Additionally, when spiritual problems also include a pathological component, pastoral 

counseling may – with great prudence and discernment – be complemented by established 

secular modalities (medical psychotherapy and psychological counseling), only insofar as 

these do not contradict Orthodox Christian Tradition; - interdisciplinary collaborations can 

be useful only when subject to theological rigor and clear spiritual discernment, since 

pastoral counseling is not merely a therapeutic option but a grace-filled ministry oriented 

toward salvation, accomplished through the Church’s liturgical and sacramental life. 

Absent this criterion, pastoral counseling risks becoming deficient and losing its salvation 

dimension. 

Therefore, following the analysis of the results of the qualitative interview (Delphi 

type), the essential conclusion would be that urban Orthodox counseling maintains its 

relevance only if it is anchored in a living and coherent scriptural and patristic theology, 

updated and adapted to the present with great caution and discernment. 

2. Individual unstructured interview.  This method was selected to investigate in 

depth the dynamics of Orthodox pastoral counseling in the contemporary urban context 

and to understand how the principles of pastoral counseling can be applied in practice to 

real-life cases (McCracken, 1988; Kvale, 1996). In the context of pastoral counseling, the 

individual unstructured interview is regarded by specialists as one of the most appropriate 

methods for achieving a nuanced understanding of the spiritual dimension and of complex 

personal trajectories (McCracken, 1988; Chase, 2003), as it allows observation of the 

concrete applicability of spiritual principles grounded in Scripture and the patristic 

tradition in direct encounter with the sufferings, searches, and trials of the contemporary 

urban individual. 

The individual qualitative interview was organized into 12 weekly sessions, the 

primary aim being the pastoral counseling of the interviewee. All 12 sessions, each lasting 
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approximately two hours, were conducted between October 2021 and February 2022, in 

full compliance with the public health regulations in effect during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The interview proper (the counseling process) focused on understanding the 

counselee’s inner struggles and concerns and on identifying beneficial spiritual solutions, 

using scriptural references and, in particular, patristic references – remedies specifically 

recommended by the Holy Fathers. For clearer interpretation of the information generated 

by this interview, the notes taken during the counseling sessions were grouped by the main 

topics (problems) discussed and are summarized in the thesis. 

The results emerging from this case study, analyzed on the basis of the individual 

interview, further demonstrate and reinforce that effective pastoral guidance cannot be 

conceived apart from the teaching of the Holy Fathers. Alongside patristic teachings – 

translated into contemporary, accessible language for the counselee while preserving their 

depth and authenticity – the scriptural word also played a decisive, transformative role in 

the act of pastoral counseling. Biblical references served as constant points of support 

throughout all 12 sessions, contributing decisively to a correct Orthodox Christian 

understanding of trauma and existential meaning. Both the scriptural and the selected 

patristic references (presented in Appendix 6) informed the orientation of all counseling 

sessions, in which essential spiritual themes were addressed (e.g. human freedom, sin, 

illness, repentance, death, eternal life, communion with God), interpreted exclusively in the 

light of the Tradition of the Orthodox Church. The spiritual counsels of the Holy Fathers 

(e.g. St. John Chrysostom, St. Basil the Great, St. Maximus the Confessor) were not 

merely cited but adapted, explained and applied in a personalized manner, according to the 

interviewee’s situation and the topics he proposed for discussion. These counsels 

functioned as genuine “therapeutic guides” for orienting the counselee in a process of 

correction and spiritual healing, offering an authentically Orthodox Christian 

anthropological and soteriological perspective on sin, suffering, illness, death etc. 

Accordingly, the individual unstructured interview, employed not only as a research 

instrument but also as a living pastoral-missionary reality, confirms the relevance of the 

Holy Fathers’ teaching amid the challenges of contemporary urban society, demonstrates 

the major formative, corrective, and therapeutic spiritual potential of pastoral counseling 

for the counselee, and, through its integration into the overall research design, contributes 

to validating the hypotheses and formulating the thesis’s general conclusions. 

An additional important aspect of this research concerns the selection of patristic 

texts relevant to the project. Since the writings of the Holy Fathers are rooted in Holy 
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Scripture, a primary selection criterion was their scriptural reference. A second criterion 

involved choosing patristic texts whose primary purpose is the interpretation of Holy 

Scripture. A further effective approach was to focus on those patristic texts that clarify the 

issues highlighted by the information collected during the research process. By 

synthesizing the most significant patristic contributions relevant to pastoral counseling, this 

thesis constitutes a necessary and useful informational and educational resource both for 

those directly involved – such as pastoral counselors (theologians, priests, spiritual 

fathers/confessors) – and for all who wish to engage in this process of socio-spiritual 

formation or to benefit from the indisputable value of the Holy Fathers’ pastoral 

counseling. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND ETHICAL ASPECTS OF THE RESEARCH 

The limitations of this research arise from its exploratory nature and the qualitative 

approach adopted. They relate chiefly to the scarcity of integrated bibliographic references 

on the pastoral counseling process, the small number of specialized studies addressing this 

topic, methodological and sampling factors, and contextual constraints (e.g. restrictions 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, during which part of the research was conducted), as well 

as the impossibility, on ethical and institutional grounds, of using institutional data for the 

study’s conclusions, alongside human and institutional constraints. 

As noted earlier, a central role in this scientific endeavor was played by the Delphi-

type interview, complemented by the unstructured individual interview. The Delphi 

technique is recognized for its capacity to generate expert consensus through iteration and 

reflexivity and for reducing hierarchical influences via anonymity – an essential and non-

negotiable feature of Delphi studies (Green, 2014). However, its use during the COVID-19 

pandemic entailed certain limitations: the lack of direct interaction with participants, which 

in some cases affected terminological and interpretive clarity (particularly with respect to 

sensitive or ambiguous theological or pastoral concepts); the impossibility of tracking 

respondents’ self-reflection processes and clarifying certain responses in real time; 

although anonymity reduced the risk of social conformity and encouraged sincerity 

(Keeney, 2011; Rowe; Wright, 1999), it also limited the possibility of correlating 

professional prestige with the theological or pastoral consistency of responses; the 

geographically dispersed distribution of participants prevented synchronous meetings; and 

the exclusively urban background of the experts limits the applicability of conclusions to 

other contexts (e.g. rural or monastic settings) where the dynamics of pastoral counseling 
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may differ etc. Accordingly, the conclusions were formulated and interpreted within the 

specific context of these limitations and are not claimed to be universally applicable to all 

forms of pastoral counseling or to all confessional traditions (cf. Gallagher; Newton, 

2009). 

Given that research in the social and human sciences requires strict adherence to 

ethical standards, these requirements were fully implemented in the present study to 

prevent negative consequences. The principles guiding all stages of the research and the 

drafting of this thesis were, in particular, those set forth in the Code of Ethics and 

Deontology of the Romanian Academy, including the regulations of the School of 

Advanced Studies of the Romanian Academy (SCOSAAR), the Research Institute for 

Quality of Life (ICCV), and the Institute of Sociology (INSOC). In addition to national 

legislation, the research was conducted in accordance with the European regulatory 

framework concerning human rights, copyright, personal data protection, the regulations of 

bodies authorized to monitor compliance with research ethics and the statutes of the 

professional categories involved in the research. The processing of personal data complied 

with Law No. 363/2018 on the protection of individuals with regard to the processing and 

free movement of personal data, adopted by the Parliament of Romania. From this 

perspective, the ethical and legal risks were minimal relative to the benefits brought by 

scientific research in the field of pastoral counseling.  

The research was conducted so as to yield results in the scientific domain that could 

not be obtained by other methods (Sandu, 2018). It should also be noted that the project for 

this thesis was submitted for review within the Ethics in Scientific Research and 

Intellectual Property course – a mandatory requirement of the doctoral program – and 

received a favorable assessment from the examining committee with respect to the 

scientific methodology employed. 

 

GENERAL CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF RESEARCH 

The final conclusions and recommendations regarding future research directions 

were formulated following a rigorous analysis of the theoretical and practical foundations 

of Orthodox pastoral counseling in the contemporary urban context, corroborated by a 

critical interpretation of the empirical data obtained through the research methods 

employed. The present thesis sought to clarify and identify the specific features of the 

Orthodox Church’s activity in the spiritual and social care of the community from a dual 

theological and sociological perspective, while also outlining a model of Orthodox pastoral 
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counseling as a particular form of socio-spiritual action characteristic of Orthodoxy. At the 

same time, the study aimed to redirect the attention of pastoral counselors (priests, spiritual 

fathers/confessors, theologians) influenced by sources other than those of the Orthodox 

Church toward the counseling methods of the Holy Fathers and, not least, to restore a clear 

identity and rightful place for pastoral counseling within society. 

The coordinates of the pastoral counseling model – as a particular expression of 

socio-spiritual action grounded in the faith of the Orthodox Christian tradition – were 

identified through the analysis of primary documents (scriptural texts and patristic 

writings) and secondary documents (analytical works, specialized studies, scholarly 

articles), as well as through direct observation. These formed the foundation of the 

qualitative interview-based research (semi-structured expert interviews – Delphi type – and 

an unstructured individual interview), leading both to coherent, convergent, and deeply 

nuanced findings and to the fulfillment of the thesis’s fundamental objective. 

In other words, the mixed research design adopted in this thesis entailed rigorous 

qualitative analysis based on documentation and document analysis, direct observation, 

and sociological interview, which enabled methodological triangulation as a strategy for 

validating data related to the subject under study (Cojocaru, D., 2004), “a desideratum that 

should be pursued in all research in the social and human sciences” (Janesick, V., 2006). 

The information accumulated through these qualitative data-collection methods was 

subsequently analyzed and the results were used to test the hypotheses, support the 

author’s interpretations and formulate and substantiate conclusions from multiple 

independent sources, thereby strengthening the study’s validity (Denzin, N.; Lincoln, Y., 

2018). For the most part, the results highlighted significant aspects of the issues addressed, 

bringing to the forefront the importance and necessity of the Church’s involvement in the 

spiritual and social care of urban Orthodox Christian communities through pastoral 

counseling. 

Given that all three research hypotheses were confirmed, the main objectives 

proposed and assumed were achieved. Both theoretically and empirically, the research 

underscored the essential role of pastoral counseling as a sacramental act in the Church’s 

work in society. Furthermore, the findings clearly demonstrated that the Church’s teaching 

is indispensable to this process and that the difference between Orthodox pastoral 

counseling and secular counseling (psychological or psychotherapeutic) is not merely 

operational, but also anthropological and eschatological –evident in its ultimate aim, the 

spiritual resources it employs, and its liturgical and communal dimension. 
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It was also emphasized that maintaining focus on the importance and contemporary 

relevance of the teachings of the Holy Fathers is necessary to safeguard the theological 

authenticity of pastoral counseling. Moreover, a form of “social theology”, contextualized 

to the contemporary urban pastoral environment, was outlined to strengthen the 

relationship between Church and society and to provide pastoral counselors with a clear 

doctrinal identity for an effective and coherent mission. 

By fully capitalizing on the study’s theoretical foundations and empirical results—

which led to the fulfillment of all proposed objectives, this thesis contributes both to 

restoring the rightful place of Orthodox (patristic) pastoral counseling among the 

theological disciplines and to preserving, deepening and consolidating it as a fundamental 

field of the Church’s mission in contemporary urban society. 

Against a backdrop of insufficiently developed scholarship on urban pastoral 

counseling and a socio-spiritual climate increasingly influenced by secularization, 

materialism and moral relativism, the need to update, deepen and consolidate this field is 

urgent – conceptually, methodologically, and practically. Accordingly, the data collected in 

this study, complemented by additional variables, may support important future research 

directions, such as: - recourse to mixed-methods designs, integrating quantitative 

techniques (standardized questionnaires, scales assessing spiritual and sociopsychological 

impact, indicators of pastoral effectiveness, etc.) to complement current qualitative data 

and provide a more complex and comparable picture of the phenomenon, thereby 

increasing scientific rigor, strengthening validity, and contributing to replicable models of 

spiritual intervention across social and religious contexts; - expanding the analysis to a 

larger sample of experts and beneficiaries of pastoral counseling and organizing focus 

groups to broaden the range of perspectives; - including clergy, monastics, and Orthodox 

theologians with less than 5 years’ experience in pastoral counseling, which could yield 

additional relevant insights; - widening geographic representativeness (at the level of 

dioceses and deaneries in Romania and abroad); - revising and improving theological 

education programs and professional formation (clerical and pastoral counseling) to 

respond more effectively to the complex needs of urban faithful; - introducing courses in 

Patristic pastoral counseling in theological seminaries and Orthodox faculties in Romania 

and within the Romanian diaspora; - producing and publishing current studies and articles 

in the field of pastoral counseling in specialized newspapers and journals (e.g. Lumina 

Newspaper; central Church journals and periodicals such as Romanian Orthodox Church 

Review, the Official Buletin of the Patriarchate of Romania, Ortodoxia Review etc.), 
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including online venues; - preparing and presenting academic papers at relevant scholarly 

events, with subsequent dissemination in specialized publications, in print or online; - 

conducting detailed analyses of outcomes from interdisciplinary collaborations integrated 

into the pastoral counseling process; - studying pastoral counseling in relation to other 

confessional traditions, to highlight more clearly the distinctive characteristics of the 

Orthodox Christian model. 

These proposed avenues for development and research advance an integrative and 

balanced theological-sociological vision in which Orthodox pastoral counseling can, on the 

one hand, prudently update its methods and strengthen its scientific grounding and, on the 

other, remain faithful to the Holy Tradition of the Church – thus preserving its spiritual 

authenticity and its sacramental, healing, and salvific mission – while responding more 

effectively to the socio-spiritual challenges of the contemporary urban world. 

In conclusion, this thesis aims to serve as a starting point for further academic 

research involving interdisciplinary collaboration with specialists interested in this topic, 

thereby contributing to the deepening and consolidation of pastoral counseling as                

a fundamental domain of the Orthodox Church’s mission in society, particularly within the 

contemporary urban environment, marked by complex socio-spiritual dynamics and 

multiple identity-related challenges. 
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