
Resourcing 
Our Elders

Area 5: 
Elder as Pastor
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Area 5: 
Elder as pastor

1. Pastoral care
The United Reformed Church manual states function three of the elders meeting 
as being:

“to ensure pastoral care of the congregation, in which the minister is joined by elders 
having particular responsibility for groups of members”.

This statement can be a source of great joy to some elders and put fear into 
others. This module will explore the real meaning of the statement and offer 
some thoughts and ideas to help the pastoral care of people to be the best that 
can be offered.

There is a difference between ensuring that pastoral care takes place and doing it. 
It is the former for which the elders’ meeting has collective responsibility, whilst 
the latter is a matter of appropriate strategy, agreed by both the elders’ meeting 
and church meeting. This does not necessarily mean that serving elders and the 
minister(s) are the only ones who exercise pastoral care within the agreed system.

Churches have become increasingly aware of the need for a wide range of gifts 
to be shared in the elders’ meeting in order to best represent the interests and 
needs of the local church. This will mean that some elders will be better suited 
to pastoral care and visiting whilst some will have their gifts lying elsewhere. 
However, by accepting the role of elder all of an eldership will be involved in the 
offering of pastoral care. All will benefit from taking time to ensure that pastoral 
skills and good practice are a natural part of the elders’ relationship to the church 
and its members and adherents. Good practice will ensure that pastoral care is 
offered in appropriate ways to children and young people and vulnerable adults, 
and that the care that is offered meets the standards that are expected of a 
congregation which seeks to be the body of Christ.

It is also important to remember that we live in a multicultural society and that 
churches are expected to be able to meet and welcome people from many 
different backgrounds, help them to find a home in the church and learn from 
them. It is therefore a good idea for elderships to make themselves familiar with 
the United Reformed Church resource The multicultural ministry toolkit5 and to 
talk to their Synod racial justice and multicultural advocate. Further information is 
available and the radical welcome facilitators’ toolkit is also helpful. 

ϱ� �ǀĂŝůĂďůĞ�ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ƚŚĞ�ZĂĐŝĂů�:ƵƐƟĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�DƵůƟͲ�ƵůƚƵƌĂů�DŝŶŝƐƚƌǇ�ŽĸĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�hŶŝƚĞĚ�
Reformed Church.
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2. Why is pastoral care important?
A healthy Christian community is a safe place of mutual care, where those within 
the body of Christ and those in the neighbourhood and world beyond feel valued, 
loved and respected. Such valuing contributes to individual well-being, which 
in turn builds stronger communities and is a witness to Christ. It is the church’s 
belief in this that places pastoral care at the heart of Christian communities.

In reality all people need to be cared for physically, emotionally and spiritually. At 
different times we are all called upon to both receive and offer care. Love is at the 
heart of the Christian faith. Love of God and love of each other was shown to us 
in Jesus Christ. The life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ shows us that God’s 
love and care of humanity is without limit. In turn God calls on us to show the 
same love, care and compassion to those with whom we live with or have contact. 
Two verses from scripture that reinforce this are:

“Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and loved, clothe yourselves with 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience”. Colossians 3:12

“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another as I have loved you. 
By this will all people know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one 
another”. John 13:34

Christian care goes beyond one group of people ministering to another (usually 
seen as practical help for the sick and needy). As good and important as this 
is, Christian caring should also be about empowerment, support, nurture and 
liberation for individuals and communities. It must not be paternalistic nor a 
means to meet needs within ourselves, but should be a genuine offering of 
ourselves to be channels of God’s grace.

'PS�SFèFDUJPO�BOE�EJTDVTTJPO�BU�BO�FMEFST�NFFUJOH
a) Take some time to read and reflect silently upon the hymn Brother, sister let

me serve you (Rejoice and Sing 474). This is a well-used, much loved hymn
in many congregations. It speaks about how we may offer and receive
pastoral care and of our expectations of it. After reflecting upon it take
time to discuss the implications for pastoral care in your setting.

b) You may find it helpful to debate the following statement:

“By caring for people the church mirrors the nature of God and plays out the
will of God for us. So the kind of care we o"er will tell people what kind of
God we follow.” 
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3. Pastoral care is “of God”
Love is the very nature of God. Hosea 11:1-4 shows the image of God as a 
compassionate and loving parent. In the New Testament, pastoral care is seen in 
the actions of Jesus and then expected to be seen in his followers. In John 13:34-35 
Jesus reminds us to love one another just as he has loved us. Indeed for Jesus 
pastoral care came before religious duties as we are reminded in a number of 
places. So John 5:1-18 has Jesus healing a man on the Sabbath, and in Luke 8:40-56 
he makes himself ritually unclean by healing a haemorrhaging woman. 

For discussion

What other stories from the Bible speak to you of Jesus’ way of offering 
empowering care?

Pastoral care can and does transform lives, often for all who are involved. Pastoral 
care is inseparable from mission as it always has the potential to be life changing. 
Pastoral care placed alongside word and sacraments displays the church as the 
body of Christ, equipped by Christ and behaving as Christ to each other and to  
the wider world. At its best pastoral care is one of the places where Christians 
learn who and what they are called to be, and thus what they need to do. It is for 
this reason that this area of the elders’ responsibilities always needs to be high on 
the agenda of the elders meeting.

The rest of this module will set out some thoughts on how to enhance our 
pastoral care and offer some resources to help do so.
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4. A Bible study to help in thinking
about how pastoral care is offered

Read John 4:1-30 which tells of the encounter that Jesus had with a woman at a 
well. Discuss your thoughts on the story. You may find the notes given below a 
helpful starting point.

Notes on the passage

This is a favourite Bible passage and one that offers us a model of pastoral care. 
It is significant that the story breaks all the accepted norms of the day and yet 
provides the opportunity for refreshment, encounter and relationship. The quality 
of the conversation and relationship means that the Samaritan woman sees Jesus 
for who he is. There is real dialogue as each seeks out what they can offer to, and 
receive from, the other. 

Jesus opens a conversation with a woman with whom he should have no contact 
according to the social customs and rules of that time. Not only a woman, she is a 
Samaritan, and one with low social standing due to having had five husbands and 
now being with a man who would not take her for his wife. She is someone with 
whom Jesus, as a Jew, should not even have been speaking let alone asking her to 
give him a drink. Yet it is through this initiative that the woman’s perceived views 
of the Jews are challenged and she comes to a point of asking, “have I just met 
the Christ?”(vs. 29)

There are four key points on relationship development that give us good 
principles of pastoral care.

a) In initiating a conversation, Jesus shows acceptance of the woman, within
the particular context and situation. He starts by receiving from her, in a
simple drink of water. He does not place any judgement upon her.

b) They identify, work through, and go beyond divisions that were
recognised between them.

c) Jesus shows great confidence in the woman. He believes in her even when
she does not believe in herself. In this atmosphere of acceptance she is
able to recognise her needs and Christ can speak into them.

d) The Samaritan woman then goes away energised by what she has seen
and heard – to tell others. She now becomes a missionary capable also of
being the pastoral carer. As we build Christian community so we are more
able to care for each other.

To discuss together

 • How does this story reinforce or change the way that as elders and as a
church we might offer pastoral care?

 • What are our expectations when we offer pastoral care? Do we see it as life
changing and missional both for the visitor and those being visited?
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5. Skilled listening
One of the most important aspects of being a pastoral carer is to be able to truly 
hear what somebody is saying to us. This includes being able to hear without 
bringing our own agenda to bear on how we respond. 

An exercise in listening

Break into pairs with one being the storyteller and one the listener. Ask the 
storyteller to speak for about three minutes on something that has been 
significant to them in the last few weeks whilst the listener remains totally  
silent. Then get the listener to repeat back to the storyteller as accurately as 
possible the story they have just heard. Then get people to reverse roles and 
repeat the exercise.

Gather people back together and discuss how the exercise felt. How easy or 
difficult was it, and what made it so?

Some thoughts on how we listen

It can be very hard for us to remain silent, as it is natural for us to want to share 
our point of view. It can also be difficult to listen attentively when not joining 
in the discussion. However, good listening is not the same as maintaining a 
conversation. It is a way of listening to others by letting them speak, to know that 
they have been heard, allowing them to explore their situation and to find their 
own answers to it. The listener enters into the situation of the other and is able 
to make appropriate prompts as they seek solutions. This skill is often known as 
‘empathic listening’. This can be quite a difficult thing to practice for people who 
want to have answers to questions and solutions for problems but it is important 
to develop the ability to listen in this way. It not only allows the listener to hear 
what the person is saying but also gives space and time to hear what God is 
saying through their words. Prayerful silence and careful consideration are part of 
the pastoral carer’s tools for the task. 

A prayer to share

Let there be love and understanding among us; 
let peace and friendship be our shelter from life’s storms 
and may we always hear the voice of the other person. 
Eternal God help us to walk with good companions 
so that we may live with hope in our hearts, 
love enough to share with others, 
and a desire to do your will. Amen
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6. Pastoral care and discipleship
The modern world is awash with thoughts and ideas about personal wellbeing 
and a widely held fascination with spirituality. We find all manner of spiritual 
issues discussed in magazines, with celebrities speaking about the ways in which 
they are searching for inner peace and well-being. Recent surveys have shown 
that people of faith are generally happier, more contented and live longer. 
Alongside this the big questions of life still remain. Why am I here? What is the 
meaning of life? Where is God in pain and suffering? How should we treat each 
other and our planet to protect the earth from destruction?

As pastoral care is offered and trust and friendship grow these deeper questions 
can often come into a conversation. The elder has now moved into the area 
of having a faith and discipleship discussion, which may be a source of either 
inspiration or dread, depending on the elder’s own confidence in asking the big 
questions. What follows is a case study and a Bible study to help the eldership to 
think further about responding to questions around discipleship

a) Case study

A young divorcee in our church often talks with me about her life story and about 
the many sad and in some cases tragic events that have happened in her life to 
date. Her faith is strong despite life being di$cult, both !nancially and in working 
long hours with two children to care and provide for. She has a very limited social 
life. She has many questions to ask when I visit about big issues such as “Why does 
God let bad things happen to good people?” and “Why is life not fair?”

For discussion:

 • As a visitor how comfortable do you feel about discussing matters of faith,
God and discipleship?

 • What would you feel you were offering in this situation and what would
you expect to receive from the encounter?

 • Are there elders who you would see as being particularly gifted to listen
and discuss faith matters? What gives them this ability?

 • Do you need to have other people you can call upon to help?
 • What could the eldership do to equip itself to discuss matters of faith and

discipleship with the necessary confidence?

Bible study

Read Luke 24 and reflect together on the reading. The following questions 
may help:

 • What is the situation the disciples are dealing with?
 • What/who do they turn to for guidance?
 • Would you expect to learn from a stranger?
 • What takes place so people can recognise Jesus?
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3FèFDUJPO�PO�UIF�QBTTBHF
There are several observations that can be noted from this familiar reading that 
are helpful for our understanding of pastoral care. 

The first is that the disciples are grappling with a real and deeply upsetting event 
that has happened to somebody close to them. Their hopes have been dashed 
and they are engaging with scripture to try and understand what has happened. 
There is a real sense of wrestling with scripture and truth.

Secondly the disciples engage in a conversation with a stranger with an 
expectation that they will learn something from him and allow themselves to have 
their understanding challenged by him. This leads to a meaningful conversation 
and to the o"er to share hospitality during which Jesus is recognised. 

The challenge for those involved in pastoral care is finding the ability to 
recognise Jesus in our conversations and visits and to find appropriate ways to 
articulate the truth of the Gospel. 
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7. Practical help for pastoral visitors
It is important to remember that a helpful visit and conversation does not depend 
on theological qualifications, or even being very articulate. Sometimes silence 
is truly what is needed. What matters is “being there” for the other person as a 
fellow seeker after truth and meaning. 

You may find the following advice helpful:

a) Ask “may I come” and do not outstay your welcome. State clearly that the
visits are on behalf of the church.

b) Work out with the person how regular the visits will be (do not take on
more than you can manage).

c) Be prepared to receive – even a cup of tea is a gift.

d) If you say you will do something, make sure you do it.

e) Keep things in confidence unless you have permission to share the
information.

f ) If somebody has a criticism of an individual or group encourage them to
speak for themselves rather than through you.

g) Phone calls or a note through the door can be a substitute for a visit, but
not all the time.

h) When appropriate an elder can invite people to come to their home.

i) For those who find the opening conversations difficult, taking the church
flowers or magazine can offer a good start.

j) If you feel the conversations are moving into areas you feel uncomfortable
with or beyond your understanding, ask permission to share this with
the pastoral leader/minister and have matters passed on to those with
expertise in the areas needed.

k) Synods offer training and information on safeguarding for children and
vulnerable adults, in addition to the denominational guidance online.
It is important to protect both visitors and those visited. Make sure that
you have seen and understood the information available when setting up
pastoral care systems.

l) Remember that you are a church visitor, not a social worker or state carer.
Do not offer levels of support that are not sustainable. If possible help the
person to access the support they need from elsewhere. Awareness of,
and adherence to, your boundaries and limits is important. An effective
pastoral care system will have someone to whom you can refer your
concerns so that you are not left to tackle difficult situations on your own.
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8. Further resources
Your synod is likely to be able to offer support for equipping elders and 
congregations in pastoral care. Contact your synod office to see what is available.

The United Reformed Church offers local courses for discipleship development 
through Training for Learning and Serving – Local Introductory Training Experiences 
(TLS-Lite). Materials for these can be purchased through the online store and 
there is a flyer on how to start a TLS-LITE group.

People who develop a deeper interest in pastoral care may want to undertake 
the one-year Gateways into pastoral care course which is part of  ‘TLS Classic’.   


