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Abstract 

Inculturation in pastoral care requires a paradigm shift within theological an-
thropology. In order to move from an individualistic approach to a more systemic 
approach, a pneumatological perspective on being human is proposed. Herme-
neutics in pastoral care implies an understanding of the interconnectedness of life 
issues. It is argued that such an approach links with African spirituality. In order 
to put theory (a theological anthropology) into practice, a social and cultural 
diagram for making a pastoral diagnosis is developed. It is imperative that such a 
model should take several existential dimensions and structural components into 
consideration. The application of this model to the practice of cross-cultural 
counselling should enhance the relevancy and efficiency of pastoral care. 

 

 

It is inevitable that a theological and pastoral approach to the theme of human 
dignity should meet the urgent need for a design of an anthropology for care and 
counselling. Immediately the following question surfaces: what is meant by hu-
man dignity in terms of a theological understanding of our being human? 

Our basic assumption in the design of an anthropology for pastoral care and coun-
selling is that, theologically speaking, one should opt for a pneumatological ap-
proach rather than for merely a christological approach. The reason for such a pre-
supposition is that a pneumatological model for a pastoral anthropology assesses 
human dignity in terms of the Biblical ethos as related to the so called fruits of the 
spirit. It also links with the spiritual Dimension of our being human. 
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The basic hypothesis I want to argue is that, unless a theological anthropology is 
linked to a hermeneutical and systemic approach, it runs into the danger of be-
coming isolated from important cultural and contextual issues. The danger in a 
theological anthropology is that it can become so identified with the very indi-
vidualistic paradigm of Western thinking that it runs into the danger of becoming 
irrelevant for a culture which thinks in terms of the interconnectedness of life. 
Thus the argument that a pneumatological approach broadens the vision of a theo-
logical anthropology and dovetails with a systemic approach. 

The article will be divided into the following main components: the need for an 
anthropology in pastoral care; a metaphorical and hermeneutical approach in a 
theology of pastoral care; the human person viewed as “pneuma”; the pastoral en-
counter and contextualisation/inculturation: the making of a social-cultural analy-
sis in pastoral care and counselling. 

 

The need for an anthropology in pastoral care 

It must be admitted that the concept “anthropology” and the notion of a “doctrine 
of persons” are, as such, foreign to Scripture. The latter deals with different per-
spectives on our being human. It does not unfold a systematic description of the 
nature of human beings. By “a pastoral anthropology” is not meant such a system-
atic description or theological theory.  Its purpose is to reflect on the significance 
of our relationship with God and its possible consequences for interpreting hu-
manity. 

 

Reasons for a pastoral anthropology 

It could be argued that the need for an anthropology in pastoral care stems from 
theodicy and the experience in pastoral ministry that exposure to suffering poses 
two main questions: “Who am I?” (What is meant by humanity and personal iden-
tity? What is the significance of our human life?); and: “Who is God?” (the ap-
propriateness of different God-images within different contexts and their signifi-
cance to our human misery). 

My argument will be that these two questions compel pastoral care to undertake a 
paradigm shift, moving from the traditional “soul care” to a much broader under-
taking: “faith care within the contextuality of life care.” Furthermore, these con-
tribute to what can be called a “hermeneutics of pastoral care.” Hermeneutics then 
refers to the understanding of different narratives and life stories within the exis-
tential reality of pain, suffering, anxiety, guilt and despair, as well as our human 
need for meaning, hope, liberation, care and compassion. Although the scope of 
pastoral care is much broader than the realm of suffering, suffering poignantly ex-
poses two important dimensions of our being: the dimension of identity (who am 
I?) and the transcendent dimension of our human existence (what is meant by 
human destiny, the ultimate concern and how do these concepts link with the con-
cept, “God”?). A hermeneutics of pastoral care is therefore engaged in the chal-
lenge to link the significance of human life to an understanding of God which en-
hances meaning in suffering. A pastoral anthropology should therefore try to meet 
the challenge of how to reflect on God while simultaneously contributing to a 
more just and caring human society. 
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However, it must be admitted that the interest for a theological anthropology has 
been caused by other factors too. In his book, Anthropologie in Theologischer 
Perspektive, W. Pannenberg points out that contemporary philosophical issues 
urge one to reflect on a theological anthropology.1 To be frank, postmodernity's 
quest for human identity within relativity, plurality, globalisation and a frag-
mented society, forces one to reflect anew on the issue of being human. 

According to Pannenberg the main reason for such a reflection is that Christian 
theology is engaged in the question regarding the salvation of human beings (“die 
Heilsfrage des Menschen”).2 Healing and wholeness is not only on the agenda of 
postmodernity. It is predominantly a question for the Christian faith. 

Furthermore, theological issues such as the notion of the suffering God (theologia 
crucis) and the incarnation, force pastoral theology to reflect on the meaning of 
human identity. Pannenberg identifies this motif (incarnation) as the main theo-
logical reason for reflection on the doctrine of persons.3  

The danger in a pastoral anthropology is to become so spellbound by our being 
human (the issue of personal identity) and the contemporary quest for justice and 
humanity (anthropocentrism) that the relationship with God becomes irrelevant. 
The danger is to become so psychological and contextualized that the notion of 
God is just a pious afterthought. To avoid this danger, the categories “pneuma” 
and “spiritual direction” should be introduced as an indication that our reflection 
tries to combine the quest for humanity and meaning with the problem of meta-
phorical and hermeneutical theology: the naming of God and the influence of 
God-images on our self-understanding, identity and Christian spirituality. 

Another danger in a design of a pastoral anthropology is that all attention is given 
to God, while our quest for identity and humanity is being ignored. One must ad-
mit that, although a Christian anthropology is theonomous, it should not become 
so God-centered that the danger of “theocentrism” lurks. A biblical approach is 
not there to “safeguard” God, but to disclose our human identity before God (co-
ram Deo). It should focus on the salvation of human beings in order to restore 
their humanity within the network of relationships as well as within the contextu-
ality of environmental issues. In this regard Hall's assertion is most helpful: “A 
religious Tradition whose very Theos is other-centered cannot be described ade-
quately as a theocentric tradition”.4 The God of the biblical faith is fundamentally 
creation-oriented (geocentric) and human-oriented (anthropocentric). “To the 
God-orientation of repentant humanity there corresponds a human-orientation of 
the gracious God.”5 

Another reason for a pastoral anthropology is the praxis of ministry. It is, to a cer-
tain extent, a functional reason. Pastoral ministry is not only about faith and God. 
It is indeed about the function of human relations within contexts. This is the rea-
son why our approach for a pastoral anthropology can be described as a “func-
tional anthropology”, i.e., an anthropology which does not solely focus on the na-
ture of human beings, but on their conduct and function as well. Furthermore, by 
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“ functional anthropology”  is meant the relevancy of the Christian faith with re-
gard to identity, maturity and burning existential issues such as anxiety, guilt and 
despair. 

 

Pastoral care as a theological discipline 

Pastoral care and pastoral theology are those disciplines within a practical theol-
ogy which are engaged with what traditionally has been called cura animarum – 
the care of souls. As part of practical theology, pastoral care deals with God's in-
volvement with our being human and our spiritual journey through life. Essen-
tially, it is engaged with the human search for meaning and our quest for signifi-
cance, purposefulness and humanity. 

As a theological discipline, pastoral care focuses on the meaning of such concepts 
as care, help and comfort from the perspective of the Christian faith. It deals with 
the process of communicating the Gospel and the encounter and discourse be-
tween God and persons. This encounter is based on the notion of stewardship and 
the covenantal partnership between God and human beings. 

In the past, pastoral care commuted between either a theological reduction (the 
basic anthropological problem is human sin – thus the need for redemption) or a 
psychological reduction (the basic anthropological problem is blocked, inner po-
tentialities - thus the need for self-realization). What had been understood by pas-
toral care was often more psychotherapy within a Christian context than spiritual 
direction or cura animarum. 

A bipolar approach in pastoral care is an attempt to work with the principle of 
mutuality and correlation. God and human beings, theology and psychology, pas-
toral care and the human sciences should, therefore, not operate separately, oppos-
ing one another, but in terms of a more integrative approach. Nevertheless, pas-
toral care should maintain its distinctive character, namely as cura animarum, i.e., 
the care for people's spiritual needs. Our assumption is that care is a theological 
issue and should be interpreted in terms of an eschatological perspective 6. 

By “ eschatology”  is not meant in the first place a doctrine regarding the tempo-
rary “ end”  of time and history. Eschatology is connected to the notion of salvation 
(Heil) and refers to the essential quality and status of our new being in Christ.7 An 
eschatological perspective interprets human beings in terms of the event of 
Christ's death and resurrection. It reckons with the new aeon. Recreation deter-
mines the direction and destination of creation. The implication of such an es-
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chatological approach in theology is that reality is assessed in terms of the already 
and not yet of God’s coming Kingdom. Grace defines the essence of our being 
and the character of humanity. Spiritual direction is then viewed as the outcome of 
a dynamic and vital hope which encompasses more than visual perception. It 
reckons with the transcendent dimension of the Christian faith, i.e., the faithful-
ness of God. 

 

A metaphorical and hermeneutical approach in a theology of 
pastoral care 

Because of the influence of metaphorical theology, pastoral care should be inter-
preted more and more in a hermeneutical paradigm than in a kerygmatic or homi-
letic paradigm. It becomes clear that the pastoral encounter is not merely about 
proclamation and admonition. Pastoral care is about communication, trying to es-
tablish a relationship of trust and empathy through listening skills. But, as a theo-
logical science, pastoral care is more than communication. At stake is the dis-
course of the Gospel and the narrative of salvation. Pastoral care should therefore 
maintain its theological character. In order to do this, a pastoral hermeneutics of 
care and counselling should deal with the naming of God and religious experi-
ences which refer to spirituality and the ultimate. 

A hermeneutics of pastoral care deals with the interpretation of the presence of 
God within human relationships and social contexts. It also tries to interpret exis-
tential issues from the perspective of the Christian faith. Central to a hermeneuti-
cal approach in pastoral care is dealing with different metaphors which reveal 
God's compassion and care. Hence the importance of Godimages and the interpre-
tation of experiences of faith. In short, a pastoral hermeneutics of care and coun-
selling is about religious experiences which give an indication of believers' per-
ception of God and their Interpretation of the significance of their existence; 
hence the quest for spirituality in a pastoral strategy for counselling. The outcome 
of such focus on spirituality should hopefully shed some new light on the very 
important issue of the interplay between a Christian faith and the current quest for 
human rights and humanity. 

Traditionally, the different functions of pastoral care have been described as: heal-
ing, sustaining, guiding, reconciliation and nurturing. Within the framework of a 
hermeneutics of pastoral care, a sixth one must be added: interpretation and diag-
nosis / assessment. Hence the challenge to a pastoral hermeneutics to deal with 
metaphors which portray God. Such a portrayal in pastoral theology must not be 
understood in terms of a dogmatic model (to systematize information about God 
in a rational way), but to understand God in relation to contextual issues and suf-
fering (to interpret crises and problematic/painful events with the aid of experi-
ences of faith which refer to God). 

When employing a metaphorical approach in pastoral theology, one should be 
aware of the underlying assumption that all reference to God is indirect. “ No 
words or phrases refer directly to God, for God-language can refer only through 
the detour of a description that probably belongs elsewhere.” 8 Metaphors refer to 
a non-literal, indirect and figurative way of speech without denying the reality and 
the ontological quality of that which they denote. 
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Hick makes a distinction between metaphorical and literal speech. The latter re-
fers to meaning in a lexicographical sense. “ Metaphorical”  is derived from the 
Greek metaphorein, to transfer. There is a transfer of meaning – the unknown is 
explained in terms of the known. One term is illuminated by attaching to it some 
of the associations of another, so that the metaphor is “ that trope, or figure of 
speech, in which we speak of one thing in terms suggestive of another.” 9 Hick fur-
ther argues that metaphors serve to promote communication and a sense of com-
munity. 

Theology may be defined in many ways. The most famous definition, without 
doubt, is that of Anselm of Canterbury: fides quaerens intellectum, faith seeking 
understanding. Within the current demand for dialogue and communication, the-
ology should be supplemented by the notion of: fides quaerens verbum, faith 
seeking ways of saying, or more precisely, ways of discoursing.10  

Theology needs both: understanding and communication. But then, understanding 
is not the intellectus of speculative rationality, but that understanding which en-
tails different experiences of God. Understanding is a process of contextual inter-
pretation, not of rational explanation. Theological and pastoral communication is 
more than merely interpreting and denoting messages. Pastoral communication 
entails communion, fellowship,11 i.e., that kind of communication where people 
can experience the presence of God as a space for intimacy and unconditional 
love. And that is exactly what spiritual direction in pastoral care is about. It fo-
cuses on our human disposition. But, by doing so, human behaviour and human 
acts become increasingly important. This is the reason for a third supplementa-
tion: theology is indeed practical and is seeking ways of “ appropriate doing.”  
Meaningful and just actions become important. Theology must therefore be sup-
plemented by the following formula: fides quaerens actum – faith seeking ways of 
right/just doing/action. 

A pastoral hermeneutics, as a theological discipline, could be defined in terms of 
Tracy's description of theology as “ the discipline that articulates mutually critical 
correlation between the meaning and truth of an interpretation of the Christian 
faith and the meaning and truth of an interpretation of the contemporary situa-
tion.” 12 Both practical and pastoral theology are involved in a communication 
process which should result in concrete and meaningful actions of faith (fides 
quaerens actum). The challenge to pastoral theology thus is to develop an anthro-
pological theory for human transformation and direction which reckons with exis-
tential contexts. It should also try to assess the existential value of God-images 
and deal with the interplay between God-images and our human self-under-
standing. 

The implication of our argument for designing a theological anthropology is that 
the naming of God in pastoral care is essentially an existential concern. Very aptly 
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Braaten remarks as follows: “ The question of God arises out of the human quest 
for meaning; it is, thus a structural dimension of human existence. Statements and 
symbols about God function to answer questions concerning the nature and des-
tiny of human existence.” 13 Pastoral theology is not a theology “ from above” , but 
a theology “ from below” . Braaten14 calls it the existential locus of God-language. 

Although being a sociologist, P. L. Berger pleaded in his now famous book, A 
Rumor of Angels,15 for that kind of awareness of transcendency which can con-
tribute to joyful play – the human being as humo ludens. “ In openness to the sig-
nals of transcendence the true proportions of our experience are rediscovered. 
This is the comic relief of redemption, it makes it possible for us to laugh and to 
play with a new fullness.” 16 

A pastoral hermeneutics which is concerned with spiritual direction is an attempt 
to rediscover “ signals of transcendence”  which create hope and joy on an extential 
level. This attempt should deal with the overall new theological agenda posed by 
postmodernity: “ …how can the Christian faith be made intelligible amid an 
emerging postmodern consciousness that, although driven by a thirst for both in-
dividual and cosmic wholeness, still affirms and extends such modem themes as 
evolutionary progress, future consciousness, and individual freedom?” 17 

The implication of a hermeneutical and relational model is that it deals with the 
notion of interconnectedness and the systemic nature of the human environment. 
“ It declares that in the Christian understanding the most significant thing to be 
said about being, is that it is integrated whole, interconnected, not fragmented, but 
delicately interrelated, ecological, relational.” 18 A relational model implies that 
being, in all its aspects and manifestations, is relational. This is what Hall calls 
“ the ontology of communion.” 19 This means that the meaning question is linked to 
the ontological assumption of the inter-relatedness - the integrity - of all that is. “ It 
means, further, that the ethic which emanates from this system of meaning is di-
rected toward the restoration of broken relationships. To state it once more in a 
single theorem: For the Tradition of Jerusalem being means being-with.” 20 An on-
tology of communion and an understanding of humanity as co-humanity should, 
therefore, inevitably result in what I want to call “ an anthropology of responsibil-
ity” : respondeo ergo sum. This notion of respondeo and the understanding of hu-
mans as being-with, compels us to develop a diagnostic model for making an 
analysis of our being human in terms of social and cultural issues. 
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The human person viewed as “pneuma” 

In the past the classic point of departure for a theological anthropology was al-
ways the notion: our creatureliness (creaturehood) and its connection to the con-
cept, “ the image of God.”  The latter should not be ignored. However, our starting 
point for a pastoral anthropology is the Old Testament’s notion of nefesh (spiritual 
life) and the Pauline expression, the human being as a spiritual being, pneuma. 
Pneuma then refers to our spiritual relationship with God and to the new being in 
Christ. Christian spirituality should, therefore, reflect the eschatological stance of 
human beings, i.e., our being recreated in the image of Christ and baptized in the 
Spirit. Pneuma refers to the transformation from “ death”  to “ life”  (resurrection) 
(Rom 6:4-21). We have been justified by faith (Rom 5: 1) and should now live a 
life guided by the Spirit of God. We have been saved in hope (Rom 8:24-25). 
Spiritual direction should thus explore the connection between hope and our being 
a “ spiritual person.”  

Pneuma is often used as an alternate term to imply human existence in terms of an 
inner dimension and an awareness of the ultimate. Paul accentuates the term 
pneuma when he links human existence to our new salvific condition in Christ 
and to the reality of resurrected life. This link between the human pneuma and the 
work of the Godly pneuma is prominent in Romans 8:16. Because of this connec-
tion between the human spirit and the work of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 1:22, 5:5; 
Rom 8:23), the non-believer cannot possess pneuma. Hence, the importance of 
Guthrie’s statement: “ In the Christian doctrine of man the central idea is not psy-
che but pneuma. In Paul’s exposition of it he modifies the Old Testament empha-
sis on nefesh (LXX: psyche) and switches to pneuma because he at once consid-
ered man from the viewpoint of his experience of Christ.” 21 

In the light of the previous argument, we can present the following thesis for the 
founding of a pastoral anthropology: as a result of the Christological basis of a 
person’s new being and the pneumatological interaction between God and the 
human spirit, the notion of a person as a pneumatic being should play a decisive 
role in a theological anthropology. The dimension of pneuma in the new person 
describes a total new condition and submission, transformation and focus upon 
God. Such a person is moved and motivated by God in a way that transforms the 
person's volition and thoughts and enables the person to experience new life each 
day. 

According to 1 Corinthians 2:11-12, God transforms the human pneuma to such 
an extent that people realize what God has given them through his grace.22 1 Co-
rinthians 2:15 thus speaks of a spiritual person who can judge life from the new 
spiritual perspective, that is, from the teachings of the Holy Spirit (v.13). These 
teachings correlate with those represented in Christ's Person and Spirit (v. 16). We 
may thus conclude that the human pneuma attains a new dimension through re-
birth. It describes a new focus on God, and a new submission to Him. This trans-
formation imparts new meaning to the human spirit. The pneumatic focus makes 
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humans dependent on the transcendental dimension of their Christian life; that is, 
on the eschatological salvific reality. Their lives in future will be qualitatively de-
termined by this salvific dimension. The Holy Spirit addresses people in their in-
ner being (soul). The new person's pneuma can thus be described as a point of 
connectedness or point of mediation for continual spiritual growth and the devel-
opment of Christian faith. As a result of the work of God's Spirit, an association 
emerges in the pneuma of the new person between the believer and Christ (the 
indwelling presence of God) (Gal 2:20). 

This pneumatological point of contact for an encounter between God and the hu-
man spirit is significant. It indicates that the continuity between the earthly and 
the eschatological life is not situated in inner psychic abilities, but only in the 
faithfulness of God and in his transforming actions through the renewing power of 
the Holy Spirit. The Spirit in our hearts acts as the security deposit and guarantee 
(2 Cor 1:22). 

A person whose life is qualified as “ spirit”  (pneuma) lives from the Godly qualifi-
cation of life, and has been transformed to be totally dependent on God's grace. 
This new person's dependence on God is emphasized by the pneumatic dimension 
of human existence. Barth calls this God-centered dimension of human life: 
pneuma; God’s impact upon his creation; God’s movement to people.23  

The human pneuma is thus the center of a Christian's understanding or personal-
ity. 

• On the one hand it labels the person as an individual, subject and con-
scious being, who is totally dependent on God. The pneuma constitutes 
and constructs the psuché as a religious and moral being with personal 
identity. The pneuma of the new person endows the psuché / sarx / soma 
with an eschatological identity: one now lives from God's grace and prom-
ises. Pneuma views the human being from an eschatological perspective, 
i.e., a person is understood in terms of his/her new being and status in 
Christ. 

• On the other hand it defines the human being as more than a mere individ-
ual. The eschatological perspective views a person in terms of a “ corporate 
personality” : the status of all believers in Christ as expressed in mutual fel-
lowship (koinonia). 

The burning question for our overhead topic is now the following: How can one 
transfer this theological perspective on our being human and the corporate dimen-
sion of life, into a practical model for making a pastoral diagnosis? 

 

The pastoral encounter and contextualization/inculturation : 

The making of a social-cultural analysis in pastoral care and 
counselling 

“ Encounter”  does not describe a relationship between a personal God and an iso-
lated individual. When seen in terms of the Gospel’s covenantal framework, “ en-
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counter”  implies a network of relationships, reciprocal interaction and associa-
tions. The pastoral encounter implies a system of “ inter-connectedness” . 

Graham, referring to Augsburger’s use of the term “ interpathy” , is convinced that 
a systems approach is important when pastoral care moves into a cross-cultural 
situation.24 “ Interpathy is an intentional cognitive envisioning and affective ex-
periencing of another’s thoughts and feelings, even though the thoughts rise from 
another process of knowing, the values grow from another frame of moral reason-
ing, and the feelings spring from another basis of assumptions.” 25 

Bosch also refers to the importance of the process of inculturation.26 Inculturation 
does not focus on accommodation or adaptation to a certain culture, but on a “ re-
gional or macro contextual and macrocultural manifestation.” 27 Inculturation im-
plies an inclusive, all embracing comprehensive approach.28 In a certain sense, 
inculturation aims at being a form of incarnation: “ the gospel being ‘en-fleshed’, 
‘embodied’ in a people and its culture…” 29 This process of inculturation implies 
further that different theologies and approaches enrich each other within a sys-
temic approach to the pastoral encounter. Bosch claims that we are not only in-
volved with inculturation (the contextual manifestation), but also with intercul-
turation (the interdependent relationship between different cultures for mutual en-
richment).30 In the light of the recent development of ethnopsychology, Hessel-
grave advocates that the area of missionary work needs to be re-thought in terms 
of “ enculturation”  and “ acculturation” , using what he calls a “ cross-cultural mis-
sionary psychology.” 31 In future, the pastoral encounter and diagnosis must take 
note of a systemic and cultural context. For instance, a systems approach would 
be important in a situation where group bonding (family, tribe) is a primary value. 

Graham, believes that a systems approach in the pastoral encounter implies a new 
way of thinking.32 He calls this “ systemic thinking”  which is a view about the uni-
verse, or a picture of reality, affirming that everything that exists is in an ongoing 
mutual relationship with every other reality. For Augsburger, a systemic perspec-
tive means an inclusive process of relationships and interactions: “ System is a 
structure in process; that is, a pattern of elements undergoing patterned events. 
The human person is a set of elements undergoing multiple processes in cyclical 
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patterns as a coherent system. Thus a system is a structure of elements related by 
various processes that are all interrelated and interdependent.” 33 

Two factors should be considered during the pastoral encounter in order to under-
stand human problems. Firstly, problems are embedded in cultural contexts in 
which attitudes, values, customs and rituals play an important role. Secondly, 
problems may correlate with the position and status which people adopt and hold 
within a certain network of relationships. Friedman draws attention to the fact that 
a systems approach focuses less on the content and more on the process: “ less on 
the cause-and-effect connections that link bits of information and more on the 
principles of organization that give data meanings.” 34 Systemic thinking means 
that the pastoral encounter not only takes note of the person and psychic composi-
tion, but notices especially of the position held by a person within a relationship. 
“ The components do not function according to their ‘nature’ but according to their 
position in the network.” 35 

Graham lists four characteristics of a systemic view of reality.36  

• It affirms that all elements of the universe are interconnected in an ongo-
ing reciprocal relationship with one another. 

• It affirms that reality is organized. The universe is an organized totality, of 
which the elements are interrelated. 

• It emphasizes homeostasis, or balance and self-maintenance. Balance is 
maintained by transactional processes such as communication, negotiation 
and boundary management. 

• It emphasizes creativity in context, or finite freedom. Although systems 
are self-maintaining, they are also self-transcending. 

In Graham’s terms, the implication of a systems approach is that a human being is 
a “ connective person.” 37 “ The self is not only a network of connections, it is an 
emerging reality eventuating from those ongoing connections.  By definition, the 
self is the qualitative and unique expression of the psyche, which emerges from 
reciprocal transactional processes within individuals and between individuals and 
their environments.” 38 

It would seem that a systems approach has implications for a pastoral anthropol-
ogy. During pastoral encounters, a person is approached as an open system, not as 
an isolated individual. “ The soul is both activity of synthesizing and creating ex-
perience, and the outcome of the process of synthesis and creation.” 39 

It is gradually becoming clear that the pastoral encounter and the making of a pas-
toral diagnosis involves both our spiritual and our existential life. It involves a 
complex network of relations which should be assessed contextually. The pastoral 
encounter is a contextual event within a systemic setting. 
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Cross-cultural Communication 

It is important that when the pastoral encounter is applied in a situation of cross-
cultural communication, it should be free from the unilateralisms of an “ individu-
alistic”  and “ private”  understanding of human problems.40 An example of a more 
holistic and systemic way of thinking is the African philosophy of life. For the 
African, life is a continuum of cosmic, social and personal events. When one 
breaks society's moral codes, the universal ties between oneself and the commu-
nity are also broken. This factor may be the main issue in a person's experience of 
suffering. It also brings a new dimension to recovery and cure. It is not the indi-
vidual who has to be cured: it is the broken ties and relationships that need to be 
healed. 

Ancestors play a decisive role within the African societal order and network of 
relationships. It is often stated, erroneously, that Africans worship their ancestors. 
This is not so. The latter are not gods, but are part of the systemic network of rela-
tionships. Ancestors are the protectors of life and of the community. “ Africans do 
believe strongly in the presence and influence of ancestors in daily life, so much 
so that they do things, often unconsciously, to reflect such a belief, but they do not 
worship them as gods.” 41 

Pastoral care should view an African primarily as a social being who is intimately 
linked to his/her environment. Systemic concepts have important anthropological 
implications. For example, personality is not a purely psychological concept. In 
Western psychology, personality usually refers to the self-structure of a person. It 
is part of the I-nucleus with its conscious and unconscious processes. Personality 
thus becomes an individual category which reflects the constant factor of typical 
behavior and personal characteristics. The human being is autonomous and inde-
pendent.42 

In contrast, within an African context, personality refers to a dynamic power and a 
vital energy which allow a person to come into contact with ancestors, God and 
society. For example, Berinyuu, refers to an Akan tribe who have their own 
unique view of a person. “ The ntroro spirit is the energy which links him/her to 
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the ancestral lineage.” 43  The human spirit is not regarded as an identifiable self, 
but as a personal consciousness of powers which is associated with the concept of 
“ destiny” . This destiny can be modified, so that one can adapt within circum-
stances and within a social context. 

The above facts shed more light upon Africans’ non-analytical approach to life. 
They do not practice Western-style introspection. Life, with its pain and problems, 
is accepted without questioning. This approach to life demands much patience and 
adaptability. As such, it differs vastly from a Western model. The West regards 
(clock) time and the manipulation of the environment as important. (This does not 
mean that African rhythm does not also manipulate and often abuse life and na-
ture.) The point to grasp is that, within an African model, time is an event and life 
is an interplay of powers. Life and personality possess dynamic energy within so-
cietal relationships. Myth and symbol, ritual and rhythm determine everyday life, 
and not structures, analyses and solutions.44 In terms of this view, a person can 
never be an isolated entity, but is embedded within social and other powers within 
which the individual has a role to play. A person's role in society determines iden-
tity. This is of greater importance than personal qualities and individual needs. 
Role fulfilment45 becomes more important than personal self-actualization. 

The previous outline of contextualization and inculturation makes it very clear 
that the assessment of Christian spirituality and the making of a pastoral diagnosis 
cannot be made without making a social and cultural analysis. A pastoral model 
for a theological anthropology should therefore always try to determine the inter-
play between cultural values and our human self-understanding. The cultural con-
text will determine contemporary views on being human. A good example of this 
is the individualism attached to the achievement ethics of postmodern materialism 
and capitalism. Another example to prove our argument is the previous brief 
sketch of an African view on life and the human being. 

The following diagram could help the pastor to refine his/her pastoral diagnosis. It 
functions as a guideline to pose different questions and to control whether the di-
agnosis deals with the immediate context and reality. It also tries to put a herme-
neutical and systemic approach to a pastoral and theological anthropology into 
practice. 

For clarity on the interplay between a social-cultural context and an understanding 
of our being human, the following structural components should be dealt with. In 
a cultural46 and social analysis, these structures shed light on vital questions which 
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should be posed in order to obtain a better profile of those factors which influence 
the process of making a pastoral and anthropological assessment. They are the fol-
lowing: 

a)  Existential questions within environmental settings. These questions embrace 
issues regarding the meaning of one's life. What are the driving forces and motiva-
tional factors behind people's behavior? What are the main objectives and how are 
they linked to major life issues and philosophical questions? What causes anxiety 
and what kind of suffering determines a person's outlook? These questions should 
try to probe painful events which shape current attitudes and important processes 
of decision-making. Existential questions should also try to obtain clarity regard-
ing the link between our human suffering and the destruction/pollution of our en-
vironment. 

b)  Belief systems. Questions should be asked in order to determine how a person, 
or a group of people, view the quest for the ultimate. The transcendental dimen-
sion refers to the important factor of spirituality and religiosity. Belief systems 
reveal the cultural background of God-images and refer to norms, values and cus-
toms which shape basic religious needs and expectations. They also give an indi-
cation of concepts used to express experiences of faith. 

c)  Societal and communal structures. An analysis should reveal those structures 
which determine social and communal behavior. Politics and economics play a 
crucial role in defining and determining the character of these structures. For ex-
ample: whether one deals with a democratic, communist, socialist, bureaucratic or 
autocratic system should be questioned. Are the economics oriented towards an 
open market system (free enterprise) or are they dominated and regulated by a na-
tionalistic or socialistic ideology? Other important factors are technological de-
velopment; the communication network; the education system and the legal sys-
tem. 

d)  Language and symbols. Communal stories should be investigated in order to 
come to grips with possible existing myths which shape attitudes and thinking. A 
narrative analysis and linguistics could be of great assistance in this regard. Sym-
bols in language and metaphorical expressions often reveal a culture’s “ inner 
soul”  and its influence on anthropology. 

e)  The dynamics of relationships. Another area is the important influence of mar-
riage and family structures on human behavior. For example, monogamy has a 
different influence on sexual values than polygamy. An important area which 
should be investigated, is that of sexuality (norms and values) and its influence on 
marriage structures, role fulfilment and family life. Whether one deals with an ex-
tended family system or a modem family unit (the private family), will determine 
the outcome of personal identity (interconnectedness versus privatization and in-
dividualization). 

f)  The existing ethos. Ethos refers to morals and basic attitudes regarding diverse 
life issues. A culture's dominating ethos influences anthropology because it re-
flects the values and norms which determine personal identity and self-image. The 
ethos deals with questions relating to what is right or wrong. It also mirrors the 
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influence of long-standing traditional values (the impact of Tradition on anthro-
pology). 

g)  Philosophy of life. The undergirding view of life, as expressed in different phi-
losophical models, should be determined: for example, whether one deals with a 
premodern, modern, or postmodem society. What is the existing approach to life: 
is it religious, rationalistic, scientific, socialistic or capitalistic? 

h)  Passages of life and rituals. Throughout the various stages of life, rituals occur 
which help people to pass through difficult phases. Rituals are embedded in cul-
tural views and indicate how a person or cultural group deals with important life 
issues such as birth, festivity, death and grief. 

 

 

Remark: The diagram should be used together with the various models for making 
an assessment of God-images and the character of religious experiences. The 
whole notion of understanding our being human and the processes of developing a 
mature faith and growth in spirituality must be interpreted within the components 
and structures of the above-mentioned diagram. It helps the pastor to gain a more 
realistic insight regarding the dynamics of spirituality and contextuality. The 
value of such a systemic approach to anthropology and spirituality is that it con-
tributes to developing a pastoral hermeneutics of care and counselling which op-
erates within systems and contexts rather than merely with isolated individuals 
and privatised religiosity. 
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Conclusion 

A theological anthropology for pastoral care and counselling should deal with a 
pneumatological perspective. The latter views our being human in terms of 
pneuma . 

Pneuma refers to a new state of being which connects humans with the intercon-
nectedness of life events. In order to cope with different situations and crises in 
life, a Christian understanding of being human is linked to the “ charismatic di-
mension”  of spirituality, i.e. the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5: 22-23). The fruit of the 
Spirit should be embodied and enfleshed within the systematic interrelatedness of 
human life. In a pastoral diagnosis a systemic approach should take cultural and 
social issues into consideration in order to enhance our human dignity. With hu-
man dignity is then meant the treatment of humans in terms of the most basic gift 
of the spirit: unconditional love in order to help humans to respond in a responsi-
ble manner (respondeo ergo sum) and to discover purposefulness. A purposeful 
life can be fostered in pastoral care on condition that a pastoral hermeneutics is 
exercised within the parameters of a social and cultural analysis. The latter helps 
pastoral care to become contextually relevant by putting theory (a pastoral anthro-
pology) into practice. 

 

 

 


