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INTRODUCTION

The Crisis of Care

Something is wrong in the way the church cares for people — not for lack of sincerity. Most pastors who

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

The problem is not compassion. The problem is anthropology.

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

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

PART One - A THEOLOGY OF THE HUMAN PERSON

What a human being is

Imago Dei — the foundation we keep forgetting

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

Embodied souls — physiology is not secular

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

Formation, not fixing

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

KEY TAKEAWAY

The way we care for people reveals what we believe about what a human being is. Every care practice is an
anthropology, whether or not anyone has ever said it out loud.
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PART Two - THE FRAMEWORK

See. Assess. Form. Equip.

S.A.F.E. is not a technique. It is a structured expression of the theology above — a way of

organizing pastoral attentiveness that keeps the whole human person in view.

S A

SEE ASSESS

Perceive the person before the Discern what a person carries

problem. — and what formation needs.
See

Recover dignity before correction.

F

FORM

Build environments where

change becomes possible.

E

EQUIP

Restore agency; send people
into life and mission.

THEOLOGICAL AN mago Dei demands that we perceive the person before we assess the problem. Seeing is an act of
theological attention; people cannot receive correction from someone they do not feel seen by.

CHOR

PSYCHOLOGICAL I Being genuinely witnessed activates the relational circuitry that makes growth possible. Feeling

NSIGHT

unseen activates self-protection — resistance, shutdown, or compliance without transformation.

IN PRACTICE Before you interpret, ask. Before you advise, reflect back. “Tell me more about what that has been
like for you.” That is not a therapeutic delay. That is theology in action.

PASTORAL EXAM A man comes in struggling with anger at home. The under-resourced response moves straight to
conviction and homework. The S.A.F.E. response begins with See — what is his life actually like,
and what is he carrying that no one has asked about?

PLE
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A Assess
Discern regulation before assigning moral meaning.

THEOLOGICAL AN
CHOR

PSYCHOLOGICAL |
NSIGHT

IN PRACTICE

PASTORAL EXAM
PLE

F Form

Discernment is one of the most theologically serious activities in pastoral ministry. The tradition has
always distinguished between kinds of suffering and kinds of need. Assessment is careful wisdom,
not clinical detachment.

Not every distress signal is a spiritual problem. Some of what presents as defiance, apathy, or
instability is a nervous system under load. Assigning moral meaning to dysregulation teaches
people to be ashamed of their bodies.

Ask: is this person regulated enough to engage with what | want to offer? Present, coherent, able to
reflect — or flooded, shut down, running on fumes? Sometimes the most faithful act is not a word
but a presence.

A woman in marital crisis arrives after another explosive argument, visibly dysregulated. Launching
into a conflict-resolution framework will not land. Assess first. Help her settle. Then, and only then,
does the framework become useful.

Shepherd through presence.

THEOLOGICAL AN
CHOR

PSYCHOLOGICAL |
NSIGHT

IN PRACTICE

PASTORAL EXAM
PLE

Formation is relational before it is instructional. The Good Shepherd does not manage the sheep
from a distance — he goes ahead, he leads, his presence is the resource. Pastoral formation is
participation before prescription.

The quality of the relationship is the primary mechanism of change — more predictive than any
specific technique. This does not minimize what pastors offer; it clarifies the conditions under which
it can be received.

Formation happens through sustained, regulated, trustworthy presence. It means following up,
remembering what was shared, being the kind of person someone can be honest with because
honesty has not cost them before.

A young man cycling through shame comes for the fourth time; nothing has shifted. Form asks a
different question — not what does he need to know, but what does he need to experience over
time? A relationship in which the struggle does not end the relationship.
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E Equip

Empower wisely or escalate humbly.

THEOLOGICAL AN  The goal of pastoral care is not dependency on the pastor — it is maturity in the person, “attaining

CHOR

to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.” Equipping is the posture of someone who believes
the person has a future.

PSYCHOLOGICAL I Equipping requires readiness. Resources offered before a person is regulated and relationally

NSIGHT . . .
resourced rarely take root. Equipping also includes knowing when to refer — when the need
exceeds the pastoral lane.

INNPRACTICE Equip with tools, language, practices, and community. Hold referral as an act of care, not failure. “I

think you need more support than | can offer, and here is someone | trust,” is one of the most
faithful things a pastor can say.

PASTORAL EXAM A grieving widow, stable and self-reflective after six months, is ready to re-engage with life. Equip
PLE . . . . . . .
looks like co-creating a grief practice, connecting her with others who have navigated loss, and
gently releasing her toward her own agency.

APPLYING S.A.F.E. IN REAL MINISTRY

Case study: Marcus

A composite, constructed from patterns common across many churches. No one in it is real.

Marcus is a 34-year-old small group leader whose wife has asked him to speak with the pastor. She says
he has become emotionally unavailable, short-tempered, and disengaged. Marcus arrives defensive —
agreeing to the meeting, but clearly reluctant.

COMMON MISTAKE

Without S.A.F.E. — The pastor moves quickly toward accountability: passages on servant leadership, a
devotional, a follow-up in two weeks. Marcus agrees, leaves, and does not return.

See

Before addressing the marriage, the pastor asks Marcus about his own life. “How are you actually doing?”
Beneath the defensiveness, Marcus is exhausted. His father is ill. Work is unstable. He has not slept well in
months.

Assess

The pastor recognizes Marcus is not defiant — he is depleted. The emotional unavailability is not a
character flaw; it is @ man running on empty. Moral correction here would only add weight to a collapsing
structure.

Form
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The pastor commits to meeting monthly — not to monitor, but to accompany. “I am not here to manage you.
I am here to walk with you.” That relationship becomes the ground for Marcus to name what is happening in
him.

Equip

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

Something shifted — not because Marcus received better
information, but because someone finally saw him.

What the framework changed

Nothing in the S.A.F.E. response was softer. The pastor still addressed the marriage, still named what was
happening, still asked something of Marcus. What changed was the order. Correction was not withheld — it
was sequenced behind recognition, so that when it came, there was a person there to receive it rather than
a man defending himself.

That is the whole claim. Not a gentler gospel. The same gospel, offered to someone who can actually hear
it.

DISCUSS WITH YOUR TEAM

Take a real situation from the last six months where someone left and did not come back. Walk it through the
four movements. Which one did you skip?

Most churches discover they skipped Assess — and that everything downstream was aimed at a problem the
person did not have.
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NEXT

The path from here

01 Understand the why
The Foundations guides — including this one.

02 Train your leaders
The Safe & Sound manuals, by role.

03 Build the system
The Playbook — the church-wide operating manual.

04 Sustain it
SafeOS — the platform that runs it.

DISCUSS WITH YOUR TEAM

Ready to go deeper? Safe & Sound — Soul Care is a five-part video series on what the soul is, how it breaks,
and how God restores it. Watch free at joinsafeandsound.com.

The safest place to tell the truth should be the church. We exist to help it become one.

joinsafeandsound.com
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