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I recently spoke to a group of pas-
tors gathered to encourage one 
another and find some direction 
as they face a changing ministry 

world since COVID hit. “It’s differ-
ent… really different and hard. Our 
church is slow to get back to pre-
COVID numbers. I don’t know if we 
will ever get back there,” a young pas-
tor shared with me. But what struck 
me even more was the pain, confu-
sion, and sorrow I saw in some of 
their eyes. Almost daily, I hear the 
private cries from those “whose feet 
are shod with the preparation of the 
Gospel” (Ephesians 6:15).

Have you ever been in a place 
where you felt you shouldn’t have 
been? A place where the people were 

of a different sort than you? I have. I 
remember speaking at a mission event 
in Charlotte, North Carolina, at Cal-
vary Church. I had been invited to do 
a brief talk and spend some private 
time ministering to those called to do 
the work of the ministry. The ones I 
talked to often sacrificed a great deal 
of time with their families for the 
sake of those they serve—those who 
typically live on a shoestring budget, 
who are the subject around Sunday 
meals for good and bad, and whose 
marriages and families are constantly 
under scrutiny. While being a pastor 
or ministry leader is a high calling, 
it brings considerable burden and 
responsibility. It was a lesson day 
for me, as I began to feel genuinely 

grieved hearing the stories from those 
who sacrificed way beyond me for the 
sake of the Gospel. And in a tense 
moment, I remember a man raising 
his hand, and in a gentle voice, say-
ing, “I guess, Tim, we just want to 
know that we matter.”

His comment stopped me in 
my tracks, and I felt my eyes begin 
to water. He had heard a thousand 
times about the applause of heaven 
and his reward. He understood that 
piece… but I can almost hear some-
one saying, “… and that should be 
enough,” as I write. However, he 
was simply saying that it would be 
good to hear once in a while, “That 
was a great play... what a hit... you’re 
making a difference... we see you!” 

« TIM CLINTON, ED.D. ,  LPC, LMFT, BCPCC from the heart

Leading and Bleeding
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Old-fashioned Barnabas coaching 
and encouragement.

That moment reminded me of my 
years as a pastor’s kid and the calling 
on my dad’s life. It took me back to a 
book I found in my dad’s study—an 
old Chuck Swindoll book with a few 
words dad underlined that brought 
tears to my eyes, “You’re not a 
nobody.” It was moving because dad 
loved being a pastor, preaching and 
caring for those in his flock for nearly 
60 years in primarily small, rural, 
country churches. While he did not 
have recognition on the world stage, 
to me he was a giant among men. 
What I saw and admired the most 
about him was his kindness; he was 
the kindest man I have ever met—a 
man of prayer and a dad who loved 
our mother. And I cherished the 
joy in his heart when others showed 
appreciation and encouragement—
those who supported him with gifts 
during the holidays so he could make 
days like Christmas special for his 
family. He received it all as though it 
was from the Lord.

However, I also remember some of 
the hits he took in ministry. It hurt 
my dad to be called a “hypocrite” 
because he let his daughters wear 
makeup… or when he took a position 
on an issue theologically that some 
did not agree with… or how he got 
turned down for an ask of $5 for gas 
money to do visitation. Sheep can be 
pretty difficult at times—okay, even 
nasty.

Over the years, God has placed 
me in situations to minister to those 
who serve as pastors and minis-
try leaders, and I have learned that 
it is one of the loneliest professions. 
These leaders tend to have few friends 

and confidants to whom they can 
turn for help, hope, and encourage-
ment—those with whom they can 
share personal challenges and issues. I 
remember a doctoral ministry class I 
was teaching a few years back, and we 
had locked down the room to have a 
candid discussion around this issue. 
The room was full of pastors from 
churches all over the country, vary-
ing in size. While discussing the need 
to have someone “to look and go to,” 
I was illustrating my point by stand-
ing by each student’s desk and asking 
if they had someone they could talk 
with other than their spouse. The first 
two responses were, “No one.” The 
setting grew a bit tense as I moved to 
the third desk. At that very moment, 
one pastor jumped up in the far cor-
ner of the room and shouted, “Why 
are you doing this? You know that 
if we share anything with others, we 
will be destroyed. They will use it 
against us!” After a few seconds of 
quietness, I responded, “And if you 
don’t, what happens?”

The bottom line is that God 
wired us for relationships, and we 
all need someone. Every Timothy 
needs a Paul, and every Paul needs a 
Timothy.

A Growing Concern
Do leaders struggle with personal 
issues? In their marriages? With their 
kids? Do they wrestle with sin? Make 
honest mistakes? Struggle in their 
daily walk with Christ? Have doubt? 
Drift into legalism? Liberalism? Do 
these leaders ever get to the point of 
wanting to quit their calling? Do they 
wrestle with confusion, anger, bit-
terness, and rage toward the Church 
or certain church members? Has the 

Church hurt them and their families? 
Have they been unjustly accused? Do 
they ever just give up on life? Unfor-
tunately, we see it every day.

Are some wolves dressed in sheep’s 
clothing—those who hurt and 
destroy the work and values of Christ 
in others… those who abuse and 
live in darkness? Do they need to be 
rooted out and called to accountabil-
ity? What about those who have been 
hurt and abused? We all know the 
answer. However, perhaps the bet-
ter question should be, “If so, how?” 
And what about healing and resto-
ration? What about those who have 
been unjustly accused, abused by the 
Church, or crushed by haters filled 
with their own pain who dish out 
their anger any way they can? It can 
be rather repulsive out there!

The Road Forward
I am grieved over some of what I see 
in modern-day Christianity toward 
pastors and other Christian leaders. 
Yes, I have heard about all the scan-
dals, allegations, and horror stories, 
and in no way am I trying to dimin-
ish the pain and trauma associated 
with egregious and sinful behav-
ior. 1 Peter 4:17 (ESV) is clear, “For 
it is time for judgment to begin at the 
household of God; and if it begins with 
us, what will be the outcome for those 
who do not obey the gospel of God?” 

Yet, a nightmare in modern-day 
Christianity is becoming the cleans-
ing movement in and of itself. A 
pastor recently told me, “There’s a 
clear desire for people to attack those 
with authority. Sad days.” It is com-
ing from all directions—anyone, at 
any time, true or not. It is like a rabid 
thirst for more red meat, scandal, 

Over the years, God has placed me in situations to minister to those who serve as pastors 
and ministry leaders, and I have learned that it is one of  the loneliest professions. 

These leaders tend to have few friends and confidants to whom they can turn for help, hope, 
and encouragement—those with whom they can share personal challenges and issues.
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tidbits, and, at times, is more about 
getting likes or followers on social 
media than following Matthew 18. 
There is almost a gloating of sorts to 
identify and expose more—the dox-
ing is unreal and obsessive. And there 
is danger in applying a broad-brush 
approach indicating that the whole 
is rotten to the core, not to mention 
their kids, families, and anything 
with which they are associated.

I say this carefully. Some are 
destroying the work and name of 
Christ in all this “righteous labor,” 
as well as themselves. Go back and 
look at some of the social media feeds 
of an organization or individual—it 
will tell you a lot about their godli-
ness. And it adds fuel to those who 
hate Christ and the Church. In some 
ways, I fear we are pushing lead-
ers (especially those who genuinely 
need help, hope, and encouragement) 
deeper into isolation and creating a 
greater fear of dealing with battles of 
discouragement, depression, sin, and 
more. What a mess!

Many Christian leaders fear that 
any exposure of weakness will even-
tually lead to being the subject of 
someone’s gossip line or social media 
feed. The Bible is filled with lots of 
brokenness, especially broken lead-
ers. It is also filled with beauty, such 
as Psalm 51 by David, stories like the 
prodigal son, or the Apostle Paul’s 
carefully written words in 2 Cor-
inthians 12:9 (NIV), “… My grace 
is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness. Therefore 
I will boast all the more gladly about 
my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power 
may rest on me.” That is why, for 
Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses, 
insults, hardships, persecutions, and 
difficulties.

When is God at His best? 
Some suggest that He is the best 
in moments like the one with Peter 
when he denied the Lord three times 
(Luke 22:58-62). Even after Peter 
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denied the Lord not once, not twice, 
but three times, Jesus offered grace, 
mercy, and forgiveness. Although 
Peter cold-heartedly turned his back 
on Jesus, the living Son of God, the 
One he walked and ate with, the 
Lord asked, “… Simon, son of Jonas, 
lovest thou me more than these?...” 
And a second time, “Simon, son of 
Jonas, lovest thou me?...” And again, 
a third time, “Simon, son of Jonas, 
lovest thou me?... He saith unto him, 
Feed my sheep” (John 21:15-17, KJV). 
Then came the tears, the healing, 
and the road forward. Thank God 
for His grace, mercy, forgiveness, and 
reconciliation!

The division in today’s world is 
horrific. We can, and need to, do 
better. Galatians 6:1 (ESV) is espe-
cially appropriate here, “Brothers, 
if anyone is caught in any transgres-
sion, you who are spiritual should 
restore him in a spirit of gentleness. 
Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be 
tempted.” Sure, there is plenty to dis-
cuss—from repentance and godly 
sorrow to restoration. However, there 
is also a need to develop a compre-
hensive plan with organizations that 
get it—a helping strategy from well-
ness to crisis 911 support. Let’s figure 
it out together! Hopefully, this issue 
of Christian Counseling Today will be 
a catalyst of sorts for speaking truth 
in love. We need the Church to be 
healthy, and it starts by being more 
like our Lord.

While I stand for, and with, 
all those who have been hurt and 
abused, I want to say thank you, 
pastors and Christian leaders, for 
working to honor God, preach-
ing with conviction even when it 
isn’t popular, rightfully dividing the 
word of truth, being there when no 
one else is, sacrificing your family to 
conduct a funeral or wedding, and 
showing up at the scene of an acci-
dent or in the hospital when hope is 
dim. Thanks for trying to be at the 

game for your kids, living on a shoe-
string budget, pushing through the 
challenging times of marriage, under-
standing when we do not feel up to 
going to church, wrestling internally 
with the gossip about your children, 
and standing strong on moral issues. 
You matter more than you know. 
We do see you; we do appreciate 
you; we do love you! If you are lead-
ing and bleeding, I pray that God 
brings into your life all that is neces-
sary for healing.

I will close with one of my dad’s 
favorite verses that put that Chuck 
Swindoll statement in clear perspec-
tive for me and placed joy in dad’s 
heart, “But thanks be to God, which 
giveth us the victory through our Lord 
Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved 
brethren, be ye steadfast, unmoveable, 
always abounding in the work of the 
Lord, forasmuch as ye know that your 
labour is not in vain in the Lord” (1 
Corinthians 15:57-58, KJV). ✠

TIM CLINTON, ED.D., 
LPC, LMFT, BCPCC, is 
president of AACC, the 
largest and most diverse 
Christian counseling as-
sociation in the world. Dr. 

Clinton also serves as the Executive Direc-
tor of the Liberty University Global Center for 
Mental Health, Addiction, and Recovery. He 
is the co-host of “Dr. James Dobson’s Family 
Talk,” heard on nearly 1,400 radio outlets dai-
ly. Licensed as a Professional Counselor and 
Marriage and Family Therapist, Dr. Clinton is 
recognized as a world leader in mental health 
and relationship issues and spends much of 
his time working with Christian leaders and 
professional athletes. He has authored or 
edited nearly 30 books, including his latest, 
Focus on the Future: Your Family, Your Faith, 
and Your Voice Matter Now More than Ever. 
Dr. Clinton and his wife, Julie, have two chil-
dren and a granddaughter.
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REPENTANCE,

RECONCILIATION,

and RESTORATION 
by the GRACE OF GODwWhen was the last time 

you heard a convicting 
sermon with a clear call 
for repentance and faith? 
Such preaching has 
almost disappeared from 
the Church in the 21st 
century. All too often, it 
has been replaced by a 
therapeutic spirituality that 
lacks theological substance, 
biblical conviction, and 
spiritual transformation. As 
a result, people, both young 
and old, are deconverting 
and walking away from the 
faith in record numbers. In 
such an environment, the call 
to repent seems out of step, 
out of sorts, and out of date. 
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A shallow Christianity that is often a mile wide, but only an inch deep, leaves no room for 
such a drastic response. In spite of this, the New Testament opens with both John the Baptist 
and Jesus of Nazareth proclaiming: “Repent, for the Kingdom of heaven is at hand!” (Matthew 
3:2; 4:17). Their message also confronted an equally shallow and external religiosity that had 
failed to bring genuine conviction, conversion, and transformation in their day. 
	 The call to repentance is a call to reconciliation. It is the key to personal transformation by 
the grace of God. Without repentance, there is no real change in human behavior. The unre-
pentant mind continues to resist the grace of God through a series of personal excuses, never 
taking responsibility for its choices and behaviors. How many times have you heard someone 
say: “I just can’t help myself;” “I guess I’ll never change;” “The devil made me do it;” “I’m 
doing the best I can;” or “God just made me this way!” 

Biblical Repentance 
From a biblical standpoint, repentance involves a change of mind that results in a change of 
behavior. The Hebrew word shub means “to turn,” as in “turn away” from sin and “turn to” 
God. The Greek metanoeō means to “change one’s mind” about his or her attitude or behavior. 
William Mounce defines repentance as “a radical turning from sin to a new way of life ori-
ented to God.”1 Thus, biblical repentance involves more than mere intellectual assent. 

REPENTANCE,

RECONCILIATION,

and RESTORATION 
by the GRACE OF GOD
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	 Peter and Paul are the two prominent apostolic exam-
ples of preaching repentance. In Acts 2:38, Peter urged 
those at the Feast of Pentecost to “repent and be baptized.” 
In his sermon at the Beautiful Gate of the Temple, he 
pleaded: “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins 
may be blotted out…” (Acts 3:19). Years later, in 2 Peter 
3:9, he wrote, “The Lord… is not willing that any should 
perish but that all should come to repentance.” 
	 When Paul preached to the Greeks on Mars Hill in 
Athens, he said, “God… now commands all men every-
where to repent” (Acts 17:30). In Acts 20:21, Paul refers 
to “… repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord 
Jesus Christ.” He indicates that sincere repentance leads to 
genuine faith.2 In summarizing his lifetime of ministry to 
both Jews and Gentiles, Paul said, “… they should repent, 
turn to God, and do work benefitting repentance” (Acts 
26:20). 

Practical Application 
Genuine repentance involves a change of mind that 
results in a change of action. “He who covers his sins will 
not prosper, but whoever confesses and forsakes them will 
have mercy” (Proverbs 28:13). Mark Dance notes, “Since 
our beliefs affect our behavior, a repentant heart will 
eventually be evidenced by a change of direction.”3 He 
observes that remorse often leads to repentance (see 2 
Corinthians 7:10) but that remorse (feeling sorry) alone is 
not the final act of repentance. Remorse is wading in our 
guilt, whereas repentance is walking through it. Dance 
adds, “God is more interested in taking you on a grace 
trip than a guilt trip.”4 
	 The grace of God leads us to repentance, which 
involves our being honest with ourselves and others. 
Hiding our failures and mistakes leaves us vulnerable to 
repeating them, whereas facing them enables us to deal 
with them. True repentance involves honesty, humility, 
and responsibility, but, in the end, it leads to reconcilia-
tion and restoration. This is especially important in coun-
seling those who are offended by the behavior of others. 
Reconciliation between offended individuals only occurs 
when there is genuine repentance and true forgiveness. 
	 Paul had this in mind when he said, “All Scripture is 

given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, 
for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness” 
(2 Timothy 3:16). From a practical standpoint, we must 
be willing to confront (reprove) wrong attitudes and 
wrong behaviors based on the standards of biblical truth 
(doctrine) with the goal of correction and instruction. 
Effective ministry in counseling is not limited to expos-
ing and confronting failure. Our ultimate goal needs to 
aim at correction, transformation, and reconciliation. At 
the same time, we cannot assume that confession alone 
is repentance. Admitting our sin is often the first step 
toward repentance, but some people are willing to confess 
their failures and mistakes with little willingness to do 
anything about them. 
	 Once a person genuinely repents, leading to transfor-
mation, our ultimate goal should be restoration. Thus, 
Paul also urged believers to forgive and comfort those 
who repent “… lest perhaps such a one be swallowed up 
with too much sorrow. Therefore I urge you to reaffirm your 
love to him” (2 Corinthians 2:7-8, NKJV). The biblical 
pattern reminds us that all ministry should be motivated 
by a sincere love for the offender with the goal of trans-
formation, reconciliation, and restoration by the grace of 
God. ✠
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True repentance involves honesty, 
humility, and responsibility, 
but, in the end, it leads to 

reconciliation and restoration. 
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BOUNDARIES AND 
RESTORATION:

SIN, SAFETY, AND HEALING
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Shattered, angry, numb, raw, broken, wounded… 
can you think of other expressions to describe the 
experience of relationship betrayal? 

When a trusted person blatantly disregards my needs or abuses my trust to 
harm me, it has a profound impact. My view of self and how relationships 
work is constructed in the context of dynamic interactions with the people to 
whom I am closest. These reciprocal interactions with others imprint a model 
in my heart for what love is, which is called my attachment style.1 Those expe-
riences shape the answers to two essential questions: 1) Am I worthy of love?, 
and 2) Are others capable of loving me?2

Secure attachment is formed when my trusted relationships provide me with 
emotional safety during times of distress, along with the security to explore 
my inner and outer world.3  When trusted others offer safety and security in 
their dealings with me, I feel worthy and believe in the goodness of others. If 
they betray or harm me, I will struggle with feelings of worthlessness and fear 
of reaching out to others. Betrayal that happens when I am young may set up 
an entire life course of worthless feelings and mistrust. These are the two roots 
of all mental illnesses… but there is hope. “Even if my father and mother aban-
don me, the Lord will hold me close” (Psalm 27:10, NLT).

All believers have the hope and promise of being healed from the wounds 
that others inflict upon them. It is possible to cultivate and receive healing on 
this side of heaven. Counselors are often called to bring healing into the midst 
of betrayal scenarios. They need an accurate understanding of the boundaries 
required in this critical work, a map for restoring trust, and discernment to 
know whether restoration is viable.
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The Importance of Boundaries
A boundary is a protective wall within 
the self and between people. Boundaries 
serve to define who I am and who I am 
not and show where I end and someone 
else begins. They help me know what I 
am to take responsibility for in the past 
and also in moving forward.4

As an individual, I can establish a 
boundary to define what I will and will 
not do, and I can set a boundary to show 
whether I will allow a person to have ac-
cess to me. Counselors can also establish 
boundaries on behalf of clients, regulat-
ing the level of involvement they will 
afford in sessions to people who have 
harmed their clients. Counselors must 
also set boundaries to determine the pac-
ing and tempo of the work with clients 
who have been betrayed, which is par-
ticularly important for more vulnerable 
clients who were abused as children or 
overwhelmed with more recent betrayal. 
Boundaries are both protective and 
liberating at the same time. As a result, 
they undergird the two key dimensions 
of secure attachment (Ainsworth)—the 
protective promise that someone will 
always have my back and the freedom to 
launch out and explore. 

Picture a child’s backyard that is open 
and exposed. After parents place a fence 
around it, the child feels more protected 
and will explore the whole yard with the 
assurance of protection. Counselors are 
fence makers who also equip clients to 
build their own fences.

Boundaries Within and Between in 
the Process of Restoration
Sin separates, and sin shatters. When a 
stranger harms me, it can destroy my 
basic sense of safety in the world. When 
a loved one harms me, it also breaks my 
sense of safety, but the injury can deeply 
permeate my sense of self. The healing 
process involves a complex balancing 
of boundary setting, forgiveness, and 
rebuilding the hypervigilance or shame 
that has developed to protect me from 
further harm. 
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Boundaries Within
The first boundary I need is the ability to define myself 
as separate from what happened to me. Being able to say 
“no,” even after the fact, is vital if my voice was silenced 
or ignored during the wounding. Being able to say, “No, 
that was wrong! No, that is not what I needed! No, that 
is not what I deserved,” is crucial in reclaiming my voice 
and redefining my sense of self.  

This stance is part of the process of dismantling the 
shame of being violated. Counselors can provide secure 
attachment for clients to soothe distress and explore new 
definitions of self. They help clients move away from 
shame by delivering empathy and perspective. “It’s bad 
enough that you got hurt. I don’t want you to carry the blame 
and shame of this tragedy any longer.” “It’s not your fault. 
Your only role in this was being born into a broken family.”

The second boundary I must reclaim involves tak-
ing responsibility for my own protection and self-care. 
Though I may love the person who hurt me, it is also vital 
to establish internal boundaries which limit my exposure 
to him or her. “I value myself and will not be put in a po-
sition where I can be harmed again.” However, the process 
of affirming that I am worthy of being protected is easier 
said than done. Counselors have a vital role in helping 
clients examine the instinct to return to relationship pat-
terns that are familiar, yet harmful.  

The third internal boundary is forgiveness—the pro-
cess of releasing my right to “get back” at the person who 
harmed me. While I must acknowledge my anger about 
what happened, I also need to separate myself from the 
unhealthy weight of carrying that anger. I need to forgive 
the offender, even if I decide never to have contact with 
him or her again.

Forgiveness is a progression, and it begins by accurately 
naming the wrong inflicted upon me. I cannot bear the 
weight of this alone. I must lean on Jesus, who has carried 
the burden of my hurt, anger, shame, and even the sin of 
the offender to Calvary (Hebrews 12:2). Forgiveness does 
not mean forgetting, nor does it mean trusting those who 

have harmed us. However, it does empower us to move 
forward with our lives, reinforced by the One who laid 
down His life to protect and set us free.  

Boundaries Between
While considering restoration, I must create a safe space 
separate from the person who hurt me. This first funda-
mental boundary will limit my exposure to the confusion 
or pressure that may come from the offender while my 
healing process gets underway.  

Counselors will provide a safe place for their clients 
within the context of sessions. Clients may also need to 
take steps to create a safe environment outside of sessions. 
This can range from sleeping in separate bedrooms to 
moving out of the home temporarily or even having the 
offender removed from the home (e.g., mandated abuse 
reporting).

The second boundary involves accurately discerning 
whether the offender is suitable for restoration. It is not a 
“given” that closeness should be restored. I may feel ready 
to re-engage after making progress in my personal work of 
healing voicelessness, shame, and toxic anger. However, I 
will still need to see several improvements from the offender.
n	 Is the offender genuinely remorseful for the harm 

caused or merely sorry about being caught?
n	 Is the offender capable of empathizing with another 

person’s feelings?
n	 Does the offender have emotional regulation skills? 
n	 Is the offender investing in treatment and making 

progress in developing emotional regulation skills?  
n	 Is the offender willing to commit to a process of 

rebuilding trust by taking ownership for his or her 
role in creating the wound while also contributing 
to the healing process?

Suppose a client has established enough stability of self 
and the offender evaluates well in the criteria previously 
listed. In that case, counselors may move forward in their 
work of restoring the relationship between the client and 
offender.

While I must acknowledge my anger about what 
happened, I also need to separate myself from the 
unhealthy weight of carrying that anger. I need to 
forgive the offender, even if I decide never to have 
contact with him or her again.





christian counseling today   VOL. 25  NO. 4	 21


