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phone. His counseling is a part of his 
pastoring. Though a local Ethical 
Society is an institution quite unlike a 
Catholic church, especially in its lack 
of hierarchy and outside regulation, 
Dobrin's stories of counseling sound 
much like Catholic stories about the 
"sacredness of the confessional." 
Dobrin knows more than it is good to 
know about some with whom he must 
work closely-and about some about 
whom those with whom he works close
ly would like to know. He must keep 
much of that knowledge secret for 
years; some of the secrets must die 
with him. Though knowledge is power, 
it sometimes comes at a price he would 
rather not pay; the knowledge can 
make the job of pastor much harder 
than it otherwise would be (for exam
ple, when one must preside at the 
funeral of a much beloved member of 
the congregation whom one knows to 
have considered himself a murderer). 

BISHOPS, RABBIS, AND 
CHAPLAINS 

For Dobrin, pastoral counseling 
seems to be largely a matter of listen
ing (and keeping confidences). For 
Bishop Olson, it is a matter of provid
ing guidance. But it is guidance within 
a community that expects the individ
ual to seek the guidance on their own 
and to receive it directly from God. 
Pastoral counseling is a matter of 
preparing the client to receive guid
ance. This preparation seems to 
involve listening much like that Dobrin 
does-and hence, the learning of a 
great many unpleasant secrets. It also 
includes making ordinary counseling 
resources available. But, for Olson, 
that is not the ethically interesting 
part of counseling. For him, the prob
lem is to be active enough as a coun
selor to prepare the way, without being 
so active as to get in the way. Olson 
believes himself to have God's help in 
this; he too receives "impressions." 
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Still, some of his interventions must 
have given him pause, such as trying to 
reassure troubled parents by reporting 
a vision of their children "dressed in 
white in one of our temples." 

For Rabbi Dorff, confidentiality is 
also an important part of pastoral 
counseling, but his question is whether 
a rabbi must adhere to a higher stan
dard of confidentiality than others 
bound by Judaic law. His answer 
reveals more about the distinctive way 
Judaism approaches questions of reli
gious ethics than about any fundamen
tal way rabbis differ from "other 
pastors" in the handling of secrets. 
Unlike Mormons, Jews--even rabbis-
have no direct guidance from God. 
They must look for guidance to the five 
books of Moses (the Torah), to the 
ancient commentaries on those books 
(the Talmud), and to more recent 
Jewish writing (such as a sixteenth 
century code of Jewish law). They must 
interpret specific rules in light of gen
eral purposes. They must also take into 
account contemporary circumstances 
(such as the rise of professions and the 
state of secular law). Lawyers will rec
ognize this reasoning. They will also 
recognize the conclusion: rabbis should 
adhere to a higher standard of confi
dentiality than even the high standard 
Judaic law sets for all Jews, but rabbis 
must also forgo some opportunities to 
do good deeds that Judaic law requires 
other Jews to take advantage of. 

Rev. Burck gives us some of the his
tory of pastoral counseling, locating its 
origins in the absorption of important 
ideas of psychological counseling into 
the mainstream of American Protest
antism. For Burck, there is a specific 
profession of pastoral counseling (as 
well as a more general function repre
sented by the preceding three contribu
tors). This pastoral counseling goes on 
in offices, as does ordinary psychologi
cal counseling. It is nonetheless plainly 
pastoral, helping clients see their prob
lems within the religious community to 
which they belong. Often, that is diffi
cult because the counselor does not 
belong to the precise denomination the 
client does-and small denominational 
differences can suddenly become 
important. Some denominations have 

clear answers to certain questions 
about baptism, divorce, sexual prefer
ence, and so on. To be a member of such 
a denomination is to have certain 
moral commitments. How does the 
counselor combine those commitments 
with the counselor's commitment not 
to "judge"? 

THE FUTURE 
Completing this issue is Vivian Weil's 

long overdue "At The Center." It does 
not include the announcement that I 
am retiring as editor, but I have already 
made that clear. While CSEP searches 
for the new editor, Perspectives will 
have a guest editor for the next issue, 
Ullica Segerstrale. She is a sociologist, 
well known for her studies of scientists, 
and Chair of IIT's Social Sciences 
Department. I look back to my first 
effort, the December 1986 issue, with 
general satisfaction in how many inter
esting topics have been discussed and 
how many pieces have proved helpful 
enough to be reprinted. -MD 

PASTORAL COUNSELING 

Arthur B. Dobrin 
Ethical Society 
Hempstead, New York 

I have been the leader of a religious 
congregation for more than three 
decades, a family psychotherapist with 
a practice independent of my congrega
tional duties, and a university profes
sor. In all three roles, I have adhered 
strictly to the code of conduct that held 
me to silence, no matter how interest
ing or disturbing what I am told may 
be. Yet, I found handling the confi
dences that came to me as a minister 
much different than handling those 
that came to me as therapist 
or teacher. 

As a therapist, I could easily disguise 
my clients with extraneous and mis
leading details and talk specifically 
about them with other therapists and, 
in a general way, even with close 
friends. None of my acquaintances 
knew my clients. As a teacher, I found 
disguise harder. Many of the other 
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teachers knew the same students as I 
did, although I could still talk about 
problems in a general way. But, as a 
minister, I could not use either disguise 
or general description to preserve 
confidentiality. As a minister, my pas
toral counseling gave me confidential 
information about people who were 
known by nearly everyone else in the 
same congregation. 

As a therapist, my relationship with 
clients rested upon a commercial trans
action. My clients were people who had 
no other contact with me than the 
appointed 50-minute sessions. They 
entered and left my life as they opened 
and shut the door to my office. 
Teachers are in a hierarchical relation
ship with students that generally ends 
with the power to grade. Only occa
sionally have students sought me out 
when not enrolled in a class of mine. 
But even then, in less than four years, 
they moved on, rarely to be seen again. 

Those who come to me for pastoral 
counseling stand in a quite different 
relationship to me. While the congrega
tion collectively pays my salary, indio 
vidual congregants do not pay for 
pastoral counseling as such. I have no 
power over them. They are free to come 
and go as they please. More often than 
not, they do not talk to me in my study 
but in a hallway before or after a meet
ing or by phoning me either at my 
study or at home. 

r have continual communication with 
members of my congregation not 
because they necessarily want to con
fide in me but because we share a sus
tained religious life. This fact, more 
than any other, seems to be critical for 
understanding the difference between 
the confidentiality a pastor must pre
serve and the confidentiality a thera
pist or teacher must preserve. Only I, 
among those I know, know my therapy 
clients; a few others among those I 
know know my students; but the peo
ple whom I see for pastoral counseling 
are also people known to others in the 
congregation. More than anything else, 
this difference in acquaintance has 
made it much harder for me to know 
what to keep quiet about and what 
to reveal. 

Here are four examples of what 
I have in mind, examples that still 
trouble me. 

DEATHBED CONFESSION 
Harry, a 60 year-old widower, who 

had just remarried, had terminal can
cer. As I sat at the side of his hospital 
bed, he said, "I have to tell you some
thing that I've never told anyone else." 

His first wife had been an abusive 
alcoholic. He wanted to divorce her but 
she made that all but impossible. She 
died one day, falling down a flight of 
steps in their home after having drunk 
too much. "The police called it an acci
dent," he explained. "The truth is that 
we were arguing and I pushed her. It 
wasn't an accident. I killed her." 

Harry died the following week. There 
was a funeral for him at the Ethical 
Society. He was much beloved by the 
congregation, a soft-spoken, thoughtful 
and considerate man. So, my com
ments about him were along these 
lines, as were those of the many mem
bers and friends who rose to eulogize 
him. All the time I knew that Harry did 
not think of himself as a good man but 
as a murderer and deceiver, someone 
who could not even bring himself to tell 
his new wife what most troubled him. 
He had kept the secret, and so had I. 
Not until many years later, after his 
widow remarried and moved away, did 
I tell even my wife. 

MONEY TRAP 
Rachel and Tom were a middle-class 

couple always struggling to make ends 
meet. Once, to assist them, I had given 
them a loan from a fund available only 
to the minister. Then Tom told me that 
he was increasingly angry with Rachel 
for what he said was her mismanaging 
of the family's money. 

Several months later Rachel told me 
that she was giving money to a friend 
who was using cocaine. She hoped that 
he would straighten out. Soon after 
that conversation, I began to notice 
that Rachel looked withdrawn when 
attending activities at the congrega
tion, and unkempt. How could I tell 
Tom that r suspected Rachel was using 
drugs? What could I tell him about why 

I thought their savings were dwin
dling? 

Within a year Rachel left the house 
to live in a basement apartment in a 
drug-infested part of town. 

"What ever happened to Tom and 
Rachel?" members asked. 

"Oh, you know what happens to cou· 
pIes sometimes," I said. 

JAIL VISIT 
One evening, I told my family that I 

had to make an emergency visit to the 
county jail. Asked why, I responded, "I 
can't tell you that." The reason for the 
visit was that Alex, 16 years old, a 
graduate of our Sunday School, and an 
active member of the youth group, had 
been arrested for molesting his cousin. 
He entered a plea bargain, admitting 
in court a crime he otherwise denied, 
and continued to attend the youth 
group after he received a sentence of a 
year-and-a-half probation. 

Since Alex's mother had spoken to 
my wife about the situation, I kept my 
wife informed about the case. But I 
never told my children about it. 
Leaving that night to make a prison 
visit was just one of the odd things they 
had to expect from their father, part of 
the secret work of clergy. 

A NOT-50-SECRET HELL 
Brian told me that he was going 

through a living hell but would not give 
me any details. When his wife Linda 
called, I understood why. "Brian has 
been raping our daughter and is going 
to trial in the next few months." 

I felt I should not tell Brian about 
Linda's call. If he wanted to keep a 
secret from me, he had the right to think 
that he had succeeded. I also felt I had a 
duty to listen to him without judgment. 

Members noticed that Linda and her 
daughter were no longer at the Society 
and that Brian's attendance was spot
ty. What should I have said when they 
asked if anything was wrong? And 
what should I have done about the sev
eral hundred dollars of the congrega
tion's money Brian had the keeping of 
in his own home? I did encourage the 
congregation's president to ask for the 
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