
 

 

 
Holding the Line: The Seduc2on of Care in Professional Pastoral Supervision 

By Dr. Lynn Moresi 
 
In my work supervising pastoral supervisors, I find myself returning again and again to the 
same tension. It is not new, but it is becoming more acute. The supervisors I work with are 
deeply caring people. They are a=en>ve, rela>onally skilled, emo>onally present, and 
genuinely concerned for the wellbeing of the pastors and leaders they supervise. And yet, 
repeatedly, I find myself confron>ng what I experience as a ‘driB’—some>mes subtle, 
some>mes overt—away from supervision and into pastoral care, spiritual direc>on, or 
counselling. 
 
This driB places me in a difficult posi>on. When I a=empt to name it, to slow it down, or to 
re-orient the supervisory conversa>on back to the supervisee’s work rather than 
their wounds, I am occasionally experienced as too firm, overly boundaried, or insufficiently 
a=uned to the emo>onal reality of the person in front of me. I am told that what they 
needed in that moment was for me to step into counselling and offer care, and that my 
insistence on staying within the supervisory frame felt, to them, like I was not mee>ng them 
emo>onally where they were. 
 
I want to take that accusa>on seriously. But I also want to ques>on it. 
 
The heart of the issue, as I see it, is not a lack of compassion. It is a lack of clarity about what 
supervision is and what it is for1—par>cularly within church or pastoral care contexts where 
roles are already blurred and where emo>onal care is oBen priori>sed over reflec>on, 
accountability, and forma>on. 
 
What I want to suggest in this paper is that part of the confusion surrounding pastoral 
supervision arises because supervisory prac>ce has inherited assump>ons from the 
disciplines out of which it was originally formed—par>cularly counselling and spiritual 
direc>on—without sufficiently examining how those assump>ons reshape the supervisory 
task.  That heritage ma=ers. Every modality carries the assump>ons of the field that birthed 
it.  When frameworks designed primarily for personal healing, emo>onal processing, or 
spiritual accompaniment are imported into supervision without clear differen>a>on, they 
inevitably pull the conversa>on toward the inner life of the supervisee rather than toward 
cri>cal reflec>on on their work. When this occurs, the restora>ve impulse to provide care 
can begin to dominate the conversa>on, some>mes at the expense of supervision’s 
forma>ve and norma>ve func>ons.2   
 
I say this as someone who is both a spiritual director and a pastoral carer. I understand the 
ins>nct to respond to distress with care, presence, and a=en>veness. But supervision is not 
counselling, and it is not spiritual direc>on. When we allow it to func>on as either, even with 
the best of inten>ons, we quietly change its purpose. The focus shiBs from examining 

 
1 Michael Carroll’s ar.cle en.tled “One More Time: What is Supervision” reflects his desire to bring clarity to 
the ongoing confusion around the role and purpose of supervision. He ar.culates the history of clinical 
supervision (from where all supervision modali.es originate), and offers a clear and concise defini.on of the 
dis.nc.ve purpose of Professional Supervision as dis.nct from counselling, mentoring, coaching or pastoral 
care. Carroll, “One More Time: What Is Supervision?,” 30. 
2 Proctor, B. “Supervision: A co-opera.ve exercise in accountability.” Marken and Payne, Enabling and Ensuring 
Supervision in Prac4ce, 21–34. 



 

 

prac>ce, authority, decision-making, and impact, to soothing the person in the room. At that 
point, we may feel kind, but we are no longer necessarily serving the supervisee’s work—or 
the people affected by that work. In fact, the more emo>onally suppor>ve the space 
becomes, the harder it oBen is to name poor prac>ce, avoidance of responsibility, misuse of 
power, or rela>onal pa=erns that are harming others. Therapeu>c warmth can 
uninten>onally create rela>onal safety for the supervisor while reducing the supervisory 
courage required to ask difficult ques>ons. 
 
Supervision requires care, but it also requires clarity of role, purpose, and consent. Without 
that clarity, we risk offering something that feels suppor>ve while quietly abandoning one of 
the few spaces where pastoral leaders can be held reflec>vely accountable for how they 
exercise their authority. 
 
Supervision, as I understand and prac>ce it, is not primarily about a=ending to personal 
angst for its own sake. Nor is it a space for emo>onal off-loading, therapeu>c processing, or 
pastoral soothing—however worthy those ac>vi>es may be in other contexts. Supervision is 
a disciplined, inten>onal prac>ce of reflec>on on work. It asks how the supervisee is 
func>oning in their ROLE, how they are exercising authority, how they are using themselves 
in rela>onships, how power is being nego>ated, how the structure/ins>tu>onal context is 
impac>ng their work, and how meaning is being made in complex, oBen emo>onally 
charged situa>ons. 
 
This does not mean that emo>ons are excluded. On the contrary, emo>onal material is oBen 
central. It ma=ers. But in supervision, emo>ons are not the des>na>on; they are data. They 
are explored not in order to relieve distress, but to understand how that distress is shaping 
percep>on, behaviour, decision-making, and rela>onal pa=erns in their supervision prac>ce. 
When supervision slides into pastoral care or counselling, something important is lost.3 The 
focus shiBs from inquiry to containment, from curiosity to comfort, from forma>on to 
emo>onal relief. The supervisor becomes a caregiver rather than a reflec>ve companion, 
and the supervisee is subtly posi>oned as someone to be supported rather than someone to 
be stretched and challenged.4 

Using the language of supervision theory, what is being displaced in these moments is not 
care itself, but the balance between restora>ve, forma>ve, and norma>ve func>ons. When 
the restora>ve dimension dominates, the supervisee may feel supported, yet the forma>ve 
task of examining role, authority, and decision-making is soBened, and the norma>ve 
responsibili>es that address ethical blind spots, misuse of power, or poor prac>ce becomes 
harder to hold.5 In this way, excessive restora>ve warmth can uninten>onally weaken both 
professional development and ethical accountability.6 

 
3 in Reflexive Supervision, Moore suggests that “a common dilemma for supervisors (par.cularly counsellors 
and therapists) is how to allow emo.ons into the conversa.on without the supervisory conversa.on itself 
morphing into a counselling one by proxy.” Moore, Reflexive Supervision, 24. 
4 Langer suggests that this desire to help and rescue can stem from a “spiritual hubris” and a fear that they 
have not “adequately helped”. Bumpus and Langer, Supervision of Spiritual Directors, 38. 
5 Hawkins & Shohet describe and expand Proctor’s norma.ve–forma.ve–restora.ve model in Hawkins, 
Supervision in the Helping Professions. 
6 Hawkins and Smith name these three supervision movements as “Developmental, Resourcing and 
Qualita.ve” where “Resourcing” would be the restora.ve or care-based func.on. Hawkins and Smith, 
Coaching, Mentoring and Organiza4onal Consultancy: Supervision, Skills and Development, 147–48. 



 

 

In pastoral contexts, the movement toward care is both understandable and deeply rooted 
in theological and voca>onal iden>ty.7  Most pastoral supervisors have been formed in 
tradi>ons that rightly prize a=en>veness, compassion, and responsiveness to distress.8 They 
uninten>onally equate care with kindness and boundaries with coldness. As a result, 
without sufficient clarity around the dis>nc>ve forma>ve task of supervision, the lack of 
emo>onal rescue can feel unsympathe>c or even ‘unsafe’. But what is oBen named as 
‘unsafe’ is not really a ma=er of ‘safety’, but rather the discomfort of challenge. The issue is 
not whether care is present — it must be — but whether care is being offered in a way that 
s>ll serves the forma>ve purpose of supervision rather than quietly replacing it. This makes 
the task of pastoral supervision par>cularly demanding, because the supervisor must 
honour the pastoral impulse while also preserving the reflec>ve func>on of the space. 
 
When I hold the supervisory boundary, I am not doing so because I lack empathy. I do so 
because I believe that supervision has its own integrity, and that integrity ma=ers. 
Supervision is one of the few spaces where pastors and leaders can be invited—not forced, 
but invited—into reflec>ve distance from their own experience. It is a space where they can 
stand back and cri>cally examine their own work in order to accompany others in their 
desire to likewise do be=er. Thus, the ques>on is not simply “How are you feeling?” but 
“What is happening in your work, and how are you par>cipa>ng in it?” 
 
This is where the accusa>on of being “harsh” lands painfully for me. I care deeply about the 
people I supervise. I am not indifferent to their struggles, exhaus>on, grief, or 
disillusionment. I have walked in their shoes. I s>ll walk in their shoes. But I am also wary of 
colluding with a model of supervision that priori>ses immediate emo>onal comfort over 
long-term forma>on.9 In my experience, supervision that avoids discomfort in the name of 
care ul>mately diminishes both.  
 
There is also a power dimension that concerns me. When supervisors move fluidly—oBen 
unconsciously—between supervision, pastoral care, and counselling, the lines of consent 
and purpose become blurred.10 The supervisee may not know which “hat” the supervisor is 
wearing at any given moment, nor what is being asked of them. Emo>onal disclosure can 
increase, which in turn builds emo>onal ‘closeness’ and reduces the ability for challenge or 
objec>ve feedback.  Dependency can be subtly reinforced rather than reflec>on-on-prac>ce 
construc>vely evaluated. It’s difficult to challenge a ‘friend’ or ‘companion’ regarding their 
work prac>ces when collusion has developed and being ‘liked’ has become overly important 
in the rela>onship.  
 

 
7 Pembroke suggests that Pastoral Supervision “becomes pastoral by employing the Chris.an triad of faith, 
hope, and love” which I believe narrows supervision to a pastoral-care framework rather than what would be 
universally accepted as supervision theory. Pembroke, Supervision as Pastoral Theology: A Christological Vision 
for Ministry., 20. 
8 Strasser explains the important influence that the Supervisor’s worldview has on their work prac.ce. 
Strasser, “Givens of Supervision: A Cross-Theore.cal Framework.” 
9 Revell and Burton examine collusion par.cularly in pastoral and safeguarding contexts, showing how 
supervisors and prac..oners can unconsciously align in ways that avoid confron.ng risk, power, or poor 
prac.ce using “op.mis.c” language rather than exploring hard truths.. Revell and Burton, “Supervision and 
the Dynamics of Collusion: A Rule of Op.mism?,” 1596. 
10 Although primarily addressing the therapeu.c role of supervision, Peterson makes some important 
observa.ons around dual agendas and some of the complica.ons that can arise when role and purpose are 
blurred. Peterson, At Personal Risk: Boundary Viola4ons in Professional-Client Rela4onships. 



 

 

As a mature supervisor, I need to ask myself if I am willing to challenge an unhelpful pa=ern 
in my supervisee’s prac>ce and risk them feeling temporarily disquieted towards me. Am I 
able to hold the tension between my rela>onship with the person in front of me, while 
protec>ng the people most at risk who are not in the room? What is my responsibility to the 
congregants, staff, and communi>es who live with the consequences of unexamined 
leadership due to my desire to be ‘nice’?  When care is used—consciously or 
unconsciously—to avoid difficult reflec>on, supervision risks becoming a space that soothes 
immediate distress while leaving the supervisee’s prac>ce—and those affected by that 
prac>ce—insufficiently examined and therefore more vulnerable to unhelpful or harmful 
pa=erns. 
 
Of course, I am not arguing for rigid, mechanis>c supervision devoid of warmth or humanity. 
Nor am I sugges>ng that pastoral, or therapeu>c caring moments never arise in supervision. 
Of course they do. But when they do, they need to be named, >me-limited, and held in 
service of returning to the work. Without that clarity, supervision risks becoming a vaguely 
suppor>ve conversa>on that feels good in the moment but does li=le to deepen prac>ce or 
maturity.11 
 
As I undertake my own supervision, I am challenged to deliberately and consciously hold this 
tension within myself. I do not assume that my stance is beyond ques>on. I regularly check-
in with my own supervisor to ensure that my supervisory boundaries remain in-step with 
what is actually needed by those I supervise. I take seriously the possibility that my 
framework could become too narrow, or too strongly shaped by professional supervision 
models that do not always allow enough space for the raw and unregulated emo>ons that 
surface in pastoral reali>es. Some>mes people are not ready or able to do the work and 
must be ‘steadied’ before they are ready for supervision. 
 
I know the importance of engaging people emo>onally and pastorally—I do that, and I care 
deeply about the people in front of me. And some>mes, if I am honest, there are moments 
when I wonder whether instead of trying to hold this boundary, it might be easier, and 
certainly more immediately affirming, to simply relax and offer the kind of care that is being 
asked for in the moment. Some>mes I wonder if I should just give them what they want and 
meet their expecta>on of being pastorally cared for, rather than asking them to sit with 
discomfort in order to grow. 
 
What I cannot escape, however, is the quiet convic>on that if I let that line dissolve, 
something essen>al about supervision is lost. And I worry that those outside the room, in 
the places where the people I supervise work, will perhaps be vulnerable and exposed. 
 
Supervision, at its best, is a forma>ve prac>ce. It invites people to examine how they inhabit 
their role, how they respond under pressure, how their history and theology shape their 
leadership, how the structure in which they work impacts their prac>ce, and how they relate 
to power, authority, and vulnerability. In other words, it is reflec>ve enquiry into the 
supervisor’s prac>ce, role, authority and impact. This kind of work does not always feel 

 
11 Leach and Paterson write “the supervisor needs to be clear that their role is to work on spiritual and 
personal maeers with their supervisee only in so far as they impact upon those with whom they work as 
ministers.” And further state “if a supervisor thinks the supervisee needs more support in a par.cular area, 
they should say so in order to free up the supervision space for ministry-focused work.” Leach and Paterson, 
Pastoral Supervision: A Handbook, 19. 



 

 

caring or comfor>ng. It oBen requires tolera>ng ambiguity, restraint, and the frustra>on of 
not being immediately rescued. If holding that line means that I am occasionally experienced 
as less soothing, I can live with that. What I would struggle to live with is a model of 
supervision that slowly dissolves into pastoral care because it feels kinder or more familiar. 
In my view, that is not kindness—it is a loss of purpose. Some>mes caring means being 
honest enough to address the difficult pa=erns and issues that prevent excellent prac>ce.  
 
The ques>on, then, is not whether we care. Pastoral supervisors care deeply. The ques>on is 
whether we are willing to care enough to hold emo>ons as data rather than the des>na>on 
and preserve supervision as a dis>nct and disciplined prac>ce—one that serves not only the 
emo>onal needs of the moment, but the long-term forma>on of reflec>ve, accountable, and 
resilient ministry leaders. 
 
That is the boundary I am trying to hold. And for now, I believe it s>ll ma=ers. 
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