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INTRODUCTION

In approaching this field of work I'm aware of its complexity, and that I’'m approaching a
new and emergent field of work. The school pastorate in Transylvanian reformed high schools has
only existed in its current form for twenty years. I will attempt to briefly sum up the current
jurisdictional situation and its consequences:

- after the handing back of the clerical institutes, (high schools, boarding schools) to the
churches (Reformed, Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Unitarian) between 1990 and 1995, the reformed
high schools were immediately reorganised and relaunched;

- Transylvanian reformed high schools have, due to historical and jurisdictional changes,
today acquired a semi-clerical status. Although the buildings of the institutions belong to the
church, Romanian Educational Legislation prescribes a secular educational program which limits
both the religious educational process and clerical activity in reformed high-schools.

- However, it's important to note, that this secular educational legislation does allow the
reformed church to have access into the reformed high school's educational schedule, through bible
classes, music classes, spiritual education and spiritual counseling. This is an opportunity and
indeed a responsibility for the church in addressing the young generation, in particular those who
are generally excluded from community events and activities.

During my theological studies in the Protestant Theological Institute, Kolozsvar (1998-
2003) I felt compelled to study at greater depth the fields of pastoral counseling and pastoral
psychology. After graduation I studied pastoral care and family therapy, such as bibliodrama.
Shortly thereafter, I was nominated as a high school pastor in Marosvasarhely, (Targu Mures). |
found the school pastorate different to conventional congregational work.' The challenge was to
find a way of addressing students who were not religious and who did not have any relationship
with their community or with God. Through spiritual counseling at personal meetings with these
students, I was able to address their everyday problems, personal questions and spiritual needs. The

new challenge with its many unexpected situations, and the psychological, social, spiritual and

' T was working before that as a regular pastor in a large community in a city. (2003-2005).
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theological questions that arose, made this working field difficult, especially for me.

I came to realize, as a school pastor, that spiritual counseling in the reformed high schools
had an important (implicit) contribution to the spiritual development of the high school students. I'm
interested in answering the question of which factors of spiritual counseling contribute to a positive
change in spirituality and personal development?

From the church's perspective it is also important to be aware that the contribution high
school counseling can make to spiritual development of students does offer a means of furthering
the church's missionary work in reformed high-schools.

We should mention here some ethical aspects of the reformed church's missionary work in
these high schools. We can approach this with the following observation: The perspective of the
reformed church concerning missionary work in high schools is related to the educational and
teaching activities of the pastor-teachers. Karacsony Sandor® expresses this notion well: “The
teacher is a pastor-teacher. Not in the sense that he wears a black robe, but in the sense that while he
teaches he also educates the students. He feels himself to be a missionary. (...) He is a witnessing
pastor-teacher. He stands before Christ and this power must have been witnessed. This involves the

whole culture.””

Karacsony’s observation represents the teaching-witnessing presence of the
reformed church in high schools. How appropriate is this missionary attitude?

Spiritual counseling (an activity representing the church itself) is a special field of work in
high schools. While its purpose is primarily missionary work, through personal interaction and
sharing (incarnation) this is not its only purpose (if it were, it would no longer be spiritual
counseling), but through personal interaction it nurtures the helping, guiding and pacing effect. The
result is very similar to that work we call “incarnational missionary” work.

If we can confirm this hypothesis, then it is worth our while paying more attention to the

problem of counseling in the reformed high schools of Transylvania.

1. Problem statement

Transylvanian Reformed high schools are a special case. They are not state schools, and they
are not clerical schools either. The semi-clerical status of these institutes raises the issue of religious
education. Cooperation between state and church is obviously expected, but in practice there is an

uncertainty as to how to communicate Christian values to the students, how to form a Christian

Karacsony Sandor was a Hungarian Reformed theologian, pastor of the youth generation. He wrote many books
concerning the religious education of the youth generation, published between 1919-1946.

Karacsony Sandor: Magyar ifjusag. Tettrendszer és etika. (Hungaran Youth. Act and Ethic) Széphalom
Konyvmiihely, Budapest 2005.41.



identity and spirituality in a secular institution. There is a huge effort being made from the church's
side to balance its participation in the educational process with the secular educational system in
Reformed high schools. Secular education is merely performance-oriented, being a response to the
economic interests of society. This perspective neglects the spiritual and Christian ethical
dimensions of education. We may also ask the question raised by Carl Nipkow: “what does it mean
today to grow up without God?”.* It has been found in German research (2005,) carried out at high
schools in Erlangen-Niirnberg, that there is a positive correlation between the educational process,
religiosity and efficiency.” The multi-faceted relationship between students, teachers, parents and
counselors was found to produce a supportive educational and spiritual background for the students

and resulted in a positive tendency in their development.

Given these results, I believe that spiritual counseling in Reformed high schools influences
the relationship between the students, promotes friendly contact with the teachers, presents
occasions for spiritual growth (worships, feasts, prayers, personal talks, bible studies, celebrations)
and gives the school community a special atmosphere and a supportive character. I believe also that
spiritual counseling has an influence on those non-religious, non-believing students too. From our
perspective it is important to point out the changing and influencing factors implicit in high school

spiritual counseling; factors we will analyse in this research.

On the other hand, we should remember, that in addressing those students who never had
any relationship with a Christian community and God, spiritual counseling seems to be an adequate
method of reaching these people, through their spiritual needs. Indeed, the Reformed high schools
in Transylvania don't have an explicit missionary or evangelistic orientation. However, for those
students and parents who come in to personal contact with the school's pastor and/or participate in
one or more spiritual occasions, (through the incarnational character of it), spiritual counseling

performs as an implicit® missionary work.

Interpreting the church's role and responsibility in the educational process of Reformed high
schools, we should consider, and even put more accent on the specific working field of spiritual
counseling, as being an important method in the church's missionary/evangelistic work, and one

which cannot be neglected.

Nipkow: Erwachsenwerden ohne Gott? Gotteserfahrung im Lebenslauf. Chr. Kaiser Velag, Miincen 1986.85.
Heike Vierling-IThrig: Was hat die Kirche von der Schulseelsorge? In: Harmjan Dam/Mathias Spenn: Evangelische
Schulseelsorge. Hintergriinde, Erfahrungen, Konzepzionen. Bd. 2. Comenius Institut, Miinster, 2007.36.

¢ Klessmann, 2010.166.f



2. Purpose of the Research

The ideal situation would be to recognise the effect of various factors that influence spiritual
counseling work in Reformed high schools. This would bring us a step closer to working more
sympathetically for spiritual counseling (church's support) and therefore provide more adequate
intervention. David Kabisch’ summarises the situation regarding school counseling in German high
schools. He states that well-structured pastoral care works through it's incarnational, emphatic and
missionary/evangelistic character, but that this work has a special goal: to help the students learn
how to be spiritual counselors for each other.

In light of the ideal situation described by Kabisch, our research is in its infancy. However,
we are able to use the results of our research as a ‘stepping stone’ to describing the present situation
regarding spiritual counseling in Transylvanian Reformed high schools. This research is not a full
diagnosis of the present problem, but an additional tool to help identify possible approaches to
making effective changes in the process of spiritual counseling in Reformed high-schools in
Transylvania.

It would be interesting to conduct further research using a control-group analysis to identify ways of

enhancing the effects of the spiritual counseling in the high schools.

3. Research questions

In approaching this research field, I have had to consider, that there is no similar previous
research. Therefore it is essential to collect data and get accurate view of spiritual counseling
practice in Transylvanian Reformed high schools. As a school pastor I'm seeking an answer to the

following fundamental question:

1. What are the most relevant factors in Transylvanian Reformed high school
counseling, and how can they influence the non-religious, non-believer students with regard to
their view of Christianity. Furthermore, what can the church learn from this in order to

improve its missionary impact on high school populations?
This question can be further divided:
1.1. How does the school atmosphere contribute to change?

1.2. How does the social network within the school (friends, classmates and teachers)

contribute?

1.3. What is the contribution of the family background?

7 David Kabisch: Schiiler als Schulseelsorger: Evangelische schiilerarbeit im Bibelkreis. In: Ralf Koerrenz/Michael

Wermke (Hg): Schulseelsorge — Ein Handbuch. Vandenhoeck-Ruprecht, Gottingen 2008.137 1.
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1.4. How does the pastor/spiritual director contribute, from the student's point of view?

1.5. What lessons can the church draw from these factors in order to improve its high
school ministry?

Obviously, there remain open questions related to the main question. For example, what do
we mean by positive change? Is it possible to analyze all factors that contribute to positive change?
How can we check whether positive change has been achieved? To produce a clear analysis, any
research must be wide-ranging. Multiple control-groups and broad research must be carried out to
get a viable answer. This kind of research dimension, unfortunately, is beyond the scope of this
current work.

However, it is important for pastors, (and for the church itself) to begin the challenge by
highlighting and describing some of the main factors relating to change in spiritual counseling in

the Reformed high schools of Transylvania.

4. Relevance

Spiritual counseling can be interpreted as a field of dialogue between church, school, student
and family. As a consequence of changes in society, emerging familial and personal (adolescent's)
problems, and the tension between expectations and performance, spiritual counseling has become
an adequate mediating and helping influence for those involved. Secondly, it is important to
mention the effects of spiritual counseling that go beyond the purpose of simple missionary work.
This is what we call “indirect missionary work”* Thirdly, we consider this working field to be

important and implicit in the missionary service of the church.

This thesis will be relevant for pastors and church leaders, making them conscious of the
importance of this kind of missionary work. In a larger perspective, this missionary work among

youth could revitalise the “old spirit” of our church.

5. Research method
In seeking the answer to our fundamental research question (above) we plan to undertake a
descriptive research. By addressing the sub-questions (see above) it will be possible to develop an

approach that yields a better analysis of the main question.

Our purpose is to obtain more data regarding students’ experiences concerning family-
background, school atmosphere and the social network allowing us to make reference to the way in
which spiritual counseling can help and influence the student's life. It is our intention to gather data

on how spiritual counseling can reach and influence people who don't have any clerical and/or

8 See the Introduction.
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religious contact in their everyday life. It is also important to engage in dialog with church
leadership and to present important answers that result from the research. This dialog will lead us to
a clearer understanding of spiritual counseling in high schools and towards effective structural /

methodological change therein .

In the following paragraphs, sub questions of the research will be interpreted one by one.
The exploring questions and their possible answers (related to each sub-question such as the method

of the research by each sub-question) will be presented.

The questionnaire results represent the response of 785 students from eight Transylvanian
Reformed high schools (There are in total 9 Reformed high schools in the whole Transylvania). The
students were grouped by age as follows: The IX. class students (14-15 years) and the XII. Class
(17-19 years) students. The reason for this division is based in development psychological
descriptions. These descriptions attempt to classify adolescence in to several phases. The borders of
the phases are diffuse. We use the simple, two part division: the 14-15 year-olds correspond to the
pre-adolescence period and the 17-19 year-olds correspond to the adolescence or pre-adulthood.
This allows us to take into account the significant differences in response that are known to exist

between the two age groups / phases.

The questionnaire-method helps to get more data from more students and therefore results
that are of more relevance. Over 785 students participated in the questionnaire. Once in the research
database, frequency analyses provides further results according to gender, age, place of living and

religious activity.

The questionnaire survey was carried out with the agreement of the school master. The

school pastors assisted in contacting the students.
Instructions on filling out the questionnaire were as follows:
— participation is voluntarily;
— no names are required;
— the chosen answer’(s) should be circled);
— honest answers are expected,
— no time limits are imposed;

— questions can be asked at any time to clarify what is required.
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6. Structure of the thesis

The thesis has two main parts with several chapters. The first part includes the introduction
and statement of the problem being approached as well as the as the methodology of the research.
Ten chapters of the first part present the different aspects of the spiritual counseling, such as the
history, the development, and its relationship with the different scientific domains such as
psychotherapy, psychology, theology, pedagogy, religious education, etc. There are also presented
the basic problems of the psychological and spiritual development of the adolescents. The most of
the occurred psychological problems, the problems of the school, the problems in the families
makes us to understand better the complex web of the adolescent”s relationship. The effects of the
religious education, the family background, the process of forming religious identity are all part of
the theoretical framework of the thesis.

The second part presents the survey's methodology such as the results of the survey and of
the interviews. There are four main chapters which include the interpretation of the results giving an
aanswer to the four research questions. Finally, the conlusions and recommendations are gathered in

to a last chapter at the end of the thesis.

7. Conclusions

With this research into spiritual counseling in the Reformed high schools of Transylvania,
the first stepping stones have been laid down, enabling us to step closer to that kind of pastoral
work. Obviously, no research has been carried out in this sense; therefore it is essential to provide
an overview of how spiritual counseling in these Reformed high schools works, what its effect is
likely to be and what kind of influencing factors can contribute to a better result. As stated in the
methodology, the purpose of this survey is to provide a description of counseling work and its many
aspects, with the help of the students. A high number of students (almost 800) completed the
questionnaire, helping us to produce insightful and relevant results regarding counseling in
Transylvanian Reformed high schools.

1. The special character of the reformed high schools

The state's educational institutes work according to the Prussian ideology: Performance-
oriented education which focuses on results. This system is simply impersonal, competitive and
market-oriented. The Reformed high schools seem to represent an alternative value-system. The
students appreciate a good school atmosphere, a positive relationship with the teachers, the religious
education as an “extra” element in their education, and the Hungarian language education. These

aspects influence the students' relationship-web as well as their spiritual and personal development.
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The social-network and the company of colleagues represent a supportive and safe
background for them, on in which they can express themselves and can strengthen their identity. A
further effect of this “extra” element is that it can enhance and reinforce the supportive family
background. It can also shape the religious parent's attitude, thereby providing an example for the
student, an example the student can put into practice in his religious school environment. The
spiritual counselor in the Reformed high schools is the person whose prime importance can be
measured in his personal skills and in his personal attitude. Through his unique presence the

counselor can address the students and establish personal contact with him.

All the above mentioned aspects are factors which make the Reformed high schools unique

and special. These factors also influence the work of spiritual counseling in the high schools.
2. Involving the religiously non-active students

Reformed high-schools are open educational systems. There is no requirement to be an
active Christian nor to have Reformed confession to join the school. The active and non-active
students are equally welcomed. The results of this survey show an intense interest from the non-
active students toward their school. The students consider their school's religious education, good
atmosphere, Hungarian educational language and the supportive background of the social network
to be important. This factor improves the positive effect of the Reformed high schools on the non-

active students as well.

The non-active students show a highly positive God-experience. Whether they are from families of
religious or non-religious parents, the religious context of the school - where they spend a

significant amount of time — has a positive effect on these students, too.

The most crucial personality components of the spiritual counselor (approachable,
understanding, trustful, good to talk with etc.) make it possible to reach and establish personal
contact even with those students who have never had religious experiences. Through the person of
the counselor the students are able to experience Christian values such as trust and acceptance,

personal attention and patience, understanding and good communication.

As we can see, high school counseling, as part of the school's unique environment, helps to
address even those students who have no contact with Christian communities. This practice

strengthens the missionary embassy of the school.

3. As concluded in the 6™ chapter, spiritual counseling in Reformed high schools in
Transylvania is an important tool for the improvement and advancement of the church’s missionary

work. Some aspects of high school spiritual counseling have been enhanced which must be kept in
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mind by the church. In order to further improve the church's role in this work, three keywords are
crucial and should be understood by the church: conviction, participation and cooperation and their

importance is as follows:

a) The Reformed high schools are unique places for those adolescents who attend and share
daily in the school's environment. The good atmosphere, social network and personal contact with
the counselor make these schools special for them. The church must be convinced of this and must

take spiritual counseling work in high schools more seriously.

b) The social and familial background of the students is an essential element. one that can be
invaluable to the students. However, it can sometimes be source of their psychical, behavioral and
social problems. Therefore the church should participate in the school environment in order to co-
operate with the parents, teachers and students in identifying and addressing problems and barriers
as they arise. The church is the ideal forum for initiating dialogue between these participants, in
order to raise discussion of educational issues and to promote co-operation between those it

involves.

¢) Spiritual counseling in school maybe based around the notion of one counselor, yet his
work is fundamentally as part of a team. Crisis-situations often require the consultation and
intervention of other organs, such as the school psychologist, leadership of the school, the church,
social institutes, the police, psychiatric services, etc. Although the counselor's cooperation with all
of these is essential, he is still the representative of the church. Therefore, the church would benefit

by taking this cooperation more seriously.
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