Guide for Christian Counselors: Identifying and Limiting High-Risk Clients
Purpose of This Guide
To equip Christian counselors—especially those in church or pastoral settings—with a biblically-grounded and ethically sound framework for:
· Recognizing clients who may pose significant risk
· Knowing when and how to limit or refer care
· Preserving the integrity of counseling within one’s training and role

I. Understanding the Role and Scope of the Christian Counselor
· Biblical Role: Christian counselors are called to provide care rooted in truth, grace, and wisdom (Ephesians 4:15, Proverbs 11:14).
· Professional Boundaries: Know your level of training and licensure. If unlicensed, do not attempt to manage crisis-level mental health needs alone.
· Referral is not failure: It is an act of wisdom and love to connect someone with the help they need (Proverbs 15:22).

II. Identifying High-Risk Clients
A. Warning Signs Across Domains
	Category
	Examples of High-Risk Indicators

	Mental Health
	Suicidal ideation, psychosis, severe depression, delusions

	Behavior
	Self-harm, violence, erratic or aggressive conduct

	Spiritual
	Religious delusions (“God told me to harm myself”), spiritual despair

	Substance Abuse
	Active addiction, blackouts, impaired judgment

	Legal/Social
	Abuse disclosures, threats to others, stalking, criminal behavior


B. Screening Questions (Use with Sensitivity)
· Have you had thoughts of hurting yourself or others?
· Do you feel safe at home?
· Have you ever acted on these thoughts?
· Are there voices or spiritual impressions telling you to do harmful things?
Spiritual Insight: Combine discernment with factual assessment. Don’t spiritualize dangerous behavior—address it wisely.

III. Criteria for Limiting Counseling Engagement
You should limit or transition care if any of the following apply:
1. Client needs exceed your training or legal scope
· Example: Psychosis, complex trauma, bipolar disorder
2. Repeated crisis patterns without stabilization
· Example: Chronic suicidal ideation without psychiatric support
3. Safety concerns for you or others
· Example: Aggressive threats or unstable behavior
4. Legal implications
· Mandatory reporting issues (e.g., child abuse, elder abuse)

IV. Practical Steps to Limit or Transition Care
Step 1: Assess Risk
· Use brief tools (e.g., Columbia-Suicide Severity Rating Scale if trained)
· Document clearly and confidentially
Step 2: Consult with Supervisors or Pastoral Team
· Get input from trusted, trained peers or spiritual leaders
· Avoid unilateral decision-making with complex cases
Step 3: Refer Appropriately
· Maintain a vetted list of:
· Christian therapists
· Crisis centers
· Psychiatric resources
· Emergency contacts
Step 4: Communicate with Care
· Be clear yet compassionate:
“Out of care for you, I believe it’s best to work with someone equipped to help with what you’re facing right now.”
Step 5: Provide Ongoing Pastoral Support if Appropriate
· Offer spiritual encouragement, prayer, and community support (without overstepping therapeutic boundaries)
· Continue care in non-clinical settings: small groups, pastoral follow-ups

V. Red Flags to Discontinue Counseling Immediately
· Threats of harm to counselor or others
· Unmanageable suicidal plans with intent
· Severe psychiatric symptoms (hallucinations, paranoia, mania)
· Signs of demonic oppression coupled with psychological instability (requires both pastoral and clinical evaluation)

VI. Documentation Tips (Confidentially and Legally Sound)
· Record:
· Session dates
· Major concerns raised
· Any risk assessment steps taken
· Referrals made and client’s response
· Store securely and limit access

VII. Scriptures for Discernment and Guidance
· James 1:5 – Ask for wisdom
· Proverbs 27:12 – “The prudent see danger and take refuge”
· Ecclesiastes 3:1 – There is a time for every purpose under heaven
· Galatians 6:2 – Bear one another’s burdens, but know your limits (see 6:5)

VIII. Summary: Discernment, Limits, and Love
Christian counseling is a ministry of presence, wisdom, and truth. But counselors must recognize when someone needs care beyond what they can safely offer. By identifying high-risk clients early and responding with discernment, you:
· Protect the client
· Honor your role
· Reflect the love and wisdom of Christ

