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Abstract:

This study examines how digital literacy can strengthen pastoral counseling in response to
the challenges facing congregational spirituality in digital culture. Using a descriptive
qualitative approach based on a literature review, it synthesizes biblical and pastoral-
theological scholarship with studies of digital communication, spiritual formation, and
pastoral care. The analysis identifies changing patterns of religious authority, fragmented
attention, diminished relational depth, and the ethical challenges of digitally mediated
interactions as significant concerns for contemporary pastoral ministry. It further shows that
digital literacy extends beyond technical proficiency to encompass critical evaluation of
religious information, ethical communication, protection of confidentiality, and theological
discernment. On this basis, the study develops an integrative pastoral counseling framework
comprising four interrelated dimensions— theological, digital, relational, and
transformative—organized into five stages: recognizing, understanding, accompanying,
forming, and transforming. Its conceptual contribution is to position digital literacy as a
formative pastoral competence rather than merely an instrument for delivering services. For
church practice, the proposed framework offers guidance for fostering spiritually resilient
congregants who can engage digital environments critically, sustain meaningful
relationships, and exercise Christian faith responsibly. As a conceptual proposal derived
from literature, the framework requires further evaluation in pastoral settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Digital transformation has reshaped how people communicate, establish relationships,
acquire knowledge, and experience religion in everyday life. Although these changes enable
churches to reach congregants through a wider range of channels, they also introduce challenges
such as social isolation, digital fatigue, fragmented attention, and increasingly individualized
searches for meaning.(Simatupang & Suprabowo, 2025) Congregational concerns now arise not
only in families, workplaces, and church communities but also within digitally mediated
environments. Pastoral counseling must therefore attend to the forms of spiritual distress that
emerge in digital culture and interpret them in relation to people's lived experience.(Waruwu,
2024) This shift calls for an approach that combines theological depth, relational sensitivity,
and competence in digital literacy.(Yudas & Soleman, 2025) A renewed model of pastoral
counseling is consequently needed to support critical reflection, adaptive care, and sustained
spiritual formation among congregants.

Pastoral counseling is a ministry of accompaniment that helps individuals negotiate life's
difficulties through relationships characterized by empathy, reflection, and concern for healing.
Because human experience encompasses spiritual, psychological, social, and relational
dimensions, pastoral care cannot be separated from the circumstances in which people
live.(Riung et al., 2024) Digital literacy refers to the ability to access, understand, evaluate, use,
and produce digital information critically, ethically, and responsibly. Bringing these capacities
into pastoral counseling broadens ministers' understanding of online communication, digitally
mediated social pressures, the circulation of religious information, and changing patterns of
congregational relationships.(Oliver et al., 2020) Within this approach, digital literacy supports
theological discernment, appropriate communication, ethical safeguards, spiritual
accompaniment, and the formation of faith.(Jimmy, 2025) Its integration can therefore help
establish a contextual, relational, and ethically responsible form of pastoral counseling oriented
toward spiritual maturity.

Social media and virtual spaces have become important settings in which congregants
communicate, construct identities, encounter religious ideas, and articulate personal
experiences.(Junias, 2025) Yet frequent digital contact does not necessarily generate
meaningful relationships. Online participation may coexist with loneliness, a desire for
affirmation, social comparison, and limited opportunities for sustained personal reflection.
Spiritual concerns become more complex when congregants encounter competing religious
claims that lack adequate theological grounding but circulate readily without critical
scrutiny.(Febri, 2025) In such circumstances, spiritual struggles are not simply discussed online;
they may also be shaped and reinforced by digital environments. Pastoral counseling must
therefore consider digital experience as part of the context in which faith is understood and
practiced.(Arifianto, 2024) This requires counseling to provide a setting for discernment in
which congregants can reflect on online experience, deepen their faith, and cultivate healthier
relationships.

Yoel Tri Basuki's study of online church practice finds that digital ministry expands
access to worship, teaching, fellowship, and pastoral accompaniment through online
platforms.(Basuki, 2024) Such arrangements provide flexibility for congregants whose
circumstances limit face-to-face participation. Greater accessibility, however, does not
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necessarily produce deeper spiritual growth: digital encounters may offer fewer opportunities
for interpersonal closeness and sustained involvement in the life of a community. Basuki
accordingly argues for closer connections between digital ministry, faith formation, personal
relationships, pastoral care, and congregational participation. Rindi Oktavia Yudas and Indri
Soleman similarly examine pastoral ministry conducted through digital media.(Oktavia &
Soleman2, 2025) Their work indicates that online communication can help pastors reach
congregants more quickly and flexibly, especially when physical meetings are difficult.
Nevertheless, digitally mediated interaction cannot fully substitute for the empathy, emotional
presence, and shared community life involved in face-to-face pastoral relationships. Taken
together, these studies underscore the value of technology while also identifying the importance
of maintaining personal connection within pastoral ministry.

These studies demonstrate the capacity of digital platforms to extend pastoral outreach
and sustain communication, but they largely approach technology as a medium through which
ministry is delivered. They give less attention to digital literacy as a competence that actively
shapes the formation of congregational spirituality. The present study addresses this conceptual
gap by bringing together digital literacy, pastoral counseling, and responses to spiritual
challenges associated with digital culture. Its contribution is an integrative pastoral counseling
framework that connects theological, digital, relational, and transformative dimensions through
five linked processes: recognizing, understanding, accompanying, forming, and transforming.
Together, these processes orient pastoral care toward congregational spiritual resilience in
digital settings.

This study aims to examine the transformation of pastoral counseling through digital
literacy as a response to challenges facing congregational spirituality in digital culture.
Specifically, it considers how developments in digital communication affect the character of
spiritual struggles and examines the relevance of digital literacy to pastoral accompaniment,
discernment, communication, and spiritual formation. It then develops a contextual framework
that integrates theological reflection, relational care, digital competence, and ethical
responsibility. The intended outcome is a conceptual model of transformative pastoral
counseling that can inform church ministry in changing digital environments.

METHOD

This research adopts a descriptive qualitative approach through a literature review to
examine pastoral counseling informed by digital literacy and its relevance to congregational
spiritual challenges.(Subagyo, 2020) Sources include the Bible, national and international
scholarly journal articles, theological and pastoral literature, previous studies, and relevant
academic documents. The review first examines changes in digital culture and congregational
spirituality, with particular attention to patterns of relationship, values, behavior, and spiritual
practice. It then considers digital literacy as a pastoral competence and develops theological and
practical principles for counseling in digitally mediated contexts. These strands are brought
together in a conceptual synthesis that proposes an integrative model of pastoral counseling for
spiritual formation. The study is literature-based; it does not report interviews, observations, or
an empirical assessment of the proposed framework.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Digital Culture and Changing Patterns of Congregational Spirituality

Digital culture has broadened the settings in which congregational spirituality is formed,
moving beyond relatively structured church environments into a rapidly changing, highly
visual, personalized, and interactive information ecosystem.(Zsupan-Jerome, 2024) Social
media, virtual communities, and online religious materials make theological content readily
accessible while multiplying the voices that influence beliefs and religious practices.
Algorithms, user preferences, popular culture, and habits of media consumption increasingly
shape which ideas congregants encounter repeatedly and regard as credible.(Dulmanan &
Tumiwa, 2025) Spiritual formation in this context emerges through ongoing interactions among
Christian faith, technology, social relationships, information, and everyday experience.(Trisani
et al., 2025) Pastoral counseling must consequently address more than isolated problems. It
needs to help congregants cultivate sustained faith, meaningful relationships, and the capacity
to discern how digital environments influence their spiritual lives.

The expansion of online connectivity does not necessarily result in stronger interpersonal
relationships. Rapid exchanges may displace reflective conversation, spiritual silence, and
meaningful participation in embodied communities. Congregants can engage sermons,
devotions, prayer, and theological discussions through a screen without necessarily developing
greater spiritual maturity or critical discernment.(Ibrahim & Ronny, 2025) Fragmented
attention may also encourage episodic religious engagement in which the selection of spiritual
content depends primarily on convenience, visual appeal, emotional resonance, and personal
preference.(Bingaman, 2020) The resulting difficulties concern more than reduced participation
in church activities. They affect how believers interpret truth, relate to others, process
experience, and understand God's presence in everyday life.(Tanhadi et al., 2025) Pastoral
counseling should therefore foster discernment, healthy boundaries, and relational
responsibility as integral aspects of spiritual life in digital culture.

For pastoral ministry, the digital environment must be understood both as a context of
spiritual formation and as a setting in which emotional distress, loneliness, identity-related
tensions, and uncertainty about religious authority can emerge.(Arifianto et al., 2024)(Siahaya
& Dias, 2025) Counselors should consider digital practices when interpreting congregants'
experiences while respecting privacy, appropriate relational boundaries, counseling
confidentiality, and personal dignity.(Bernau, 2021) Pastoral accompaniment can also develop
congregants' capacity to assess online information, evaluate religious claims, recognize
emotionally manipulative content, and sustain habits of reflection amid continuous digital
stimulation.(Rengkung, 2025) The aim is not simply to increase attendance at church programs
but to nurture a form of spirituality that is rooted in faith, critically aware, relationally grounded,
and ethically accountable.(Linansera et al., 2024) Digital literacy thus becomes an important
pastoral competence for supporting integrity and spiritual maturity in complex online
environments.
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Digital Literacy as a Core Competence in Pastoral Counseling

In pastoral counseling, digital literacy involves more than the ability to operate devices or
online platforms. It includes interpreting digital communication, evaluating information
sources, and critically assessing how online experience affects congregational
spirituality.(Lilianti et al., 2025) Pastoral counselors need to understand the influence of
algorithms, social media, viral content, and virtual communication on self-perception,
emotions, relationships, values, and spiritual decisions. Such understanding can help them
distinguish resources that foster faith from manipulative, misleading, provocative, or superficial
content that may undermine theological discernment.(Omersi et al., 2023) Digital competence
also entails ethical responsibilities related to privacy, confidentiality, communication
boundaries, data security, and the protection of people receiving pastoral care online.(Hardori
et al., 2024) These responsibilities make digital literacy integral to the quality of pastoral
relationships rather than a merely technical addition to ministry.

The integration of theological competence and digital literacy changes how pastoral
counselors interpret congregants' concerns. Spiritual struggles should be examined in relation
to the media environments, social networks, cultural expectations, and online experiences that
shape everyday life.(Simatupang & Suprabowo, 2025) Listening to a person therefore includes
attention not only to spoken concerns but also, when appropriately disclosed, to patterns of
communication, sources of information, media habits, social pressures, and identity-related
experiences. This contextual attentiveness can reveal relationships among digital experiences,
emotional well-being, social participation, and the practice of faith.(Pakpahan et al., 2025)
Nevertheless, technology remains a context for pastoral engagement rather than its ultimate
purpose. Counselors must preserve the Christian orientation of care, keeping human dignity,
personal relationships, and spiritual restoration at the center of their work.(Marselina et al.,
2025) Theologically informed digital sensitivity can thereby support pastoral care that remains
both relevant and humane.

Digital literacy also invites a shift from counseling that responds only after a problem
emerges toward accompaniment that strengthens congregants' capacity to respond to digital
pressures.(Ibrahim & Ronny, 2025) Counselors can help individuals evaluate information,
regulate media use, establish healthy boundaries, and maintain practices of prayer, reflection,
and Christian fellowship despite persistent connectivity. By combining theological discernment
with awareness of digital environments, congregants can learn to assess how technological
practices influence their faith, character, relationships, and sense of vocation.(Lantaa et al.,
2024) In this sense, digital literacy contributes to pastoral formation when it enables believers
to engage information critically, exercise ethical responsibility, develop spiritual maturity, and
bear witness to Christian faith within digital culture.(Jimmy, 2025) It becomes a formative
practice that connects pastoral accompaniment, character development, and the cultivation of
spiritual resilience.

Developing a Digital-Literacy-Informed Approach to Pastoral Counseling

Pastoral counseling in digital culture requires a framework that connects theological
reflection, personal relationships, digital experience, and spiritual formation.(Bheka & others,
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2023) Congregants' encounters with technology cannot be treated separately from their
emotions, social relationships, values, and search for meaning.(Alli & Haan, 2025) Rather than
waiting until a crisis has fully developed, pastoral care can seek to recognize patterns of digital
pressure that may contribute to spiritual disconnection.(Rengkung, 2025) Within such an
approach, counselors accompany people as they interpret digital experience in the light of faith,
protect their dignity, and work toward responsible and sustained spiritual growth.(Wenda &
Margaret, 2025) Pastoral practice is therefore directed toward the formation and well-being of
persons, not simply toward keeping church ministries technologically up to date.

The proposed process begins with recognizing the challenges experienced by congregants
through attention to media habits, sources of information, changing relationships, emotional
states, and signs of spiritual distress. The second stage, understanding, interprets these
experiences theologically so that digital struggles are considered as dimensions of human life
rather than technical problems alone.(Minggus, 2019) The third stage, accompanying,
emphasizes empathetic, dialogical, and ethically responsible pastoral presence, including
respect for confidentiality, relational boundaries, data protection, and the autonomy of the
person seeking counsel.(Nugroho & Th, 2024) The fourth stage, forming, strengthens
theological discernment, digital literacy, spiritual disciplines, and reflective judgment, enabling
congregants to evaluate the effects of technology on their faith, character, relationships, and
decisions.(Maranatha & Tandana, 2025) These stages connect contextual understanding with
personal accompaniment and the development of spiritual capacities.

The fifth stage, transforming, directs counseling toward observable changes in how
congregants understand themselves, use technology, form relationships, and practice their faith.
Its intended outcomes include more reflective spirituality, healthier relationships, responsible
digital habits, and an increased capacity to respond to online pressures without losing a
Christian orientation.(Darmawan, 2025) The five-stage process treats digital literacy as part of
pastoral formation rather than a supplementary technical skill.(Herman & Hermanto, 2023) It
links the recognition of digital challenges with practices that nurture character, restore
relationships, and strengthen the capacity for sustained spiritual life.(Rengkung, 2025) In this
way, pastoral counseling becomes both a setting for addressing present difficulties and a
continuing process of Christian formation. Transformation constitutes the guiding aim because
it integrates recovery, growth, and resilience in response to the pressures of digital culture.

An Integrative Pastoral Counseling Model for Digital Spiritual Formation

The proposed integrative pastoral counseling model places digital literacy within the
competencies needed to support congregational spirituality in contemporary church life. It
brings together four dimensions— the theological, digital, relational, and transformative—
across the connected stages of recognizing, understanding, accompanying, forming, and
transforming.(Hwe et al., 2025) The theological dimension grounds counseling in Christian
faith; the digital dimension provides an understanding of technological contexts; the relational
dimension safeguards meaningful pastoral encounter; and the transformative dimension directs
care toward spiritual growth and maturity.(Heryanto et al., 2025) These dimensions are
mutually related: digital experience and spiritual formation are not separate spheres but
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influence one another within congregants' everyday lives.(Basuki, 2024) Consequently, the
model encourages churches to move beyond the adoption of new media toward an approach
that integrates technological awareness, relational care, and the formation of faith.

Within this model, digital literacy is understood not simply as technical competence but
as a pastoral capacity for discernment, risk recognition, ethical judgment, and contextual
interpretation of congregational spiritual experiences.(Arifianto, 2022) Counselors support
congregants through sustained dialogue as they evaluate the effects of technology on identity,
emotions, relationships, decisions, and spiritual practices.(Sangkong, 2025) The stages of
recognizing and understanding foster contextual pastoral assessment, while accompanying and
forming support reflective capacity, spiritual disciplines, and responsible engagement with
digital technologies.(Tamba et al., 2025) Transforming connects these processes to concrete
changes in everyday practices, so that the anticipated outcomes of counseling extend beyond
the resolution of an immediate concern toward spiritual resilience within digital culture.(Yusop
et al., 2023) The model thus identifies the cultivation of discernment and resilience as important
criteria for evaluating pastoral counseling, while recognizing that these outcomes require
empirical assessment.

The principal contribution of the model is its shift from predominantly crisis-oriented
intervention toward the sustained cultivation of spiritual resilience through counseling, digital
literacy, discernment, and faith formation.(Campbell & Littleton, 2018) Here, digital spiritual
resilience refers to congregants' capacity to sustain meaningful spiritual practices, evaluate
information critically, maintain healthy relationships, regulate the influence of technology, and
act ethically in online settings.(Dames & Dames, 2025) The model presents pastoral care as
preventive as well as responsive, emphasizing relationships, reflection, and spiritual
transformation without relinquishing theological depth.(Gultom & Simanjuntak, 2022) This
expands pastoral counseling from a service that addresses particular difficulties into a broader
environment for Christian formation in which congregants can develop mature and responsible
patterns of digital participation.(Elizabeth & Carneiro, 2024) Spiritual resilience is
consequently proposed as a long-term pastoral aim in the midst of technological and cultural
change.

CONCLUSION

Digital transformation has expanded the settings in which congregational spirituality
develops while introducing new challenges for Christian faith, relationships, and ethical life.
Increased exposure to digital media, the diversity of online religious information, and changing
patterns of communication indicate that congregants' spiritual experiences are shaped both
within and beyond established church settings. Pastoral counseling must therefore take digital
experience seriously as part of people's lived circumstances. Alongside addressing personal
difficulties, pastoral care can help congregants evaluate information, manage technological
influences, sustain meaningful relationships, and deepen their faith. Digital literacy emerges in
this context as a pastoral competence that brings together informed engagement with online
environments, theological discernment, ethical responsibility, and spiritual formation.
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The literature reviewed supports the development of an integrative approach organized
into five stages: recognizing, understanding, accompanying, forming, and transforming.
Together, these stages link the theological, digital, relational, and transformative dimensions of
pastoral care. The proposed framework understands counseling as a continuing formative
practice that seeks to strengthen discernment, spiritual disciplines, relational resilience, and
responsible technology use. Its contribution is conceptual rather than empirical: it offers a
structured basis for churches to consider how pastoral counseling might address digital
pressures without reducing ministry to technological adaptation. Future research should
examine the framework in specific congregational and counseling settings to assess its
feasibility and outcomes. Ultimately, the proposed approach aims to support a critical,
reflective, ethically responsible, relationally grounded spirituality rooted in Christian faith.
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