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Faith-based graduate counseling programs 
seek to develop counselors possessing strong 
personal character and clinical skills demon-
strated through both academic achievement 
and non-academic dispositions. As Scott (2019) 
suggested, faith-based counseling programs 
are uniquely suited to develop holistic identity 
dispositions, but, as with their non-faith-based 
(NFB) counterparts, struggle to adequately de-
fine and measure the non-academic character 
dispositions providing holistic development as 
clinicians of character. While the Council for 
the Accreditation of Counseling and Related 
Educational Programs (CACREP) provides the 
standards for the definition, measurement, and 
alignment of academic competencies and dis-
positions, faith-based programs are left to de-
fine the non-academic dispositions that might 
reflect the unique values, beliefs, and attitudes 
deemed essential for Christians graduating 
from their programs. The ACA Code of Ethics 
reiterates the necessity of awareness of per-
sonal values, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors 
as an indispensable first step to avoid imposing 
them on clients, trainees, and research partici-

pants (ACA, 2014, A.4.b.). It is within this call of 
the American Counseling Association (ACA) to 
ensure we practice and train our students to 
practice ethically and with awareness. In this 
call, we see a gap in establishing value stan-
dards for faith-based counseling that provide 
the means for defining, measuring, and aligning 
these dispositions or virtues across faith-based 
programs to aid in promoting standards of ex-
cellence and expectation for holistic counselor 
identity. Kardaras (2022) suggested the neces-
sity of a philosopher-warrior that encompasses 
the virtue traits of wisdom, strength, grit, re-
silience, and ethical discernment (p. 231), but 
within a value-neutral context like counseling, 
we lack the theological and philosophical foun-
dation from which to establish our value system. 
Following the perspective of the Association for 
Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in Coun-
seling (ASERVIC) work, we are, as Christians 
approaching the question of our values, to out-
line them and use them as an additive scaffold 
that goes beyond the suggested value-neutral 
CACREP standards. Values refer to the ideals 
and interpretations of our belief systems, often 
residing outside of our conscious awareness, 
but expressed or lived out through our behavior 
as our virtues (Scrivener, 2022). Values serve 
as a theoretical foundation that describes our 
beliefs, but our virtues form the observed and 

The field of counseling has long attempted to establish standards defining non-academic 
character dispositions for counselors and counselors in training. The struggle in establish-
ing consensus with these standards is that character or virtue dispositions rely on a clearly 
stated and developed value and belief foundation. While culture can attempt to mimic bibli-
cal virtues, the virtues of faith, hope, love, wisdom, justice, temperance, and courage occur 
as byproducts of lives lived in the pursuit and formation of loving God and loving others. Dis-
positional virtues form from the telos or purposes found driving our multiple identity fac-
tors. Character is developed through the intentional relational imitation of our values from 
our beliefs, but for effective formation of biblical values to virtues, faith-based graduate 
counseling programs must cultivate a biblical worldview as a new normed lens to compete 
with the mainstream belief systems infused in our students from our culture.
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experienced reality of our behavior.  One such 
core value within a Christian worldview is the 
importance of dispositional character virtues 
that impact and uphold clinical training and eth-
ical competency. This awareness of values and 
resulting application of values through virtu-
ous character dispositions improves our align-
ment with ethical practice and is necessary for 
the formation of holistic, virtuous counselors 
(Hastings, 2021). Our values flow from our belief 
system, but our belief systems or worldviews 
are influenced and informed by our culture and 
experiences as well as our religious systems 
and contexts (Gerbner, 1998; Scrivener, 2022). 
Christian programs that seek to foster forma-
tion and development in a greenhouse environ-
ment must enact a new Christian “mainstream” 
value foundation that will support an observ-
able model of character by virtuous behaviors. 
Fostering formation as a spiritual process, as 
Clark and Johnson (2021) explain, requires “the 
renewal of our minds and transformation of our 
whole person into the image of our incarnate 
God and Savior” (p. 22). In this context, we can 
help develop counselors who love God and love 
others well as demonstrated by their disposi-
tional virtues of faith, hope, love, wisdom, jus-
tice, temperance, and courage. 

Cultivating a New Mainstream

To address how Christian faith-based coun-
seling programs may enact and espouse a cen-
tral set of character virtues and dispositions, 
we must first address what unites these pro-
grams and guides their purposes. To do this, we 
must visit the concept of worldview as the cul-
tivated foundation of our values, purpose, and 
virtue expressions. Sire (2015) has traversed 
the idea of “worldview” through its development 
and attends to it from a Christian perspective. 
He suggested a worldview is

a commitment, a fundamental orientation of 
the heart, that can be expressed as a story 
or in a set of presuppositions, which we hold 
about the basic constitution of reality, and 
that provides the foundation on which we live 
and move and have our being. (p. 141) 
He went on to state that one’s worldview 

is “situated in the self—the central operating 
chamber of every human being. It is from this 
heart that all one’s thoughts and actions pro-
ceed” (p. 143). In short, Sire suggested our per-

sonal and deep commitments can be expressed 
narratively, and these narratives held deep in-
side us guide our choices. Axiology, the branch 
of philosophy that deals with value judgments, 
provides nuance to Sire’s ideas. Worldviews are 
not values, but systematically assert argumen-
tation through their account of life and its pur-
pose what is to be valuable. A value is a subject’s 
assertion of goodness, worthiness, desirabil-
ity (or a lack of these) as pertains to a certain 
object, and therefore underpins the subject’s 
aims, goals, opinions, and actions in relation 
to that object (Allen & Varga, 2007; Irabor & 
Onwudinjo, 2022). There is long debate wheth-
er values arise intrinsically or extrinsically, and 
subjectively or objectively (Allen & Varga, 2007; 
Irabor & Onwudinjo, 2022). While full discussion 
is beyond our scope, we can understand how 
Christian’s values emerge through core pro-
cesses that are deontological, teleological, and 
relativistic. Irabor and Onwudinjo (2022) explain 
that deontological values are principle-based, 
asserting that actions are right or wrong. Pre-
scribed value is common to a Christian under-
standing of life in God’s kingdom where there 
is delineation of right or wrong action because 
of the world’s design. Teleological value allows 
the outcome of action to define its worth, and 
we see Christian ethics uphold acts that usher 
in the shalom of the kingdom. Finally, relativism 
recognizes cultural and personal preference 
and “whatever is right for you,” which occurs to a 
lesser degree within a Christian worldview as it 
accepts cultural contexts and lived experienc-
es, while rejecting full self-definition. We sug-
gest that Christians utilize all three processes 
in relationship to one another, and differing de-
nominations or traditions prioritize the deonto-
logical and teleological values of God’s kingdom. 
Critically, the storying process Sire describes 
establishes what to value in our belief system. 
However, it is not just Scripture, religion, or 
family that cultivates our worldviews. DeYoung, 
in the foreword to Butterfield’s (2023) Five Lies 
of Our Anti-Christian Age, recognized that the 
devil is a liar and the father of lies (John 8:44), 
intending to “keep us from seeing and hearing 
what we should…speak[ing] through the half-
truths and quarter-truths we find in a thousand 
movies, television shows, and ‘news’ reports” (p. 
xv). As Gerbner (1998) identified in his cultivation 
analysis model, 
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Television is a centralized system of sto-
ry-telling. Its drama, commercials, news, and 
other programs bring a relatively coherent 
system of images and messages into every 
home. That system cultivated from our in-
fancy our predispositions and preferences 
that used to be acquired from other “primary” 
sources…television has become the primary 
source of socialization and everyday informa-
tion. (p. 177) 
“Cultivation is thus part of a continual, dy-

namic, ongoing process of interaction among 
messages and contexts” (Gerbner, 1998, p. 180). 
While the medium of media has changed since 
Gerbner’s initial studies on television in the 
1960s through the 1990s, Hermann et al. (2021) 
highlighted the continued importance of shared 
sources of meaning and story from which “our 
conceptions are reciprocally cultivated by the 
stories we tell” (p. 25). Our values, telos, and vir-
tues will always flow from the character formed 
through our beliefs and worldview, but this 
belief foundation is not a static pool but a dy-
namic stream through a reciprocal interaction 
between values and beliefs influenced by the 
quantity and consistency of the messages we 
receive about and from the world around us. Our 
telos or purpose in life provides a critical hinge 
between the theoretical foundation of our val-
ues and the visible practice and expression of 
our virtues as the shift toward a goal-oriented 
process (Smith & Smith, 2011).  

 We must recognize that all worldview posi-
tions are uniquely correct or incorrect in myriad 
ways compared to the ultimate truth based on 
the reality of embodied and cultured existence 
that influences us all (Watson, 2019). As Scriv-
ener (2022) suggested in the title of his book, 
our worldview is reciprocally influenced in satu-
ration by The Air We Breathe. Cultivating a bibli-
cal worldview requires levels of self-awareness 
and metacognition beyond the capacity of many 
children, identifying the source and bent of the 
mainstreaming narratives shaping the lenses of 
our reality. And yet, in waiting until adolescence 
or young adulthood to think about our thinking 
and identify the reciprocal influences on our 
belief system, our belief system is established 
through these mainstreamed narratives. 

Because of this process, many counseling 
students are largely unaware of their worldview 
and how it orients and primes them to values, 
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preferences, and behaviors. Yet simultaneous-
ly, to act against such a deeply held narrative (or 
worldview) is known to create dissonance and 
discomfort (Johnson, 2011). Therefore, a coun-
selor in training is only likely to find training and 
virtue development appealing if it aligns with 
their worldview. The conclusion that worldview 
issues should permeate the Christian counsel-
or's education is sound when we accept that 
worldview has such great directive power over 
personal telos and action, and intense disso-
nance can arise (Scrivener, 2022; Wolf, 2011). 

Just as worldview permeates our conscious-
ness through our consumption of the main-
stream media narrative, regardless of medium, 
the permeation of an alternative worldview 
through education can take many forms. Defin-
ing or outlining a biblical worldview as an alter-
native narrative lens can be difficult. Examining 
the biblical narrative of creation-fall-redemp-
tion-consummation could provide a struc-
ture for cultivating a new mainstream model 
(Schaeffer, 1981). Identifying and replacing worl-
dview system elements requires a narrative arc 
like this model provides, but the enacted shared 
experience of consistent and repetitive rituals 
(like the Every Moment Holy liturgies that apply 
a biblical lens to everyday situations, or corpo-
rate worship) is necessary to create the main-
streaming effect that frames new beliefs and 
values, telos, and expression of virtue (Sandler, 
2022). When practical steps are taken to fa-
cilitate Christian worldview learning, personal 
values and goals are continually formed along-
side a desire to manifest God's wisdom, beauty, 
and glory (Erdvig, 2020; Johnson, 2011). Func-
tionally, then, repeated actions are completed 
according to our values in the service of one’s 
telos. Such functional repetition, alongside the 
experiences of others, forms and reveals the 
character virtues that are sought in the coun-
seling field. In short, there is an experiential 
pathway where our worldview provides a goal for 
life (teleology) and commensurate values (axiol-
ogy) that underpin our purposeful engagement 
and further personal character and behavioral 
formation. When repeated, this pathway cul-
minates in the development and expression of 
virtues (Smith, 2016). Christian counselor edu-
cation has a worldview that seeks to initiate this 
process for students amidst competing cultural 
worldview ideas. This mainstream cultivation 
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pathway must not be overlooked if we are to at-
tend to the holistic formation of Christian men-
tal health professionals.

Virtue Categories as an Expression of  
Worldview and Telos 

When Christian counseling training programs 
attend to worldview and help students to make 
sense of and enact the shared narrative deeply 
held within each student, there will emerge a 
narrowing telos or end goal towards which ac-
tion and character will attend. As Frankl (2006) 
identified, a key element of humanity is sustain-
ing a sense of meaning and purpose in life. To 
illuminate this process, we discuss the Chris-
tian telos of glorifying God and loving others as 
one’s self and the virtue of humility necessary 
to achieve such a telos. For the Christian, glo-
rifying another (English Standard Version Bible, 
2001, Matt. 10:38-39; Mark 12:30-31) and being 
comfortable to esteem others rather than one-
self (English Standard Version Bible, 2001, John 
15:12; Romans 13:8) requires a high degree of 
personal comfort with one’s position, limita-
tions, and inherent value, all of which are not 
simple tasks. Humility is an enacted virtue that 
allows for each of the following that are needed 
for such a task: an accurate appraisal of self as 
finite and in need of help, a lack of concern for 
self-importance, a strong sense of one’s worth 
for relationships, and transcendence of the self 
and an orientation towards others (Lavelock et 
al., 2017). From this example, it is clear that the 
virtue of humility can foster behavioral expres-
sions, and the behavioral manifestations are the 
evidence of the virtue. It is also highly likely that 
humility would be less likely to occur without a 
telos that requires humility-dependent action. 
Critically, the Christian who displays this humili-
ty would value the acts or telos of glorifying God 
and loving others as themselves. We now turn 
to prior scholarship to discuss the relationships 
between values, telos, and virtues.  

From Values to Virtues: Competencies of 
Character Disposition

As discussed above, and Chatraw and Pri-
or (2019) explained, “virtue assumes telos or 
purpose” (p. 54). Our purpose or meaning in 
life flows from and expresses the theoretical 
foundation of our values, based in the context 
of our belief systems. This flow is one-direc-

tional, demonstrating our true beliefs and val-
ues through our desired purposes, expressed 
by our visible and evident behaviors (virtues). 
The counseling field has propositional values 
demonstrated in the ACA Code of Ethics Pream-
ble (2014) of autonomy, nonmaleficence, benef-
icence, justice, fidelity, and veracity (p. 3). Still, 
without Christianity, these values become blind 
faith (McLaughlin, 2021). McLaughlin (2021) cited 
historian Tom Holland who explained that many 
Christian beliefs about humanity have been re-
branded as secular:

…this rebranding has worked so well that 
even atheists now hold some Christian beliefs 
to be self-evident truths…Without Christian-
ity, belief in human rights, in racial equality, 
and the responsibility of the powerful toward 
the victimized becomes blind faith. (pp. 21-22) 
The field of counseling highlights the necessity 

of “core values, attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs 
needed to become an effective and competent 
professional” (Spurgeon et al., 2012, p. 97), and it 
seems the virtues of an effective counselor con-
cerned for the rights and needs of others origi-
nate from the values founded in the life of Jesus 
Christ and the telos that comes from Christian 
faith. Confusion occurs when the values pro-
moted by a Christian worldview become main-
streamed as models of expectation and practice 
as an outcome but reject the foundational belief 
system of God and these “counseling” values are 
expressed as virtues to reflect His love, holiness, 
and justice to us and through us. 

The Code of Ethics (ACA, 2014) requires that 
“Counselors are aware of—and avoid impos-
ing—their values, attitudes, beliefs, and behav-
iors” (p. 5). This value stance imbued in the ACA 
ethics suggests, or even requires, the virtues 
of love, respect, and justice in the counselor, 
demonstrated through their insight regarding 
the basis of their values and the potential dis-
tinction of these values and that of their client. 
As even the Code of Ethics defines (ACA, 2014), 
to be a virtuous and ethical counselor, you must 
first identify your value base. MacIntyre (as cit-
ed in Chatraw & Prior, 2019)

argues in After Virtue that in an age that no 
longer professes belief in a unifying transcen-
dent telos, we still employ the language of vir-
tue, but we do so not to name the excellences 
that characterize human essence but rather 
to name our personal preferences. (p. 54)
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For counselors to be virtuous, they must have 
values consistent with the worth and dignity of 
the individual and a basis for treating others as 
they want to be treated (Matt. 7:12). While the 
field of counseling seeks to develop counsel-
ors that are virtuous and ethical, faith-based 
graduate programs are uniquely suited to de-
velop students of character and virtue because 
the personal virtues desired by our world flow 
from a life lived explicitly seeking alignment 
with the Gospel and a pursuit of conformity to 
Christ. Worthington (2010) summarized multiple 
streams of research around virtue formation, 
defining virtue as “the best of human charac-
ter” (p. 268), but that “virtue implies goodness…
[and] something or someone must define what 
is good” (p. 269). We need God to define what 
is good and to enable, through His mercy and 
grace, to transform us into people who desire 
good (Rom. 3:10) and will love others because 
love comes from God (1 Jn. 4:7) and serves as 
the “guiding virtue” (Worthington, 2010, p. 271), 
forming the person and perspective for all the 
other virtues to follow. As Greggo (2016) high-
lighted, “Our training intent is not to integrate—
merge disciplines—but to equip leaders to live 
a Christian identity wisely in a professional ca-
pacity with multicultural fluency…merg[ing] 
professional identity with a lifelong walk as a 
disciple of Jesus Christ” (pp. 30, 33). 

Building from this acknowledged value posi-
tion of Christian faith defined by biblical stan-
dards, we can establish a framework for deter-
mining the personal character dispositions of 
effective Christian counselors as standards of 
alignment for faith-based graduate counseling 
programs. While many lists of character virtues 
exist, they need a consistent or acknowledged 
value base, ignoring the necessity and contribu-
tion of the Christian faith as their propositional 
foundation. Both Tan (2019) and Worthington 
(2010) cited Peterson and Seligman’s six core 
virtue strengths and twenty-four-character 
strengths (see Table 1). While these core virtues 
align well with the proposed dispositions of ef-
fective counselors, they lack an acknowledg-
ment of the necessary core of Christianity, ren-
dering the concepts a hollow morality devoid of 
functional applicability and denying (or at least 
foregoing) the reality of sin and immorality as 
contributing factors to motivation and behav-
ior. Spurgeon et al. (2012) acknowledged the 

desire for counseling trainees to demonstrate 
character dispositions or virtues for years but 
explained how a lack of consensus on which 
personal dispositions were necessary prevent-
ed CACREP from requiring them. Spurgeon et 
al. (2012) gathered lists of personal disposi-
tions, including personal qualities and specific 
outcomes, from a variety of counseling-related 
educational programs, identifying the nine dis-
positions of respect, multicultural acceptance, 
use of sound judgment, self-reflection, bound-
aries with others, flexibility, advocacy for self 
and profession, personal responsibility, and life-
long learning (p. 102). A semi-structured faculty 
focus group then refined the list for clarity and 
concreteness to “five dispositions that [the] 
faculty believed captured the heart and iden-
tity of the programs: commitment, openness, 
respect, integrity, and self-awareness (CORIS)” 
(Spurgeon et al., 2012, p. 102). These disposi-
tions included operational definitions explaining 
the specific character traits or strengths simi-
lar to Peterson and Seligman’s positive psychol-
ogy list (see Table 1). Spurgeon et al. (2012) sug-
gested that dispositions “describe a presence” 
(p. 104) and that these non-academic character 
dispositions are critical foundations for effec-
tive clinicians and are “shaped by the program’s 
faculty member values” (p. 106) without iden-
tifying the value base for these virtue expres-
sions. The Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and 
Religious Values in Counseling (ASERVIC, 2021) 
presents a similar situation with competencies 
for addressing spiritual and religious issues in 
counseling, assuming virtuous responses but 
without acknowledging consistent value stan-
dards or the necessity of the Christian faith to 
support these standards. 

Summary of a Christian  
View of Virtue Formation

Worthington (2010) noted that while “some 
psychologists identified 140 virtues and found…
that four factors undergirded the virtues…
empathy, order, resourcefulness, and sereni-
ty…[concluding] that virtues are a function of 
personality rather than of moral reasoning” (p. 
261). This finding supports our values to vir-
tues through spiritual formation conclusion. “In 
Christianity, virtue is a fruit of the Spirit. Virtue 
is a manifestation of something inside, worked 
by the Holy Spirit, and a part of Christian iden-
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tity” (Worthington, 2010, p. 262). Once again we 
can see how a Christian worldview provides a 
rich story with commensurate values and telos 
that promote behaviors, and in time, they devel-
op into virtue. The empowering work of the Holy 
Spirit for growth and change helps align way-
ward personal values (that are relativistic) with 
God’s standards (deontological) and purposes 
(teleological) in the world, to produce virtues 
exhibited within the community. We become 
virtuous through imitation as we are discipled 
by those modeling an enacted Christian telos to 
us. Said differently, the Christian environment 
“mainstreams” virtue, and becoming virtuous 
is a progressive formation requiring engaged 
practice (Smith, 2016). As we practice new be-
haviors, what we desire corrects to purify and 
refine our values, aligning our beliefs to our val-
ues through our telos to express behavior (or 
virtue) congruent throughout.

A Christian Virtue Framework

In an attempt to create a virtue framework 
that aligned with the categories and disposi-
tions from existing research by filling the telos 
or values gap of said virtues, Watson (2018) used 
a Christian value-based virtue framework to 
demonstrate the source and expression of dis-
positional virtues across a developmental lens 
(see Table 1). Watson (2018) also introduced the 
acknowledged need for an education in virtue, 
noting how mental health professionals recog-
nize that ethical practice as a counselor begins 
by forming character virtues in the education-
al environment. “A virtues-oriented framework 
brings a holistic theological and psychologi-
cal understanding of how character is formed” 
(Watson, 2018, p. 25), with Christian teaching 
providing the theoretical value base that “prior-
itizes the development of mental health profes-
sionals to be conformed to the likeness of Christ 
as faithful, hopeful, and loving practitioners 
who seek above all to serve Christ’s kingdom” 
(Watson, 2018, p. 26). Watson (2018) suggested 
that the purpose (or telos) of character virtue 
development is not simply to be virtuous but 
so that counselors may be formed in charac-
ter to love God and neighbor as the actions of 
virtue. In agreement with Worthington’s (2010) 
and Howard’s (2018) argument for love as the 
guiding virtue (1 Cor. 13:13; Heb. 10:22-24), Wat-

son’s (2018) list of character virtues has “three 
theological virtues (faith, hope, and love) and 
four moral or cardinal virtues (wisdom, justice, 
temperance, and courage)” (p. 27). 

 As highlighted in Table 1, using these theo-
logically and biblically grounded behavioral 
expressions of character (virtues) provides a 
value-based framework for pursuing the char-
acter formation of counselors of virtue while 
also providing connection and consistency to 
the existing models of character and virtue 
strengths. These virtues are lifelong charac-
ter dispositions demonstrated across both our 
personal and professional lives (Spurgeon et 
al., 2012; Watson, 2018), providing the “scaffold-
ing for professional formation” (Watson, 2018, 
p. 186) and the means for “facilitating growth 
in Christian maturity and formation…[for] the 
long-term flourishing of…students” (Watson, 
2018, p. 188) in faith-based graduate programs. 
Only through the context of a Christian integra-
tive approach that intentionally cultivates a new 
mainstream mindset for contextualizing clinical 
training within a Christian worldview, biblical 
teaching, and spiritual practices (by providing 
the biblical worldview narrative of creation, 
fall, redemption, and restoration as the broader 
interpretive lens) can students begin the for-
mation process to become counselors of self-
aware and shared virtuous character. Character 
formation is a process of maturation and trans-
formation into the likeness of Christ, requiring 
relationship and time both in the community 
and with Christ through the Spirit (Howard, 
2018). The primary seven virtues of faith, hope, 
love, wisdom, justice, temperance, and courage 
provide core categories within which relevant 
character virtues can be organized for specif-
ic measurement, formation, and development, 
similar to Peterson and Seligman’s virtue and 
character strength model. However, a critical 
source and capacity for development comes 
through our active partnership with God as the 
“Spirit’s deep work within us, and among us, for 
God’s glory and our ultimate fulfillment in Christ 
[occurs]” (Tan, 2019, p. 47).

A non-Christian may logically contend that 
the primary seven virtues offered above are 
only semantically different, rather than sub-
stantively different, from alternatively named 
or organized lists of dispositions and virtues. 
Indeed, the expression of the seven virtues 
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may appear somewhat similar because—as dis-
cussed above—many of the virtues esteemed 
in the helping professions find their origins in 
Christian thought or other similarly person-af-
firming belief systems. Rather than dismiss the 
necessity and utility of Christian virtue due to 
apparent similarity, one must look closer to find 
the differences, which we suggest returns us 
to a question of telos. The Christian telos pro-
vides a direction or orientation to life and behav-
ior, a critical component for thriving humanity 
(Frankl, 2006; Kardaras, 2022). Subsequently, 
the Christian virtue of love, for example, is di-
rected towards a specific purpose rather than a 
generic sense of “this is how I might like to be 
treated” or “it is better for us.” Those sentiments 
may be accurate, but Christian love as a virtue 
is teleological, intending to allow the recipient 
to experience their dignity, a proper ordering 
of relational care, and the forgetfulness of self 
that provides worship and ultimately reflects 
the Lord Himself. Watson’s (2018) descriptions 
of the seven virtues lead the discerning eye be-
yond “what the virtue does” and into “what the 
virtue intends for human flourishing.” The goal 
in developing said virtues is not for the coun-
selor to be virtuous but, instead, for developing 
people who love God and love others, exhibiting 
these virtues as byproducts of this larger telos.

Additionally, a recent study by Christensen et 
al. (2018) explored the dispositions specifically 
reported by 177 CACREP-accredited counseling 
programs. After coding the 964 dispositions, 
Christensen et al. (2018) presented “seven cat-
egories or themes indicative of the personality 
traits, values, and attitudes of professional dis-
positions expected of counseling students. The 
seven dispositions were (1) openness to growth, 
(2) awareness of self and others, (3) integrity, 
(4) emotional stability, (5) flexibility, (6) com-
passion, and (7) personal style” (p. 8). The seven 
categories presented a generally more myopic 
perspective. They lacked teleological import, 
which further strengthens the case for faith-
based virtues and dispositions that respond to 
the demands of the ASERVIC requirements. 

New Mainstream through Mentoring Relation-
ships in a Professional Greenhouse

In their recent book on brain science and 
spiritual formation, Wilder and Hendricks (2020) 
highlighted that “our character is formed by im-

itating those to whom we are attached” (p. 101) 
and that “we are formed by our strongest attach-
ment and the shared identity of our community” 
(p. 111). Character is “our embedded automatic 
responses to our relational environment, our in-
stantaneous behavior that flows naturally from 
our heart” (Wilder & Hendricks, 2020, p. 115) with 
these acquired habits of virtue gaining positive 
automatic responses through practice and rep-
etition (Smith, 2016, p.187). This occurs within 
the relationships of a supportive community 
“that has a well-developed group identity-based 
in the character of Jesus” (Wilder & Hendricks, 
2020, p. 115). We cannot behave virtuously with-
out a theoretical value framework that defines 
what virtue looks like, and these value frame-
works or belief systems are acquired through 
our group identity in community (Boswell et al., 
2017; Howard, 2018; Wilder & Hendricks, 2020). 

As noted earlier, the mainstream perspective 
of our culture provides its versions of these vir-
tues, cultivating an anemic and value-neutral 
worldview lens that is devoid of the depth nec-
essary to sustain natural life and practice (But-
terfield, 2023; Kardaras, 2022; Sestir, 2020). 
Faith-based graduate counselor training pro-
grams have unique opportunities to develop 
counselors of character by cultivating a new 
mainstream message founded in a Christian 
worldview and its values that frame a theory for 
defining the expressed character virtue traits 
encouraged within the personal and profes-
sional relationships of the community. Watson 
(2018) referred to this concept as a “Professional 
Greenhouse” (p. 183). This professional green-
house describes the atmosphere of a program 
that promotes growth in Christlikeness by form-
ing the character strengths that demonstrate 
these dispositional virtues as part of average 
group identity in the training process (Scott, 
2020). As Smith (2016) identified, “virtues are 
habits that take practice” and are “woven into 
character” through imitation and repetition (pp. 
18-19). Watson (2018) explained how enabling 
institutions or professional greenhouses are 
those program environments that “prioritize 
relationships, encourage Sabbath-keeping to-
ward work-life balance, and [foster] shared 
values and virtues across institutions and pro-
grams” (p. 189) while not forgetting to have fun. 
In research evaluating the practice of gate-
keeping and discipleship in such greenhouse 
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environments, Scott (2020) discovered that 
the formational virtues desired in the students 
must be actively experienced, practiced, and 
demonstrated by the faculty through intention-
al relationships with the students. It is not suffi-
cient to know what virtues are necessary to be 
an effective counselor, but “we need to see what 
it looks like to live in God’s kingdom [because]…
our character is formed by imitating those to 
whom we are attached” (Wilder & Hendricks, 
2020, p. 101). This concept mirrors the cultiva-
tion effects of mainstreaming across media 
models to cultivate group-think perspectives 
within our cultural worldview (Hermann et al., 
2021). However, as discussed above, the telos 
or purpose of virtue formation is not to be a vir-
tuous and ethical counselor, as demonstrated 
by the presence and development of these vir-
tues, but to love God entirely and to love others 
as ourselves. These character virtues of faith, 
hope, love, wisdom, justice, temperance, and 
courage and their related character strengths 
are not the goal but the means for our purpose 
in loving God and loving others. This is the Great-
est Commandment (Mk. 12:29-31) and the value 
foundation driving our ethical and dispositional 
values in working with others. As 1 Corinthians 
13:13 highlighted, “So now faith, hope, and love 
abide, these three; but the greatest of these is 
love” (English Standard Version Bible, 2001, 1 Cor. 
13:13). It is the experience of God’s love for us 
within the professional greenhouse of a faculty/
student mentoring relationship and the result-
ing group identity from the program that cre-
ates a new mainstream worldview that forms 
our character over practice and time, providing 
the attachment context for cultivating and sus-
taining these “habits, dispositions, and, eventu-
ally, virtues” (Inazu, 2016, p. xiv). Capturing the 
beginning and end of this pathway—God into 
virtue—Loosemore (2020) found that the quality 
of Christians’ relationship with God directly cor-
related with increased character virtues.  

As C. S. Lewis (1996) explained in The Abo-
lition of Man, “No justification of virtue will en-
able a man to be virtuous. Without the aid of 
trained emotions, the intellect is powerless 
against the animal organism” (p. 35). For Lew-
is, “men without chests” are people attempting 
virtue through rationality or reason without the 
will based on objective values to govern the 
space between our base desires (stomach) and 

pure reason (head). Virtue is formed as a habit 
through repetitive practice within a community 
united around a central telos, where refinement 
and support are expected within relationships. 
With this new mainstream framework of  culti-
vation established, it is time to attempt a model 
for practicing the cultivation of virtue within a 
faith-based graduate counseling program. 

Mainstreaming the Virtues: Beginning  
a “How to” Plan for Application

Later, we conclude this discussion by affirm-
ing our desire to see a unified, Christian faith-
based list of dispositions consisting of faith, 
hope, love, wisdom, justice, temperance, and 
courage. Here, we provide ideas and examples 
of how Christian faith-based faculty may mod-
el and measure one of the seven virtues, hope, 
within a new mainstream worldview expression 
to drive behavioral results. We assert that mod-
eling the virtues and structuring environments 
that foster their development is as important 
as measuring them because of the argument 
above that faith-based counselors develop 
these virtues experientially and relationally. 
Furthermore, once we understand how virtue 
is intended to be lived and shared (its telos), 
it will be easier to see how we might measure 
it. Of course, measuring signs of Christian vir-
tues in students is a complex task. Educators 
and supervisors must use careful discernment 
and consideration to assess the lives and ac-
tions of their students. To evaluate students’ 
virtues, we recommend that consideration is 
given to student actions, statements, choices, 
and relationships in each of the following areas: 
(a) clinical work, (b) supervision responses and 
participation, (c) papers and other coursework, 
(d) relationships with educators, supervisors, 
and other students, and (e) any other meaning-
ful student contact, such as their dealings with 
school administration.

Hope
There are many possible expressions of, and 

opportunities to model, the virtue of hope. 
Christian hope is the eager and full expectation 
that God’s redemptive work will be completed 
and shared by His people (Williams, 2005). The 
Bible speaks plainly of the rich glory that is to 
come in the consummated earth (English Stan-
dard Version Bible, 2001, Eph. 1:18) and that to 
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know this future is to be guided and ushered in 
a new way of living—one full of hopefulness. In 
short, Christian hope looks to the day of Christ’s 
return and the end of pain, weeping, and despair 
and subsequently focuses on the blessings of 
being united to Christ in freedom (English Stan-
dard Version Bible, 2001, Eph. 2:5-7; Rev. 21:3-
5). As Watson (2018) discussed, Christian hope 
provides a solid foundation for life, which can 
be relied upon as an anchor when clients (or 
others) are adrift and attempting to find mean-
ing (English Standard Version Bible, 2001, Heb. 
6:19). The acknowledgment of the definition 
anchored within a worldview system is neces-
sary for these virtues to retain their values and 
purposes in a world of existential subjectivity 
and personal, individual meaning-making de-
void of social and community consideration and 
practice. Grounded hope within this new main-
stream worldview creates congruence in the 
flow of our values to virtues for greater insight 
and effectiveness as counselors because the 
final expression of our assumptions flows from 
a place of regular self-evaluation and personal 
worldview scrutiny.

The anchor of hope provides stability, a foun-
dation, a sense of fortification within one’s life, 
and the promise of eventual rescue (English 
Standard Version Bible, 2001, Ps. 18:1). In re-
sponse to their foundation, Christians make 
choices and engage in activities, such as keep-
ing Sabbath rests, attending worship, meeting 
to pray, or conceptualizing suffering and clinical 
work in the light of eternity, that illuminate, bol-
ster, remind, and give them tastes of their hope 
(Watson, 2018). What emerges is a Christian 
hope that is sustaining and active and some-
thing by which Christians allow their lives to be 
guided (English Standard Version Bible, 2001, 
1 Pet. 1:13). When Christians experience such 
long-term, foundational sustenance, they are 
empowered to contend with complexity, client 
resistance, hopelessness, and much more, with 
depths of resource and personal stability. 

For an example of application, we focus on 
Christian counselor educators and supervisors 
regarding clinical work. In the face of challeng-
ing clients, supervisors may start by assisting 
students in identifying the counselor's expecta-
tions and assumptions for how the world should 
work, exposing the framework of their existing 
mainstream worldview to assess, critique, and 

adjust it to align with a biblical belief system 
or new mainstream. Processing with student 
counselors could then progress to include ex-
posing the emotional cost, the internal per-
spective, and the subsequent choice of inter-
ventions that hold onto hope. Drawing from the 
prior theorizing, we suggest this experience ex-
plicitly identifies the progression of an expres-
sion of virtue as flowing from one’s telos (pur-
pose or desire) and values that are established 
from foundational beliefs. We must remember 
that enacted virtues may or may not reflect what 
you state you believe but could be an expressed 
conglomerate of learned behavior informed by 
unidentified mainstream assumptions about 
the world. When juxtaposed against a Christian 
narrative and telos, these mainstream assump-
tions may appear accurate or inaccurate about 
life but control our values, purpose, and virtue 
regardless of awareness. This is why assisting 
student counselors in the process of identifica-
tion and exploration is a critical ethical training 
approach (ACA, 2014). 

In sum, the following may each express a 
Christian mainstream of hope.  First, supervi-
sors may model how to use hope to address the 
experience of meaninglessness in life that aris-
es for many clients. Clinically, this entails pursu-
ing meaning that undergirds a re-engagement 
with life and working to support a client's inter-
nalized sense of meaning (Watson, 2018). Sec-
ond, supervisors may model the telos of hope by 
demonstrating how to bring beauty and culture 
before the Lord for His glory and support a joyful 
community. Hope is a critical element of con-
necting the self beyond what is currently seen 
or known to something more significant and is 
conspicuously absent within our existing cul-
tural worldview (Kardaras, 2022). When clients 
struggle with direction and choices, the orient-
ing presence of working towards the redeemed 
world can facilitate the discovery of personal 
gifts, work-gifting-fit, renewed vision, and joy. 
Third, supervisors can model personal depen-
dence on the refreshing sustenance and reju-
venation of the hoped-for reality to come. They 
may model how they help clients lean into a solid 
foundation and vision of life so that they experi-
ence motivation and care for their earthly bod-
ies because of their eschatological significance. 
Said concisely, hope provides an anthropologi-
cally sound rationale to work, rest, and play.
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Measurement Statements for the Virtue of Hope 
The task of developing others is greatly en-

hanced by measuring current levels of attain-
ment. In this case accurate measurement helps 
the educator assess virtue development and 
discern what scaffolding might be necessary. 
We offer some initial thoughts on measuring 
the virtue of hope that could be operational-
ized. We recommend discerning to what degree 
students demonstrate (a) personal (while never 
perfect) growth and client care in the context 
of life’s telos, where the expressions of mean-
ing and purpose are consistent with the human 
condition and anthropology; (b) freedom and 
comfort with ambivalent emotional experienc-
es within self and others, intense lament, and 
joy while refraining from rationalizing these 
experiences outside God’s story; (c) a willing-
ness to attend to meaning-making processes 
with clients without fear or imposing control on 
others; (d) effective and healthy practices for 
re-engaging their source of hope and meaning 
in such a way that they draw from, rather than 
distort God’s story; and (e) articulates and finds 
sustenance through a self-aware joy in the hope 
of their Christian future, even during the mix-
ture of life’s sorrow and pain. 

Specific Activities to Evaluate  
and Cultivate Hope

While we maintain that measuring any of the 
seven Christian virtues we have discussed is 
best done across multiple events and relation-
ships, we offer suggestions for measuring the 
virtue of hope using the criteria above that may 
be readily adapted to fit within current counsel-
ing programs. To calculate the virtue of hope, 
educators and supervisors may ask students 
in group supervision to conceptualize a case 
study or an existing client’s treatment regarding 
future redemption. Subsequently, a group dis-
cussion can be facilitated to improve students’ 
understanding of client care guided by a Chris-
tian telos. Additionally, an online class group dis-
cussion board can be initiated where students 
must contribute at least twice, with practical 
examples, to the following prompt, “How does a 
Christian counselor respond to the Bible verse 
‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There 
will be no more death or mourning or crying or 
pain, for the old order of things has passed away 

(English Standard Version Bible, 2001, Rev 21:4),’ 
in a complex, comforting, and realistic manner 
with their clients, especially when the counsel-
or is currently struggling with life's difficulties?” 

Conclusion and Call to Collaboration

We have attempted to make a case for im-
proving the means of identifying, developing, 
and measuring the holistic character disposi-
tions of counselors in training by acknowledg-
ing the necessity of Christianity and faith-based 
graduate education as the value base for such 
virtues. Virtue formation occurs through imita-
tional mentoring relationships that are embed-
ded in and cultivate a new mainstream biblical 
worldview between counselor educators and 
students. These dispositional traits develop as 
byproducts of lives lived in pursuit of loving God 
and others well, tethered to the telos and values 
of biblical truth and Christian faith. Faith-based 
graduate counseling programs are uniquely 
suited to acknowledge this foundational pur-
pose of formation and alignment to the person 
and work of Christ as a goal of the counselor de-
velopment process, recognizing how a virtuous 
counselor demonstrating faith, hope, love, wis-
dom, justice, temperance, and courage occurs 
as a consequence of loving God first. 

We suggest establishing these virtues, their 
development and measurement, as disposition-
al characteristics of effective Christian coun-
selors and for them to become cultivated main-
stream standards across faith-based graduate 
counseling programs. The counseling world has 
attempted to define these character disposi-
tions for years but has failed due to an inability 
to acknowledge a unified telos or value founda-
tion. Faith-based graduate programs can unify 
around the Bible’s redemptive narrative, allow-
ing us to expand this formational model to be-
come a new standard of practice and process 
within our programs. This article invites faith-
based graduate counseling programs to apply 
this model of virtue-based holistic character 
development with students and to expand what 
we have developed to incorporate measures 
and descriptions for each of the seven virtues. 
We hope that we work together as faith-based 
schools to lead the counseling field with ex-
cellence by acknowledging how the necessary 
foundation for clinical work requires that we 
first love God to love people well. 
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