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A Real Story: 	
A Funny Thing Happened…	 1

Story 1
Our church was having a stewardship campaign and I was asked to be 
one of the visitors. My neighbour is 80 and a regular church attender 
and on the electoral roll. Her son was building my new conservatory 
and does not go to church.

He came in very angry: ‘Have you seen this letter? My old mum is a 
pensioner and they are trying to squeeze money out of her.’ ‘Yes, we are 
having a stewardship campaign.’ ‘How dare they do this,’ he replied, 
‘the church has lots of money. It’s all because the church lost all that 
money a few years ago and now they expect my mum to pay for their 
mistakes. Anyway there is loads of money in the Vatican, why don’t 
they sell something? Look at this—they are insisting that my mum pay 
more.’ He waved the letter at me. ‘We do need more money in our local 
church to pay…’ I tried to explain calmly, even if by now I was feeling 
a bit ruffled, but he shouted: ‘So you support demanding money off 
old ladies? She is very upset. Is that what the church is about—getting 
money off the elderly?’ ‘We’re not demanding…’ ‘Look what it says, 
“you should seriously consider giving 5% to the church and 5% to 
charity.”’ I replied: ‘Well the Bible…’ ‘Don’t give me the Bible; you are 
all a bunch of money-grabbing hypocrites. Demanding money from 80-
year-old pensioners is immoral. Call yourself a Christian? Do your own 
conservatory! I will have nothing to do with you.’ He stomped out.

I was really unhappy about this. Even after talking it over with my 
spouse I could not get it out of my mind. I looked again at the letter 
(which the Vicar had written) and thought it could have been a little 
less direct. I mentioned the incident to the Vicar at the church door on 
Sunday but this was not the right time. At the stewardship visitors 
meeting I mentioned it again, but the leader, a Reader, said this was 
only one incident and that the rest of it was going well and people had 
been responding. So I felt that there was nothing I could do.

In a training day for a pastoral care course we were asked to reflect on 
an incident and I raised this in a small group. I explained the situation 
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Our greatest protection is self-knowledge, and to avoid the delusion that we are seeing ourselves 
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and my feelings (still a bit raw). We were encouraged to help one an-
other, look at issues, and relate them to the Bible. I heard from others 
about difficult situations that they had experienced and I did not feel 
quite so bad. We thought about having to take responsibility for the 
actions of others, the Vicar’s letter, in the body of Christ. We thought 
a bit about Paul being flogged for Christ’s sake (it had felt like a flog-
ging). We also prayed a bit and were encouraged to look at what we 
might do next time or what future help we might need. I knew that I 
hate conflict and wondered how to ‘burst the bubble’ in this situation. I 
also saw that this was probably a ‘no win’ situation. All this helped me 
not to feel so bad about the event and I saw that if you take on the role 
of stewardship visitor, you sometimes get flack for doing this. Maybe 
next time I will not be naïve about this possibility.

This is a real story and similar stories could be repeated. But what if there had 
been no pastoral course? It could have meant that there was no development 
and learning from this painful event. It would have been easy to give up and 
withdraw. But that would not have solved the problem nor led to growth. It 
would have been to become a victim rather than to learn from the incident. 
This booklet is all about how to learn from such experiences and go forward 
in Christian discipleship. It will look at a number of examples of learning 
from incidents and work through some methods. It will look at the place of 
pastoral groups and how looking at critical incidents can be used in mutual 
support and development. It will relate pastoral incidents to theological re-
flection (although this booklet is not primarily about theological reflection). 
But first it will look at Scripture and reflect on some of the life-stories to be 
found in the Bible.

Critical Incidents and Scripture	 2
Story 2
I had taken up a job in agriculture away from home because I had got 
into serious trouble while I was younger and feared for my safety. While 
working in the fields I saw something really odd in the distance and 
went to investigate. When I arrived, God spoke to me and told me to 
return home and become the leader of my community. I felt amazed 
that God should choose me as leader not least because I had failed to 
convince people in the past of my position as leader. (I have to ask 
myself who chose me then? Was I rather appointing myself? Was I 
trusting in my authority because of my adopted family background?) 
I was awestruck. I was actually talking to God. But I was worried too 
about my safety and my ability to do the job. I tried to talk myself out of 
this post. But God was not having that. He gave me my brother to help 
me. I thus gave up farming and became a preacher. Now I see that I had 
previously put myself forward out of my own ambition and not thought 
about God much at all. I reckoned that I had all the answers—such is 
the presumption of youth. When God did speak, I was forced to think 
about things completely afresh and give up my own ambitions and 
plans. I now see that God has his own timing and when he says jump 
you have to jump. I also see the futility of trying to avoid God’s call. 
He is very persistent! With further insight I was really glad to have my 
brother with me and he gave me support in some of the difficult times, 
although his judgment was sometimes way out, and nearly wrecked 
everything at one point.

This is the story of Moses written in the format of the first story. As we can-
not interview Moses, some imagination is required to recast the story. In fact, 
imagination is essential in this approach as we will see later. Examples of 
learning from experience are frequent in the Scriptures. Other Old Testament 
examples include that of Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22, where Abraham 
learns what it means to have complete trust in God, and Joseph’s reassurance 
of his brothers after Jacob’s death in Genesis 50, where Joseph sees God’s hand 
in the cruel episodes of his life. Often, as with Moses, there is a lot more learn-
ing to be done, and the stories go on to develop this theme in a person’s life. 
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But through this we can often see that the people involved are just as fallible 
as we are, and sometimes they need to learn something more than once. Of 
course, there are plenty of instances where people seem unable or unwilling 
to learn, such as Aaron and the people creating the golden calf despite the 
experience of Exodus, or the repeated cycle of obedience and disobedience 
by the people of Israel, as depicted in the book of Judges.

It is our belief that the examples of learning by experience and reflection 
found in the Bible indicate the validity of this approach in the twenty-first 

century. Indeed such stories, even allowing for 
the differences in times and culture between the 
world of the Bible and the world of today, provide 
appropriate examples of reflection and learning on 
which we can build.

As the story of Moses shows, reflection on experi-
ence can be a sign of wisdom and maturity. It is in 
and through human experience that God works. 
One of the roots of this can be seen in the wisdom 

literature in the Old Testament. As John Goldingay has observed, ‘Wisdom 
is…[a] pragmatic approach to life…[It] is experience centred,’ it seeks to ‘do 
theology on the basis of how everyday life actually is.’1  It is by reflecting on 
critical incidents that we can be more open to hearing God speak to us and 
so achieve a knowledge of both God and ourselves.

Like the Old Testament, the New Testament has examples of people learning 
from their experiences.

Story 3
My life as a fisherman seemed constant and routine—dealing with 
the weather, searching out the fish, maintaining the boat, working in 
a business partnership—all to keep going and to provide for myself 
and my family. Then word began to spread of the new teacher from 
Nazareth. We’d heard about such folk before. Most of them did not 
really have much about them. Anyway, this new man made his home 
in our town. One day, after we’d had a long fruitless night’s work, he 
came down to the waterside and asked to borrow my boat. He wanted 
to use it to teach from. I let him use it and we sat back and listened. 
He wasn’t centred on himself but God. He spoke of God’s kingdom 
in a way that we could appreciate. When he’d finished he suggested 
we put the nets out again. A bit of me wasn’t too impressed by this, I 
must say. What could he know about fishing? But we had a go, and to 
our amazement the nets were soon full to breaking point. Just who was 

this person? How did he know where the fish were? I did not know 
the answers but I sensed something of God in what he had spoken of, 
and in what had happened that morning. I felt compelled to follow 
him and find out more.

In this story Peter makes himself available to Jesus. He hears his word. He 
sees the deed. He allows all of this to make an impact on him. He reflects by 
asking himself questions. And from all of that he makes a response. Indeed, 
a number of times Jesus asks his disciples questions that show he expected 
them to learn from their experiences. In Mark 8.14–21 he questions their un-
derstanding of the feeding miracles and this leads to the crucial questions: 
‘Who do people say I am?’ ‘Who do you say I am?’ Jesus expected his disciples 
to learn from experience.

Story 4
I had been a faithful missionary for the gospel yet I found my eyesight 
was failing. I had to get other people to write my letters for me. Since 
my living as a tent-maker also relied on my being able to see clearly, all 
of this was pretty frightening. I had been so zealous for the Lord Jesus 
Christ. Why was this happening to me after all I’d done for the gospel? 
Would not it be better if I were fully fit? Then I could do so much more 
for God. Three times I asked God to relieve me of my trouble. I spent 
time thinking about all of this in the light of the Scriptures. I remem-
bered the story of Elijah when he was at a very low ebb. Then he had 
encountered God on the mountain. I reflected that maybe, like Elijah, 
I need to learn that God has a bigger plan than just me. I recalled the 
story of Naaman and that God can and does heal, but he does not al-
ways. And then I thought of a whole range of characters that God had 
used, and that God uses people in many different ways according to 
his purposes and not ours. In and through all of this the Spirit spoke to 
me. He gave me courage to keep going. My feelings of discontent and 
unhappiness were changed for feelings of acceptance and contentment 
that the power of Christ could and would work in and through my 
affliction.	

In this version of Paul’s ‘grace being sufficient in weakness’ (2 Cor 12) we 
have illustrated the place that Scripture takes in a process of learning from 
a critical incident, in this case illness. It is not just that learning from experi-
ence happens in Scripture, or that it was something that Jesus expected of his 
disciples. Scripture takes a part in the process of learning as our story and 
Scripture interact.

Such stories provide 
appropriate examples 

of reflection and 
learning on which 

we can build
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In all the stories in this chapter we have seen an incident, a reflection on the 
incident (usually in the form of questioning about the situation and of the 
people involved in it) and subsequent action in the form of a change in be-
haviour. It is only after reflecting on an encounter 
with God that people are able properly to move 
on. We will see more of this as we proceed through 
the booklet.

We believe that the Bible is an essential component 
in the whole process of being able to learn from ex-
perience. It helps avoid the trap of thinking merely 
in terms of this world and its values. It places our 
experiences within the framework of the Christian 
story, which provides us with examples and reference points to draw upon. 
Using the Bible in this work reminds us that it is not our experiences which 
should be at the centre. Rather we need to bring our experiences to the Chris-
tian story for clarification, discernment, and guidance in their interpretation. 
We need to remember that ‘the hard facts of life, which knock some of the 
nonsense out of us, are God’s facts and his appointed school of character: they 
are not alternatives to his grace but means of it; for everything is of grace, 
from the power to know to the power to obey.’2  We will look further at the 
use of the Bible in reflection later on, but next we examine how to identify 
an incident.

Identifying an Incident	 3
In order to make good use of the technique which we are 
outlining in this booklet, it is important to have an appropriate 
definition of the term ‘critical incident.’ 
One needs to be clear that what makes it critical is that it is an event, or series 
of events, which lie outside one’s normal range of usual experiences. It is not 
a sense of crisis which makes it critical. It is the response it produces. A criti-
cal incident is one which produces an emotional reaction in the person who 
experiences it. It makes an impact. It makes one think. It suggests that there 
is more to a situation than meets the eye. It raises questions.3 

Incidents suitable for analysis and reflection can and should be drawn from 
a wide range of experiences, both positive and negative—those occasions 
which make us want to rejoice and those which make us want to weep. To 
select either all positive or all negative incidents can limit the benefits gained 
from analysis and reflection. An undue emphasis on positive incidents can 
result in a dearth of questioning about conduct and usual ways of thinking  
and viewing the world. An excessive stress on negative incidents has the 
potential to lower self-esteem and our sense of competence and confidence. 
An appropriate balance needs to be struck. One of the ways of doing this is to 
pair incidents and work at a successful incident and a less successful incident 
together. Stephen Brookfield commends describing the successful event first 
because dealing with one’s successes is much less threatening than having to 
face one’s failures.4  Yet describing our negative incidents can teach us more 
about ourselves and give a fuller picture of the assumptions and values which 
underlie our thoughts and actions.

Story 5
At the monthly meeting of the Home Visitors’ Team I described an inci-
dent which had happened to me in recent weeks. I have always found 
it something of a trial to visit one particular person. In truth I dread 
going there. It is always the same old story. She goes on and on about 
how much better things were in the past. So last week, just as she was 
getting under way, I asked her, ‘Please can you show me something 

In all the stories 
we have seen an 
incident, a reflection 
on the incident, and 
subsequent action



10 11

from your past?’ Off she went and came back with a dusty box full of 
papers. After much searching she found a certificate showing she had 
passed the eleven-plus exam well over fifty years ago. ‘So did you enjoy 
your time at Grammar School?’ I asked. ‘Oh I never made it, my family 
couldn’t afford the uniform,’ came the quiet reply. And then out it all 
came: the sense of disappointment, of not being good enough, of let-
ting oneself down, of having reached the heights already at the age of 
eleven. ‘How do you feel about it all now?’ I asked. ‘Well, dear, you’re 
the first person I’ve ever told. Thank you.’

I spoke to the team of how, in a strange way, I felt that I had really helped 
the person address something deeply-rooted in her past, painful as it had 
been. On being asked what made me ask to be shown something I reflected 
back that there had been two factors. One was a desire not to have to hear 
the same old story again. The other was just how often people in the Bible 
have to learn to let things go if they are ever to move on. Abraham leaving 
Haran, Jacob leaving his family, and the disciples leaving their occupations, 
were three such examples. Discussion with other members of the team 
made me think how all of us can hold on to experiences throughout our 
lives, and how being the right person at the right time can enable people 
to at least address such experiences, if not resolve them.	

This story illustrates that on occasions an incident can make an impression 
or impact in different ways at different times with different people. The first 
incident had happened more than 50 years ago, but had never been articulated 
and reflected upon. It truly was unfinished business. Rooted in the same inci-
dent is the Home Visitor’s reflection, which had three aspects to it. It was both 
theological, in drawing on the Christian story, pastoral, in the discussion of an 
approach to a particular situation, and personal, by individual reflection.

Story 6
Last week, I called at a home where I am always warmly welcomed. 
I enjoy going to visit this person. The door opened as usual and I was 
told, ‘I’m sorry but it’s not convenient to see you today. The painter’s 
calling to give me a quote for the guttering,’ and the door was shut. I 
felt pretty hurt and rejected by this. ‘Surely my visit is more important 
than the painter’s. I’ve worked really hard to make time to come here 
today,’ I thought as I left the property. I was inclined just to put it out 
of my mind or even not visit this person again. After all, many people 
said how good and conscientious I was at pastoral work. Reflecting 
on this incident with members of our Pastoral Team helped me to 
reconsider my reaction. What had made me so upset? Who might have 

been benefiting most from my visits? I resolved to spend time thinking 
about my assumptions about being a Pastoral Visitor, not least in terms 
of my own wants and needs. I came to see that in visiting I had a need 
to be wanted, that this was a shadow side to my helping others and that 
I had felt rejected because this person was not grateful for my helping.5  
I had to spend time in prayer to re-centre my thoughts and feelings 
and check through what I was doing. In the end this gave me a greater 
sense of calling and a more realistic view of ministry.

The range of stories used so far have illustrated that while incidents can have 
an element of crisis within them, crisis is not an essential component of a 
critical incident. Rather it is that element which makes us stop and think, and 
which make us wonder what is going on here. A useful skill to develop is that 
of journalling and recording, to which we will return. A further key skill is 
learning how to identify which incidents should be examined. One potential 
danger is that one tries to record everything in a journal so that what should 
be a liberating task becomes an onerous duty. Appropriate selectivity is the 
key. Praying for the gift of discernment is a prerequisite for this work as is 
commitment to allowing time for it. Often further reflection can be beneficial. 
Following from Story 6 the Visitor could, after a period of say, three months, 
review her or his pattern and style of visiting. This could enable further 
learning to take place. This is particularly important in that it is often over a 
period of time that one can begin to identify one’s traits, one’s preferred style 
of working and one’s assumptions.

Of course, not all incidents have a distinct beginning and conclusion. For 
Peter and Paul, working out the implications of their calling took their whole 
lifetime. But incidents which are concluded, such as a discrete piece of work 
similar to that in Story 1, have the potential to result in changed perceptions 
and actions in the short term. Concluded incidents can be more straightfor-
ward to reflect upon than those which are still ongoing. This, of course, raises 
the question of when is an incident concluded. A simple answer is: when an 
incident raises no more questions. While this may appear to be a counsel of 
perfection, it is generally easier to maintain an appropriate level of distance and 
detachment from something which has ended, rather than something which is 
ongoing. There is a greater potential for reflection, and so new understanding 
and the possibility of growth, in things which are finished.

The great value of critical incident analysis and reflection lies in its being 
grounded in one’s own data, and one’s own experiences. We now turn to a 
format for journalling and reflecting on critical incidents which will assist in 
recording and will prevent an inappropriate element of subjectivity such that 
reflection is not undertaken from a position of faith.
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4	 Learning from an Incident

Learning from mistakes (and successes) in life is very 
important. 
If you were training pilots, it would be very important to learn the reasons for 
any accidents, so that their recurrence could be avoided. The reasons might 
include inappropriate training, such as their not receiving enough information 
before you let them in the air, or simple things like the layout of the cockpit. 
Analysis of incidents involving American Air Force pilot training in the Second 
World War is in fact the origin of the technique which we are outlining in this 
book.6  It was then used in industrial production, and in commerce. Latterly, 
its merits have become recognized in the nursing and teaching professions.7  
The development of variations in method from the original technique has led 
to a wider and increasingly fruitful application of the approach.

The following is a method used in the Dioceses of Canterbury and Rochester 
and slightly adapted here:8 

Critical Incidents: Method 1
1	 Select an incident from your journal or from recent experience.

2	 Write this up as a log (or story) mentioning:
	 •	 When and where things happened?
	 •	 Who was involved?
	 •	 What happened?
	 •	 What you were thinking, doing and feeling?
	 •	 What it seemed others were thinking, doing and feeling?

3	 List all the questions that come into your mind. It is important to 
ask why.

4	 Select some of the questions to look at more deeply.

5	 Explore these looking at insights and research from the Bible, theol-
ogy and contemporary approaches.

6	 Identify alternative ways of acting and thinking either to improve your 
ministry or give you confidence that your present approach is right.

This can then be worked through and used as the following example 
demonstrates:

Story 7
1	 This event happened a few years ago but is significant in changing 

my views.
2	 A new family came to the communion service in church on Sunday. 

It was their first visit.
•	 Dad brought his five-year-old son up to the front. Mum stayed 

with the baby in the seat (about five rows behind).
•	 When the Vicar gave the boy ‘a blessing,’ the lad turned round 

and said very loudly ‘that man did not give me any bread.’
•	 There seemed to be some embarrassment by the Vicar (who 

flushed slightly) and the congregation (slight titters). Dad told 
him to be quiet.

•	 I too felt embarrassed.
3	 Lots of questions came into my mind—about welcoming new fami-

lies, worries that this might drive them away, about who should 
be allowed to receive communion, and about the understanding 
of faith for this boy. I also imagined what the church would be like 
if all the children received communion.

4	 I wanted to look more deeply into the questions around children 
and communion, as I knew that this was being discussed in the 
churches.

5	 I thought again about the verses on baptism in the Scriptures that 
emphasize that once you are baptized you are a full part of the 
church. I remember the words at the baptismal service ‘we are 
members together of the body of Christ.’ I looked into where the 
present practice of making confirmation as a gateway to communion 
came from, noting that the Roman Catholics do not do this. I read 
a report from Culham, which looked at the effects on children of 
receiving communion from an early age, particularly at the numbers 
who stay during the teenage years.

6	 All of this made me change my mind from being happy with the 
contemporary practice of our church to wanting a change in policy. 
So I asked if the church council could discuss the issue, to see if 
baptized children might be admitted to communion (the result of 
that is another story).

The analysis of this event has carefully followed the numbering of the method, 
as adapted from the Kent dioceses, to show a worked example. It entailed 
some new observation, the practice of the nearby Roman Catholic Church, with 
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about it. So I am looking from the perspective of the review we had 
together.

2	 My feelings had changed over the period of meeting. At first I was 
both worried about my job (taking up a set of new responsibilities) 
and of asking to pray together (would I be seen as odd?). I was 
relieved when the other person responded with some enthusiasm. 
After six months I am delighted as to how well it has gone. I feel 
that God had blessed us, I am more confident at work and I have 
had someone to talk to and pray with through this period.

3	 My judgment is that these meetings have been very valuable.

The second part of the process is to reflect theologically on the event, which 
is the second page of questions:

Critical Incidents: Method 2, Part 2: Reflecting on 
the Incident
Ask yourself:

1	 What does this remind you of in the Scriptures?

2	 What do you think God might be saying to you through this?

3	 What does it tell you about yourself?

	 •	 Your strengths and weaknesses?
	 •	 Your values and assumptions that you live on?

4	 What new learning might you need from this?

5	 What might you do differently next time?

6	 How do you look at the incident now?

My reflection on the incident was as follows.

Story 8, Part 2: Reflecting on the Incident
1	 There are lots of Scriptures that encourage us to pray together. This 

includes the example in Acts of a powerful prayer meeting. I also 
thought of Paul’s image of the body and how we can work together 
to help one another.

2	 I think God is saying that this has been a part of his blessing to me 
and that I need to name that.

3	 I know that I am quite shy and that it is quite a step for me to initi-
ate a prayer partnership. However, I now see that I can do that and 

whom we had very friendly relations. It also required some study, grabbing a 
copy of Anglican Worship Today and a report from a local institution which 
had been reviewed in the diocesan newspaper. The results were not simple. 
While one mind was changed this was not the effect on all the people, and it 
did not lead to a change in the local church’s policy. But it has convinced this 
one person about the rightness of a change towards the inclusion of baptized 
children in communion.

This illustrates how quite brief incidents can stick in the mind and lead to 
a change of view. It also shows a simple method of ‘theological reflection,’ 
which is about the way theology is related to practice when beginning with 
a life experience.9

The next example in this chapter uses a slightly different method one which 
we have used in a number of workshops in the Diocese of Oxford. It uses two 
worksheets set out as A4 pages.

Critical Incidents: Method 2, Part 1: The Incident
Take a significant event for you and answer the following questions 
about it. The event may be either good or bad.

Approximate date_________________(month)_______________(year)

Good 	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 Bad

1	 Describe the events that happened.
2	 What were your feelings at the time?
3	 What were your immediate reactions and judgments?

This can be illustrated by the following as a worked example for this method.

Story 8, Part 1: The Incident
The event centres on a prayer partnership that had been going on for 
the last six months. I would rate this as a 1 on a scale of 1–6, because I 
found it very helpful.

1	 A while ago I was struggling as a Christian at work. There were a 
number of people at church who did a similar job and we had all 
talked a bit about our struggles over coffee at church. I remembered 
a prayer partnership I had when I was a 20-something and sug-
gested to a friend that we might make a similar partnership over 
the next few months. We met for six months and then had a chat 
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it might actually be good. I see too that I do value prayer (more 
perhaps than I suspected I did).

4	 I would like to learn about different ways of praying and how we 
might enrich our partnership by ‘going deeper’ than our present 
practice of sharing and intercession.

5	 Next time I think we might include some celebration at the end, 
not just a review but also the marking of the value this has been to 
both of us. I tried to imagine simple ways of doing this.

6	 I now look back at the incident as one of the points where God has 
blessed me in my life. It is important to give thanks back to God 
for this goodness.

This worked example was deliberately of something good. You do not have to 
look only at the major crises. Indeed it is important to look at the good events, 
as we can learn from success. It is also not very long in the analysis. In your 
analysis you need to focus on the heart of the incident and not be distracted 
by irrelevant details. This method tries to unearth some of the more hidden 
assumptions.10  The example says ‘I…value prayer (more than I suspect I did).’ 
This would be a point for further reflection as there is something here about 
hidden values and their working out in one person’s life. The sixth question 
encourages reflection on the reflection, something that helps lead to wisdom 
through growing insight.

This chapter has looked at two methods of learning from an incident. Both 
use the same underlying approach of collecting information about our own 
behaviour (values, feelings and actions) and then using this to help us think 
more deeply about what has happened. The purpose of doing this is to see 
how we might learn and grow from these experiences, not least in identifying 
God at work in our lives. The approach is slightly different from the model 
on which some operate, which is to find out what the Bible says and apply it. 
It relies more on dynamic interaction between experience and Scripture. This 
can be done without prejudicing the authority of God’s word. It also tries to 
avoid a pitfall in ‘find out and apply’ of making the assumption that we are 
always applying Scripture. Sometimes our actions betray us.

The first method in this chapter mentioned journals and Story 8 involved a 
review process. This leads us on to look at a number of important skills that 
help us to learn from experience—keeping journals, sharing and helping oth-
ers share—which will be examined in the next chapter.

Using Journals and 
Sharing with Someone	 5
Learning from life is not necessarily a solitary activity. 
Indeed, it is our conviction that sharing with someone is essential in the proc-
ess of reflection. Journalling has a long history in autobiography, spirituality, 
and is increasingly being used to provide evidence of learning. The event 
recorded in the journal can be the basis for a discussion with someone else. 
Journalling and good sharing are thus skills that can significantly help in the 
process of learning from experience.11

Journals
Some events stick in the mind; others, while crucial, begin to fade with the 
flow of life. Journals can be a way of keeping a record of events to be used to 
help the memory in the process of reflection. There are a number of ways of 
using journals; one is explained here.12 

At times both of us have kept journals in a process of reflective learning. From 
that we have developed a set of simple ground-rules:

1	 Keeping a journal is a very helpful discipline in capturing experi-
ence that will enrich your learning.

2	 The journal is a confidential document. No-one may see it without 
your permission.

3	 You may, however, wish to quote bits when you look at an incident 
(particularly if you are writing it down). You may wish to use your 
journal to write out your analysis of events.

4	 You may change names for reasons of confidentiality when you are 
sharing with someone else.

5	 What do you put in it?

	 •	 Jottings of events
	 •	 Evaluations of activities
	 •	 Snippets of key conversations
	 •	 Ideas that strike you when reading or listening
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	 •	 Thoughts about anything
	 •	 Plans for future activity
	 •	 Poems/prayers you write

6	 Try writing the journal this way. In an exercise book use both pages 
thus:

	 Left page	 Right page

On this page make jottings 	 Use this page to review the 
left  	 as in 5 above			   side (monthly) and 
write down 							     
your further reflections

If we look back at story 3, the jottings in the left page of the journal may have 
been:

Story 7, Journal Extract
Sunday 12 August New family come to church. At communion when 
boy is blessed, he turns round to mum and says loudly ‘That man did 
not give me any bread.’ Quite a bit of embarrassment. Think about 
this more.

You may wish to write up a lot more. But this is enough to capture the event, 
provided that later it enables you to recall the incident in greater depth. The 
page may have continued with other comments from other events in that week. 
Then once a month on looking back at what has happened you revisit these few 
lines and take notice of your comment ‘Think about this more.’ On the right 
hand side of the journal you might have worked through the first method of 
chapter 4. This might then look like Story 8 as written in that chapter.

If we look at Story 8, which covers a number of events, you might have in the 
left hand page the following sorts of entry.

Story 8, Journal Extract 1
February 2 Worried about new responsibilities in job. What can I do? 
How about meeting someone to pray? B for example.

February 20 Plucked up courage to ask B to pray monthly with me, 
who to my surprise said yes!!

March 2 Met for first time. Felt good and yet unsure. Began to talk 
about things and pray.

April 6 Really got sharing and praying. Felt a lot better. Found out B 
has similar worries.

May 4 Somehow not so real today. Perhaps we were too polite and not 
real enough.

June 8 Yes, got back to real issues. Felt much more encouraged.

July 8 Can’t meet in August B suggested a review in September. Six 
months already.

September 7 Looking back thought this had been really good. Thank 
you God.

These sort of jottings would be included in among other events, such as the 
incident in Story 7 on Sunday 12 August. The example above collects them 
together. The initial of the other person has been used to illustrate one way of 
keeping some bits private, in this case to do with keeping confidentiality in a 
publication. There may have been other comments in June 8 that you might 
not have wanted to reveal, and not doing so is fine when reporting back. At 
the point of review, B suggested doing a SWOT analysis.13  This went on one 
of the right hand pages. The SWOT analysis divides the page into four sec-
tions—strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Thus the journal 
divided up a right hand page in that way and had the following jottings:

Story 8, Journal Extract 2	
	 Strengths	 Weaknesses

Overcame shyness	 Unsure beginning
B’s openness	 Not real all the time
Sharing my worries	 Finding a quiet place
Growing friendship

	 Opportunities	 Threats

A prayer partner	 Pressure of time
To be honest with someone	 Other agendas taking over
Reviewing what happened	 Holidays
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A	 I found it really difficult talking to Mr X tonight. I think he had 
been drinking.

B	 You should have left, you cannot help people who are drunk.
A	 I do not think he was drunk.
B	 I remember visiting someone who was alcoholic. In the end I gave 

up. He would not go to AA.
A	 But I do not think that he is that bad, just a bit low.
B	 Well the Bible says ‘Do not get drunk.’ Do not forget that.
A	 Yes I know Paul says that.
B	 So, I can get you some information about AA. You could take it 

round next time you go.

I should imagine that A would feel quite frustrated by this. B has not really 
been listening and has been imposing his own experience and solution to a 
problem raised. If you begin to listen to conversations you will find that this 
is a common problem.

In listening to someone telling their incident, it is important not to impose 
your own views and solutions. Listen to the other person’s story. Ask ques-
tions for clarification (this may be needed for you to grasp the situation) and 
look for opportunities the storyteller provides to go deeper. Look for hints of 
the real questions and concerns. If you can discuss these, then the person will 
really have been enabled in his or her ministry. This listening approach makes 
helping the other person tell their story and come to their own conclusions the 
aim of the meeting. Doing this in a partnership where one tells and the other 
helps, and then the process is reversed, can be a very 
fruitful approach. Talking through an incident with 
someone in this way strengthens and often clarifies 
the learning for all involved.

This chapter has looked at two linked activities in 
learning from experience. The first is keeping a jour-
nal. This in particular helps in capturing the experience and can be the basis 
for later reflection. Having done the analysis and reflection, sharing that 
with a partner or a supportive group can further enhance the learning. It is 
important to avoid indulging merely in navel gazing, and to make sure that 
reflection leads to action, the subject of the next chapter.

Under that, on the same page, was written:

Story 8 Journal Extract 3
Looking back this was a really helpful thing to do that came at an im-
portant time in my life. I thank God that this has been so fruitful.

This sort of reflection can then be the basis for an honest discussion in the 
review. It was by doing this that appreciation grew of the fruitfulness of this 
experience. This may have been realized eventually but the review process 
brought it to the fore and the journal captured it all to help with the story. So 
in this worked example we have gone from using a journal to capturing an 
experience to review.14 

Sharing with Someone
The various stories so far have included sharing the story with someone. In 
Story 1 the stewardship campaigner talked to his wife, tried to talk to the Vicar, 
and talked to the Reader. It was not, however, until the pastoral care course 
that there was space to talk in a helpful way. In Story 7 the narrator seems to 
have come to some conclusions, but these then have to be discussed in a group, 
the church council. In Story 8 there is a review in which each person can look 
back and state their reflections. This action of sharing with someone is part of 
the process of learning from experience and must not be neglected.

Some people have a prayer partner (as in Story 8) or a spiritual director to 
help them think about their life. In looking back and learning from incidents 
in pastoral care it is important to have someone with whom to share. Inci-
dents come up in our normal life, and if we become a part of a pastoral team 
(visiting, baptismal preparation, marriage preparation, bereavement visiting) 
it is important to have the opportunity to discuss those incidents that make 
an impression on us.15

The analysis of experience that is being used in this book can be done alone, 
but is much strengthened in talking over with someone. It is too easy to get the 
wrong end of the stick or become convinced that God wants us to do some-
thing. It is in talking it over and sharing with someone that real discernment 
can develop. In doing this we again will suggest a simple model.

If you visit for the church or are a part of a team it is important that you get 
an opportunity to talk over your critical incidents. The danger is that you 
are not listened to (as in Story 1). There are some simple rules that can really 
help, and can be illustrated by a negative example. Imagine bringing back to 
the group an issue and this being the conversation:

Look for hints of 
the real questions 
and concerns
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Acting on New Learning

The Epistle of James says, ‘Do not just listen to his word…but 
put it into practice’ (James 1.22). 
The model of learning that underlies the approach of this book is one that 
includes moving on to action. This chapter looks at the place of action.

A Model for Learning
Looking at critical incidents in the way envisaged in this book entails some 
action. The roots of the approach were in pilot training and industry and 
commerce. This has been applied to teaching, clinical practice and pastoral 
care because it can foster a climate of ongoing learning in ministry. Often we 
are naïve and think that having done the course we have learned and can be 
let loose. We come down to earth with a bump when we find that we do not 
have all the answers or skills we might need. Thus a more dynamic model 
of ‘ongoing learning’ is replacing the old model of ‘get qualifications and 
minister.’ This can be represented as follows: 

Critical incidents are those incidents that for some reason or another stick in 
our minds. They are the experience of raw action. The methods of analysis that 
we have recommended are ones that help in clarifying what happened and 
draw us into a reflective process of learning. This includes asking questions 
about what God is doing in these events. This leads on to further action.16 
Reflection is not an end in itself. It is supposed to lead back to action, so that 
the circle becomes a spiral.17  The fact that this does not happen can be due 
to barriers that exist.

Refl
ect

ion

Actio
n

Barriers to Learning
If you find this model hard, it may simply be a question of understanding 
and practice. However, many of us have experiences that make some things 
difficult to do and even have to unlearn some things later in life.18  When I was 
12 I had to learn a poem by heart and recite it to the class. I was quite nervous 
about this and did not know very much about poetry. I chose a short poem 
and began to recite it. After one line the teacher stopped me, told me I was 
doing this wrong and asked me to start again. This happened at three different 
points. I felt humiliated and spent the next seven years avoiding having to do 
any sort of solo before a group of people. Not only were the feelings raw, but 
also the lesson I came away with was that I was no good before others and 
this would always lead to humiliation. Such experiences become barriers.

Other barriers can develop. It is easy not to distinguish between ‘telling stories’ 
and ‘learning from experience.’ It is easy to end up with a surfeit of anecdotes 
and a dearth of reflection and consideration about what might have been oc-
curring. A good example of this from church life is the sort of conversations 
that take place when a minister leaves his or her post, both by the minister 
and the church and community. Effort is required to learn from that experi-
ence. Everyone might benefit from asking, ‘What did we learn here?’ ‘What 
are we going to do?’ These are key questions, if reflection is to feed back into 
a new experience. The history of some congregations, and ministers, would 
suggest that there are some major barriers to learning from experience and 
so history begins to repeat itself.

Previous experience, prejudices, snobberies, and downright false teaching can 
all be barriers to growth and progress. Why is it that so many church profiles 
want a minister who is aged 35, has a young family and who has 20 years of 
experience! Such criteria are impossible to fulfil. Critical, even peculiar, inci-
dents can reveal these assumptions. Sometimes growth is through identifying 
these barriers and unlearning them. Thus the change in attitude can lead to 
radical new action. The lives of the saints are full of stories of this happening, 
the most dramatic example often being in conversion.

Types of Action
A simple action-reflection model is helpful as a starter since it is easy to grasp. 
The stories that we have told so far indicate a variety of actions.

•	 Story 1 was about changing attitudes. It might, however, have 
become a focus for improving supervision in the stewardship 
campaign. Who pastors the visitors? Perhaps the group sessions 
could have been not only about the aim—raising the level of giv-

6
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ing—but also about the process—how this was gone about—and 
about caring for the visitors.

•	 Stories 2 and 3 were from the Bible and were about God’s calling 
and a change of lifestyle.

•	 Story 4 dealt with coping with illness and how sometimes we have 
to change ourselves in the light of long-term illness.

•	 Story 5 was about how we are helped to deal with unresolvable 
disappointment in our lives.

•	 Story 6 led to a change in attitude in doing ministry and recogniz-
ing our shadow side.

•	 Story 7 was also about change. This time a change in one person’s 
views resulted in action of raising the issue. Raising the issue led 
to the next action—a discussion in the church council. But it could 
have gone further, for national church policies have sometimes 
arisen from local initiatives.

•	 Story 8 was about worries at work. It turned out that these were 
about new responsibilities. What if they had been about ethical 
issues or company practice and policy? Again it is not impossible 
for reflection to lead to changes in practices. One of the early uses 
of critical incident analysis was in the production line, leading to 
greater efficiency. It can also be used to reflect on the place of peo-
ple in production, which may raise questions of humanizing the 
process.

Thus action can be in a variety of ways from personal to corporate. It might 
lead to wider changes, both in the church and in society. This may lead to 
renewed effectiveness in pastoral care, but that cannot be divided from out-
reach in society and action in trying to change society. The demands of the 
kingdom are such that the wider horizons have to be considered in looking 
at experience and learning from it.

It may be that you find such suggestions of the wider dimensions to reflection 
uncomfortable. This in itself might be considered to be a critical incident and 
worthy of reflection. Working through our models might reveal attitudes to the 
relationship between the church and the world that are at variance with some 
of the assumptions behind what has been written in this chapter. That is fine; 
the important thing is to realize the differences. If you believe that the world 
is coming to an end soon and the role of the church is to ‘snatch people from 
the fire’ then much energy might be put into evangelism. That being so, what 
are you learning from your experience of outreach? It is fanatics who close 
their eyes, do not consider what they are doing, and redouble their efforts. 
What if you are into community development but the church is empty? ‘It’s 
not about bums on pews, but letting the kingdom grow in the community,’ 

might be your approach. Fine—so what does your experience tell you about 
community and the role of a church in the community? There are plenty of 
examples of a search for spirituality and community in our society. How can 
a local church contribute to this quest?

These are all big questions. The suggestion of this book is twofold:

1	 That critical incidents can reveal underlying attitudes which in turn 
may lead to asking big questions.

2	 That all big answers need some sort of starting point and that the 
start has sometimes been the action of a few, thoughtful and reflec-
tive people working both locally and on wider policy.

Reflection without action stops growth and learning in this holistic model.

A Practical Suggestion
For effective action to take place, it is important to understand how the proc-
ess of learning from experience works for you, perhaps by using some of the  
methods in this book. One way of doing this would be to turn this book into 
the basis for a learning partnership. This can be set up as follows:

1	 Arrange with another person to meet once a month much as in 
Story 8.

2	 Agree to look at an incident in advance, using the methods outlined 
here.

3	 Share with one another, helping each one in turn to develop his or 
her own learning without the other imposing a solution.

4	 Keep a journal and write up the process of action and reflection.
5	 Notice when this circle moves into a spiral and the whole thing 

begins to develop.
6	 Set times for review so that this does not become a never-ending 

partnership but one that can grow and develop and end at the right 
time.

7	 If this is surrounded with prayer and asks ‘Where is God in this?’ 
then the journal will also become a record of God’s blessing and 
leading.

Action might sound like hard graft. With God at work there are always excit-
ing unexpected possibilities.
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Taking this Forward in Ministry

The eight stories used so far have illustrated the use of critical 
incident analysis by individuals. It can also be used by groups 
to consider incidents and issues.

Story 9
For the first time, members of our church’s young people’s group 
had spent three days at a major national Christian festival. They had 
returned full of enthusiasm for the whole experience and eager to tell 
folk how good it had been. They were given a five-minute slot at the 
end of Sunday worship to tell the congregation about it. That evening, 
the Worship Group, of which I am the Convener, met. We decided to 
take time to describe our impressions of the young people’s slot and 
the response to it, our own feelings and those of other people. We did 
this on our own and then wrote everything up on a flip chart. This 
raised a number of questions, which we also wrote on the flip chart. 
The questions were: Although we say that we value the young people 
in our church, is this really true? How can we find appropriate ways 
for them to contribute to leading the worship and the decision-making 
in our church? How can we incorporate people’s experiences into the 
life of our church? What is the connection between what we do in our 
church and what God might be doing elsewhere? We agreed to each 
think further on these questions and come with responses to our next 
meeting. At the next meeting we decided that each of us on the Wor-
ship Group would attend a Youth Service/Event within the next six 
months and to invite two young people to join the Group with a view 
to reviewing the place of youth in our worship.

It is unlikely that one person working alone would have produced such a 
range of questions. By using all the perceptions and feelings from the different 
members of a group, the analysis had both greater variety and depth. The next 
stage might be to give all the members of the Worship Group the Reflecting 
on the Incident sheet outlined in chapter 4.

7
Some of the benefits of critical incident analysis are:

•	 It helps us to learn about ourselves.
•	 It has good biblical precedents.
•	 It places our stories within the Christian story.
•	 It is straightforward to apply.
•	 It can help us move from being ‘victims’ to ‘learners.’
•	 It is used elsewhere, notably in the nursing and teaching professions.
•	 It is realistic—it helps one to see that some things can be redeemed 

and some cannot.
•	 It can be linked easily to theological reflection and thus the life and 

death of Jesus.
•	 It helps get behind the façade or presenting symptoms.
•	 It stops us being merely activist in our approach to ministry.
•	 It can be used for successes and failures, both great and small.
•	 It is a tool to help us grow, not a stick with which to beat ourselves.
•	 It facilitates skills in analysis and reflection.
•	 It can be used in a group for parish development.
•	 It can be used by anyone.

Its role in pastoral care is:

•	 To provide a framework for evaluating one’s practice.
•	 To help us learn about our assumptions, biases and prejudices.
•	 To help us to use our imagination in thinking of alternative ways 

of doing things.
•	 To enable us to identify areas for new learning.

At this point what is needed is for you to do some critical incident analysis 
for yourself. While it is important to understand the theory and method, 
reading about it does not mean that you can now do it. You do not become a 
mechanic through reading a car manual; it takes training and time, skill and 
experience. Although we believe critical incident analysis is easy to grasp, it 
takes time to get the full benefits just as it takes time to grow in wisdom. It 
would be fairly straightforward to work through an experience using one of 
the methods in chapter four and to share it with someone. Remember that we 
have been saying that it is always important to talk your thoughts through 
with someone who can help you. Slightly more adventurous would be to 
follow the suggestion at the end of the last chapter. If you still want to read 
more, you could follow up the notes in this booklet. Particularly important 
are the books on theological reflection which has only been touched on in part 
in this booklet due to lack of space. The aim of all this is to help you grow in 
wisdom, and in the knowledge of God and yourself.
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Critical Incident Analysis offers a powerful tool for learning from 
experience. Originating in the Second World War, it has been 
adapted for use in industry and in vocational professions.

This booklet starts with the biblical imperative of learning from our 
experience in ministry. It then explores how critical incident analysis 
can be used in individual and shared reflection that leads to growth 
in wisdom and self-awareness. It uses real-life stories and methods 
developed over a number of years in pastoral training. 

It will be of interest to all those involved in training others or 
wanting to grow in ministry themselves.
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