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Oh Book! Infinite sweetness! Let my heart

Suck ev’ry letter, and a honey gain,

Precious for any grief in any part;

To clear the breast, to mollify all pain.




Thou art all health, health thriving till it make

A full eternity: thou art a mass

Of strange delights, where we may wish & take.

Ladies, look there; this is the thankful glass,




That mends the looker’s eyes: this is the well

That washes what it shows. Who can endear

Thy praise too much? Thou art heav’ns Ledger1 here

Working against the states of death and hell.




Thou art joy’s handsell2: heav’n lies flat in thee,

Subject to ev’ry mounter’s bended knee.




Oh that I knew how all thy lights combine,

And the configurations of their glory!

Seeing not only how each verse doth shine,

But all the constellations of the story.




This verse marks that, and both do make a motion

Unto a third, that ten leaves off doth lie;

Then as dispersed herbs do watch a potion,

These three make up some Christian’s destiny:




Such are thy secrets, which my life makes good,

And comments on thee: for in ev’ry thing

Thy words do find me out, & parallels bring,

And in another make me understood.




Stars are poor books, & oftentimes do miss;

This book of stars lights to eternal bliss.





1. ambassador; also a pun on ledger as register

2. first installment of payment; a gift






Preface


MANY CHRISTIANS TODAY are suspicious of therapy in any form, and there are good reasons for their suspicion. We live in an era and a culture in which a secular therapeutic orientation has replaced religion as the primary pathway to greater well-being (Browning & Cooper, 2004; Holifield, 1983; Rieff, 1966), particularly among Western intellectuals, and increasingly across the populace—and the church has not been unaffected (Smith & Denton, 2005).

A wholesale rejection of therapy by Christians, however, would be a tragic overreaction to this situation, for Christianity, from its beginning, has been a therapeutic religion. A significant theme of the Christian Scriptures—highlighted in the Gospels—is the portrayal of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, as the world’s supreme soul physician, who came to earth from heaven to heal humankind of its worst maladies, spiritual and ethical in nature, through his teachings and activities and symbolized by the many physical healings he performed (see Mk 2:1-17; Jn 9; 11:25, 40; 17:22-26). Much of the rest of the New Testament explores, though more indirectly, the implications of this portrayal, and we learn there that Christian salvation involves a process of spiritual and psychological healing and transformation, analogous to physical healing (Rom 12:2; 1 Cor 1:18; 15:2; 2 Cor 3:18; Eph 2:4-10; 1 Tim 4:10; see also Ps 103:3; Is 53:5; Colijn, 2010; Reichenbach, 2006). The root meaning of psychotherapy is soul healing (psychē = soul; therapeuō = to heal), which is a pretty good descriptor for the Christian life.1 Charry (2007) has suggested that

Christianity is not simply therapeutic, but theo-therapeutic. Its foundation for constructing Christian psychology and its criterion for conversing with other fields are its vision of God. For classic Christianity, theology, psychology, ethics, and spirituality are indivisible, for they work together in the unified undertaking of helping us know, love, and enjoy God better—and use ourselves better as a result. They all help us understand and come to terms with God and ourselves. (p. 12)


Viewed from this perspective, we might justly say that Christianity is a psychotherapeutic enterprise established by God himself.

Moreover, Christians should also reject the temptation to throw out the science of psychology (which includes research and theory on psychotherapy and counseling). In spite of the distorting spectacles of its dominant worldview (naturalism), modern psychology has discovered a tremendous amount of knowledge about human beings in its short history (since around 1879), and all knowledge of God’s creation belongs to him and is a fruit of his creation grace. Consequently, Christians should be among the most eager to learn from the sciences, even the human sciences, rightly interpreted. No, the discomfort some Christians have regarding therapy in our day is not with science or therapy per se; it is with the particular configuration of the therapy framework that has come to dominate the West, much as Christianity did for many centuries. As the result of a secular revolution (Smith, 2003) that has been spreading for the past few centuries and is now almost complete, the God of Christianity has been deposed and, too ironically, the original beneficiary of God’s therapeutic intentions, the human self, has assumed the throne, and this regime change has been extremely difficult for Christians to bear.


THE BACKGROUND TO THIS BOOK

Putting it this way is provocative but not really an exaggeration; and part of the prudence we need in this era of late modernism is to figure out the best way to respond, based on our particular calling, which will differ for different Christians. My own response, since before I went to Michigan State University to get a PhD in educational psychology, has been shaped by Augustine’s two cities (1958) model of cultural analysis and Kuyper’s (1898) two sciences model of the human sciences. According to Augustine, humanity can be divided fundamentally into two groups: the city of humanity, into which everyone is born, which loves self and despises God; and the City of God, into which one must be born again by grace and faith, which loves God and despises self—a contrast that sounds simplistic when stated that starkly but captures well their respective ultimate values and motivational orientations, that is, the religion of each city. Living when modern psychology was founded, Kuyper extended Augustine’s analysis to the human sciences, which he similarly argued fell into two groups, on the basis of the divine regeneration of believers, resulting in fundamentally different understandings of human beings, reflecting their respective religious orientations (though Kuyper believed religious assumptions did not much affect the basic observations, measurement, and logic of the human sciences, a concession we now know was somewhat naive). Unfortunately, since first articulated, his approach to the human sciences has been largely neglected.

One might suppose that if Kuyper’s model applies anywhere, psychotherapy and counseling would be good candidates, given that both religion and psychotherapy/counseling are social institutions and serve some of the same cultural functions: improving human well-being; shaping human thoughts, emotions, and activities for the social good; and forming positive social bonds, within a specific worldview context. Consequently, there would seem to be significant warrant, from a Kuyperian standpoint, to develop the therapeutic resources that God has provided in Christ and revealed in the Bible into advanced models of therapy that are as sophisticated and well investigated as those of modern psychology, while learning whatever we legitimately can from modern models.

Though trained to be a professor of academic psychology, my own interest in psychotherapy and counseling began while attending John Piper’s church for ten years. Early in his ministry, he somewhat controversially labeled his approach to the Christian life “Christian hedonism” and coined a motto that has had great currency since—“God is most glorified in us as we are most satisfied in him”—and his teaching had a huge impact on me. While teaching psychology at a Christian liberal arts college in the Twin Cities (University of Northwestern), I got involved in the church, eventually doing some pastoral counseling and lay counseling training there, while the conviction grew in me that Christian hedonism strongly implied a model of Christian counseling that needed to be worked out. So, when a friend recommended that I apply for a position at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in the counseling department, I did so. Shortly afterward I signed the contract for this book.

After a few years of writing, I began to realize that no one had ever tried to justify, at an academic level, the use of the Bible in the science of psychology and psychotherapy/counseling, and according to the assumptions of modern psychology, such use was quite objectionable. As a result, I took what I felt to be a necessary detour to complete in 2007 a prolegomenon to the present work, Foundations for Soul Care: A Christian Psychology Proposal. There I tried to describe the basic structure of a Christian psychology for soul care—to frame the house, as it were—as preparation for this book, which concerns the Christian content relevant to psychotherapy and counseling—the interior design of the house, perhaps. Both books were written as texts for graduate-level study in Christian psychotherapy and counseling.

“We know truth, not only by the reason, but also by the heart, and it is in this last way that we know first principles” (Pascal, 1680/1941, p. 95). Put in more contemporary terms, Pascal is saying that worldview assumptions cannot be demonstrated in the way that a formal logical argument can. “Every worldview demands faith in its foundational principles” (Poplin, 2008, p. 151). The following book is an exposition of the “first principles” of Christianity with regard to psychotherapy and counseling as they emerge from the Bible and the Christian tradition.2 The project has been driven throughout by the question, What is the therapeutic benefit of this particular aspect of the Christian faith?

That might seem like too utilitarian of an agenda to lead to much Christian good. We cannot here get into much depth regarding the first principles of Christian psychotherapy and counseling (CPC) that we will be exploring. However, a few themes might be mentioned to show the book’s trajectory. First, we will be assuming—with Piper, and Edwards before him (and Augustine and Aquinas before Edwards)—that God created humans to flourish best when he is the center of their life and his glory is their greatest motive. Second, a core feature of God’s manifesting his glory is the revelation that he is triune—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—so the model of CPC developed here is trinitarian. Finally, the Trinity’s glory-agenda is refined further by its concentration on Jesus Christ, the Son of God and the Son of Man. Consequently, this project could also be labeled christological psychotherapy and counseling,3 since Christ looms so large in the orientation, both in terms of its understanding of human beings and of how their healing is best facilitated. A theocentric orientation transforms everything within its orbit, showing how benefits to us serve the greater good of God’s glory.




THE AUDIENCE FOR THIS BOOK

God and Soul Care was written with Christian mental health professionals (MHPs) in mind, both those with experience and those in training, who want to learn more about how the resources of the Christian faith can inform their work, especially when working with Christians. While contemporary systematic theologies cover the content of the faith, they are typically written at some distance from the work of therapy, so this book could be a textbook in required theology classes in Christian psychotherapy and counseling programs. It is also hoped that Christian ministers will find this book useful, especially those who counsel and desire a better understanding of the therapeutic implications of the Christian faith. There is a great need in our day for Christian ministers and MHPs to work more closely together, and this becomes more likely when they share a common understanding of the Christian care of souls. I would be happy if this book promoted more dialogue and collaboration between these two groups of the body of Christ, each with different gifts and callings.




CHRISTIAN PSYCHOTHERAPY AND COUNSELING
ARE TRANSDISCIPLINARY PROJECTS

According to contemporary disciplinary boundaries, this book looks a lot like a theology book. However, as the name “Christian psychology” implies, the central task of this approach is the development of a distinctively Christian version of psychology. One of the problems of knowledge in the modern era, from a Christian standpoint, is that it has become fragmented and has no central set of texts or axioms that provide higher-order ethical and spiritual principles that can guide the interpretation of knowledge and the living of life. As a result, intellectual disciplines operate autonomously from one another, and Christians recognize the resultant knowledge is explicitly unrelated to God, its Creator, that is, it is secular.4

Many methodological advances helped modern psychology become the dominant approach in our day, yet most, if not all, of its methods can be used by members of any worldview community. Nevertheless, most worldview communities will also have their own methodological assumptions that guide their respective pursuit of knowledge, and therefore their approach to various disciplines. Christian psychology is distinguished from modern psychology by its expanded list of valid sources of knowledge. According to Christianity, the God of the Bible is the Creator of the universe, and he knows how all knowledge is interrelated, ultimately because it is all related to him. Moreover, he has revealed in the Bible the first principles of his understanding and evaluation of reality, from which can be deduced his basic design plan for human beings, what is most wrong with them, a broad outline of his unique therapeutic path for recovery, and the end of human life. In addition, Christian theologians and philosophers have reflected carefully on this revelation for centuries. Consequently, in addition to empirical research—the only official source of knowledge for modern psychology—the project of a Christian psychology will utilize biblical, theological, and philosophical knowledge for its content. Since biblical and theological knowledge has been separated from other forms of knowledge for many generations, it is especially needful in our day to engage in an exercise of retrieval and to reinvest significantly in these “metadisciplines” in order to develop a more thoroughly Christian framework for understanding reality among Christians, to strengthen their Christian identity in the academy, and to guide the formation of knowledge in all the disciplines. This will result in some necessary reorganization of the disciplines according to transcendent, revealed principles, highlighting their underlying unity in God, and will even add content, insofar as their subject matter legitimately bears on a particular discipline—and with psychotherapy and counseling there is considerable overlap. This reconceptualization of the academic enterprise is being called “radical Christian scholarship” or “Christian transdisciplinary scholarship” (see Johnson & Bartholomew, unpublished manuscript), and it probably goes without saying that our secular colleagues will disagree.

All that to say, from a Christian psychology perspective, this book is a psychology book that focuses especially on biblical and theological knowledge, along with some empirical and philosophical knowledge, to develop the first principles of Christian psychotherapy and counseling.

Many classic works could be cited as its inspirations, including Augustine’s Enchiridion, Bonaventure’s Breviloquium, Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, Richard Baxter’s Christian Directory, and Archibald Alex-ander’s Thoughts on Religious Experience. This work obviously differs from them, however, in its engagement with the knowledge and therapeutic innovations of modern psychology.

In recent years, a number of books have been written with an agenda somewhat similar to this one: Christ-Centered Biblical Counseling, edited by MacDonald, Kellemen, and Viars (2013); Robert Kellemen’s own Gospel-Centered Counseling (2014); and Heath Lambert’s A Theology of Biblical Counseling (2016), from the biblical counseling side of the Christian counseling spectrum. On the integration side, Virginia Holeman has written Theology for Better Counseling (2012). Each has its strengths, and they overlap in some respects with the present work. However, biblical counseling and integration, in very different ways, often (though not necessarily!) have tended to assume the modern separation of theology from psychology (and psychotherapy and counseling). The aim of this book is a synthesis of all relevant biblical, theological, psychological, and philosophical forms of knowledge about human beings with the goal of understanding human beings as comprehensively as possible, that is, as much like God as we can.5 It is obvious that this book is more biblical and theological than empirical. However, understood as a corrective and an exercise in retrieval, it is hoped that future works and generations will do a better job of synthesis.




PSYCHOTHERAPY AND COUNSELING WITH CHRISTIANS


From the standpoint of Christian psychology, the most important assessment in therapy is whether the counselee is a follower of Christ or not, as best as can be determined. Most of the time, that assessment is relatively easy to make—questions on an intake form or asked during the initial session reveal the counselee’s self-understanding, or the counselee is a member in good standing of the church at which one counsels. At other times, the lines are blurred, because the person is either moving toward Christianity or away.

This diagnosis, though, is so important because, when working with Christian counselees, the Christian counselor can make use of all the therapeutic assets that Christ has procured for those who believe in him—what we might call “redemptive grace” resources. When working with non-Christians, there is still much that Christian counselors can do, but they have to work with what we might call “creation grace” resources, which are available to everyone regardless of their personal relationship with Christ. The latter resources are, of course, well developed in the field—and still given by Christ (Jn 1:9; Col 1:15-20; 1 Tim 4:10)—and include practices such as forming a therapeutic alliance, training to recognize one’s automatic thoughts, exploring how early attachment patterns are affecting current relationships, and role-playing more effective social skills. Mainstream psychotherapy researchers have also found that certain “common factors” are correlated with good outcomes in therapy, regardless of the theoretical system of the therapist, for example, the quality of the therapeutic alliance, counselor empathy and transparency, sharing the same goals for therapy, and so on (Lambert, 2013; Norcross, 2011; Wampold, 2010). As a result, Christian counselors need training in creation-grace therapy resources and “common factors” skills.

However, even in these areas, a Christian interpretation will be distinctive. For instance, how one understands a common factor or what counts as a good outcome can differ in some respects, depending on one’s worldview. Forming an empathic bond between counselor and counselee, to cite just one example, has been found to be one of the most valuable common factors in therapy. Yet Stephen Muse (2015), an Eastern Orthodox psychotherapist, calls the Christian experience of an empathic bond dia-Logos, because it mediates the presence and love of Christ, enabling counselor and counselee to share in the communion of the Trinity.

There are many, many books, Christian and secular, that address common factors and describe what we are calling creation-grace resources, and some of what follows will take this work into account, since all CPC utilizes common factors and creation-grace resources all the time. Most of God and Soul Care, however, is focused on the use of redemptive-grace resources, which only Christian counselees can utilize. What is needed today is more efficacy research on Christian-saturated models like the present one (Appleby & Ohlschlager, 2013; Garzon, 2008; Johnson, Worthington, Hook, & Aten, 2013; Knabb & Frederick, 2017; Tan, 2011, chap. 15; Wardle, 2005). A corollary step is the development of credentials for distinctly Christian psychotherapy and counseling with the highest standards for theological and psychological understanding, and advanced therapy skills.




A VIABLE CHRISTIAN ALTERNATIVE IN
CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOTHERAPY AND COUNSELING

According to MacIntyre (1984), an intellectual community/tradition is viable only to the degree that it is actively engaged with its chief competitors, constructively contesting the alternative frameworks, and incorporating their advances and translating them into their own forms of thought and practice, while showing where the deficiencies of the other community/tradition lie, particularly when compared with one’s own community/tradition. The same applies to a therapy community/tradition. In the current contentious cultural milieu, it is easy for Christians to be pushed toward one of two extremes: simply accommodate themselves to the dominant community/tradition—modern psychotherapy and counseling (MPC)—faithfully observing its discourse rules and therapy rules without question and negotiation; or isolate themselves, resist engaging with MPC, and stay out of public mental health. Without discussing the legitimate Christian reasons for both options, the goal of this book—and Christian psychology in general—is to develop a viable Christian alternative to modern psychotherapy and counseling, where our respective worldviews make a difference.

Admittedly, in the contemporary fields of psychotherapy and counseling, a Christian approach is hardly acknowledged. To even begin to be taken seriously by MPC, Christian psychotherapy and counseling (CPC) first has to deepen its own Christian psychological and therapeutic identity and understanding, by retrieving, reinvesting in, and rearticulating the distinct resources of its own community/tradition in light of the best work of MPC. For this to be successful, we first have to do this within the borders of our own community/tradition—communicating among ourselves—otherwise our identity and understanding will likely be somewhat distorted by the dominant worldview values of MPC in ways that are hard to identify when one is intellectually embedded in another community/tradition. But second, our community/tradition needs to communicate and collaborate with those in MPC, wherever possible, contesting where appropriate and incorporating/translating whatever is valid. Third, and functionally the most important, CPC has to develop research programs that systematically test its own hypotheses and proposals, according to its own standards for good research, to whatever degree possible, while conforming enough to the majority’s standards to get published. There is a logical priority to begin with the first task, and that is the focus of this book. However, in actual fact, we have to bloom where we are planted and work toward greater Christian coherence on the tasks that are close at hand, given our location and calling, with the hope that a critical mass of Christian texts, research, and theory building will eventually emerge that demonstrates the viability of CPC. (For the record, I am also working on the latter two tasks, where I can; see Johnson, 2015a; 2015b; August, 2015.)

Some theologians, philosophers, and counselors (e.g., biblical counselors, healing prayer practitioners, and spiritual directors) have already done a good deal of helpful work in retrieval and reinvestment. I thank God for that. However, given their calling and training, few have been in a position to actively engage with the language and literature of MPC. By contrast, leaders in integration have been successful in participating in MPC and psychology, even influencing it in significant but subtle ways. I also thank God for that. However, at best, they can do no more integration than the rules of secular discourse and therapy currently allow. All members of the Christian community who have something to contribute are needed to participate in order for a viable alternative community/tradition to reemerge.

The problem, as we have already hinted at, is that contemporary psychology is a community/tradition that is largely secular in conviction, in spite of explicit claims of neutrality toward other ultimate perspectives and the recent openness toward spirituality and religion (for which I am also thankful). Consequently, most members of that community/tradition do not see the world the same way that Christians do. As a result, challenging current thinking in the field too much will result in some degree of rejection (for example, of articles submitted to journals for possible publication, which I know from personal experience). In the meantime, we have to create many more “locations” where Christians in the field can make believing reference to the triune God, Scripture, and salvation, at least when dialoging among ourselves: in local churches, our own educational institutions, journals and books, research programs, conferences, and counseling sessions. Gradually, as our identity and understanding as a distinct intellectual and therapeutic community/tradition grows, along with our scholarly literature and research on sophisticated psychological and “theo-therapeutic” models that are empirically validated and thoroughly consistent with a Christian worldview, the current dominance of secularism can be more vigorously contested. Before that, Christians working in mainstream psychology will need the support and encouragement of other Christians, and great discernment. How much Christian discourse gets shared with members of other worldview communities, and when, will depend on a host of communicative factors: the current cultural openness to genuine worldview diversity, its relevance to the subject at hand, one’s credibility in the field, the quality and context of the relationship, and one’s personal calling. There is some awareness in psychology, at least among its more philosophically minded members, that the positivist bias against metaphysics that has characterized modern psychology since its inception is itself beyond empirical proof (Richardson, Fowers, & Guignon, 1999; Slife, Reber, & Richardson, 2005; Toulmin & Leary, 1992). Christians can hope that eventually such an awareness will lead to a more pluralist understanding of psychology as necessarily consisting of a family of psychologies, based on different worldviews, shared by members of particular intellectual and therapeutic communities/traditions. This may be the best and most just discourse system we can attain in a fallen world, given all of our finite and sinful capacities—though Christians are warranted in believing a Christian understanding most accurately reflects reality (Plantinga, 2000).

To advance such an agenda, it will help to find fair-minded mainstream psychologists who are willing to dialogue. Duarte, Crawford, Stern, Haidt, Jussim, and Tetlock (2015) have recently argued that social psychology would benefit from greater political diversity, suggesting it would help expose liberal biases that currently dominate the field, open up new areas of scientific exploration afforded by novel perspectives, and reduce the mischaracterization of underrepresented groups. To support their call for reform, they cite social psychology research on the problem of confirmation bias and the role minority influence can play in reducing the distorting effects of social cognitive processes such as groupthink, leading to deeper thought about controversial, disputed issues, higher-quality group decisions, and enhanced problem solving. It is just a matter of time until such awareness is extended to the need for worldview diversity. Of course, this may not happen. But in the meantime, all interested parties should hope and pray, and those whose location and calling make it possible to influence the fields of psychology, psychotherapy, and counseling to become more open to greater worldview diversity should do so. And we need to be ready for that day. Of course, there will be some who will say that working toward a pluralist psychology and public mental health system is hardly a goal worth pursuing, and these are undoubtedly complex matters about which good Christians will disagree. But along with some other Kuyperians (e.g., Skillen, 1994), a “principled pluralism” seems to me to be the best framework for negotiating the existence of multiple, viable worldviews in a culture. As some have said about democracy, it is not a perfect system, but it is the best system we can attain in this world. Similarly, a pluralistic psychology and public mental health system would not be perfect, but it would be better than the current system, which so favors naturalism, and so long as humans disagree about worldview assumptions, it may be the best cultural option there is.

Regardless of what happens in contemporary psychotherapy and counseling, the Christian community at large will benefit considerably from the development of the most sophisticated and comprehensive models of psychotherapy and counseling possible, fundamentally shaped by the triune God’s agenda to glorify himself by promoting the most substantial soul healing possible in Christ, before we arrive home, perfectly holy and whole. Let’s dive into one such attempt.
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Analytical Outline


THE FOLLOWING IS AN ANALYTICAL OUTLINE of the book that provides its logical organizational structure. Each chapter begins with one of the statements from the outline and is an attempt to expound that statement. So the outline also serves as a summary of the therapeutic content of the Christian faith.


FIVE AXIOMS OF CHRISTIAN
PSYCHOTHERAPY AND COUNSELING


	AXIOMS 1-4: The Triune God, the Center of Christian Psychotherapy and Counseling


	
Axiom 1: The triune God is the center of his creation, and he made human beings in his image, so that reflecting and participating in his glory is their transcendent, final goal.

	Corollary: The proper flourishing of human beings is therefore an immanent, subordinate goal in God’s design (chap. 1).





	
Axiom 2: God is a triune communion of persons, the archetype of the personal and social form of life of human beings.

	Corollary: The Father has determined that the Holy Spirit bring fallen humans through faith in the Son into their communion to be an ever clearer sign of the Trinity (chap. 2).





	
Axiom 3: The triune God is especially glorified in the communication of the Son, Jesus Christ, who, as God and a human, provides the ultimate unity of Christian psychotherapy and counseling.


	Corollary: The intrinsic goal of individual human development is conformity to the image of Christ.


	Expansion of the corollary: The image of Christ consists of holiness, creational wholeness, and active receptivity (chap. 3).






	
Axiom 4: The Holy Spirit is the triune God’s indwelling gift of himself to believers, uniting them to the Son, and the ultimate means of the proper well-being of humans.

	Corollary: The Holy Spirit uses many secondary, creational means to promote the proper well-being of humans (chap. 4).





	AXIOM 5: The Triune God’s Word in Scripture, the Primary Agenda Setter for Christian Psychotherapy and Counseling


	
Axiom 5: The triune God’s word in Scripture singularly communicates his understanding, appraisal, and activity regarding human beings, particularly his redemptive mission for them in Jesus Christ, so that the Bible is the canon of Christian psychotherapy and counseling, the primary guide for its agenda, and provides its “first principles” (see Johnson, 2007).


	Corollary: The triune God did not convey through Scripture his entire understanding of human beings, so the use of other, relevant sources of knowledge about human beings for Christian psychotherapy and counseling is legitimate and highly desirable, so long as they function subordinately to Scripture (see Johnson, 2007).


	Expansion of Axiom 5: The fundamental organizing framework of God’s word in Scripture is the drama of God’s self-glorification in human history, summarized as the Christian metanarrative of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation, the climax of which is the story of Jesus Christ, into which the stories of believers are now being written (chap. 5).











TEN STRATEGIC PRINCIPLES OF CHRISTIAN
PSYCHOTHERAPY AND COUNSELING


	Principle 1: A worshipful, loving relationship with the triune God in all his perfections is supremely good for human beings (chap. 6).


	Principle 2: The triune God created human beings to develop into participants in his glory, the grateful reception of which contributes to their fullest flourishing (chap. 7).


	
Principle 3: Psychopathology is most comprehensively understood from three perspectives: sin, suffering, and biopsychosocial damage (chaps. 8–11).


	Expansion 1: Biblical revelation focuses primarily on sin, because it is psychopathology fundamentally contrary to God’s glory and human well-being (chap. 8).


	Expansion 2: Suffering and biopsychosocial damage are also significant aspects of psychopathology, because they can be Either hindrances or means to God’s glory and human well-being (chaps. 9–10).






	Principle 4: The Son of God became a human being and provided the concrete ideal of human life by fulfilling his Father’s will, a perfection that is credited to believers through union with Christ and that they also realistically pursue by the Holy Spirit and faith (chap. 12).


	Principle 5: Christ’s atoning death overcame sin and its penalty, and, to some extent in this age, many of its soul-disordering consequences, through union with Christ by the Holy Spirit and faith (chap. 13).


	Principle 6: The new creation begun in Christ’s resurrection and through union with Christ is being realized in and among believers by the Holy Spirit and faith (chap. 14).


	Principle 7: The spread of the new creation is being guided by the exalted Christ in and among those who are united to him by the Holy Spirit and faith (chap. 15).


	Principle 8: The church is the body of Christ—the new creation becoming visible—its members being conformed to Christ individually and to the Trinity communally by the Holy Spirit and faith (chap. 16).


	
Principle 9: Conformity to Christ is the personal realization of the new creation through redemptive differentiation and integration in Christ by the Holy Spirit and faith (chaps. 17–19).

Principle 10: Already being a part of the new creation orients believers to an eternal future with God and radically reframes their lives on earth (chap. 20).














PART I

The Doxological/
Therapeutic Agenda of the Trinity


ACCORDING TO MOST CHRISTIAN THINKERS, biblical teaching and human reasoning lead to the conclusion that God created the universe ultimately to manifest his glory (doxa), that is, the beauty of his perfections (Aquinas, 1947; Balthasar, 1982–1991; Barth, 1957a; Calvin, 1559/1960; Edwards, 1989; Piper, 1991; 1996). God must be his own highest motive and end, or else that would be God. Having been created in God’s image (Gen 1:28-29), for his glory (Is 43:7; 1 Cor 10:31), and for a relationship of reverence and love with him (Eph 3:16-19), human beings flourish best the more his glory becomes genuinely their highest motive and end. God also constituted human life so that humans have created needs and desires—including a need for a relationship of reverence and love with him—the fulfillment of which are legitimate, secondary goods (Gen 1:26-31; 2:18; Ps 104; 1 Tim 4:3-5). However, Christianity also teaches that humans are fundamentally alienated from God, so that their reason for being has been thwarted and the matrix of their needs, desires, and loves has become fundamentally disordered. Consequently, their greatest need is to be restored to the way of life for which they were created—but that restoration is beyond their own abilities.

God’s glory was further manifested through the revelation that God is a triune communion of persons, who have a unified set of missions to rescue humanity and restore it to the life for which humans were designed, culminating in the Son of God becoming a human being, suffering and dying for sin, rising from the dead, and ascending to heaven, so the Holy Spirit would come to bring about that restoration. As a result, God’s glory is now being manifested through the healing, strengthening, and well-being of human beings in Christ’s name, in which it is their glory to participate. Scripture is structured around this metanarrative and contains the story of the interrelationship between the manifestation of God’s glory and human participation in it.

The dominant forms of psychotherapy and counseling today operate within a naturalistic worldview and naturalistic evolutionary metanarrative, where there is no God, and human well-being is pursued without his help. While Christian psychotherapy and counseling can be enriched by the knowledge modern psychology has discovered by God’s creation grace, the doxological agenda of the triune God involves a radically different therapeutic orientation.





           1           

The Orbit of the Human Soul




Axiom 1: The triune God is the greatest Being there is, and he made humans in his image, so that reflecting and participating in his glory is their transcendent, final goal.

Corollary: The proper flourishing of humans is therefore an immanent, subordinate goal in God’s design.





Lift up your heads, O gates, and lift them up, O ancient doors, that the King of glory may come in! Who is this King of glory? The LORD of hosts, he is the King of glory.

PSALM 24:9-10




Enjoy GOD, cheer when you see him!

PSALM 68:4 THE MESSAGE




WHAT WOULD IT HAVE BEEN LIKE to gaze up at the sun in the ancient world? At that time, nothing could have seemed more obvious than the sun’s movement across the sky, from east to west, and nothing could have seemed more sure than the fixedness and immovability of the earth on which one stood. It is hard for us now to imagine how the earth and sun were perceived back when humans “knew” the sun and all the planets and stars revolved around the earth and that the earth was the center of the universe. How crazy it must have seemed at first, when certain astronomers began suggesting that it was the earth that was moving around the sun, rather than the reverse.

Even now, the sun does not look that big. From where we are, it is much larger than the stars, but compared to the earth, stretched out all around us, the sun seems relatively small. Yet we now know that the appearance of the sun and the earth is quite the reverse of the reality—over one million earths could fit inside the sun! For centuries we vastly underestimated the size of the sun and overestimated the size of the earth. One’s perspective is so important.

But let us probe this a little deeper. Why might God have created the celestial system we find ourselves in to have an appearance so different from reality? Why would God create it this way, knowing how we would perceive it for thousands of years, and knowing that we would only “catch on” in the fifteenth to sixteenth centuries AD, after mathematics and astronomical observation had developed enough to discover the way things actually were? Of course, we can only speculate what God’s reasons might have been, but at least one plausible explanation might be the following. Perhaps this arrangement is itself meaningful—perhaps it is a sign. Maybe God set it up to serve as a profound analogy—at the “center” of creation and of human cultural development—of the radical tendency that we humans have to view ourselves as the ultimate center of the universe, rather than God.1

It seems so natural for us to assume, while hardly being aware of it, that we are supremely important. Our own interests so easily loom larger than anyone else’s (God, the rest of the creation, other humans). To break out of this basic way of life, more was needed than mathematics and careful empirical observation. God himself had to explain it to us directly in Christ and the Scriptures, and perhaps indirectly through his creation. From these sources we find out that he is the greatest being there is: transcendent and supremely majestic, perfectly loving and perfectly righteous, the unlimited, all-knowing, and all-powerful Creator and Redeemer, the unfathomable source of goodness, truth, beauty, and love. The corollary of this revelation is, of course, that we are not this being. We can look pretty important, compared to rocks, trees, and cows. But compared to the greatest being there is—and the source of all that is other than himself—we realize that we are actually profoundly insignificant, situated in one place and time, with extremely limited abilities and skills, and vulnerable to sickness, injury, and eventual death. Perspective is so important. So, perhaps God created the solar system the way he did as a sort of ironic metaphor, intending it to be an illustration of our eventual fallen perspective of ourselves and the rest of reality, which would only be brought to light to humanity in the unfolding of its cultural and scientific development in the 1400s and 1500s.2

In this chapter—and really in the whole book—we will explore the therapeutic significance of what lies at the center of one’s heart and life, one’s relational universe, and one’s worldview. For there is tremendous psychological fallout from one’s orientation with respect to this most important matter of all. Living from anything other than the true center of reality contributes to a great deal of the misery and strife we find in human society and the human heart, and moving toward that center leads toward a resolution of many of one’s greatest psychospiritual problems and ultimately to one’s enduring happiness. Christians believe that being drawn by grace into an orbit around God can bring about the best kind of human flourishing and that that is the best path to greater healing and strengthening and maturing of the human soul. This is the case, according to Christianity, because humans were made for just such an orbit. All our desires—both good and bad—signify, in one way or another, our fundamental need to be in a living, loving relationship with the greatest Good there is, in conscious dependence, worship, communion, and gratitude, and to desire him above all else. Consequently, human flourishing and the fulfillment of all human relationships and activities are found ultimately in their proper relation to God.

Human life itself offers a variety of subtle but compelling evidence of its fundamental, transcendental orientation. Religiousness is ubiquitous, religions have flourished for millennia, and religious people tend to be healthier and happier than less religious people (Masters & Hooker, 2013; Park & Slattery, 2013; Myers, 2000). Prayer and meditation can reduce stress and anxiety (Spilka & Ladd, 2013; Wachholtz & Austin, 2013). Most people believe that morality transcends cultural norms. Finding meaning in life is deeply satisfying (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). Taking responsibility for ourselves, self-control, and virtue contributes to our well-being (Baumeister & Exline, 2000; Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Wong, 2014). Living beyond self-interest, with others in mind, is part of human nature (Batson, Ahmad, Lishner, & Tsang, 2002). Gratitude is correlated with well-being (Emmons & McCullough, 2004). A Christian account of reality makes the best sense of such findings, on the whole, but such an interpretation is based on the teachings of Scripture, which claims to reveal humanity’s ultimate motivational context according to its Creator.

How is it, then, that religion for many people in the West is a rather peripheral affair? Most of us seem far more concerned with our lives on earth than focused on God. Families, jobs, homes, and entertainment consume far more of most people’s attention and energy today than the quality of their relationship with God. Yet even here, hidden within the pursuit of these legitimate human goods, we can discern a quest for something far greater, underscored by the fact that our best earthly joys possess a fleeting temporality and core insufficiency that signifies there is something more. The satisfaction of our desires and their restlessness both signify a fulfillment to be found in an immeasurable happiness that knows no end.

At the same time, there is a dark side of human desire. In our search for greater happiness on earth, most of us become more or less frustrated when we don’t get what we want. We can become so disappointed with ourselves and ashamed of our limitations. When disappointed by others, some of us get angry, others get hurt; and when we are mistreated, most of us hold nebulous grudges and sometimes become vengeful. And what explains the outright abuse, violence, and domination of others that occur so commonly throughout the world? Trace these problems back to their source, and we find confirmation of an insight on which both Christ and Buddha agree: most (if not all) human suffering (one’s own and that of others around us) is caused by thwarted human desires that flow from a way of life organized around oneself—living as the center of one’s universe is both universal and universally criticized.

The self-defeating nature of self-centeredness is brought out most clearly in those with narcissistic personality disorder (NPD). Clinically self- absorbed, they expect to be recognized as superior, seek the admiration of others, lack the ability to empathize with others, and can be painfully envious and arrogant. Christianity’s teaching on universal fallenness, however, encourages us to not look down on such people but to see manifested the excesses of our own native tendencies, less restrained by self-awareness and social propriety. What if all humans possess a defective and inordinate self-regard, generally less overt than NPD—indeed, sometimes looking like its opposite—but nonetheless warped and liable to break out in times of duress, for example, with the loss of one’s love, job, or attainments? As long as most things go our way, so long as we feel our desires are being basically satisfied—the world revolving around us, if you will—this tendency remains hidden. According to Christianity, an excessive and unnatural motive of self- centrality can be divined in all of us. Where does it come from?

Most Westerners consider the Bible to be a great religious and ethical text. Yet one of its main themes is the exposure of this excessive self-concern, which is labeled there sin. Indeed, the Bible’s portrayal of humanity is overall so unflattering that much of it is difficult to read, if we are to be honest, without in some way distancing ourselves from it, whether through academic criticism of the Bible or criticizing those who rely on such criticism. But what if the Bible is right on both scores? That God is the true center of the universe, and we are all disposed to be our own center far more than we are aware.

After years of wandering, Augustine (trans. 1958) came to accept the biblical portrayal, and he concluded that fallen humanity is composed of but two basic communities. The first he called the city of humanity, since all humans are born into it. This city, he wrote, is motivated fundamentally by the love of self and the despising of God. The second he called the city of God, and one enters it only by being born of the Spirit (Jn 3:6). The members of the second city are being taught by the Spirit how to distrust themselves, in the right way, love God according to his worth, and find the fulfillment for which they were made. All human history, Augustine thought, can be read Christianly as a conflict between these two communities (and within everyone’s heart) regarding the true spiritual center of the universe.

If Augustine is correct, we would expect each city to be busy working out the implications of its ultimate motives. One place where that would happen is in each city’s soul-healing practices. Every religion and every system of counseling and psychotherapy has a set of assumptions regarding human nature and its flourishing, what’s wrong with it, and how best to care for it and cure its disorders (Roberts, 1987; 1988). Whether well articulated or more implicit, such beliefs constitute its “edification framework” (Johnson & Sandage, 1999). From a Christian standpoint, the most important part of such a framework is what is considered central.


THE CENTER OF MODERN THERAPY

When I was young, I used to look forward every year to the annual television broadcast of The Wizard of Oz. What a great story: the excitement of a quest, the development of character, the joys of friendship, an intense conflict between good and evil, and even a little terror (those monkeys!). So it was quite a shock to watch it as an adult, after becoming a Christian, and realize it is a modernist parable. After the Wicked Witch is finally destroyed, Dorothy and her friends head back to the “wizard,” who had told them earlier he would help them if they brought back the witch’s broom. However, the “Great and Mighty Oz” (recognizable to adults as a blustery, threatening God-figure) is proved to be actually a charlatan who admits he is incapable of granting anyone’s requests (prayers?). On the contrary, the wizard tells Dorothy and her friends that all along they had had within themselves all the capacities they needed to help themselves, anticipating person-centered therapy by fifty years.

Like Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and The Holy War over two centuries earlier, Frank Baum’s tales of Oz were allegories that symbolized a distinct worldview and understanding of humanity. The original Wizard of Oz was published in 1900, eight years after the founding of the American Psychological Association, in the early days of modern psychology’s ascendancy to becoming the dominant psychology of the West. Frank Baum and most of the early leaders of modern psychology shared some values about human beings and their improvement, and they were also participants in a broad-based transfer of worldviews from Christianity to late modernism that was occurring among the intellectual leadership of Western culture, in what has been called the secular revolution (Smith, 2003).

A worldview is a set of normative assumptions, including beliefs, goods, and practices, that orient, guide, and contextualize one’s understanding of everything (Naugle, 2002; Koltko-Rivera, 2004).3 Worldviews are maintained by communities, and people are generally socialized into the worldview of the community within which they were raised (though beginning in adolescence, one can convert to another). Worldview adherence is especially complicated in a highly communicative culture like the West, where different worldviews are held by many; information is variously interpreted and widely exchanged, so that most members of Western culture are influenced by more than one. I would suggest that late modernism4 is the worldview shared by a majority of diverse intellectuals in the West, and among its normative assumptions are the following: (1) humans arose as the result of purely natural evolutionary processes; (2) human knowledge can only be derived from reason/mathematics, careful observation, and social discourse; therefore, (3) religious beliefs and metaphysical beliefs beyond the natural order cannot be known to be true; (4) in religion and metaphysics, the individual human (in community) is the highest authority; (5) the official stance of a democratic culture should be to be worldview neutral, that is, it should not promote any religious or metaphysical worldview, meaning, it should be secular; therefore, (6) society should protect the rights of all individuals to pursue their own understanding of well-being, limited only by the pursuits and well-being of others; and finally, (7) rules of discourse and practice are necessary to maintain the secularity of the public square (e.g., government, business, education, public media, and mental health). Something close to this set of assumptions, I think, nearly universally constrains the public square of contemporary America.

Late modernism has other assumptions, some of which are compatible with a Christian worldview (indeed, some of them were shaped by Christianity, such as the value of science).5 However, these two worldviews obviously differ in a number of key respects. Perhaps the greatest difference, from a Christian standpoint, concerns what is considered central to human life. By “central” I mean one’s highest value or greatest good (what Charles Taylor [1989] called a “hypergood”). That which functions as central touches on everything else in one’s life and thought; it is what motivates a person most deeply, what is most important or most loved in one’s life, what one is most devoted to, we might say. However, we must also distinguish one’s center ideal—what one consciously desires to be central—from what is actually central in one’s heart—one’s psychological center. Determining what is psychologically central is obscured by one’s conscious religious and ethical beliefs and norms, a lack of self-awareness, and the sheer opacity of these matters, as well as the many objects there are that compete for our affections and desires. But an important implication of Christianity is that being in God’s image makes humans intrinsically religious in their hearts. Created for God, and in the absence of a relationship with God, normal adults will necessarily have something (or a plurality of things) that is ultimately central in their lives, whether they are aware of it or not.

Theistic worldviews, such as Christianity, almost by definition are explicit about their center ideal, for it is communally designated. By contrast, worldviews that are not explicitly religious, such as late modernism, have no official, publicly identified center ideal. As a result, many candidates vie unofficially for supremacy in Western culture—wealth, comfort, relationships, sex, achievement, sports, entertainment, music—shaped by cultural trends and personal taste. Nonetheless, a good case can be made that the primary, unofficial, implicit center of late modernism, both ideally and psychologically, is the individual human being, which we will term “the self.”6

Needless to say, this is a contestable claim, and fully substantiating it is beyond the scope of this book,7 but the case has been made repeatedly elsewhere (see Baumeister, 1993; Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985; Giddens, 1991; Lasch, 1979; Taylor, 1989; Twenge & Campbell, 2010; Yankelovich, 1981). Given that Christians are persuaded that all humans have a psychological center (or centers), with the lack of a publicly agreed-upon center ideal, one must interpret cultural symbols, activities, and values to infer what the ideal and psychological centers are. Indirect support for the claim is found in the fact that high self-esteem, personal freedom and happiness, self-expression, self-realization, and self-fulfillment are currently among the West’s most cherished values and, conversely, that low self-esteem and public criticism of the fulfillment of any of the self’s desires (so long as no one else is harmed) are among the West’s greatest evils. This is a value set very different from that of ancient China or thirteenth-century Europe, for example.8

Before going any further, it should be acknowledged that I am not a neutral observer of these cultural dynamics. I grew up in late-modern culture and drank deeply of its waters, causing innumerable problems for myself and those close to me, so I am neither unbiased nor able to cast stones. The point here is simply to highlight the obscure contemporary social influences that have intensified the obscure, unconscious dynamics that Christianity teaches are embedded in all human hearts. As Pascal (1941), a latter-day Augustinian, observed: “The Self has two qualities: it is unjust in itself since it makes itself the centre of everything; it is inconvenient to others since it would enslave them; for each Self is the enemy, and would like to be the tyrant of all others” (p. 151, no. 455). As early as Genesis 3, Judeo-Christian theism has taught that the human self wants to become its own god.

What does this have to do with psychotherapy and counseling? A great deal, actually, for late-modern psychiatry, psychology, and psychotherapy/counseling9 have been major players in the cultural developments discussed above (Adams, 1971; Cushman, 1995; Holifield, 1983; Johnson & Sandage, 1999; Rieff, 1966; Vitz, 1994; Wallach & Wallach, 1983). In addition to investigating human beings with the powerful methods of the natural sciences, their task was to help an emerging secular intellectual leadership forge a “modern” way of understanding people and treating their psychological problems, unhindered by discredited religious and philosophical systems (see Thorndike, 1905; Watson, 1925). Though Carl Rogers (1951; 1961) was one of the most explicit and consistent regarding a client-centered/person-centered agenda, all late modern/secular forms of psychotherapy and counseling share an edification framework in which “the self” is at least implicitly the center ideal, and its realization and satisfaction are assumed to be the highest goals of life (within bounds that protect the pursuits of other selves).10

As a result, late-modern soul care (psychiatry, psychotherapy, and counseling) has difficulty identifying the more subtle types of pathology that result from living as one’s ultimate center, beyond its most obvious forms (e.g., antisocial and narcissistic personality disorders). Research on secular therapy has convincingly demonstrated that it can improve human functioning. But Christians might argue it does so, to some extent, by its cultivation of an increasingly sophisticated and adaptive autocentrism, “civilizing” it, if you will, by training autonomous selves how to get along better with others and inhibit excessively self-serving behavior, while simultaneously normalizing it,11 encouraging “self-reliance” and “self-determination” and, in the process, unwittingly undermining social bonds.12 The cost of modern therapy to the contemporary family has been enormous (Cushman, 1995; Rieff, 1966; Twenge & Campbell, 2010; Wallerstein, Lewis, & Blakeslee, 2000).

At the same time, Christians should not overreact to this state of affairs by abandoning the contemporary field of mental health. On the contrary, Christianity supports many of the cultural goods it promotes, including the care for the mentally ill, the alleviation of suffering, research on therapy effectiveness, and others too numerous to mention. The human sciences and the field of mental health belong to God. Moreover, late-modern psychology has strengths that the Christian tradition has historically lacked: an emphasis on empirical research, comparative psychology, and a developmental orientation, to say nothing of the massive body of psychological knowledge discovered by the research and theory of this community’s work! Indeed, a love for God leads Christians to relish and utilize the significant contributions of late-modern psychology, since they are due ultimately to God’s creation grace. As Calvin (1559/1960) opined: “If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole foundation of truth, we shall neither reject the truth itself, nor despise it wherever it shall appear, unless we wish to dishonor the Spirit of God” (p. 273).

Furthermore, the value of Christian participation in the current fields of psychology and public mental health should be self-evident. Such involvement has already led to significant, strategic contributions (e.g., Jones, 1994; McMinn, 2006; Miller & Delaney, 2004) shaped by Christian values, especially in areas such as psychology of religion and spirituality, values in psychotherapy, forgiveness, gratitude, and other areas of positive psychology.13

Nevertheless, our appreciation for these goods ought not to obscure the significant differences that exist between the worldviews, thinking, and therapy goals of these two communities. Christians believe that an autocentric orientation cannot satisfy human beings for very long. As creatures—insufficient in ourselves—we need a transcendent, personal ground for our lives, and as those made in God’s image—relational, responsive, and dialogical—we need a personal God who loves us and we can love, with whom we can interact and for whom we can live. As this century (and research on distinctly Christian counseling and psychotherapy) proceeds, Christians would expect that the transcendent, tripersonal theism of Christianity will be shown to be a better center for human life and therapy than the center of secular modernity.




CHRISTIAN TEACHING REGARDING GOD’S CENTRALITY

Counselors seek to help people deal with reality. But what is reality? How are we best to conceive of it? Naturalism assumes reality consists of all the molecules in the universe. The social constructivist thinks it is the product of our cultural system. The subjectivist believes reality is simply one’s beliefs, feelings, values, and interpretations. From a Christian perspective, “God is the supreme reality” (Danielou, 1996, p. 3). Before matter existed and humans developed cultures and began reflecting on the world, God was . . . and is and is to come. According to Scripture and the Christian tradition, the triune God is the only necessary being; he is the only being that has to exist. Everything else is not necessary; everything else that exists is contingent; it is derived from and dependent on God and his word.

So, in the beginning, God spoke and the creation appeared. He verbalized everything else into being and now holds it together by the word of his power (Heb 1:3). The creation is the expression of those ideas in God’s mind (Edwards, 1994, no. 247; or in his infinitely fertile imagination), which he chose to realize, such that they are now real, but in a contingent, derivative way, compared with the necessary, eternal reality of God. To put it in a more trinitarian way, the creation is that which the Father meant to bring into being through the Son, the Word (or expressed meaning) of God (Jn 1:1-3; Heb 1:3), by means of the Spirit, the explanatory power of God.

The creation is real (in contrast to it being mere illusion, as Hinduism teaches), but it is a reality of a different order, one that is entirely dependent on the triune God for every moment of its existence. Since God is its origin, it is incomparably inferior to him (Gilson, 1936, chap. 4). To regard anything in the creation to be divine like God (again, as Hinduism teaches humans are at their core) is, according to Christianity, the worst of illusions. It is idolatry. On the contrary, all created things are to be interpreted as subordinate and subservient to the triune God. They revolve around him. O’Donovan (1986) calls this fact “the ‘teleological relation’ of the creation” (p. 33), that is, it is ordered to a telos, an end or goal, outside itself.14

According to Scripture, everything exists for God (Ps 148; Prov 16:4; Heb 2:10). He is the ultimate raison d’être of all of creation. “For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen” (Rom 11:36). The Scriptures declare that God is “the first and . . . the last,” “the Alpha and the Omega” (Is 41:4; 48:12; Rev 1:8; 21:6). He is the source, the sustenance, and the supreme purpose of all his creation. God alone is self-existent and self-sufficient.

Paul applies this theme directly to humans. “For us there is but one God, the Father, from whom are all things, and we exist for Him” (1 Cor 8:6). Humans find the main reason for their existence in God, not within themselves. God is the true center of human life, infinitely more significant than anything merely human. The Scriptures put God’s centrality in human life in various ways. Humans are to use their bodies for God’s glory (1 Cor 6:20) and to do good works to glorify their Father (Mt 5:16; 1 Pet 2:12). They are to live to God’s glory in all things, from the simplest animal-like functions (eating, drinking) to the exercise of their spiritual gifts (1 Cor 10:31; 1 Pet 4:11). It appears that the glory of God is a shorthand expression in Scripture for the highest goal of human life (see 1 Chron 16:28; Is 42:10; 60:21; Jer 13:11; Jn 15:8; Phil 1:10-11; 2:11; 2 Thess 1:10; Rev 4:9, 11; 11:13).

God’s official centrality to human life is also uniquely underscored in the ancient biblical teaching that humans are made in God’s image (Gen 1:27; 9:6). This implies at least two related themes. First, humans are not ultimate. Humans are “signs”15 of something else, something transcendent to which they are ordered; they are replicas of the original. Second, to be God’s image means humans are intrinsically and fundamentally relational. They therefore ought not to be understood solely on their own terms. They are necessarily related to Another, and in that relationship they find their meaning and fulfillment. From a Christian standpoint, nothing about humans is more significant than this. Therefore, to most fully realize their purpose or function, humans have to be rightly related to the triune communion of persons to whom they are made to fundamentally correspond. Humans are needy beings, and their greatest need is to have God at the center of their lives, for they need to love and be loved by that infinitely greatest being. Only that reality is enough to fully satisfy the human soul.


God’s Glory Is His Chief End

Humans, then, are made to have God as their center ideal and their psychological center.16 However, in order to pursue the implications of this for counseling and psychotherapy, we need to know what God’s deepest reasons are for what he does (e.g., why did he create the world, and why did Christ die?), because that will help us understand what we are doing here. Some of the giants of the Christian tradition—Augustine, Aquinas, and Calvin— developed a Christian answer, and over the past fifty years some stellar lights have elaborated it (Balthasar, 1982–1991; Barth, 1957a; Hart, 2003). In addition, Reformed scholasticism tackled it in the 1600s and 1700s (Muller, 2003), and Jonathan Edwards (1765/1998) wrote the best essay in English on the topic, The End for Which God Created the World (with Piper 1991; 1996 popularizing this Edwardsian theme in our day). In the first half of the essay Edwards gives a philosophical explanation, and in the second half he organizes and discusses much of the relevant Scripture, showing that God does what he does for his own sake (Is 48:11), for his name’s sake (Ex 9:16; Is 48:9), for his glory (Is 43:7; 61:3; Jn 13:31-32; Eph 1:5; Phil 2:6-11), and for his praise (Jer 13:11; Phil 1:11). The plethora of such expressions throughout the Old and New Testaments leaves little doubt regarding God’s ultimate motivation for his actions. God loves himself supremely. He delights ultimately in himself and his activity; he does what he does ultimately for himself, that is, for his own glory.

What is glory? The Hebrew word for glory, kābôd, has the root meaning of “heaviness” or “weight,” and it came to mean the “weightiness” or significance or greatness of a person, honor and prestige, and visible splendor (Bauckham, 2015; Oswalt, 1980b). The Greek word used to translate kābôd in the Septuagint is doxa, so that was used in the New Testament for honor/prestige, magnificence/praiseworthiness, as well as brightness, splendor,17 and radiance; and especially for the radiance of God’s greatness (Arndt & Gingrich, 1957; Bauckham, 2015; Kittel, 1964). Summarizing both Testaments, God’s glory is the manifestation of his honor and greatness, the outshining of his intrinsic majesty, holiness, and goodness. Barth (1957a) defined God’s glory as “the fullness, the totality, the sufficiency, the sum of the perfections of God in the irresistibility of its declaration and manifestation” (p. 645). Edwards characterized it in a number of ways: as God’s intrinsic excellence—his virtuous character and all his perfections, that which makes God “infinitely the most beautiful and excellent” being (1765/1998, p. 550; see 1765/1998, pp. 429-33); and also as the awareness and celebration of that excellence; so, in the case of God, it consists of his knowledge of himself, love of himself, and joy in himself (1765/1998, p. 438).18

Christians have also distinguished between God’s internal glory and his external glory. Edwards (1765/1998) considered God’s internal glory to be the summation of his infinite knowledge, infinite virtue or holiness, and infinite joy and happiness (p. 244), all the goodness and beauty that God is in himself from all eternity. So his internal glory is his knowing, loving, and valuing himself absolutely, infinitely beyond anything else.

However, God decided to display his intrinsic greatness and grandeur, so he created this universe to be a “glorious theater” (Calvin, 1559/1960, p. 72). God’s external glory consists of the manifestation of his internal glory “outward,” in and through the creation and through his actions in it, in the Scriptures, and especially in the Son’s life on earth (Jn 1:14, 18). Then, such is the triune God’s goodness and love that he chose to create some beings with whom he could share that glory (that is, his knowledge and love of himself and happiness in himself), so that their happiness could become one with his own, by communicating his glory to them and gradually drawing them freely into the Trinity’s communion (Edwards, 1765/1989, pp. 531-33). God’s external glory includes his creatures in his ends (Edwards, 1765/1989, p. 454; Hart, 2003, p. 17). As a result, the chief manifestation of God’s glory in the creation is that in which humans themselves personally participate.19 God created humans so that we could join his celebration.

At the same time, we must admit that God’s doxological (doxa = glory) agenda has a paradoxical quality, because God is obviously, for now, “keeping back” most of his glory. In his creation, his power and divine nature are usually manifested indirectly, mediated through his creation and his prophets (Ps 19:1-6; Rom 1:20), and they are even more obscured by natural calamities and the sin and evil of humanity. Even when the Son of God came to earth, most of his glory remained largely hidden. We might note that his capacity to become a baby and to suffer and die does not contradict his greatness, however, but illustrates it. His majesty and his hiddenness are both aspects of his glory, since together they disclose a humility of incomparably great degree.




Fittingness or Appropriateness

Thus, God created the world for his own sake, for the purpose of manifesting his internal glory. Before unpacking some of the implications of God’s glory for counseling and psychotherapy, we should consider a common objection. This theocentric orientation makes God sound selfish. He seems to want the adulation of humans and is using them for his own purposes. Doesn’t this imply that God is the ultimate narcissist?

Edwards (1765/1998) recognized the problem and came up with a number of good explanations (Holmes, 2001), but the best one is surprisingly simple (pp. 142-44, 168-71). God is the greatest being there is. He is necessarily self-existent and self-sufficient, all-good, all-powerful, all-knowing, and holy. It is fitting that God should love himself supremely and should be his own end. It is appropriate that God should do what he does ultimately for his own sake and not for the sake of a lesser being. The regard one should have for someone or something should be proportional to that person’s or thing’s significance. So, if God is infinitely great, he should regard himself above all other things infinitely. It is fitting; it could be no other way. In fact, if God were ultimately motivated by anything outside himself, that would be his god; that would then be the most important being in all the universe. Therefore, were God to create or redeem for some other ultimate reason besides his own glory, God himself would be an idolater. Of course this cannot be. So God’s perfection is revealed in his own loving of himself more than anything else. For God to act for his own sake is infinitely fitting and appropriate. He has to be the center of his own concerns.20

So, is this God selfish and narcissistic? Narcissism was considered a character flaw until Kohut (1971), derived from the story of Narcissus, who loved himself excessively, to the point of self-destruction. This ancient Greek insight comports well with Christianity. If we consider narcissism to be an unwarranted and inappropriate centering on oneself, God necessarily cannot be selfish and narcissistic. Our problem on his score, really going back to the Garden of Eden, is that there is an absolute, reciprocal asymmetry between God’s nature and ours.21 As God, he must love himself supremely and love his creation in a way absolutely subordinate to his love of himself. As his creatures, we are to love him supremely and love ourselves subordinate to our love for him, as an analogue to his perfect self-love. We are not to image God exactly, but correspondingly. Appropriate self-love for him is narcissism for us; appropriate self-love for us (loving another [God] more than ourselves) would be idolatry for God.




God’s Glorious Love

Accepting that absolute, reciprocal asymmetry between God and ourselves is basic to all theism, rightly understood. However, trinitarian glory is intrinsically the opposite of what humans consider “selfish.” God’s eternal nature is love (1 Jn 4:10), because God is triune. God’s self-love is essentially also the mutual love of the Father and the Son in the Spirit. God is, therefore, not ultimately individualistic (as must be the God of any mere monotheism), but eternally communal, interpersonal, and dialogical. Indeed, the love of the Trinity is a significant part of their mutual glory (see Jn 14–17, esp. Jn 17:5, 24; and the next chapter).

Second, Jesus Christ is the triune God’s personal manifestation of his glory. He reveals the nature of God’s glory (Jn 1:14; 14:1-11; 17:22), and he showed us a God who emptied himself of his divine prerogatives for our sake (Phil 2:7), who healed the sick and hung out with sinners, and who laid down his life for his friends (Jn 15:13). No, this God is anything but selfish. Central to God’s glory is his love.




God Is Seeking Willing Participants in His Glory

Hence, God’s (internal) glory includes his intratrinitarian love, which he purposed to manifest and share with his creatures (the greatest feature of his external glory). So God’s glory is intrinsically relational (Kelsey, 2009). It is the cause of all things, including his design to create humans in his image, free them from sin, and draw them into his trinitarian communion. Part of being made in God’s image means we can participate in his glory, and we can do so in at least three ways: first, through our perception of it, that is, our recognition and understanding of God’s supremacy, beautiful character of holy love, and infinite perfections in our minds (we might call this cognitive participation)—including the conscious consent that God is our center ideal; second, through our delight in and love of God and his character and perfections in our hearts, expressed in adoration and the desire for greater, fitting union22 with him, and sharing it with others (this is carditive participation—pertaining to the heart, kardia); and third, through our dependent and partial (analogical) emulation of his character and well-being ourselves, by the Spirit, as we pursue a differentiated union23 with him in Christ and walk in God’s holiness and happiness and love one another (this also is carditive). These last two kinds of participation pertain to the actuality of God as one’s psychological center.24

Being images of God, humans were created both to desire God and to be active recipients of his goodness, responsive and dialogical, but necessarily (and more or less consciously) dependent on the Source. On the one hand, we contribute absolutely nothing “out of ourselves” (see Jn 5:19). God shares his glory, and we can do nothing other than receive and give it back to him in what might be called a “circle of glory.” Edwards (1765/1989, pp. 530-31) likened the believer’s participation in glory to the luster, beauty, and brightness of an object evident in the rays of the sun. “The beams of glory come from God, and are something of God, and are refunded back again to their original” (p. 531). Humans shine like the planets around the sun; they reflect the light that comes from another source.

At the same time, on the other hand, our theocentric activity is intrinsic to God’s glorification. Participating in God’s glory involves the personal, generally conscious, active return of his glory back to God in praise, love, differentiated union with him, happiness, obedience, loving others, and the healing of our souls. It is a covenantal and relational union rather than an ontological fusion of natures (Horton, 2005). This willing participation is something trees and buffalo cannot do. They glorify God in the same way software fulfills its programmer’s intentions: automatically and without the self-conscious awareness, joy, and freedom possible for an image of God.25 Mature believers are therefore uniquely capable of glorifying God through the developing gift of freely and consciously enjoying and replicating God, analogous26 to how God freely and wholeheartedly loves himself and acts accordingly, sharing in God’s eternal happiness in himself. Covenantal participation is summarized in Philippians 2:12-13: “Work out your salvation with fear and trembling; for it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.”

Human sin and brokenness have, of course, tragically disrupted this circle of glory. Yet from eternity God had incorporated these fatal conditions into his doxological agenda, since he permits them to demonstrate aspects of his virtuous character that would not have been displayed otherwise: fortitude, patience, mercy, compassion, forgiveness, and so on. Indeed, it was God’s intention to display the glory of the Trinity precisely by their direct involvement in providing a comprehensive remedy for human fallenness, by the Son’s becoming human and dying for our sin and the Holy Spirit’s coming to dwell in those who believe, and thereby enabling them to participate personally, but dependently, in their recovery and share in God’s happiness. Put differently, participation occurs through faith in Christ, as we learn how to die to our fallen ways of centering on other gods and how to become new selves who are increasingly centered on the triune God. Finally, God intended the church to image the trinitarian communion as its members help each other participate in this circle of glory, growing ever more in love with God and one another (Eph 4:12-16), and seek in turn to draw more people into this happy communion. Obviously these aims are only yet being partially realized.




Our Well-Being, His Glory

“God is glorified in making us happy, and we enjoying happiness, must glorify God” (Sibbes, 1635/1973, p. 247). One of the most beautiful aspects of this entire economy is how God has chosen to manifest his goodness throughout a radically asymmetrical, hierarchical union. God’s love of himself shines on all that he has made (Edwards, 1765/1998, pp. 176-77). In fact, part of God’s delight in us is due to the fact that he is sharing himself with those who are other than himself (see Piper, 1991, chaps. 3, 7-9). But God’s glory is especially concentrated in the life, death, resurrection, and exaltation of the Son and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit and, further, in the healing and conformity of believers into the image of the Son, through union with Christ and the help of the Spirit, so that his joy and ours become increasingly, self-consciously one. As Piper has famously put it: “God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him” (1996, p. 50). Or as Ireneaus reputedly wrote, long before Piper, “The glory of God is a living soul.” This relation between God’s glory and our happiness or well-being forms the bedrock of a theocentric therapy paradigm.27




Curved In on Ourselves

This all sounds wonderful, but to greatly increase the dramatic force (and glory), it occurs under conditions that would seem to be the most calculated to undermine the entire enterprise, since those appointed to glorify God are now thoroughly opposed to him being their center and are disposed to being their own. As Luther put it, we are curved in on ourselves (Bayer, 2008). Modernism is not our greatest problem—that is just a contemporary manifestation of the unconscious opposition/disposition all humans have that the Bible calls sin.

For God to be God, he must be absolutely opposed to our opposition of him. Anything less would indicate God himself is complicit in our sin and evil. His glory is further manifested by his holding humans accountable for their sin and evil and judging us accordingly. Consequently, the beginning of wisdom is the fear of God, and part of that wisdom is the true knowledge of ourselves (Calvin, 1559/1960, I.i.1), knowledge that leads us to Christ (Gal 3:24). Unfortunately, simply becoming a Christian does not destroy this psychological/relational disorder but only begins its diminishment, which is furthered through our deepening participation in God’s glory, that is, through the therapeutic practices of faith and repentance in Christ.




Theologians of Glory and Theologians of the Cross

We finish this section with a caution about glory. A few years after his evangelical deepening, Luther (1518/2005) made a remarkable and provocative contrast between what he called a “theologian of glory” and a “theologian of the cross.”28 The former, he said, “calls evil good and good evil,” while the latter “calls the thing what it actually is” (p. 49). Luther’s love of paradox is in full display in this paper that summarized some of the self-understanding he gained from his arduous, decade-long quest for spiritual perfection (and made him the first Christian deconstructionist of religion, who both anticipated and influenced Kierkegaard).

A theologian of glory, he explained, “prefers works to suffering, glory to the cross, strength to weakness, wisdom to folly, and, in general, good to evil” (in Lull, p. 58); that is, he or she still desires worldly fame and success, just hidden under the cloak of religion. A theologian of the cross, by contrast, recognizes that “God can be found only in suffering and the cross” (p. 58). Luther knew from personal experience that sin’s deceptiveness is such that it comes to take up residence in our best thoughts and deeds, even in our pursuit of God and his glory. Perhaps with the Pharisees in the Gospels in mind, he was reminding us that our unconscious tendency to be centered on ourselves is masked best by a conscious and very public God-centeredness. Luther’s caution reminds us to handle topics such as God’s glory with great care, being quick to examine our motives and listen to feedback, so we can grow in self-awareness. In addition, he was encouraging us to look for glory in surprising places—people such as the mentally impaired and those with personality disorders, schizophrenia, the anxious and the depressed, yes, and even sinners, who, like “jars of clay, . . . show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us” (2 Cor 4:7 NIV).






SOME THERAPEUTIC IMPLICATIONS

We have seen that God has more than a supportive role to play within a Christian therapeutic framework. God and God alone is humanity’s greatest good (Bavinck, 1956, p. 17). As a result, human well-being is promoted through centering our lives on him and participating in his glory. How does the ideal of God’s centrality affect Christian counseling and psychotherapy?

“You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in You” (Augustine, 2009, p. 3). From a theocentric perspective, human life in adulthood is a search for God, whether conscious or not. Everyone who seeks counseling is looking for happiness of some sort, for some kind of satisfaction. Christians historically have understood such a search to be fundamentally an unconscious yearning for the perfection and communion that can only be found in God (Burnaby, 1938, p. 141). Our Creator has so constituted human life that all the legitimate joys of life, from infancy onward, have hidden within them a beckoning to something greater, a Someone who is the only soul-satisfying fulfillment of all creaturely joy. Only in the love of God can humans find a transcendent solace, forgiveness, and the reason for their being.

It is true that many people seem reasonably happy without God. Perhaps they are. But an Augustinian interpretation might suppose that maintaining that state requires the repression of a subtle, chronic sense of incompleteness or meaninglessness that others, for various reasons, cannot ignore. Many others are aware of great stress and frustration in their attempts to find satisfaction in this world that keep it out of reach. Perhaps this is because these unfulfilled longings are actually longings for an infinite Being and are impossible to fulfill in lesser things that last only for a time and leave one always wanting more.

But those who have consciously tasted the glory of God know that this is what they were made for. There is an unparalleled kind of fulfillment that humans experience in the worship and love of God. There is something so clean and good in the praising of God, something purer, higher, and greater than any other joy in this life, including the good of sex. Extolling his beauty makes us happy; receiving his love gives us peace; savoring his immensity, his holiness, his wisdom and compassion just feels good, and it feels good because it is good. Such feelings testify to the value of the object. Positive psychology has well documented that a positive orientation is good for the soul; what can be more positive than to direct our minds and hearts regularly on the infinite positivity of God’s beauty and perfections? Getting lost in the greatness of God can provide a “glorious distraction” from the sorrows and abuse of this world, as well as our personal difficulties and sins, for a time at least, until we can learn how to address them more effectively in Christ. Worship itself is therapeutic, and it can move believers from having God merely as their center ideal to being increasingly their psychological center, where his centrality can bring far more healing to the soul. Christian counseling and psychotherapy therefore promote spending time with God every day—praying and meditating, singing or journaling, and sharing it with others. Researchers have found that activities such as “elevation”29 and awe are associated with human flourishing (Shiota, Thrash, Danvers, & Dombrowski, 2014). We need Christian positive psychology research on the benefits of participating in “the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled up to all the fullness of God” (Eph 3:19).

Before moving on, however, we must also acknowledge that our sin and brokenness, and bad experiences in a sinful and broken world, inevitably hinder our capacity to experience consistently God’s glory. Even mature believers report times of spiritual desertion and dark nights of the soul. As a result, we have to temper our expectations regarding God’s glory in this life, realizing our experience of it seems to come and go. In fact, God actually seems to use such desertions to benefit our souls and increase our future participation in his glory (Voetius & Hoornbeeck, 2003; Exline, Hall, Pargament, & Harriott, 2016). Moreover, believers themselves differ in their capacity for God, depending on where they are on the journey. As a result, Christian counselors need great wisdom regarding how to help people into the happiness of God.


Having God at the Center of One’s Relational World

Human life is characterized by social interaction—people relating to each other, talking and doing things together. Yet from a Christian standpoint, without a personal relationship with God, we are fundamentally, psychologically alone. As images of God, made for God, without God we are relationally compromised. Yes, we need other humans (a need created by God, be it noted; Gen 2:12), but without God to serve as our meaningful, relational center, we are inevitably motivated to be on top, to be admired, or to serve others selfishly and one way or another, to try to get them to meet our needs. At the same time, our significant faults suggest we are unworthy of such esteem. As a result, the typical human “devotes all his attention to hiding his faults both from others and from himself, and he cannot endure either that others should point them out to him, or that they should see them” (Pascal, 1941, pp. 38-39). This leads to a paradoxically precarious existence for us fallen humans, who desperately want the love and esteem of others but fear getting too close, lest they be “found out” and rejected.

Object relations therapists have discovered that humans develop psychosocial dynamic schemes in the course of their early social experiences: emotionally loaded units formed of a self-representation and an other-representation (called internal objects) through which they interpret their current relationships and relational experiences. If their early caregivers were poor images of God and repeatedly sinned against them, causing them a lot of pain, these structures become correspondingly distorted, and significant psychological defenses form to keep as much pain as possible out of consciousness. As a result, self- and other-representations can become split off from each other (the bad from the good), shifting emotionally in seesaw-like patterns with the self felt positively and the other negatively, and later, vice versa; shame and anxiety are infused throughout these processes, causing most of this internal activity to be kept out of awareness.

These are important discoveries. But what happens to such structures of believers as they open up their souls experientially to the psychological centrality of the infinite God in worship and meditative prayer? It seems likely that they could be significantly altered. The greatest difficulty for believers, perhaps, is the profound dissociation that can exist between the conscious knowledge that God is one’s center-ideal and what is actually going on psychologically in the hiddenness of one’s darkened and wounded heart, related to indwelling sin and poor early social experiences. This gap in self-awareness gives Christian counselors and their counselees much to work on and also makes the concrete presence of counselors essential as a healing agent, imaging something of the true God in sessions. This complexity requires a triangular model of relationship, with God at the top (signifying his supremacy or centrality) and “self” and “other” at the two bottom angles (see Johnson, 2007, chap. 9).




Decentering and Recentering the Self

“We live in a world of unreality and dreams. To give up our imaginary position as the center, to renounce it, not only intellectually but in the imaginative part of our soul, that means to awaken to what is real and eternal” (Weil, 1951, p. 159). Decentering is a verb form recently coined by postmodernists that makes good sense in a Christian vocabulary. This term, I think, can help us interpret some the “hard sayings” of Jesus regarding discipleship: “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me” (Mk 8:34), and his encouragement to “hate” one’s family members and even oneself (Lk 14:26). Paul took this theme further and encouraged his readers to consider themselves “crucified with Christ” (Gal 2:20) and “dead to sin” (Rom 6:11), teaching of “a wrongly centered self that needs to be de-centered by being nailed to a cross” (Volf, 1998, p. 69).

Having oneself as one’s psychological center means that everything in one’s life and soul—relationships, thoughts, desires, and way of life—is curved in on the self and organized excessively around one’s own agenda. An important part of God’s salvation/therapy, then, concerns the continual, deepening repositioning of the soul’s center, from its default locus to a recentering on God and his beauty, thoughts, desires, and commands.30 Worshiping and loving God is the primary way one works this psychological recalibration. However, this process is advanced by an intentional realigning of more and more of one’s internal world and relationships according to God’s glory. This is a gradual, lifelong journey involving regular (ideally, daily) times of solitude that include prayer, self-examination, journaling, and meditative psychological reorganization and usually the help of others in periods of therapy.

Perfectionism—the desire to be or appear perfect—exists in all humans to some extent, both a sign of the self’s “very good” image-bearing origin and an ironic symptom of the self’s current imperfection (Winter, 2005). Decentering and recentering in Christ and the Spirit also involve the painful practices of coming to terms with our sins and weaknesses, learning to be honest about them with others, and resisting the tendency to pretend like we have it all together. As God is increasingly trusted and felt to be the psychological center of one’s universe, pressure is lifted from feeling the need to always be right, or otherwise omnicompetent. One God in the universe is enough, freeing us to see the truth about ourselves: that we’re actually finite creatures with many limitations, we sometimes do evil, and we have indwelling sin that taints all we do well. Growing in such realizations is good for counselees, for it aids the death of the old self, particularly what Merton (1961a; and Winnicott, 1965) called the false self, that part that believes and presents oneself as being better than one actually is. As counselees rest increasingly in God’s absolute perfection, believe who they really are in Christ, and accept who they actually are now, they are able to modify their mostly unconscious desire to be perfect in themselves and become increasingly content with where they are in the journey.

Recognizing God’s centrality also helps people develop appropriate boundaries with others. Without a strong sense that God is their psychological center, anxiety about disappointing others comes more easily, as well as being overly concerned with what others think and working hard just to please them (Cloud & Townsend, 1992; Welch, 1998), a tendency that reflects some degree of codependency. Strengthening one’s soul by centering it on God—so that he is one’s rock and shield (Ps 18:2)—better enables one to take others seriously without feeling one’s identity being conformed to the preferences and attitudes of those ultimately as limited as oneself.




Toward a Theocentric Hierarchy of Values

Humans have many legitimate, created needs and desires: food, safety, love and belonging, and (as we become adults) meaning, a sense of competence, sexual enjoyment, and many others. Such needs and desires were created good by God, so generally speaking (unless twisted beyond their designated bounds), the satisfaction of these needs and desires are goods, established by God (1 Tim 4:4-5). The desire to avoid suffering is one of those created desires, given to us by God because suffering is a “mixed evil.”31 Consequently, all things being equal, it is good to avoid suffering and laudable to help others avoid it.

At the same time, recognizing that God is one’s greatest good affects one’s interpretation of one’s lesser goods, including how one approaches suffering. Let us consider a couple of examples. Most marriages involve some suffering, and the Bible teaches that when the suffering reaches a certain threshold of severity, divorce is permitted, particularly when one spouse has functionally abandoned his or her vows (Mt 5:32; 1 Cor 7:15). However, most of the time, distressed couples should not consider divorce to be the best option. Why? Because of the conjunction of God’s glory and their long-term well-being. First, persevering in the face of some marital suffering is a picture of Christ’s love of his church, in spite of its shortcomings (Eph 5; 1 Pet 2:20-23)—so God is specially glorified.32

Second, it is easy for spouses to blame each another for their problems, especially in the early years of the marriage, so some perseverance (and often counseling) is necessary to break through the wall of one’s defenses, in order to start seeing exactly how one is contributing to the marriage’s difficulties, so that one can really work on oneself, in dependence on Christ. This process yields growth and virtue (and glory) that might never be attained when divorce is sought too readily.

Third, people in conflicted marriages were often initially attracted to their spouse, at least in part, because of unconscious, unresolved issues due to a poor relationship with their opposite-sex parent. There is probably no better way to promote their psychological healing and to face the wounds derived from their family of origin and work through them than in the context of their present marriage, and as a result of such gradual resolution, one’s marriage will often improve. Consequently, God’s glory and one’s well-being can both be promoted by working through marital difficulties.

Medication, properly used, glorifies God, since it is a gift of creation grace and is sanctified by the word of God and prayer (1 Tim 4:4-5). Indeed, for severe psychopathology—psychotic episodes or severe depression or anxiety—psychotropic medication should usually be the first level of intervention. There are, however, at least three orders of human nature higher than the biological (from lower to higher): psychosocial, ethical, and spiritual (Johnson, 2007, chaps. 8-9, 15). With this framework in mind, I suggested the following two guidelines for therapy in Foundations: Christians should intervene at the highest levels possible and the lowest levels necessary. The lowest-level interventions, such as psychotropic medications, only ameliorate symptoms due to neurological malfunction; they do not change the patient’s brain organization. So, if the biological symptoms are on the mild to moderate side of the spectrum, therapists should generally first try to promote more permanent change through higher-level interventions, such as the counseling relationship and the teaching of cognitive, affective, and spiritual strategies, all of which actually modify and form new neural networks, which will then help in the future. Second, while God gets glory from healing at all four levels, the effective use of strategies that rely explicitly on Christ’s death and resurrection, for example (to be discussed in later chapters), would seem to advance God’s doxological agenda the most, all things being equal, by bringing into the healing process those of his activities that most manifest his glory. (With more severe disorders, of course, medical and therapeutic interventions may need to be initiated simultaneously.)

By contrast, many modern therapists—assuming a framework in which the (immediate) well-being of the self is the highest value—tend to focus primarily on the reduction of all counselee suffering, without enough regard for other potential positive outcomes of mild to moderate suffering (as evidenced in studies of posttraumatic growth; Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2014). In such a context, solutions such as divorce or medication may be resorted to more quickly than is actually in the long-term best interests of the counselee. A theocentric orientation casts human needs and suffering in a different light, where the good of relieving suffering in the short term is relativized by the greater goods of greater long-term well-being conjoined with greater glory for God. Our greatest need is to be rightly related to the greatest Being in the universe and to be in communion with him. Indeed, “unless a person takes God as her deepest heart’s desire, her heart will always have at its deepest core a yearning that is both inchoate and unsatisfied” (Stump, 2010, p. 440).

Of course, suffering per se will not be valorized by a Christianity true to Christ’s mission and message. When he healed the sick and raised people from the dead, he was revealing God’s heart and prefiguring God’s eschatological agenda to eventually remove all suffering from our lives (Rev 21:4). So, love and glory will incline believers to alleviate as much suffering as possible. Nonetheless, the choice to endure avoidable suffering is a matter of Christian liberty. When done for the sake of others, it is a matter of Christian charity. When done for God’s glory, as in the call to missions or martyrdom, it is an act of worship and image bearing, for all of God’s suffering is freely chosen, since he could have created a possible world other than this one. When also done for the self’s future happiness, whether in this age through one’s psychospiritual growth or in the age to come in eternal bliss, the self’s autocentric agenda is being undermined and transformed into a higher order that is both theocentric and therapeutic.




God Wants You to Flourish!

Perhaps if this book had the title God Wants You to Flourish it would sell better! To some Christian ears, that would sound too anthropocentric, and as we have seen, God’s glory is vastly more important. But the great tradition of Christianity has concluded that the Bible teaches that God desires our proper flourishing precisely because God has chosen in this universe to join his glory to proper human flourishing (Charry, 2010; Edwards, 1765/1998; Piper, 1991; Sherwin, 2005). Through the course of that revelation, we learn that the glory of the triune God is love, and it is his nature to want to share that love and bring others into that glory. “Our Lord’s great will is that [his love] should be kindled in the hearts of men. As God he wills nothing else, since his glory and our happiness—the two ends of all he does—are inseparably bound up with the Father’s love” (Grou, 1796/1962, p. 2). Yes, it’s all about him. God is the greatest being in the universe and so worthy of our praise. But one of the most amazing parts of his doxological agenda is his desire to bring us into his glory, love, and happiness. The Christian life is designed to be a journey into glory. “Ultimately, God is our happiness” (Sherwin, 2005, p. 81). Consequently, part of what makes Christian counseling so gratifying is its participation in God’s glorious love for humanity and his desire to draw more people into that love. He accomplishes this by saving/healing people, so that they desire him supremely (Piper, 1991).

Yet this wondrous agenda is not well appreciated, even by many in the church. There are plenty of reasons for this—God’s hiddenness, feeble Christian teaching, the problem of evil, our sinful resistance, overwhelming personal suffering, and growing up with angry or neglectful parents who were poor images of God. The main challenges, then, for theocentric counseling and psychotherapy are to help counselees, first, understand the correlation between having God as their center-ideal and their flourishing and fulfillment, and second, cultivate an increasingly God-centered orientation throughout their souls. According to a Christian positive psychology, that is how humans will flourish best. Hopefully, this book will help counselors learn how to do more of both.
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The Glorious Missions of the Trinity




Axiom 2: God is a triune communion of persons, the archetype of the personal and social form of life of human beings.

Corollary: The Father has willed that the Holy Spirit bring fallen humans through faith in the Son Christ into their communion to be an ever clearer sign of the Trinity.





The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

2 CORINTHIANS 13:14



IN THE PREVIOUS CHAPTER, we focused on God’s remarkable agenda to glorify himself through the flourishing of humanity. According to Augustine, that great trinitarian psychologist, the Trinity “is the supreme source of all things, and the most perfect beauty, and the most blessed delight” (1948, Vol. II, p. 770; On the Trinity). At the same time, the Trinity is the greatest of mysteries, transcending our capacities to fully comprehend it. So this exposition will move slowly, to take in as much as possible. Our tour will be conducted in three “stages.” First, we will consider the glorious nature, acts, and communion of the Trinity. Second, we will focus on how the Trinity manifests its glory by making possible a restoration in humanity’s relationship with God and one another: by the activity of the Son of God—both God and human and so the “bridge” between humans and the Trinity—and by the activity of the Holy Spirit, who indwells believers, drawing them into the trinitarian communion. Third, we will examine the role believers are to play in the glorification of the Trinity by means of their participation in and resemblance to that God in their lives together.1


CHRISTIAN TEACHING REGARDING THE TRINITY

Judaism and Islam are monotheistic religions. They assert there is one God; however, that God is absolutely and eternally solitary. Because no one is God’s equal, there is no one to whom God can fully relate, and this may have led to an implicit assumption that God is fundamentally an isolated, solitary, and aloof sovereign. Perhaps building on this assumption, when thinking about why God created humans, some have simplistically supposed that a solitary God desired a relationship with someone—he was lonely. Christianity believes that God is one, but it is monotheism with a difference: it is trinitarian. Submitting to the revelation of the New Testament, Christianity affirms that the Creator God is three persons in one Being. Such a God is not solitary but exists eternally in a perfect, blessed communion of love and mutual delight. This God needs no one else, because his nature is fundamentally interpersonal and relational. Christianity teaches that “the whole basis of being is a community of persons,” and the essence of their being is love (Danielou, 1969, p. 45; 1 Jn 4:12).

Orthodox Christians believe that the one Creator of the universe and Savior of the world is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Since the first centuries of the early church, Christians have commonly declared that God is a single being (or substance or essence) who consists of three persons (or subsistences or hypostases) (cf. Augustine, 1948; Bavinck, 2004; Barth, 1936; Emery & Levering, 2011; Holmes, 2012; Thompson, 1994). Yet Christians have long considered the Trinity to be a mystery—something beyond full human understanding, the Being of beings who has some paradoxical features that we need to understand as best as we can.

Based in Hebrew monotheism, Christianity has always affirmed that there is only one true God: “Hear, O Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one!” (Deut 6:4). In the context of rampant polytheism, God began his self-revelation to humanity with the disclosure that there was only one divine being. Only after emphasizing that foundational truth for centuries did God take the next step to reveal more fully that this one being is also tripersonal, in the coming of the Son with his teaching about the Father and Spirit, and the coming of the Spirit. The apostles then gave us a preliminary inspired description of this complex being in the New Testament. Consider the following: the Father knows future historical events (Mk 13:32), chooses (Mt 11:27), loves (Jn 3:35), responds to prayer (Eph 3:14), and so on; the eternal Son of God upholds all things (Heb 1:3), speaks (Rev 2:18), sympathizes (Heb 4:15), gives understanding (1 Jn 5:20), and so on; and the Holy Spirit is listed along with other persons, such as the apostles (Acts 15:28), Christ (Jn 16:14), and the Father and the Son (Mt 28:19; 2 Cor 13:13), and he is self-conscious (Acts 13:2) and self-determining (Acts 16:7; 1 Cor 12:11), teaches (Jn 14:26), can be grieved (Eph 4:30), testifies of Christ (Jn 15:26; 16:13-14), can speak audibly to believers (Acts 13:2), and from within them prays (Rom 8:26) and cries out, “Abba! Father!” (Gal 4:6). The members of the Trinity also relate to and interact with each other. The Father sent the Son (Jn 5:37), and they both sent the Spirit (Jn 14:26); the Son obeys the Father (Jn 12:49-50); and both Son and Spirit pray to the Father (Mt 11:25; Jn 11:41; Rom 8:26) (see Bavinck, 2004; Frame, 2002; Horton, 2011).2

Reflecting on such apostolic teaching regarding the coming of the Son of God and the gift of the Spirit of God, and the essential trinitarian form of their worship, leaders in the early church hammered out a more elaborate doctrine of the Trinity between AD 300 and 700, in the context of distortions that had arisen. This process led to the composition of formal documents, called creeds, which summarized the early-church consensus and have continued to unify the church up to the present. The early church still affirmed that God was one, but they also concluded that this one God was Father, Son, and Spirit; that each one is fully God; and that the Trinity is not three gods. To help describe this God, the early church settled on the terms substantia in the Latin-speaking church and ousia in the Greek to refer to the nature and being of the one God, and persona (Lat.) and hypostasis (Gk.) to refer to the individual members of the Godhead3 and communicate their distinct identity (Bavinck, 2004). It has long been customary, therefore, to refer to Father, Son, and Spirit in English as persons.


Relations Among the Triune Communion

Central to the biblical revelation about the Trinity are the relationships that exist between these persons. As a result of their reflections on the available data, theologians came to distinguish between two major perspectives on the trinitarian relationship: immanent and economic.4 Their immanent (or intratrinitarian) relations have to do with the kind of relations Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have with each other in eternity. Their economic relations, in contrast, pertain to the “economy”5 of God’s works in time, external to their own respective relations, in creation, providence, and redemption (Bavinck, 2004; Frame, 2002), and have to do with their respective roles and responsibilities in those activities. Theologians assume that their relations in history are congruent with and flow from their relations in eternity, but they cannot be equated, because the latter refer to God as he is in himself, without respect to the creation, and the former involve the paradoxical conditions of the eternal Son remaining what he was, while also becoming a temporal human being, and the eternal Spirit coming to indwell believers in history.6

Immanent trinitarian relations. The Bible, understandably, tells us far more about their relationship in time than their relationship in eternity (Bavinck, 2004), and that will be our main focus. Nevertheless, because the former are dependent on the latter, some consideration must be given to the latter. The following summarizes the church’s settled interpretation of and conclusions regarding the available evidence. The Father is the eternal origin-in-himself, the unbegotten source of all—including, in a special sense, the personhood of the other members of the Trinity; the Son is eternally generated or begotten or spoken by the Father; and the Spirit proceeds eternally from both Father and Son.7 The nature of the Trinity is such that each person is eternally “constituted” in relationship to the others. The Son is the Son by virtue of his relationship of filial dependence on the Father; conversely, the Father is who he is as the source of the Son and the Spirit, and so on. The persons are noninterchangeable, and they are who and what they are by their relations. God would not be God, and the Persons would not be who and what they are, apart from their unique relations with each other. Their relations with each other are essential to the Being of the triune God. But this also implies that there is an order or taxis within the Trinity— correlated with their absolute equality, since the Father has a preeminence as the source of the others, and both Father and Son send the Spirit.8

The Father’s eternally glorious love of the Son. So far, the Trinity’s immanent relations sound rather abstract, but they are also characterized in Scripture by love. “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8, 16), and many Christian theologians have suggested that this could only be true of a God who is threefold. We are told the most, however, about the relation of the Father and the Son by the apostle John. In Christ’s high-priestly prayer, he referred to the relationship he had with his Father in eternity: “Now, Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before the world was” (Jn 17:5); and he prayed that his disciples “may see My glory which You have given Me, for You loved Me before the foundation of the world” (Jn 17:24; see also Jn 1:1-2; Prov 8:22, 30-31). In chapter one, we noted that God’s love is central to his glory. Here, we note that the internal glory of the Trinity is their love. In particular, in the Bible, “the relation between Father and Son is portrayed as a life of love” (Bavinck, 2004, p. 215), with a special focus on the Father’s love for the Son (Jn 3:35; 5:20; 15:9; 17:23-24, 26).

The Father’s eternal love for the Son is echoed in history in his public expressions of delight in his Son, now human. First at his baptism (the initiation of his ministry to humanity and the fulfillment of his Father’s calling) and later at his transfiguration (the special, visible glorification of the Son to three disciples), the Father’s ebullient praise of his Son sounded forth, “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased” (Mt 3:17; cf. Mt 17:5). What do we hear in this cry?9 “The original, the primal, the deepest, the foundational joy of God is the joy he has in his own perfections as he sees them reflected in the glory of his son” (Piper, 1991, p. 38). This would appear to be the love of appreciation or delight, the sheer joy of the Father in the virtuous beauty of his Son, the consummate replication of his own perfection, which the Son himself fully reciprocates.

The Father’s eternal love for the Son is also characterized as sharing. “The Father loves the Son and has given all things into His hand” (Jn 3:35), and “The Father loves the Son and shows Him all things that He Himself is doing” (Jn 5:20). As a result, they share everything in common, as Christ prayed, “All things that are Mine are Yours, and Yours are Mine” (Jn 17:10), including his self-existence: “As the Father has life in Himself, even so He gave to the Son also to have life in Himself” (Jn 5:26). Consequently, their relationship is later described as koinōnia (1 Jn 1:3; indicating “commonness, communion, fellowship”). What does the Father share with his Son? His glory (Jn 17:5, 11, 22-24), that is, his perfections as well as his plans and accomplishments. And the Son eternally acts correspondingly, for “he is the act of giving himself to the Father as Son in the Spirit of love. The Son is the act of filial love, sonship fully in act” (Weinandy, 2011, p. 390). Though the Son is coequal with the Father, perhaps we could capture the nature of this act as “receptive emulation.” Like Father, like Son, for all eternity.

One of the greatest mysteries of intratrinitarian relations is their mutual indwelling. “Know and understand that the Father is in me,” Christ said, “and I in the Father” (Jn 10:38; cf. Jn 14:10-13; 17:21). The Greek Fathers termed this relationship perichoresis, and the Latin Fathers circuminsessio, concluding from the above passages that the Father and Son interpenetrate, cosaturate, and indwell one another (Frame, 2002). Roberts (1997b) calls this quality “permeability,” and Volf (1998) says that the Father and the Son are “mutually internal” (to each other, p. 208); they live within each other, sharing absolute self-consciousness while remaining distinct persons, without confusion of identity.10 Such interpersonal permeability is only possible in God, because Father and Son are both infinite, omniscient, and omnipathic, so they can personally fully share in each other’s personhood and activities. They therefore necessarily experience perfect unity and harmony through infinitely coextensive intimacy and joint activity.

Much of the biblical teaching on the immanent Trinity thus puts a spotlight on the relation of the Father and the Son, portraying the former as the Lover and the latter as the Beloved (Eph 1:6). We learn in Scripture that the Father delights in his Son and shares everything of himself with him as he responds in receptive emulation, and they dwell together in each other. So, the main picture the Bible paints of the eternal Trinity is the Father-Son relationship and its resulting communion.

The Holy Spirit of love. Yet, as we noted above, the Holy Spirit is also portrayed as an active, communicative agent in Scripture, and completely God, just as the Father and the Son. So where is the Spirit in the Trinity’s eternal relations? We are frankly not told much about that in Scripture. Perhaps we find a clue in the Spirit being twice called the Spirit of koinōnia by Paul (2 Cor 13:14; Phil 2:1), and John uses the same word to refer to the communion enjoyed by the Father and the Son (1 Jn 1:3). But Christian theologians from Augustine to Aquinas to Edwards and Barth have thought more can be said than that. We recall that “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8, 16), and since all three persons are God, all three must participate equally in divine love—it is not as if the Father and the Son are eternal love and the Spirit is off in the corner somewhere. If God the Father is the eternal Lover and the Son the eternal Beloved, then we can say the Holy Spirit is the eternal Love or communion they share.11 The eternal procession of the Spirit from the Father and the Son can be understood as their mutual love. The Spirit, then, is the personal quality of their relationship, but is not an abstraction, for the Spirit is just as fully a person as the Father and Son. “The Spirit is love in person” (Emery, 2007, p. 225), the one whom the Father shares with the Son and the Son shares (back) with the Father. He is their mutual gift, the joy of their mutual appreciation, the movement of their mutual well-wishing, the fullness of their mutual indwelling. The Holy Spirit is the divine person who brings beauty, goodness, and meaningfulness from one to another. “The Spirit is the ‘gift’ of the Father and the Son inasmuch as the Spirit is what the Father and Son ‘make common’ to one another” (Vanhoozer, 2010, p. 258). Bolstering this model from another vantage point, Richard of St. Victor (1979, p. 391) conjectured that three persons are actually necessary for perfect love, because the love of two persons attains a transcendent fulfillment when shared with a third who delights in their love without self-interest. “As the third, who receives and returns the love of Father and Son, and so witnesses, enjoys, and perfects it, the Spirit is also the one in whom that love most manifestly opens out as sheer delight, generosity, and desire for the other” (Hart, 2003, p. 175).

From reflection on this relatively sparse revelation, Christians have concluded that God’s eternal nature enjoys mutual, self-giving generosity, one to another in fitting union. “God in himself enjoys never-ending, fully realized interpersonal communication: communion” (Vanhoozer, 2010, p. 244). Each person loves himself in loving the other infinitely, so their self-love and love of the other are equally ultimate, enabling them to be “self-outpouring love” (Hart, 2003, p. 298). The eternal glory of the Trinity is a mutual love than which none greater can be conceived, that lies at the fount of the universe and permeates our existence.12

Economic trinitarian relations. The vast majority of our understanding of the Trinity, however, concerns their economic relations, that is, how Father, Son, and Holy Spirit relate to each other with respect to their activities in time, specifically creation, providence, and redemption. Calvin (1559/1960) is typical in the following distinctions: “To the Father is attributed the beginning of activity, and the fountain and wellspring of all things; to the Son, wisdom, counsel, and the ordered disposition of all things; but to the Spirit is assigned the power and efficacy of that activity” (pp. 142-43). With respect to this universe, and particularly the humans in it, the three have different roles in common activities to achieve the Trinity’s agenda to manifest their glory in history.

We must preface the discussion that follows, however, with a consideration of sin, since much of what distinguishes the roles of the different persons in history has to do with what they do about it. God could have remained glorious in himself by simply leaving humans in their fallenness and justly condemning them. However, he instead turned the human tragedy of sin into the greatest manifestation of his glory in the universe—both the excellency of his character and the riches of his triune nature—much more than judgment alone would have done.13 The unique role for Father, Son, and Spirit that each plays in the divine economy is called their respective “missions” (Thompson, 1994).

The missions of God. As the generative source, the Father’s mission was the impetus of the plan behind everything that happens in the creation (Eph 1:11), including the missions of the other persons and the establishment and maintenance of that plan, first by sending his Son and then, with his Son, the Spirit, on their interrelated missions to save and restore sinful and broken humanity (1 Jn 4:10; Jn 15:26). The Father’s mission, therefore, included giving up his beloved Son to mistreatment and murder, for their glory and our well-being.14

The Son’s mission was twofold: divine and human. As the eternal Word, he is the expressive means of the Father’s agenda to create (Jn 1:3), to maintain and care for their creation (Col 1:15; Heb 1:3), and to save (2 Cor 1:20). As the Son of Man, he laid aside his divine rights and went to the “far country” (Barth, 1956b), assuming a human nature and so becoming human to make visible the invisible God. Imaging his Father also entailed obeying his Father (Jn 4:34; 5:19, 30; 6:38; 10:17; 17:4)—which humans were created to do—and this is how he continued to abide in his Father’s love as a human (Jn 15:10). In his receptive emulation of the Father, now in human form, he became both the representative of humanity to the Father (its high priest) and the Father’s representative servant-Son to humanity—its Lord, Messiah, prophet, sage, savior, husband, archetypal role model, and much more (Torrance, 2008).

The redemptive part of his mission climaxed in the laying down of his life for humanity (its judicial sacrifice), manifesting the radical extent of God’s design to deliver humans from their sin and suffering.15 His vicarious obedience was vindicated by his being raised from the dead—the beginning of the new creation—and his mission continues now in his intercession in heaven on behalf of his people, which will end after he returns to earth and then gives everything back to the Father (1 Cor 15:28). Yet it was the Father’s intention to magnify his Son especially, by giving him the most prominent role among all three in the salvation and healing of sinners.

The Spirit has also been involved in the creation in the beginning and until now in providence (see Gen 1:2; Ps 104:32), and his mission has been to bring the Father’s purposes to fruition in the creation and in redemption. The Spirit aided the Son throughout his earthly ministry, helping him obey and emulate his Father (Mt 3:16; 12:18, 28; Lk 2:27; 4:1; 10:21). Then, after Christ was glorified (Jn 7:39), the Spirit was sent on the primary phase of his mission to realize in human beings Christ’s mission on their behalf: to lead persons to salvation (e.g., by convicting them of their sin, Jn 16:8-11), dwell in those who believe (Jn 14:17; 1 Cor 6:19), conform them to the image of the Son individually (Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18), and resemble the Trinity corporately (Gen 1:26-27; Jn 17:22; 2 Cor 13:14).

In the previous chapter we saw that God’s external glory is the manifestation of the beauty or excellence of his character. When thinking about the Trinity in terms of their works, we should think of their mutual external glory as the manifestation of their communal love, revealed most clearly in history through the Father’s public delight in his Son, the Son’s perfect giving of himself to his Father in filial obedience and conformity, and the Spirit’s realization of the Son’s form in the minds, hearts, and lives of believers.




Human Life Drawn into the Triune Communion

We have seen that “infinite sharing is the law of God’s inner life” (Merton, 1955, p. 3). How does this disposition help to explain what God is up to in redemption (and therapy)? Humans need redemption, of course, because of their sin, which now alienates them from God (Eph 2:1-3). However, God’s intention from the beginning was to glorify himself as Trinity through their recovery, and even more astounding, to realize that recovery by drawing them into the trinitarian communion (1 Jn 1:4; see also Jn 14:20; 17:21)! How could the infinite, holy God commune with creatures, particularly sinful ones? And why would he? To answer that, we need to recall that God has always had room for “the Other” within his own triune nature (McIntosh, 2008). So it is congruent with God’s nature to have others “within him” who are like him. As the Father delights to commune with the Son who corresponds to him in knowledge and love by the Spirit, so the Son delights to commune with humans who correspond to him in knowledge and love by the Spirit (Edwards, 1994, p. 272). His willingness to bring little creatures into that communion of resemblance manifests his infinite humility. What the triune God, especially the Son, had to go through in order to bring this about because of our sin is especially remarkable.

The Son, the mediating bridge to the triune communion. The Father’s plan included the glorification of his beloved Son, by sending him—the eternal representation of the Father—to earth to also become the perfect human image of the Father. Coming primarily out of love for the Father, he also came “because his great love to us caused him to desire familiar communion with us,” by joining himself to our nature (Edwards, 1994, p. 285).

Christ provides a crucial bridge between God and fallen humanity, for “he is of the same reality as God as far as his deity is concerned and of the same reality as we ourselves as far as his humanness is concerned” (the Chalcedon Creed in Leith, 1963). In this amazing union of natures, Christ also shows the fundamental correspondence and similarity between the persons of the triune God and human persons in his image in relationship with God and with one another, constituting a fundamental “analogy of relationship” between God and humanity centered in Christ (Barth, 1960a).16 This also means, wondrously, that our nature is forever united, without confusion, with God’s nature and now actually participates in a mediated way in God’s activity. Christ’s humanity “draws human attention after him into the mystery of his union with the divine” (McIntosh, 2008, p. 157).

But, as Athanasius suggested, he also had to assume our nature if he was to redeem it. The Son reconciled sinful humanity to God by becoming the divine-human priest and mediator between God and humanity (1 Tim 2:5) as well as the propitiatory sacrifice (Rom 3:25; 1 Jn 2:2; 4:10), in whom God’s righteous wrath against sin was absorbed and absolved, and who was vindicated by being raised from the dead (Torrance, 2009). In the process, a lot happened: he was made sin (2 Cor 5:21) in his body on the cross and conquered sin’s power in his body through its resurrection; so he remade human nature from within (McIntosh, 2008), and he paved the way for sinful humans to become new creations in union with him and to join him in his return into the triune communion (1 Jn 1:4). “As he is for God, he is also for man” (Barth, 1960a, p. 222). As a result, Jesus Christ is the everlasting basis of this new life with God—its template, guide, and goal—and the one whom his followers, therefore, are especially to know and to love.

The Spirit, the gift of the triune communion. The Father’s plan to glorify the Son also involved their sending the Holy Spirit to bring what Christ had accomplished into fruition or realization in this present age. The gift of this divine Helper (Jn 14:24) takes what belongs to the Son and shares it with those who believe (Jn 16:14), beginning with the second birth (Jn 3:6), teaching and guiding them (Jn 16:13) and transforming them (2 Cor 3:5-18) in ways that transcend human capacity on its own (1 Cor 2:10-14). By indwelling believers (Rom 8:9; 1 Jn 2:27), the Spirit washes and renews them, along with Christ’s holy humanity (Titus 3:5), pours out divine love into their hearts (Rom 5:5), reproduces the divine virtues (Gal 5:22-23; Rom 14:17), enables them to resist sin (Rom 8:13) and pursue Christ’s holiness (2 Thess 2:13), and builds unity among them (Eph 2:22; 4:3, 13; Phil 2:1-2). But the Spirit does not draw attention to himself. Rather, he grants believers “a vision of the Father’s depths in the beauty of the Son” (Hart, 2003, p. 185) while drawing them into their communion.

Brought into divine glory. Through the Spirit, Christ’s followers are enabled to participate in God’s glory. As Christ prayed, “the glory which You have given me I have given to them” (Jn 17:22); in fact, he was already being “glorified in them” (Jn 17:10). We, by the Spirit, share in the Son’s glorified humanity. Believers participate in that glory by faith, that is, receptive emulation, whereby they appropriate and internalize Christ’s word and work—in his humanity—first cognitively, then carditively, and then manifesting it in their lives, particularly in their love of God and their loving relationships with one another.

Brought into divine love. The Son is the mediator of the Trinity’s love. “He who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him” (Jn 14:21; also Jn 14:23; 16:27), because believers are “in the Beloved” (Eph 1:6) and nothing can separate them from that love (Rom 8:39). Through Christ, believers “pass over into the very heart of God” (McIntosh, 2008, p. 77).17 However, believers experience and participate in that love by its being “poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit” (Rom 5:5). “We recognize the marvelous symmetry of love between the Father, Son, and the Spirit, yet not in a circle of exclusion but in an ecstatic, eccentric, extroverted movement of embrace, to include even enemies in a communion of peace” (Horton, 2007, p. 131).

Brought into divine communion. Through the Spirit, believers also enter into something analogous to the divine perichoresis. Christ told his disciples that he and the Father will make their home with those who love him and obey his words (Jn 14:23; see also Rev 3:20); and he prayed for his disciples “that . . . even as You, Father, are in Me and I in you, . . . they also may be in Us. . . . I in them and You in Me” and that “the love with which You loved Me may be in them” (Jn 17:21, 23, 26). Since the Spirit mutually indwells and coinheres Father and Son in their perichoresis, his indwelling of believers is the means by which the Father and Son are said to indwell them. But Christ also directed his disciples to “abide in Me, and I in you” (Jn 15:4). Believers then have a role to play in this quasi-mutual indwelling, for through faith and love, they are able to “enter into” God and abide in Christ and Christ in them (Rev 3:20). Even so, this indwelling is radically asymmetrical given God’s omniscience and omnipresence and the limited capacities of believers to “abide” in God. However, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one being, while human beings, joined to Christ by the Spirit, do not become one in being with God—they simply share in Christ’s glorified humanity.

Brought into divine sharing. We have seen that the Father shares everything with the Son, and the Son is like his Father, so through the Spirit they share everything with those who believe. In addition to creational blessings, distributed among all humans, and in addition to God’s glory and love, believers are lavished with every spiritual blessing in the heavens in Christ (Eph 1:3; 1 Pet 1:4-5), including eternal life (Jn 5:21; 10:28; Rom 6:23), peace (Jn 14:27), grace (1 Pet 5:5), righteousness (Rom 5:17), wisdom (Jas 1:5), rest for the weary and heavy-laden (Mt 11:28), and whatever believers ask in Christ’s name (Jn 16:23; Mt 7:11). Indeed, having already given believers his Son, the Father will eventually give them all things (Rom 8:32).

And here we reach the Mount Everest of God’s glory with respect to us, for the triune God has shared himself with us—and that twice over. He has sent his Son to us, who died for us and now lives praying and rooting for us in heaven, and he has given the gift of his Spirit to us (Jn 16:14; 1 Thess 4:8), who lives in us so that we can flourish in the divine communion. What kind of a God is this that he would share so much with those who are so little? Words are inadequate, but we must say something, so perhaps we could echo Paul: “Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!” (2 Cor 9:15).




The Divine Communion and the Human Community

For the most part, Christians are to consider Jesus Christ, the Son of God and Son of Man, as the primary archetype or pattern for human persons and their development (Muller, 2003; Tanner, 2010).18 However, there is at least one broad sense in which the Trinity altogether also serves as an archetype for human persons and their development: as persons in reciprocal relationship.19

We noted above that the concept of person was developed in the early church to help us understand what God did in Christ and the Spirit and his explanation in Scripture. Over centuries of reflection, the concept has been refined and clarified, leading to a clearer grasp of the mysterious, differentiated nature of the Trinity and also contributing, indirectly, to a remarkable evolution in our understanding of human beings.20 Today, for example, a person is broadly understood to be a rational-linguistic, self-aware, and self-evaluative subject with narrative continuity, capable of (relatively) free actions for which he or she is responsible, and engaged in loving relations with others.21 This contemporary notion of person had many influences, but one was the centuries-long reception and internalization of the triune God’s revelation of himself in human history and Scripture and the power of that revelation to foster personhood. Reading Scripture today, we find that God (in the Old Testament) and the Father, Son, and Spirit (in the New Testament) act, speak, are referred to, and are treated as maximal persons of that sort. That fact, most importantly, combined with the fact that that revelation helped to shape the contemporary concept of person, gives us warrant to use the term person today to refer to the Three.22

But the telos of the triune God’s developmental design for humanity would seem to be both personal and social: an interdependent community of persons, as exemplified ideally in the body of Christ (Eph 4:11-16). Such a telos, however, could only have been grasped after the concept of persons had become well developed in the West, after centuries of Christian influence, and therefore the viability and plausibility of the final Christian ideal for human life necessarily took longer. Similarly, and for directly analogous reasons, a broad acceptance of the implications of Scriptural teaching regarding the persons of the Trinity and their relationality, though anticipated possibly in the Cappadocians and certainly in Richard of St. Victor and Jonathan Edwards, also took longer. It seems likely that a fuller understanding of the one God’s communal nature and God’s ideal of interdependent human community are intimately linked together sociohistorically and conceptually. Both had been there all along in Scripture. The church just could not see them as clearly as some can now (just like it could not as fully grasp Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith until the 1500s). Building on the progressive illumination of Scripture (Orr, 1898) that has preceded us, perhaps we are now better able to recognize the equal ultimacy of the triune God’s being and persons, his communality and trifold agency, discovering in the divine life of the Trinity the perfect communion of perfect persons, and so, the formal archetype of human life, understood as an interdependent community of persons.23

Beginning with scriptural revelation, then, and the assumption that the Trinity is the eternal origin and ineffable perfection of persons-in-relationship (Eph 3:14), Christians interested in the flourishing of human life (such as counselors) may legitimately formulate norms for human development and maturation based on the Trinity and develop corresponding criteria of personhood and community—informed by research and reflection on human life,24 qualified by an analogical orientation.25 So, what is this divine communion of persons like?

Persons in communion in perfection. Since Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are equally God, they each possess the strengths and virtues of perfect persons interacting eternally in perfect communion, being both persons and communal in superlative degree and infinite capacity. In light of all the foregoing, we may properly infer that each one is pure act and infinite dynamism (Hart, 2004, p. 167), and an eternally perfectly rational, omniscient, and evaluative speaker; exhaustively self-aware; thoroughly responsible for his own actions; a maximally virtuous, loving subject, in loving communion with one another. Elaborating further, each person is perfectly decisive, resolute, properly motivated, having the same goals, capable of initiating and accomplishing significant courses of action (always together and in proper relation to one another), able to overcome all obstacles, no matter how large, and persevering through whatever they encounter. Sharing identical goals, each has an eternal sense of his personal existence and identity in relation to the others; perfectly regulates his emotions; takes complete responsibility for himself and his actions; and loves himself completely. Put negatively,26 the triune persons are not unconscious, “weak-willed,” insecure, self-hating, purposeless, unmotivated, vicious, or lacking in self-control or personal power. Each one, being fully God, is therefore a maximal person: a perfectly integrated center of conscious intentionality, energy, and activity —identical in every way except in their unique relations with one another—together exemplifying vigorous personal agency perfectly, coexisting as one God. And humans are to be finite personal agents like that.

Persons in communion in perfection. With regard to the relationality of the Trinity, we have already seen that it is eternally a communion of love, but how are we to understand love? Edwards and Aquinas offer some help. According to Edwards (1765/1960), there are two kinds of love. The love of benevolence is the desire for the well-being or happiness of the beloved, along with the desire for consent and union of heart with the beloved. The love of complacence is a delight in the beauty of the beloved. Edwards’s model of love probably relies on that of Aquinas (1945, Vol. 1, p. 217; Pruss, 2013; Stump, 2010), except that Edwards’s description of union entails consent, which involves a stronger differentiation of persons.

Elaborating on Aquinas’s model, Stump (2010) suggests that the desired union of love entails joint attentional focus (or at least a desire for the beloved’s presence in his or her absence) and their mutual closeness. The latter involves mutual sharing of thoughts and feelings, a mutual desire to be close to (intimate with) the beloved, and the internal integration of both of them. This last feature refers to their being single-minded and wholehearted in love, that is, without ambivalence or internal conflict. In Aquinas’s model, love can be nonreciprocated, but it is fulfilled in reciprocity, since only in such mutuality is the desire for the beloved’s well-being and for union fully realized, as well-being and union are found supremely in perfect reciprocal love.

The triune God is love in all these ways, maximally: each person eternally delights in the other with unsurpassable joy; each eternally acts in goodness toward the other; and they live eternally in perichoretic union that includes a complete sharing of what they know, intend, value, and do—having all things in common—except their respective relation to one another. Their unity is their communion (Jn 16:14; 1 Jn 1:3), being altogether omnipresent, omniscient, omnipathic, and united in will; since they lack internal conflict, they enjoy a perfect, reciprocal union of love. Edwards (1994) added that “one alone cannot be excellent,” because “there can be no consent” (p. 284). The persons of the Trinity mutually consent to what the other knows, intends, loves, and does—a single-minded, wholehearted affirmation of the glorious personhood of one another—their love for each other being perfectly reciprocated (Edwards, 2003). Sharing the same identity eternally as the one God, yet fully differentiated from one another in their relational identity as persons, they enjoy complete solidarity eternally in their purposes and activity, while honoring and affirming their respective personhood.

Put negatively, the persons of the Trinity are not needy of each other, envious, competitive, suffering from boundary issues, “codependent” or enmeshed among themselves, threatened by the agency of each other, or living in fear of what one another might think. In their personal agency, they are not solitary, detached, aloof, autonomous, selfish, or narcissistic, never acting regardless of the others, and never do two of them align themselves over against the third. Rather, they are the perfect “system” of interpersonal (and family?) relations. Their eternal unity is manifested economically in their mutual consent to the Father’s creational and redemptive agendas in this universe, in which they affirm and consent to their distinctive and respective roles and tasks in the economy (as in the Father’s affirmations of the Son and the Son’s obedience to the Father’s will).27 And humans are to be finite lovers like that.

At the same time, we must acknowledge that the Trinity is a mystery to the human mind. So we may not suppose that we can fully understand the form of the Trinity or that models of human life can represent the Trinity’s form adequately, since God infinitely transcends us and our ability to comprehend him. Our finite concepts of him are necessarily analogical; that is, they can represent him, but only imperfectly. Perhaps most important, human persons are ontologically distinct beings, whereas the divine persons are ontologically one being. So a perfect correspondence between the Trinity and our understanding of the Trinity is impossible for us as creatures, and a perfect correspondence between the divine communion and the human community will elude us so long as we are sinful creatures.

Nevertheless, we can legitimately assert there will be and there ought to be some analogy between the divine communion and the human community, particularly in the church. Minimally we can argue that the equal ultimacy of agency and communion in the Trinity is normative for human beings in community. The glory of the triune God is seen both in his vigorous threefold agency and his vigorous love. Christians therefore should avail themselves of God’s revelation of himself as Trinity to help formulate their understanding of human flourishing and the goals of Christian therapy, to which we shall turn next. One qualification, however, needs to be made. Because person is also commonly used to refer to all human beings (including the unborn), the term personal agent will be used to refer specifically to human beings who possess the set of characteristics of mature relational personhood discussed above.






SOME THERAPEUTIC IMPLICATIONS

So far, the doctrine of the Trinity may still seem largely irrelevant to psychology. However, if humans are made in the image of the triune God, and those who believe are saved by Christ and the Holy Spirit, then it would seem that we cannot properly understand human beings, and especially believers, without this doctrine. Therefore, we will assume in what follows that teaching on the Trinity lies within the disciplinary boundaries of a Christian psychology just as much as neuropsychology and personality theory. Let us explore how these teachings might be relevant to Christian psychotherapy and counseling.


The Beauty of the Triune God Is the Heart of Christian Soul Care

We saw in the first chapter that God is the center of the universe, humans were made to orbit around him, and nothing is better for their souls than doing so. In this chapter we consider that God is triune. The beauty of the triune God’s holy, self- and other-affirming, and self-giving love will delight believers for eternity. God’s passion for their healing is grounded in his passion to glorify himself by communicating and extending his own intratrinitarian glory and love to include the participation of others—those made in his image for that very purpose. The triune God’s nature is expressed in his entire therapeutic program to bring sinful and broken humans into his communion. “Redemption is rooted in the restoration of relationships that takes place as humankind is drawn into Jesus’ relationship with the Father in their Spirit” (McIntosh, 2004, p. 33). Christian soul-care providers are to practice with that same passion, helping others learn how to receive and participate in it by faith. Christian psychotherapy and counseling, therefore, is part of the realization of the Trinity’s doxological mission, as the healing and glorification of Christ’s humanity is more fully manifested in human persons and their relations with one another.




An Intersubjective Relationship with the Triune God Heals the Soul

Upon conversion to Christ through faith, humans are brought into a fitting union with Christ, the Father becomes their Father, and they are given the gift of the indwelling Holy Spirit. We saw above that through the Holy Spirit, believers experience something analogous to perichoresis with God (Jn 14:23; 15:4; 17:21, 23, 26). However, our experience of God differs radically from trinitarian perichoresis, because we are so different from God and because even the capacities of believers to dwell in God by faith and love are so compromised by remaining sin.28 Nevertheless, there is something thoroughly remarkable in the communion we can enjoy (1 Jn 1:3). To begin with, divine communion is vastly superior to simply living and moving and having our being in God—which is true of all humans (Acts 17:28). The triune God is especially present within believers and knows them lovingly as his children, which he communicates through the Spirit’s pouring out the love of God in their hearts (Rom 5:5) and enabling them periodically to receive God’s presence and knowledge and give that love back to God in a way massively poorer but vaguely resembling the reciprocal love, affirmation, and joy of the Trinity. Through faith and love—what John calls “abiding” (Jn 15:4)— believers and the Trinity participate in a communion of consciousnesses, a harmonizing of their subjectivities (a positive kind of “intersubjectivity”). Stump (2010) considers this an aspect of love: sharing joint attention focus; personal presence; and thoughts, emotions, and desires—a psychological union hampered only by the internal conflict that remains in the believer.

One would think this could lead to significant psychospiritual benefits for believers; in this way, they can taste the richest interpersonal experience possible with an immaterial and infinite tripersonal being: a mature, secure attachment bond, friendship (Jn 15:13-15), intimacy with God, and a sense of being wanted, cherished, and loved by a holy God of love, pervasively conditioned by a spirit of dependence, worship, and obedience. Yet such blessings are not communicated automatically. Apart from the comparatively rare miraculous disposal, in order to realize these blessings in their lives, believers must “abide in Christ” (Jn 15:4), which involves intentional, conscious appropriation—Edwards’s “consent”—and is therefore limited by the believer’s capacity to do so.

Such intersubjective experiences with God occur through the believer’s faith and joy and in prayer, Bible meditation, and worship as believers share attention with the omnipresent, indwelling God in love, focusing especially on Christ, and integrating all their lives into him. By this means they make possible a significant kind of healing through the reorganization of their brains/souls around God and his glory, creating reparative relational experiences with God by the Spirit that promote internal integration and reduce their double-mindedness and the conflicts of a divided heart.




Hindrances to Soul Healing

Our greatest impediment to such healing is the internal resistance to God called sin that all humans have, the resolution of which God has accomplished in Christ. Further hindering the ability to abide in Christ for many is the fact that humans form cognitive-affective/neural structures through the course of their early socialization—called an “internal working model” (Bowlby, 1988)—that come to constitute their deep view of themselves and others and condition the quality of their relationships with God and others (Coe & Hall, 2010; Guntrip, 1957; Moriarity & Hoffman, 2007; Spero, 1992). Through earlier intersubjective experiences with chronically poor caregivers, one’s internal working model can be rather severely distorted, and unless there is healing, its effects will continue throughout life to condition negatively one’s perceptions of others and interactions with them, including one’s deep perceptions of God (called one’s God-image; Moriarity & Hoffman, 2007), and therefore the quality of one’s interactions with him.

While a fundamental recentering of one’s life occurs at conversion, most of the damaging effects of previous development are not immediately remediated. The cognitive-affective/neural dynamic structures that were formed earlier in life remain, and it takes a certain amount of maturation just to recognize these effects, let alone learn how to undermine them and develop new, healthier structures. Significant change in memory structures grounded in the brain that underlie one’s self-representation and perceptions of others (including beliefs, emotions, mental images, and actions, woven into one’s narrative through experience and discourse) takes months and years of daily doses of loving communion with God.29 Through new, repeated, positive intersubjective experiences with the triune God—the deeper and more emotionally intense the better—new, healthier beliefs, feelings, mental images, actions, and narrative episodes can be stored in one’s brain/memory that can gradually modify the counselee’s damaged internal working model (such relational healing among humans has been called “earned secure attachment,” Hesse, 2008). A merely intellectual relationship with God, based solely on conscious head knowledge (one’s God-concept; Moriarity & Hoffman, 2007) is not enough to heal the unconscious regions of the soul (Coe & Hall, 2010).

Consider, for example, the experience of adults who have been raised by chronically critical, rejecting parents, who often have within themselves a condemning psychological dynamic structure, sometimes called the “inner critic.” Usually connected to and triggered by one’s conscience, this structure can be a source of frequent internal criticism that maintains excessive shame that is experienced as self-evidently valid and “ego-syntonic.” A loving, intersubjective relationship with the triune God, guided by well-interpreted Scripture, can give believers an alternative, transcendent perspective by which to view themselves, enabling them to identify, objectify, and then undermine such a “voice.” As they make progress in doing so, they can, in turn, draw even closer into communion with the triune God, a reciprocal pattern that can continue deepening indefinitely.




Relationships with Others Can Also Heal the Soul

Perhaps the biggest challenge facing theocentric psychotherapy and counseling is the fact that we cannot now have a concrete, tangible relationship with the invisible God. God is immaterial (except for Jesus Christ, and he is now in heaven), and the presence of the indwelling Spirit is often obscure—we are frequently unaware of him and neglect to focus our attention on him, and sometimes he just feels absent, regardless of what we do (e.g., Ps 22:1). Remarkably, God himself told Adam it was not good for him to be alone, while God was with him (Gen 2:18)! Human relationships, therefore, are essential to human flourishing, as well as soul healing, and they are intended by God to be complementary to and reflective of our relationship with him. Humans were designed to be concrete images of God to one another. While adult relationships can turn into idolatry (Welch, 1998) in sinful and damaged hearts, humans can also be instruments in the Redeemer’s hands (Tripp, 2002) and therefore a means of grace to one another, analogous to the other means of grace God has given us, including prayer, Scripture reading and meditation, public worship, and so on. Caring human relationships model the triune communion so that in Christ by faith they can become a more tangible, creaturely medium for theocentric soul healing, as loving counselors serve as signs of the triune God. Let us consider how this works.

Human-human intersubjectivity: An analogue to trinitarian perichoresis. We have already considered the kind of intersubjectivity God and believers can share through the indwelling Holy Spirit and the believer’s faith and love (consent), but there is another kind of intersubjectivity that precedes and therefore conditions it.30 Intersubjectivity was defined above as a communion of consciousnesses (co-consciousness). It occurs when persons share joint attentional focus and experience the same meaning at the same time, usually by means of mutual communication, including facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, and especially discourse. The maturation of personal agents capable of love requires the investment of loving communicative energy of relatively mature personal agents into the less mature, mediated by repeated positive intersubjective experiences involving empathic listening, meaningful dialogue, and usually some bearing of the burdens of the less mature. Discourse and empathy—which Kohut (1984) defined as “the capacity to think and feel oneself into the inner life of another person” (p. 82)—are key to this process.

Such intersubjective investment is especially evident early in life in loving parenting, but it also occurs throughout life in healthy marriages, friendship, teaching, pastoring, and counseling. Usually through affectively toned conversations, the more mature person passes on, to some extent, his or her own psychological infrastructure (beliefs, attitudes, emotions) into the less mature person’s subjectivity, supplementing his or her present capacities (consider the effect a happy, socially skilled person can have on another while together for just a few minutes). The more mature mentor “enters into” the soul of the mentee through their presence and discourse, and the mentee, to some extent, receives or internalizes aspects of the mentor into his or her soul in a way that contributes to the mentee’s self- and relational dynamic structures, at least temporarily, and, over time, permanently (Johnson, 2007; Martin, 1994).31

Human-human intersubjectivity, then, may be the closest creaturely analogue to the perichoresis of the Trinity there is. Such formative communion in adulthood is all too rare, and because of the reduced plasticity of the brain, it has nothing like the impact in adulthood that such experiences had in childhood, when the brain was much more impressionable. Counselors, however, are supposed to be experts in facilitating it.

Among Christians, these natural processes are still operative, of course. However, they are used by the Holy Spirit to bring about healing along theocentric lines. It is especially God’s intention that other believers represent God to one another and that local churches serve as images of the Trinity (Grenz, 2001; Volf, 1998), being sites of relational healing and strengthening in the Spirit. As Christians grow in the knowledge and love of God, they become more equipped to love, encourage, comfort, admonish, and support other Christians in the communion they share with the Father and the Son (1 Jn 1:3) and so contribute increasingly and reciprocally to the “growth of the body for the building up of itself in love” (Eph 4:16). For believers who are especially damaged, Christian relational specialists are often needed—professionals trained in how to promote positive intersubjective experiences in Christ by the Spirit with those who have complex relational disabilities. Ideally, in the course of a given week, healing intersubjective experiences with the triune God in meditative prayer and worship will oscillate with analogous experiences with other believers, reinforcing each other and consolidating the redemptive brain/soul changes that are one of the goals of the Spirit’s activity.

Unfortunately, for those who did not experience “good-enough” parenting, positive intersubjective experiences in the present are much more difficult to benefit from, because their current malformed self- and relational dynamic structures are likely to be reactivated in ways that distort their perceptions and experiences even of those who love them. The greater the previous damage, the more resistance to change will occur. This is why it is important for therapists and counselors themselves to be relatively healthier than those with whom they work. Knowing the Bible is essential for Christian psychotherapy and counseling, but without love, it is not enough.




Becoming Images of the Triune God

While Jesus Christ is the model of the image of God for human individuals (see chap. 3), we have seen there are good reasons to believe that the triune God is also the model for humans in relationship. This may be hinted at in the earliest teaching about the image of God: “Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness.’ . . . God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them” (Gen 1:26-27).

The reference of the divine plural here is disputed, but since the days of the early church, Christians have wondered whether this was an allusion to the Trinity, suggesting that the image of God was necessarily plural, reflected in the fundamental distinction of humanity as male and female, and more generally as self and other (Barth, 1960a; Bonhoeffer, 1959; Grenz, 2001).

The evidence is sufficient to warrant that the form of the Trinity shapes a Christian understanding of human flourishing and the goals of Christian psychotherapy and counseling. God’s intention is to manifest his triune glory and share it with humans that they might participate in and manifest his glory themselves by becoming individual signs of Christ and communal signs of the triune God. The triune communion and the Christian community are radically distinct (Creator/Redeemer–creature/sinner/ redeemed), but they are being made one (Jn 17:22). Believers, amazingly, can participate in both by faith and love (consent), and in this way gradually become persons-in-community “ektypes” corresponding analogically to their trinitarian archetype.

As we have noted, however, because of sin and growing up in a fallen social world, human communities are more or less distorted images of the Trinity. God’s creation grace enables all humans—individually and corporately—to retain some resemblance to God. But so terrible is our condition, without the saving acts of the Trinity—themselves the most remarkable manifestations of God’s glory—humans would have no hope of substantial recovery and no ability to participate in his glory communally. In Christ, however, believers are given grace to do just that.

Vigorous human agency and individuality. The persons of the Trinity serve as “individual” archetypes for individual believers, particularly the person of Jesus Christ, since he is both a member of the Trinity and a human being who lives in dependence on God.32 Individual Christians, therefore, glorify the triune God by thinking and feeling truly and deeply; becoming more self-aware; planning, deliberating, and acting decisively with appropriate willpower, earnestness, and perseverance (Prov 12:24; Eccles 9:10); carefully regulating their thoughts, emotions, and actions (Gal 5:23); taking responsibility for themselves (1 Jn 1:9); imagining a virtuous future; developing the most beautiful ethicospiritual character they can (1 Cor 13; Gal 5:22-23); fulfilling their new covenant obligations by loving God supremely and their neighbor as themselves (Mt 22:37-39); and giving themselves wholly to God and wisely to one another.

Because of human fallenness, believers face tremendous obstacles to this calling by sin and damage to their agency through poor socialization and being sinned against, and this shows up in passivity, weak motivation, aggression, workaholism, narcissism, arrogance, pride, and the frustration of unrealized goals. In Christ, however, believers can be healed gradually, so that they can image divine agency increasingly better in their human agency on earth.

Vigorous human relationality and communion. The triune God serves as the communal archetype for believing communities. As a result, believers glorify the triune God by affirming and consenting to one another and promoting unity in Christ—that is, delighting in each other’s gifts and virtue; speaking truth into each other in love (Eph 4:15); carrying one another’s burdens (Gal 6:2); empathizing with and challenging one another; “forgiving each other” (Col 3:13); respecting human authority but resisting injustice; “being of the same mind, maintaining the same love” (Phil 2:2); transparently confessing one’s sins and weaknesses to one another (Jas 5:16); walking with others so that we all increasingly repent from our sin; sharing our faith; caring for sinners, the weak and broken, and those with physical, emotional, social, or spiritual needs; giving ourselves for others, both within and without the Christian community; all the while promoting “the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Eph 4:3).

Because of human fallenness, believers face tremendous obstacles to this calling as well. The effects of sin, poor socialization, and being sinned against show up in servility, codependence, and enabling others to abuse their agency, as well as domination of others, envy, competitiveness, aggression, divisiveness, and isolation. In Christ and by means of repeated, intersubjective experiences with other healthier humans, however, believers can be healed gradually and learn how to participate in the loving power of God, so that they can increasingly image the divine communion in their ecclesial communities.

The personal and social life of human beings finds its transcendent ground, pattern, and power in the Trinity and its missions. Among the many benefits of the revelation of the Trinity is the provision of a dialectic of relational “limiting concepts” (Van Til, 1969) that can regulate Christian ideals and practices, helping Christians recognize and resist excessive dependence and independence (at least in principle). While Jesus Christ serves as the primary archetype for Christian personhood before God, the Trinity provides another archetype for the proper relation between the personal and the social: personhood among equals. At the same time, the lack of detailed criteria, combined with the fact that the Bible itself contains some progressive variety in how the personal and social dimensions of human life are negotiated (compare Old and New Testament), signals that Christians have some legitimate individual and cultural latitude in their representation of the perfect balance of the Trinity. Even so, the Trinity offers a “modest” dialectical telos that should also guide humanity’s image bearing.
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The Word of the Son




Axiom 3: The triune God is especially glorified in the communication of the Son, Jesus Christ, who, as God and a human, provides the ultimate unity of Christian psychotherapy and counseling.

Corollary: The intrinsic goal of individual human development is conformity to the image of Christ.

Expansion of the corollary: The image of Christ consists of holiness, creational wholeness, and active receptivity.





He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him over for us all, how will He not also with Him freely give us all things?

ROMANS 8:32




In Him you have been made complete.

COLOSSIANS 2:10




But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory.


2 CORINTHIANS 3:18



I WAS IN THE BOY SCOUTS as a young teen, and on one of our camping trips, I remember feeling quite baffled when, after some brief training, each of us was taken out to a separate location in thick and unfamiliar woods, given a map and a compass, and we had to find our way back. The only help the leaders gave us was to show us where we were on the map and where our camp was. But the most important part of the task, we were told, was to keep connected where we were in our natural surroundings with where we were on the map. My first thought after being dropped off was how easy it would be to get lost. And without the map and the compass, I would have been lost. The map had an arrow pointing north and markings that represented some of the features of the surrounding terrain (such as hills and streams), and the compass provided a point of reference beyond both the surroundings and the map that could be linked to the arrow pointing north on the map. I had to locate landmarks in the distance, preferably ones that were also on the map, and with the compass and map I was able to work my way back to camp.

The craft (or set of skills) of coordinating map, surroundings, compass, and one’s location in order to reach a destination is called orienteering, and it offers an interesting analogy to psychotherapy and counseling (Johnson & Sandage, 1999). Life is a journey, and we could say that all religions and therapy systems implicitly have their own map (a representation of the soul-healing journey and its surroundings) and compass (an ultimate point of reference or understanding of the Good) based on their respective metanarrative and worldview. Though sharing the same human nature (so that all “orienteering” models have many features in common), their respective “edification frameworks” (Johnson & Sandage, 1999) are further distinguished by their understanding of where people are “located” (diagnosis), what their destination should be (a concept of maturity, health, or wellbeing), and how best to get there (therapy strategies and spiritual disciplines). As a result, psychotherapists, counselors, and religious guides can be considered “orienteers” of a sort, guiding their clients or disciples to some maturity telos—beliefs, values, and actions that constitute the end or goal toward which human life ought to be moving—however well or poorly understood and articulated (Browning & Cooper, 2004; Richardson, Fowers, & Guignon, 1999; Roberts, 1987; 1988; 1993).1 Let us look at a few of the maturity ideals that modern psychology has posited over its 125 years.


SOME MATURITY IDEALS OF MODERN PSYCHOLOGY

We should acknowledge at the outset that the modern telos has not been much discussed in its literature or training. One of the reasons for this is modern psychology’s (MP) reliance on natural science methods and strong empirical bent. Maturity ideals assume values the validity of which are difficult, if not impossible, to prove empirically (some philosophers [e.g., Moore] have argued that one cannot derive moral ideals from empirical research). Furthermore, as positive psychology has recently pointed out, MP has historically focused much more attention on average humanity (the mean) and on abnormality (the variance below the mean) than it has on excellence and the human ideal (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Sheldon & King, 2001). For decades MP’s vigorous commitment to empiricism put its practitioners in an awkward position. On the one hand, they were supposed to be guided solely by research, but they were helping people develop in certain value-laden directions. As a result, MP’s maturity ideals have tended to operate implicitly. However, that began changing over thirty years ago, and now most modern therapists recognize they have to assume at least some values (Johnson & Sandage, 1999). Moreover, with the emergence of positive psychology, the existence and importance of states of excellence have become more widely appreciated in the field.

Building on the work of others, Carl Jung and Abraham Maslow posited the processes of individuation (or self-realization) and self-actualization, respectively. Individuation is the process by which a person integrates and harmonizes the disparate aspects of his or her conscious and unconscious life and becomes whole or a self (Jung, 1966, p. 173). Maslow (1954) investigated what he called “self-actualizing” people and concluded they were characterized by an accurate perception of reality, deep self-acceptance, joy in living, spontaneity, a need for privacy, autonomy from others, and simultaneously an unusual capacity for deep interpersonal relations and concern about the well-being of others, a sense of oneness with all of humanity, periodic peak experiences of a sense of humor, and creativity (pp. 203-28; see also Maslow, 1968, pp. 71-95). Such an individual, Maslow (1968) asserted, was “more truly himself, more perfectly actualizing his potentialities, closer to the core of his Being, more fully human” (p. 97).2

More recently, evolutionary psychologists have tried to describe well-adapted human life, based on their interpretations of the human genome that was naturally selected and so now guides the development of human life and culture. According to strict evolutionary considerations, humanity’s “maturity ideal” would be a function of reproductive fitness and survivability, which includes physical beauty and health, gender differentiation, strong social and coping skills, and intelligence. However, self-deception, the deception of others, and even male adultery also have some survival value, so a consistent naturalist has few grounds to argue against activities that most people still believe are immoral. As a result, the maturity ideals described by hard-core evolutionary psychologists will likely never be widely embraced.

By far the best work addressing maturity ideals in MP has been the contributions of the positive psychology movement (PP). Research has been done on many aspects of a maturity ideal: happiness (Diener, Lucas, & Oishi, 2002); optimism (Carver & Scheier, 2002); self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2004); wisdom, intelligence, and creativity (Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; Sternberg, 2000), and a host of virtues, including courage, justice, and gratitude (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Nonetheless, in spite of a focus on many positive traits (strengths and virtues), there has been a relative paucity of literature on a general model of maturity, perhaps because of its empirical focus on discrete traits and strengths.

Christians have approached the burgeoning PP literature with excitement and gratitude, perhaps especially because of its interest in virtue, a topic of great interest within historic Christianity. Nevertheless, by and large, PP has tended to interpret positivity constrained by the naturalistic and humanistic assumptions of modernism and its aims for universality (Kinghorn, 2016).3 As a result, so far PP has promoted a community-generic virtue ethic and eschewed more community-specific maturity discourse, a stance some Christian moral philosophers have called into question (MacIntyre, 1984; Taylor, 1989).

Most of the maturity ideals of modern psychology point to legitimate aspects of human nature. However, the Christian maturity ideals differ in some significant ways. To begin with, in stark contrast to the individualistic orientation of modernism, the Christian telos is profoundly relational. Most basically, this is because the ideal is a person—Jesus Christ—and others can only move closer to that ideal in union and relationship with him. Jesus himself invited people to follow him and his way of life (Mt 4:19; Lk 9:23; Jn 1:43; 8:12; 13:14-15, 34), and the early church did so, in part, by encouraging the same (1 Cor 11:1; 1 Thess 1:6; 1 Jn 2:6; 1 Pet 2:21). We have seen that Christianity has a theocentric orientation—even trinicentric—and now we add that it is also christocentric.




CHRISTIAN TEACHING REGARDING THE WORD OF THE SON

As we become more familiar with the triune God’s doxological agenda, we realize that he especially wants us to attend to the Son. In Christ’s transfiguration, the Father said to those present, “This is My beloved Son. . . . Listen to Him” (Mt 17:5). Christ said that when the Spirit came he would “glorify Me, for He will take of Mine and will disclose it to you. All things that the Father has are Mine; therefore I said that He takes of Mine and will disclose it to you” (Jn 16:14-15). It is through the Son that we are taken to the Father and sent the Spirit. He mediates our relationship with both by means of his risen and exalted humanity. Therefore, the worship and life of Christianity revolves especially around Jesus Christ, the Word and Son of God, the eternal delight of the Father, who sent him to play the most visible role in the divine doxological drama by becoming a human being, innocent of sin; suffering greatly and dying for the sin of other humans to reconcile them to God; and being raised from the dead and ascending to heaven, where he continues to reign over humanity and lead and heal those who abide in him. Christians can now benefit from Christ’s activities because of their union with him by the Spirit through faith in him, so that every aspect of their lives is specially mediated by him—every moment of their lives Christ is now for them and with them, and they are to become increasingly oriented toward him.

This glorifying of Christ is fitting. We recall from the previous chapter that the Father dearly loves his Son—he is his pride and joy—and from eternity, it has been the Father’s intention to glorify his Son, that is, to celebrate and magnify the beauty of his Son’s nature and character, creating a universe and a human race in which his Son’s goodness could be richly displayed. The Father created everything in, through, and for his Son (Col 1:16), appointing him the “heir of all things” (Heb 1:2). He is “the firstborn of all creation” (Col 1:15) and “the firstborn from the dead” (Col 1:18). These two uses of “firstborn” (prōtotokos) indicate his preeminence in both the creation and the new creation (Grenz, 2001, pp. 215-16). After his time on earth, the Father then highly exalted him, giving him a name above every name (Phil 2:9-11), putting all created things in subjection under him (Eph 1:19-22). All of this was according to the Father’s “plan for the fullness of time, to gather up all things in [Christ], things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph 1:10 NRSV).4 As a result, his assuming our human nature involved its being crucified, resurrected, and exalted with him, and in the process he communicated to us true humanity in right relationship with God and neighbor. So the Father wants to make much of his Son, and he wants fallen, broken humans to find him to be the source of their healing and strengthening. Therefore, the Son will understandably be the primary focus of Christian psychotherapy and counseling.


Jesus Christ, the Word of God 

The apostle John identified the Son of God as ho logos, the Word of God (Jn 1:1), likening the second person of the Trinity to the spoken expression of the Father. The eternal Son of God is the creative Word through whom, along with the Spirit, the Father brings the creation into being (Gen 1), brings about change within it (Ps 148:8), and holds it altogether (Col 1:17). However, this person assumed human nature (Jn 1:14) and became the Sign of the Father, the human who perfectly re-presented the Father to us—the manifestation in this world of the invisible Father’s mind, heart, and life: “he who has seen Me has seen the Father” (Jn 14:9). “No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten Son who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him” (Jn 1:18). In addition, he is the perfect human in our place and on our behalf—acting and re-presenting us to the Father. As the perfect image of God, Jesus is the epitome of human life and flourishing, the fulfillment of human nature and the embodiment of God’s design plan for us.

So, Jesus Christ is the main message from the Father to the world; the Father’s saving, healing Word, who says, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28). In him the Father’s therapeutic wisdom is concentrated (Col 2:3) and communicated to those who are sick (Mt 9:12). As a result, on the journey of the divine healing of the soul, Christ is the way (Jn 14:7), as well as the destination. He is the divine side of a therapeutic conversation God has begun with his creatures made in his image. In addition, he is the very human and holy response, who takes us back to God. His mission made him the mediator between God and humanity, humanity and God, and between humanity and ourselves. “Not only do we know God by Jesus Christ alone, but we know ourselves only by Jesus Christ” (Pascal, 1941, p. 173). Therefore, Christian psychotherapy and counseling will speak of him.




Jesus Christ, the Explanation of the Image of God 

There are many aspects of Christ’s person and work worthy of the attention of Christian therapists and counselors, many of which we shall examine in subsequent chapters. In this chapter we will focus primarily on four. The first concerns the nature of the image of God (the imago Dei), arguably the central concept about humans in the Bible (Cortez, 2010). Many explanations have been offered for what the imago Dei is, based on biblical exegesis and Christian reflection, and we will consider some of them below. However, the best explanation, according to the New Testament, has been given in Christ, “the most perfect image of God” (Calvin, 1559/1960, p. 190).

To begin with, being both God and human Jesus Christ shows the profound relational analogy between human beings and the triune God (Barth, 1960a). As we saw in the previous chapter, humans and God must share some kind of formal resemblance—divine and human personhood and relationality must correspond to each other to some extent—if the Son of God could become the Son of Man. Then, the coming of the Son led the New Testament authors to fundamentally reinterpret the concept of the image of God in relation to Christ (Grenz, 2001). He is “the image of God” (2 Cor 4:4); “the image of the invisible God” (Col 1:15); “the exact representation of [God’s] nature” (Heb 1:3). This is also implied in Hebrews 2:6-8, where the author quotes Psalm 8: “What is man, that You remember him? Or the son of man, that You are concerned about him? You have made him for a little while lower than the angels; You have crowned him with glory and honor, and have appointed him over the works of Your hands; you have put all things in subjection under his feet.” Alluding to Genesis 1, the original intent of the psalmist was most likely to marvel at the dignity God had bestowed on human beings in general. In applying this passage to Christ, the author of Hebrews was suggesting that Christ was the fulfillment and perfection of human nature, having been “because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and honor” (Heb 2:9).

Christ’s preeminence in the creation is due, in large part, to his being a divine image of God, through whom was manifested the densest expression of God’s internal glory. “The Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father” (Jn 1:14). He was “the radiance of [God’s] glory” (Heb 1:3), so his human nature was saturated with glory. As the image of God, the human Jesus was the greatest concentration of the glory of God ever manifested in this creation, both from God to us and from us to God (Jn 12:23; 13:31-32)!5

The apostle Paul, in particular, believed that Jesus Christ was the key to understanding the concept of the imago Dei (Rom 8:29; 2 Cor 3:18; 4:4; Eph 4:24; Col 1:15; 3:10). What is the significance of this revolutionary insight for psychology and therapy? Christians understand Christ to be the perfect example of humanity. Thinking of this developmentally, he was raised by “good enough” human parents so that his neurological, cognitive, emotional, and created personal agentic and relational capacities developed according to God’s design plan for human beings, as he grew in loving obedience to his heavenly Father (Lk 2:49, 52). Being without sin (2 Cor 5:21), he changed in his human nature from the immaturity of a holy child to the mature holiness of one “made perfect” through his suffering (Heb 5:9). Consequently, throughout his earthly life, Jesus Christ was able to manifest his Father’s glory, constrained only by his human nature, faithfully and obediently doing and saying only what his Father did and said (Jn 5:19; 12:49; 17:1, 5, 22). He lived a dependent, receptive life, which he gave back to the Father in free, responsive, filial love. “For humanity,” the life of Christ “is the fulfillment and consummation of its very being: imaging brought to the very fullest likeness” (McIntosh, 2008, p. 83). Jesus Christ, then, is the best explanation of the nature of the imago Dei that we have.

In light of the foregoing, some Christians have concluded that the Son of God is the original, eternal pattern or template on which the human form was based (Kline, 1986;6 Barth, 1960). The eternal relationship between the Son and the Father forms the archetype of the human relation to God and the basis for the imago Dei. The Son of God himself is a primary reason for the human-God relationship, which is analogous to the Son’s relationship to the Father, so it was fitting that he become a human, the perfect image of God, in order, in part, to manifest his eternal Son of God glory as a human being, in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension, becoming the “last Adam” (1 Cor 15:45), the “new Adam” (Gregory of Nazianzus, trans. 2002, p. 93), and the Son of God in power (Rom 1:4), in the process redeeming a race of fallen images, fulfilling God’s intentions for humanity, and showing what it means to be in the image of God. “In his quality of Image, the Son is the author and the model of creation and re-creation” (Emery, 2011, p. 131). The Father’s design to magnify his Son is proceeding as planned.

Jesus Christ, therefore, is humanity’s “Archimedean point,” the perspective by which humanity and its flourishing can best be comprehended. Because human nature is now corrupted and damaged, a psychology cannot rely exclusively on the empirical study of human beings in order to understand human nature properly, particularly its telos. Psychology needs also to study humanity in Scripture, especially the Christ revealed to us in Scripture. Similarly, he is of central importance to Christian psychotherapy and counseling. He is the one ultimately to whom we are to direct our counselees—not to ourselves, themselves, medications, counseling techniques, or the spiritual disciplines, though all of these have their proper place.




The Word of Immediate, Perfect Image Bearing: Christ as Guarantor 

To summarize: Jesus Christ—the image of God—is the ultimate human exemplar. However, for broken sinners, this message from God could simply underscore their fallenness, since, in their present state, humans are incapable of emulating the holy pattern of Christ adequately. Fortunately, Christ came to save, not to condemn (Jn 3:17). Upon believing in Christ, humans are united to him by the Father and immediately granted a host of corollary benefits—everything necessary to be considered perfect and complete images of God themselves in the eyes of God. These benefits will be discussed in more detail in chapter fourteen. For now we will simply acknowledge Christ as the believer’s comprehensive goodness-guarantor (see Heb 7:22, 28). In our culture, a guarantor is a person who agrees to be responsible for another’s debt or performance if the other fails to repay or perform. Being creatures made for their Creator’s glory, all humans are obligated to live a life devoted to God. Being sinners who have lived fundamentally for themselves, all humans have incurred a catastrophic debt, so great that they cannot repay it. However, the Father appointed Christ to become the guarantor of all who believe in him. As a result, the moment one embraces Christ by faith, one is joined to Christ and all he has accomplished and so is immediately released from all of one’s debts to God (Col 2:13-14) and is credited with a perfect performance and complete fulfillment of one’s obligations before God (Rom 4:24-25), having been made a fellow heir with Christ (Rom 8:17), given by the Father all the rights and privileges of a holy, perfectly obedient, loving image of God.

Christ’s perfect image bearing, then, is imputed or donated immediately and fully to those who believe (Bavinck, 2008, p. 214). This comprehensive donation of ethicospiritual goodness is labeled in the New Testament in various ways, each highlighting a different feature: forgiveness (Acts 10:43), the gift of righteousness (Rom 5:17), “being justified as a gift” (Rom 3:24), adoption into the family of God (Jn 1:12), wisdom, holiness, and freedom (1 Cor 1:30), and access to the communion of the Trinity (Jn 14:23; 1 Jn 1:3) are just some of the most important. Consequently, believers are now already perfect or complete in Christ (Col 1:28; 2:10), and this immediate perfection becomes the basis of all further Christian healing of the soul and the ground of all future imitation. One of great challenges in Christian psychotherapy and counseling is to help believers internalize this word of perfection through union and communion with him, in spite of their remaining, unresolved sin, shame, guilt, and brokenness, so that their self-understanding is gradually revolutionized.
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