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Introduction

Reflections on Contemporary Integration
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IN THE SPRING OF 2017 the world felt afire with striking political shifts in the United States and the United Kingdom. Closer to home, our local Quaker church—a place where we both learned the beauty of worship, silence, and how social justice could be married to the fundamentals of Christian belief—was in the process of rupturing into two factions. During this tumultuous time, we began meeting biweekly for coffee and walks to discuss theology, church, and personal life. We don’t think it was an accident that amidst the local and global confusion our conversations began to drift toward what anchors us, and how these anchoring points are the same in today’s world as they were thirty years ago and how they are changing. As religion and evangelicalism are shifting and turning within a new landscape, what is the integration of psychology and theology going to look like? This book arises from those conversations between daughter and father, and with a hope that others might want to join us as we ponder integration in a changing world. We think it is both possible and timely to take a fresh look at integration, but it will require all of us—authors and readers—to break away from a few well-established traditions and assumptions. We believe the integration movement is at a tipping point, and this book explores the contours of what this might look like.


A Fresh Look at Integration

I (Megan Anna) remember sneaking peeks at inkblots as my father worked on creating scoring software for the Rorschach test. I remember two-way mirrored rooms and the enthusiasm of putting blocks and puzzles together while psychology students practiced their assessment skills. I also remember family prayers, riveting games of Bible trivia, family communion, and sitting restlessly on wooden pews at our evangelical Quaker church. Christianity and psychology were deeply infused and interwoven in the fabric of my childhood.

When I was eight my family moved from Oregon to Wheaton, Illinois, where my dad helped establish the PsyD program at Wheaton College—at the time the fourth clinical psychology doctoral program in the United States to explicitly integrate psychology and Christianity. Dad worked with pastors throughout much of my childhood, and he wrote journal articles and books about integration. At home I received the message that both my faith and mental health deeply mattered. And so when I suffered from depression in high school it was only natural that I would go to a therapist, and because Christianity formed a significant part of my identity, it was only natural to go to a therapist who was comfortable and competent to address my spiritual concerns. It didn’t occur to me that some may perceive these two fields to be at odds.

Recognizing I have a unique vantage point, I also believe my experience marks a significant cultural shift. The integration movement of the last fifty years has been so successful in creating the landscape and frame for integration that many of us are now growing up taking the integration of Christianity and psychology for granted. Similarly, since the “relational turn” in philosophy and the social sciences, we’ve seen an increase in interdisciplinary dialog over the last twenty years (Shults, 2003; Sandage & Brown, 2018). While there are still subcultures that struggle with integration (from both scientific and Christian camps), the growing trend is toward increased awareness that psychology can be beneficial to the church and that spirituality has something to say about well-being.




From Abstraction to Praxis

Another important cultural shift is a move toward a more contextual frame of reference. My generation and the generation following grew up in a world influenced by postmodernity, resulting in a tendency to have increased comfort with holding multiple perspectives, and viewing knowledge through a contextual and relational frame.1 This cultural shift combined with the work of the integration movement has led to an increased comfort with the intersection of religion and psychology. At the same time, the postmodern world is opening up more complex spaces. Nationally, the church is in the middle of a massive split over biblical interpretation, sexuality, and how faith is to be translated in our political choices and values. Increasingly people are looking for spiritual connection and meaning outside of institutionalized religion (Gallup, 2018; Pew Research Center, 2011).

This shift to a more contextual frame of reference is also opening up new conversations. We’re now talking more about social and cultural location and multiple identities (e.g., how gender, race, culture, socioeconomic class, and religion intersect). Challenges, issues, and experiences that perhaps were not given the same attention in modernity are increasingly being given language in culture and being addressed in the therapy office. Individuals are exploring religion and spirituality and how these intersect with other aspects of their identity. It turns out these conversations are messy, complicated, and nuanced. Engaging in these emerging, contextually informed conversations is complex work.

As I sat with clients hosting these messy conversations, I had many questions about integration: What does integration look like when sitting with a trans adolescent who is struggling in their relationship with their religious parents and who is uncertain of their own beliefs about God and how they relate to God? What does integration look like while sitting with a mom whose daughter has suddenly died in an accident as she wonders if this was God’s divine plan or truly an accident? What might I say (and what might I believe) about God and God’s ability to act in the world? What does integration look like with my Wiccan patient2 whose spiritual experience provides her hope, meaning, and grounding in a life otherwise marked with trauma and chaos? And what do I make of the countertransference that these questions are kicking up for me?

These questions stirred a sense of urgency, urgency which I brought with me to my first integration class. Sadly, as I sat through the first, second, and third lecture, I was uncertain if there was space for my complex questions. It wasn’t for lack of content—we were provided with a thorough and comprehensive overview of the integration movement, and we learned about models of integration and the philosophical justification for the integration of psychology and religion. Many of the traditional integration models and theories were built in the height of modernity, and therefore focused on abstracted theoretical models.

As my classmates and I pondered what we were learning, one question kept swirling around in our conversations: “Yes, but what does this look like in the therapy room?” While we were learning important content, it didn’t speak to the complexity we were witnessing or the “boots on the ground” questions we had about the practical nature of the clinical work we were learning to do. The class was successfully teaching us integration (theories and models), but it wasn’t training us to be integrators.

Hidden in this anecdote is the primary purpose of this book. In the classroom, my classmates and I were learning the content of integration, and then we were having conversations outside the classroom—conversations that reflected our deep curiosity about how integration actually fits into our lives. But what if all these could come together in the same place? What if integration content could somehow be embodied with our curiosity and the conversations we longed to have with one another? We are convinced this is not only possible but essential in twenty-first-century integration training. This requires a paradigm shift that moves us from teaching integration toward training integrators.3




Integration as Conversation

In the academy we most often teach content, and so it is natural to teach integration as content in our Christian institutions. In these courses, a professor typically outlines and articulates what has happened, and is happening, in the integration of psychology and Christianity. We are not criticizing this model; it has served the field well over many years. Integration scholarship over the last fifty years has provided critical and necessary groundwork, and has influenced the profession of psychology in meaningful ways. Religion and spirituality are now seen as important diversity markers in many clinical training programs; the American Psychological Association (APA) has a division (Division 36), two journals, and many books devoted to religion and spirituality; and increasingly therapists are creating space for religion and spirituality to enter the therapy room. Still, as I talked with my classmates I noticed two things. First, there was an assumed comfort with integration between psychology and religion. Second, the context in which integration is happening is becoming increasingly complex.

As the two of us continued to have conversations about the changing landscape of integration, we wondered what it might look like to bring the hallway conversations that happen after class into the classroom itself. What if these curious conversations among students in a graduate program could help prepare them for the tens of thousands of conversations they will have with patients over the course of their careers? What if integration was more a verb than a noun? Imagining these possibilities calls us to locate and embody integration in the person of the psychotherapist more than in the pages of a textbook or journal article. We began referring to this approach as “integration as conversation.” By this we mean much more than a method of learning integration in the classroom. Conversation is also the product of integration—conversations with one another as we consider how to live well in a complex world, conversations between old ways of thinking and new ones, conversations between religion and science, and conversations we host in the therapy office. As we bring our messy, embodied lives into conversation with one another, we engage in integration.

We had the rare opportunity of using this book in teaching an integration class prior to its publication. This also allowed us to listen to students and make final revisions before sending it off to the publisher. Over the first few weeks, students struggled a bit to understand the metaphor of “integration as conversation.” That changed the day I (Mark) did a simple math problem on the whiteboard.

Let’s assume you become a full-time psychologist and see twenty-five patients a week, fifty weeks a year, over a career of thirty years. This means that you will have 37,500 professional clinical conversations over the course of a career. Many of these will be deeply meaningful to your patients, and to you, and some will be life changing. When we talk about integration as conversation, this is not just a metaphor or a teaching method for this class, but it is actually the way you will be integrators through your entire career. You will have conversations, and they will probe the depths of what it means to be human, what it means to be made by and loved by God, how to handle suffering and spiritual struggle, and how to experience and enjoy the good gifts life offers. You will be present to other human beings in the midst of their deepest questions about life and death, and you will likely do it over thirty-five thousand times in your career. Conversation is not just a teaching method, it is the product of being an integrator.

At the end of each class we had students write something they took away from the class. After my math problem, one student wrote: “Today I feel I finally understood what integration as conversation really means.”

I sometimes imagine what is no doubt an idealized image of European graduate education. In this grand vision I see a professor or two and a handful of students sitting around an English pub discussing the nuances of their academic studies. In reality, this vision has some problems. It is culturally narrow because most of the world doesn’t sit around having conversations in English pubs, and at least where I teach in the United States, neither faculty nor students have (or take) the time for this sort of conversation very often. Still, even with the profound limits of my particular vision, when it comes to integration the time seems right for more conversation. We hope reading this book is worthwhile and helpful, but imagine that the key to effective integration lies not in the specific content of this book but in how our words encourage you to sink further into conversation with yourself and others.

If Megan Anna is correct, and I believe she is, many students don’t need apologetics any more when it comes to integrating psychology and Christianity. They don’t want models and views that tend to simplify complexity into categories. They are looking for conversation that helps them dive into the complexity, to ponder the nuances and messiness of integration.




Asking Hard Questions

It would be nice if conversation were always lighthearted fun, perhaps while eating chips in the English pub, but it’s important to remember that a conversational approach to integration brings us face-to-face with some of life’s most difficult topics and questions. As simple formulations fall away, we are left staring at a new sort of complexity that can be disarming at first, but ultimately allows for hope and meaning to be formed amidst the greatest challenges we face in our uncertain times.

I (Megan Anna) know a thing or two about facing uncertainty. As I wrapped up my studies at Wheaton College and set off for Princeton Theological Seminary (PTS), I learned how encountering different theological views and new ways of looking at Scripture can induce anxiety. I also learned it can bring freedom and hope. Studying at PTS opened my eyes to the wide breadth of theologies coexisting with evangelicalism within the umbrella of orthodoxy. Since childhood I struggled with certain aspects of the traditional evangelical narrative and at times felt like I was trying to fit square pegs into circles. I lean toward an all-or-nothing thinking style, and so for me, running into pieces of the narrative that didn’t fit felt like it might cause my entire faith paradigm to crumble. Studying theology widened my view of various ways of looking at theological concepts within orthodoxy. I learned from encountering a diversity of thought—both a vertical diversity of theology (how theology has shifted throughout the last three thousand years) and a horizontal diversity (how theology manifests across different cultures and within different branches of Christianity). Being exposed to alternative views of atonement, sanctification, suffering, and sin deepened my faith, allowing breathing room for questions and complexity. By creating space for uncertainty and questions my faith became sturdier; it became stronger, less threatened by new information and facts.

My time in seminary helped and challenged me in all sorts of ways, but perhaps the most enduring impact has been a Christian spirituality that fits well in a postmodern context. That may sound uncomfortable to some because it means engaging hard questions that challenge beliefs and assumptions about the world and how we live in it. But if a theological system is facing troubles in a cultural milieu, it seems we have two options. One is to forcefully move forward, insisting that the rest of the world has it wrong and our theology is correct. The other is to consider our finitude and cultural blinders, and the possibility that older theologies—or newer ones—may nudge us toward greater insight and wisdom regarding God, ourselves, one another, and the world in which we live. Maybe asking hard questions is exactly what we ought to be doing. If we can’t ask hard questions, and start fumbling for some answers, then I wonder what the future holds for the integration movement that my father’s generation worked so hard to establish.

Even as we extol the virtues of a conversational approach to integration, we should also acknowledge that conversation has its limits. An impressively thorough approach to integration would be to write a lengthy text that explores and explains in detail the complex relationship of various theologies and psychologies. Some have done this remarkably well. Reading a text like Eric Johnson’s Foundations for Soul Care (2007) or God and Soul Care (2017) is like sitting at the feet of a master teacher who understands and explains well the nuances of Christianity and psychology. Our book does not replace the need for comprehensive integrative works such as these. But the conversational approach we take in this book is different, and at times will feel both frustrating and enlivening.

Conversation can be frustrating because it is never comprehensive. Even those lengthy conversations that last well into the night leave a person pondering, What about this? or We haven’t even talked about that other thing. Conversation is limited in scope and depth. You will not finish this book and have the sense that we have covered any topic thoroughly. While we can never cover a topic fully in conversation, we can hope that it is enlivening enough that new conversations spiral off of earlier ones and that people are informed and transformed as a result. Our hope is that you will finish this book and want to talk more about it—with your faculty and students, colleagues and peers, friends and family members, and with us whenever we run into each other at professional conferences and meetings. Good conversations inspire curiosity, and curiosity inspires good conversations. We invite you into this upward spiral of curious conversation, knowing that none of us will fully answer the biggest questions of life by being together, but at least we will be together, listening to and learning from one another.

Conversation is storied and is more about exploring the margins than plumbing the depths. In conversation we consider our own experiences, listen to others’ experiences, try on new ideas, and imagine possibilities. “What if this is the way it works?” “Have you ever considered this idea?” Exploring these questions requires a kind of humble vulnerability that can feel disarming but also brings new hope and meaning to topics that may have started to feel stale or even untenable.

Conversation is contextual. Each of us brings a story to the task of integration and those stories influence our ways of understanding God, ourselves, the world around us, and the work we do in counseling and psychotherapy. As authors, we also bring stories to this task, and at times throughout the book you will hear parts of our stories. In the spirit of conversation, it is our hope to give readers access to our personal, spiritual, intellectual, and relational journey as we navigate integration conversations.




Probing Beyond Evangelicalism

As Megan Anna has already suggested, I (Mark) have been deeply influenced by and committed to the integration of psychology and Christianity throughout my career. The epicenter of the integration movement has occurred in Christian doctoral programs in clinical psychology, and I have had the privilege of teaching at two of these institutions.

I remember my early years teaching at Wheaton College as being remarkable in various ways, one of which was the simple joy I experienced in walking through the Billy Graham Center each day as I entered the psychology department offices. Back then, when it seemed that Billy Graham represented the very center of evangelicalism, my identity as a Christian seemed remarkably easy. The focus of faith could be clearly on Jesus, and just as Graham met in the Oval Office with presidents of all varieties and faiths, it seemed clear that people of various political persuasions could and did identify as evangelical.

Things changed. Perhaps I changed, or perhaps evangelicalism did, or maybe it’s both. But for whatever reason the evangelical identity seems more closely tied with a particular political ideology these days, and this connection seems unfortunate for both Republicans and Democrats because we all tend to lose our primary focus on Word-centered living (“Word” meaning both Jesus, as in John 1, and the grand narrative of Scripture). We easily resort to labels, such as conservative and liberal—which mostly mean we just don’t understand one another well—and we’re inclined to create God in our own image. Today’s evangelicals have become identified with contemporary debates about climate or guns or taxation or rights to life and women’s rights to choose. While these are all central questions, they are also distracting us from the center of the evangelical message that characterized Billy Graham’s ministry and brought joy to my strolls through the Wheaton College campus back in the 1990s.

Near the end of the last century, Richard Foster (1998) published Streams of Living Water—a book I have frequently referred to as the most important book I have read in my adult life. Foster does a nice job identifying and describing the evangelical tradition, but then also presents other Christian “streams” of thought, including the contemplative tradition, the holiness tradition, the charismatic tradition, the social justice tradition, and the incarnational tradition. These six streams demonstrate a breadth of Christian traditions and of God’s presence with humanity. I suppose we could quibble as to whether there are six streams, or eight, or twelve, or fifty, but that would miss the point. Foster points us toward the possibility of multiple ways of knowing and experiencing Christian faith, and this changed everything for me.

If the Christian faith is not limited to evangelical approaches, what if the integration of Christianity and psychology could also benefit from conversations that probe outside the edges of the evangelical tradition? By embracing more complexity and nuance in our faith, might we find a sort of integration that works in the complex postmodern world that Megan Anna and her peers were discussing in the hallways after that first doctoral integration class? Might there be fresh (and old) theological views that if incorporated into integration conversations might have profound implications for the work that psychologists and counselors do every day?




Considering Local Contexts More than Global Taxonomies

In the early years of integration, we were quite enamored with grand theoretical models that attempted to explore major portions of theology in relation to sizable chunks of psychology. We were incredibly ambitious to attempt this, but still successful to some extent. One of the most useful products of this sort of integration was offered by Carter and Narramore (1979) in a book that still is used in integration courses around the world. A more recent example is the Five Views book edited by Johnson (2010). Until very recently this has remained my preferred way to teach an introductory integration course. Students find it helpful to consider the various ways people can approach the two disciplines, ranging from biblical counselors who view most of psychology suspiciously to integrationists who want to look boldly at both psychology and theology and see how each might help inform and transform the other.

Over the years I have noticed that I spend less and less time on model building as I teach integration. Taxonomies that help make sense of these two immense fields were incredibly helpful to me when I was a young scholar and clinician, but today’s young professional doesn’t seem to be as helped by models as I once was. This likely reflects changes in how we go about learning and practicing what we learn.

Our world is changing, and with that our relationship to knowledge is shifting as we move more fully into a postmodern, context-as-frame reference point. I (Megan Anna) learned just how rapidly this shift is occurring through a recent teaching experience. Introducing the class to feminist therapy, I wanted to highlight the epistemological backdrop (i.e., feminist theory starts with an experiential approach to knowledge rather than beginning with abstract, universal, and theoretical knowledge). To illustrate what a drastically different approach this is, I asked the students at the beginning of the class: “How do you know? How do you come to knowledge?” I suspected that at an evangelical institution we would have about a 50/50 mix of top-down (starting with an explicit general concept and applying it downward to specific situations) and bottom-up (starting with concrete experiences and applying upward). I was shocked to find more of a 10/90 split. Most students talked about how we come to knowledge through experience: ours and others. A few talked about absolute truth, but by and large the students started with their context and experience. This anecdote illustrates a major shift away from approaches that have traditionally been conceptualized as “left brain” (linear, rational, objective thought) processes toward more “right brain” (experiential, contextual, relational, embodied, intuitive) processes (Schore, 2014). We are trading in binary constructs for continua, and abstract models and systems for contextual thinking. For education to be transformational it will need to meet the new learner in this contextual-experiential frame of reference.

One unfortunate characterization that can arise from this conversation around shifting knowledge is the idea that, “Millennials don’t care about ideas; they just want process and experience.” I lament such characterizations. It’s not that we don’t like ideas; we just want them to be anchored in context. We are an urgent generation, coming of age in the aftermath of 9/11. With the rise of digital communication we are bombarded with global tragedy. So perhaps we have less patience for abstract ideas for the sake of ideas. We want them to be meaningful, to make sense for the context in which we live. When we see why an idea matters we engage, and we engage deeply—with passion, creativity, and vigor.

Ideas become more meaningful as they are anchored in context (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2012; Blair, 1997). At the same time, it’s important that in this shift of epistemology we don’t lose the ideas and theoretical frames that help anchor us. I like the phrase anchored ideas, which involves exploring a construct (e.g., a theological assertion, such as being made in the image of God) while considering how it fits within one’s context (e.g., what the implications are for my understanding of how God sees me, for how I relate to God, for how I relate to others, my clients, and myself).

Even as we are probing outside the boundaries of evangelicalism in this book, it seems important to note that leading evangelical scholars are also looking toward anchored ideas. For example, Vanhoozer and Treier (2015) put forward a model for evangelical theology that moves away from defining evangelical theology through static boundaries (clearly defined doctrinal limits) and toward a dynamic center grounded in the triune being of God. An evangelical theology that moves toward an anchored center engages big questions with curiosity and complexity, as we are attempting to do in this book.

Each chapter of this book takes a fairly deep dive into theological constructs, but we attempt to anchor these ideas within the context of lived experience. For this reason, you will find questions for conversations throughout each chapter, so that these ideas can be tied closely with the real lives of our readers and those they serve as counselors and psychotherapists.


Integration Conversation Starters


	1. As you ponder your own age and cultural context, what assumptions and values might influence how you understand the integration of psychology and Christianity?


	2. In regard to the integration conversations that will emerge from this book, what might you hope to learn from others of differing ages and cultural backgrounds?










Moving Toward Authentic, Hospitable, Generous Conversation

We are not arguing for free-flowing, aimless conversation in the classroom, but rather for conversation that is anchored in theological and psychological content and lived experience. You will see throughout the chapters in this book that we take on big theological questions. But rather than cinching down specific answers, we prefer to explore the content and then learn ways to be generous and hospitable in talking with others who may have diverse experiences and views. The task in the classroom begins to look like the task in the counseling office as we learn to listen well, respond in kindness, notice countertransference, and consider ways that multiple perspectives may help us all.

Prior to his untimely death, Christian psychologist Randall Sorenson famously noted that integration is “caught” more than “taught.” After a series of studies using a complex methodology called “multidimensional scaling,” Sorenson, Derflinger, Bufford, and McMinn (2004) concluded that students want “real access” (p. 364) to those teaching them integration. This is not just an academic exercise about teaching a series of propositional assertions regarding faith and science.

Instead, students want access to someone who is modeling integration before them as a living, breathing, flesh-and-blood manifestation of integration-in-process. Students want broad and candid access to integrators so they can see how their mentors think, weigh choices, make clinical judgments, pursue courses of research, and, most importantly, how they interact with themselves and others, including God. (Sorenson et al., 2004, p. 364)


Sorenson’s words, offered well over a decade prior to this book, prophetically named what I (Megan Anna) and my cohort were longing for in contemporary integration training. We were looking for real conversation with peers and professors who were willing to wade into the messiness of this topic.

Because we are promoting conversation as both a method for teaching integration and the actual product of integration, it seems important to ponder what we mean by “conversation,” even as we acknowledge that true conversation is difficult in our day and age. As a nation we are currently more ideologically polarized than ever (Pew Research Center, 2014). Intensifying the polarization, we exist in filtered realities, from “red” and “blue” social media feeds to Google searches curated to our preferences, all eager to confirm our biases. After retiring from late-night television, David Letterman (2018) began having conversations on My Guest Needs No Introduction with people who, well, needed no introduction, such as former US president Barack Obama. During their conversation Obama referenced a small science experiment done during the Egypt uprising where a liberal, a conservative, and a moderate were instructed to google “Egypt.” Depending on their political leanings very different results popped up. For those more liberal, stories of the uprising surfaced. For those more conservative, information about radical Islam and terrorism was shown. The moderates received information about travel destinations. While slightly humorous in the Letterman interview, this is also incredibly frightening. How do we bring our lives into conversation with one another when we live in such different contexts? Dare we even say we live in different realities?4

At the same time that we are digitally living divided, our churches also divide (Emerson & Smith, 2001). At the surface there is typically an issue at stake—usually one that has sociopolitical implications—but these issues tend to also have important theological roots (epistemology, hermeneutics, authority, and so on). With so much division, how do we learn to bring our lives into contact with one another in meaningful ways? How might we be in relationship with one another in ways that make us all better?

We are drawn to the work of Krista Tippett, particularly in her passion for bringing people’s lives together in meaningful ways through the use of conversations. Tippett, a seminary-trained and renowned journalist, has spent her life bringing people into conversation. In her podcast, On Being, she brings contemporary voices into conversation. Following a recent heated political event that once again revealed incredible polarization in public response, Tippett tweeted:

Heartsick at the “right” & the “left.” Politics has become the thinnest of veneers over human brokenness. The vast majority of us don’t want to live this way. It is left to each of us, where we live, to start having the conversations we want to be hearing & grow this culture up. (2018a)


This tweet sparked a heated discussion around the nature of true conversation when dealing with difficult concerns. For Tippett, conversation becomes a medium for us to discover how to occupy space with one another differently. It’s much more than words; by bringing ourselves into conversation we are learning to live together differently. And this is the start of social change.


It is not just about words passing between mouths and ears. It’s about shared life. . . . Listening is about bringing our lives into conversation.

That’s what I mean when I say conversation. I mean something much bigger than talk. We also can all think to the most important conversations we’ve had in our lives, the hardest, the ones that were turning points—they have a lot of silence in them; they have trust in them, which often has had to be earned before that conversation was possible. When I’m talking about creating a better conversation, I’m thinking about the entire complex of what goes into that. (Tippett, 2018b)



Conversation starts with building the trust and safety—a container which can hold the conversation. In order to cultivate transformative conversations, first there is work to be done to create spaces characterized by trust, courage, and authenticity.

Right now we have work to do to create the spaces and the trust to even have the kinds of conversations I’m talking about. The work is bigger. A conversation begins before any words are spoken. The tone is set. What is possible is framed. So that’s what I think of, also, when I think of conversation. I think of the fact that conversation done well strengthens relationship, and we certainly need relationship. (Tippett, 2018b)





Forming Wisdom More than Resolving Issues

Our culture is drawn to issue-based conversations, which involve debating issues with competing certainties in the hopes of finding a resolution or perhaps even a “winner.” The hope of issue-based conversations is to find common ground so we can move on with our lives. An alternative perspective is to have conversations that get beneath the issues, what we might call “wisdom conversations.” This is to have searching conversations where we come to understand one another more deeply and then move on with our lives all the wiser. These conversations are not about who is right or wrong or about getting to a tolerable compromise. Rather, these conversations seek understanding of what it means to live in human community with those who hold varying ideas. As Tippett reflects, “There is value in learning to speak together honestly and relate to each other with dignity, without rushing to common ground that would leave all the hard questions hanging” (Tippett, 2016, p. 31).

Wisdom conversations unapologetically bring our specific experiences into conversation. We are storied people, so when we converse at an experiential level we’re getting underneath the issues to explore the impact on the human person and the implications the issues have for humanity. A second characteristic of wisdom conversations is that they tend to contain genuine, searching questions. Good conversations involve good questions (Tippett, 2018b).

Conversations form and strengthen relationships while providing the opportunity for growth and transformation. Our hope for this book is to help promote wisdom conversations where we generate a spirit of curiosity and provide space to ask searching questions. Whether reading this in the context of a classroom, as a professional in the field, or as an interested lay reader, our hope is that you will join us in these conversations.

Looking at problems from disparate perspectives is hardwired into the work of psychologists and counselors. When working with a woman whose son is in the cold grip of addiction, and whose interpretation of Jesus’ statement to forgive seventy-seven times (Mt 18:22) manifests as behavior that psychologists would label “enabling,” what is our role in this? When a patient presents Scripture and the meaning they have attached to it is clearly wrong given the cultural context of the text and of today, is it ever appropriate in therapy to correct a person’s hermeneutics? These are the sorts of questions Christian counselors and psychologists grapple with every day, and in the process, we learn to look at situations through multiple perspectives. Perhaps it is not surprising that scientists who study wisdom have found that psychologists tend to score higher than others on various measures of wisdom (Baltes, Staudinger, Maercker, & Smith, 1995).

Within the Hebrew Scriptures there are two kinds of wisdom.5 Proverbs and Psalms are known as conventional wisdom. Such wisdom draws on traditional views of the day, tends to be straightforward, and makes common sense. There are also some predominant themes, such as if you’re a good person, goodness will come to you.

We might consider conventional wisdom a primer on how to find and live the good life, and as such it has been an enormous resource to people over many centuries. But sometimes the general principles of living the good life seem to falter in the vicissitudes and unpredictability of life. Cancer diagnoses, losses, and broken relationships enter our worlds, turning everything upside down. Thankfully, the Hebrew Scriptures address this also. Books such as Job and Ecclesiastes offer insight into a second form of wisdom called critical wisdom. Critical wisdom walks alongside us, engaging nuanced and complex thoughts and questions when life doesn’t make sense. In the messy context of therapy, in an increasingly complex world, we need both conventional and critical wisdom. The approach we take in this book is primarily focused on developing critical wisdom, which increases as we learn to look at a thing from multiple perspectives (McMinn, 2017).

Critical wisdom is nurtured as people step outside of the common and often dominant manner of thinking in order to engage alternative views from the margins. When we create space for voices from the margins (i.e., the margins of history, the margins of culture and society), it helps us to get out of the way in order to look at the thing more clearly and completely. Even if we don’t get it right, we will get it better by stepping out and having a more comprehensive view.

It is no coincidence that the birthplace of my (Megan Anna’s) love of the church occurred while in conversation with Malawian pastors and leaders (see sidebar). As I listened to their wisdom, strength, and passion as they mobilized the church as a transforming agent for society, and as I saw their vision of the kingdom of heaven being lived out, my passion was ignited. While at the time I didn’t have language for it, I have since come to understand that this was the process of engaging critical wisdom as I encountered voices and views from the margins of my own experience. The narratives I had known about God, and therefore about myself, were expanding. Expanding our worldviews and our narratives is a natural byproduct of humbly being in conversation with those who are familiar with an alternative story. This is the process by which critical wisdom develops.


AFRICAN RELIGIONS AND EVERYDAY LIFE


My (Megan Anna’s) love of theology began early. One needn’t look further than my Christmas wish list to determine I was not quite a normal teenager. It was with delight and enthusiasm that my fourteen-year-old self tore through Santa Claus wrapping paper to discover matching, shiny Old and New Testament commentaries. I spent nights pouring over these and making notes. While my love of theology began early, I struggled more with the church.

My love of theology and the church took a significant shift when I found myself at the age of twenty-one living in Malawi. I was interning with World Relief Malawi working alongside Malawians and other Africans (Ghanaians and Ugandans) who were mobilizing the church to action—helping to equip churches to combat poverty, hunger, and HIV/AIDs through community gardens, education, building projects, and child-development programs. The works these churches engaged in were not separate tasks from the work of spiritual formation; rather, they were one and the same—social and spiritual concerns fold into an integrated whole. Partly because of the holistic way in which Malawians tend to see the world, one cannot separate these tasks: everything is intrinsically spiritual and sacred. Kenyan priest and philosopher John Mbiti (1990) writes about the inseparability of religion for the African, suggesting, “Wherever the African is” so is their religion: it’s with them in the fields, the market, the funeral ceremony, or in the classroom (p. 2). Religion transcends and infuses every ordinary moment with the sacred. The worldview (often referred to as the “primal imagination” by African theologians such as Kwame Bediako [1994]) is much more similar to the writers of the Hebrew Scriptures than my post-Enlightenment brain could comprehend. Each Monday, we began our time at World Relief with a Bible study. I treasured this time of gleaning wisdom from my coworkers as they read Scripture through their African lenses. They frequently used allegory in their interpretations and found meaningful and creative connections from the life of David, Abraham, or Joseph to their everyday life. They used a hermeneutic of wisdom when reading Scripture. They created space for layered meanings of the text and due to the holistic view of humans and the cosmos they naturally integrated religious values and ideals with the mundane and profound tasks of daily living. They were doing more than simply excavating facts and history, they were creatively interpreting and applying Scripture. During these morning Bible studies, Scripture felt enlivened. I then saw this enlivened reading of Scripture lived out in churches who were caring for the poor, taking care of orphans, widows, and the dying in their community. These communities were worshiping together, doing life together, suffering together, and serving together.

In addition to being incredibly inspiring, it also happens that this is the new (and old) face of Christianity.a The center of Christianity is no longer in the West or the “Global North,” as 61% of all Christians now live in the Global South (Gingrich and Smith, 2014). This shift in Christianity signals the importance of including theologies and voices from different cultures in the integration conversation. Particularly as these voices are arising from a cultural landscape that naturally integrates religion with everyday life, they have something profound to teach Christian counselors and psychologists in the Global North interested in the work of integration.



a While this is the “new” face of Christianity, it is also the old face. The early church was heavily influenced by Africa as many of the early church fathers were African, such as St. Augustine (Kalu, 2005).



This book is an exercise in engaging critical wisdom to converse about some of the essential theological concepts of our day and to explore the psychological significance of holding a nuanced view of these concepts. Something powerful happens when we step outside of the traditional and known way of looking at a thing. We can begin to see a thing from a different perspective, and gain wisdom. The goal is not to correct wrong belief or to prove an alternative view as the right belief. Rather, this is an innovative, conversational integration, offered by a woman who was raised in a postmodern time and her father who was not. Our hope is that by considering various perspectives on Scripture and theology we may come to a more comprehensive, fresh, and enlivening reading of the text, which invariably has implications for the way we have conversations in the counseling office. If this sounds like a messy task, then you have it right. But counseling is messy, too, and so is wisdom. It’s time that integration be a bit messier than it has been.




What to Expect

Why do we need another book about integration? Because we have a new generation of integrators, and they are asking tough questions that need to be asked. We hope you will find the questions and conversations that follow useful in your work as students, Christian counselors, and psychotherapists. Join us in some challenging and important dialog.


Integration Conversation Starters


	1. We have just outlined seven distinctive ways we will be exploring integration in this book: (a) shifting from abstraction to praxis, (b) integration as conversation, (c) asking hard questions, (d) probing beyond evangelicalism, (e) considering local contexts more than global taxonomies, (f) moving toward authentic, hospitable, generous conversation, and (g) forming wisdom more than resolving issues. What about this approach energizes you and makes you look forward to the pages ahead?


	2. What concerns do you have about this approach to integration?


	3. What changes would you like to see in your own integration journey by the time you reach the end of the book?







With the paradigm shift that is occurring among today’s learners, traditional ways of learning systematic philosophy and thought are giving way to more contextual learning. As such, we are not providing a systematic exploration of Christian history, theology, or biblical studies, and we won’t be making grand unifying assertions of how all theology and all psychology can fit together. Rather, we hope to enter into several of the most challenging quandaries and complexities of Christian counseling and psychotherapy and to embody a conversational and contextual way of doing integration in the process. Sandage and Brown (2018) recently proposed a model of relational integration in which they discuss the importance of interpersonal and interdisciplinary dynamics of integration that are contextually informed. Our attempt is to engage the model put forward by Sandage and Brown as we sit with theological and psychological concepts and explore them in the context of twenty-first-century counseling and psychotherapy. Of course, there are multiple contexts to consider, ranging from the particular sociocultural backgrounds pertaining to the theological and biblical concepts we explore to the contemporary multicultural milieu that is an essential part of contemporary counseling and psychotherapy.


LOCATING OURSELVES


We have discussed moving from abstract theory toward conversations pertaining to the person of the integrator. Still, it may be helpful to locate ourselves theoretically. Strawn, Bland, and Flores (2018) identify three waves of integration as apologetics, model building, and empirical validation, while acknowledging whispers of an emerging fourth wave. This fourth wave emphasizes clinical application and experiential learning, and is characterized by increased inclusion of diverse voices (theologically, culturally) as well as greater inclusion of case conceptualization. This frame understands integration as an emerging process flowing from the relational and social contexts of people’s lives. As Sandage and Brown (2018) reflect, “A relational perspective helpfully attends to the reality that the processes of relational integration of psychology and theology unfold within diverse social contexts and personal experiences” (pp. 10-11).

This emerging wave of integration emphasizes relational spirituality, relational integration, and integration as crosscultural dialog (Augustyn, Hall, Wang, & Hill, 2017; Bailey et al., 2016; Hoffman, 2011; Sandage & Brown, 2018). It is both interpersonal and intrapersonal, deeply process oriented, and emerges out of particular sociocultural contexts. A conversational approach fits within this emerging fourth wave of integration well because conversation tends to be contextual, postmodern, and fluid in nature.

There will likely never be a shortage of theoretical models, such as those developed early in the integration movement. We honor and appreciate these models, while also agreeing with Sandage and Brown (2018) when they suggest that integration too often becomes about

integrating disciplines or abstract bodies of knowledge. . . . Yet it is obvious that disciplines are not “doing integration.” For that matter, books and journal articles are not the actors in the work of integration. Rather, it is real people who attempt (or avoid) collaborative integration as part of relational and cultural systems. (p. 9)


Randy Sorenson (1996) observed something similar over twenty years ago:

Integration must occur in persons, and to omit or ignore this element is to doom our endeavors. . . . Integration is personal in the sense that it occurs through contact with persons-in-relation, including both other creatures and God. . . . It also means that our communities and our theories are related. Who we are to each other, how we treat each other—as faculty, students, and staff; as supervisors, therapists, and patients; as pastors, parishioners, and elders—has direct bearing on the quality of the integrative models we can imagine and sustain. (p. 208)


In order to locate ourselves within the broader world of integration approaches, it seems fair to name certain premises we hold—premises that have certainly influenced us in writing this book.


	1. Integration happens between people. More specifically, integration happens in conversation. We host these conversations in our therapy offices, with people from other disciplines, between faculty and students, and so on.


	2. Integration is lived out in real lives, embodied in the person of the psychotherapist, which means it is more desirable to train integrators than to attempt mastering, articulating, or communicating a discipline known as “integration.”


	3. Integration is embedded in social and cultural contexts and therefore will have some variance to it.


	4. All truth is God’s truth. This is not to say that everything is true, but rather every true thing comes from God. Christianity and psychology both belong in the conversation, and each can help transform our understanding of the other.


	5. Ideas are important. Ideas explored in interaction with particular contexts are particularly meaningful.








This is a book about conversations, and as such we have attempted to organize it by considering the types of big questions and conversations that show up in counseling and psychotherapy offices. Part one is about facing difficulty, which is familiar territory for every person who sits in the office, whether counselor or patient. How can we talk about this in a way that respects theology, psychology, and the person across from us in the room? We attempt to do so by looking at the topics of lament (chapter one) and enjoyment (chapter two).

In Part two we ponder God, especially how God understands humanity and how humans understand God. In a sense, people are always pondering God, whether they believe in God or not, which is why it is deemed dangerous in almost any extended family unit to have conversations about religion. But dangerous topics can also promote wisdom, so we venture in with chapters on imaging God (chapter three) and narratives of the cross (chapter four). Our hope is that we can hold space for difference as we strive toward genuine conversation about ultimate meaning.

In Part three we consider God in the world. You will likely notice throughout the book that we emphasize being present, living in the moment, as we do clinical work. But this hints at some greater presence, difficult to capture with doctrines or theories or certainties of any sort. Here in the mystery we find God present and active in our world and in human lives. We open space for this conversation with chapters on the mission of God (chapter five) and God being with us (chapter six).

You will notice some conversational strategies throughout the book. You have already been introduced to our Integration Conversation Starters, and these will continue throughout the pages that follow. Additionally, you’ll find a few Intrapersonal Conversation Starters throughout to encourage continued self-reflection. We also provide suggestions for further reading and reflection at the end of each chapter. Also, the two of us will be conversing with one another at times in this book even as we invite you, our readers, into the conversation as well.

Given our novel and somewhat messy approach to integration, and our desire to explore the margins that may have been overlooked in traditional integration literature, you will likely feel some discomfort at times. Even our choice of which Bible translation to use may engender some controversy in a time when we have so many choices to consider. We have opted for the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise noted. But even more, we will all be pushed to consider some different theological imaginations about who and how God is; how God views our beautiful, broken world; and who we are in relation to God. These are challenges we face in writing the book, both as we probe the margins of evangelicalism and as we remember that evangelicalism is still an important part of the conversation. Indeed, if you do not feel uncomfortable with some of this book then we have probably not accomplished our task well. As authors, we choose to lean into the discomfort caused by some of the most difficult questions people are asking these days, and we invite you to do the same.

Tips for handling discomfort:


	1. Welcome curiosity: Reactions to different ideas, materials, and people provide us helpful insights into our inner workings and ways of seeing the world. Hermeneutics is the branch of knowledge that deals with how we interpret and understand things. We interpret texts, people, and situations. Our minds are always busy interpreting. If you notice a reaction while reading, good! What is this reaction telling you about your interpretive lens? About your values, core beliefs, and assumptions? What can you learn about yourself from this reaction you’re having?


	2. Practice perspective taking: Perspective taking (taking on another person’s point of view) is a critical skill for therapists. When you find yourself struggling with a new idea, this is a great opportunity to practice. Try this “perspective taking” exercise: hold a new view in mind for two to three minutes, looking for what may be beneficial about this view. Then release the view and let it settle how it may. You may find yourself seeing things differently than before, or not, but either way you have practiced the skill of considering something from a new perspective.
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