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  Preface




  I once asked an artist how long it took her to paint a particular picture. Her reply was instructive. She said, “It took me thirty years and three days.” My thoughts about this work are something like that. I have been swimming in integration waters since I took my first pastoral counseling course in the mid-1980s, and have been thinking about the integration of theology and counseling ever since. What does it mean to bring theological reflection into one’s work as a counseling practitioner? What shapes might theologically reflective counseling take given the broad sweep of theological thinking and counseling theories and techniques that exist today? How does theological reflection in turn shape counselors so that their hearts are even more fully aligned with God’s heart? Does one’s membership in a particular theological stream (e.g., Baptist, Lutheran, Pentecostal, Reformed, Wesleyan) make a difference in how one integrates theology and counseling? Many excellent books and journal articles have been and are being published about the integration of theology and the practice of counseling. I offer my voice to this growing conversation through this book, and in your reading of it I seek to be in dialogue with you about the ways that counseling practitioners can bring theological reflection to their work with clients.




  Throughout this book I use several phrases interchangeably to refer to Christians who are also engaged as counseling practitioners as either licensed mental health professionals or as pastoral counselors. Sometimes I write about “Christians who counsel.” Other times I comment on “Christian counselors.” Some paragraphs will simply address “counselors” or “mental health professionals.” I am not staking a claim on a definition of “Christian counseling.” That is a different conversation than the one I wish to have with you, the reader.[1] Instead, I suggest a roadmap for those who live, move and breathe a Christian worldview, and who desire to live and think Christianly in their work as counseling professionals. Sometimes the cases I present are loosely based on particular clients. In those instances where an individual is indeed the basis for the case scenario, I have secured written informed consent to use his or her story, and have changed that person’s name and other identifying information to protect his or her confidentiality.




  Several people read early drafts of this book and offered helpful feedback. My thanks go to Ken Collins for sharing with me his expertise on John Wesley’s theology. Many thanks to Tracey LeGrand, Richard Landon, David Thompson, Chuck Gutenson, Steve Stratton and Jennifer Ripley for your insightful words. I also want to express my gratitude to Gary Deddo, my editor at IVP, and the anonymous reviewers whose feedback improved the manuscript. A research grant from the Wabash Center for Theological Education (Mid-Career Faculty Workshop) launched my focused thinking about teaching and integration, which eventually resulted in this book. A sabbatical from Asbury Theological Seminary provided the time I needed to think and write. Finally, a word of deep appreciation to my counseling faculty colleagues at Asbury—Anne, Russell, Tony, Tapiwa, Javier and Steve—you inspire me, and this book is dedicated to you!
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  Is All This Fuss About Theology Really Necessary?
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  Give me the enlarged desire,




  And open, Lord, my soul,




  Thy own fullness to require,




  And comprehend the whole;




  Stretch my faith’s capacity




  Wider, and yet wider still




  Then, with all that is in Thee




  My soul forever fill!




  Charles Wesley (1707–1788),




  “Give Me the Enlarged Desire”




  I confess. For the years that I worked as a licensed professional counselor, I gave no thought to serious theological reflection. I had been trained in Christian counseling. I was biblically literate. What more did I need? To me serious theology was dry, dull, boring and seemingly irrelevant to my everyday life. The topics that I assumed interested real theologians held no interest for me. I found little place for serious theology in the midst of my clinical work. God forgive me for my ignorance and naiveté.




  A little background information will help you appreciate the full extent of my confession. Before I became a licensed professional counselor, I had earned a degree in Christian ministries. I had to take a few courses in theological and biblical studies as part of my curriculum. The theology courses covered the major doctrinal categories in a systematic way. That is, I learned about the doctrine of God (theology proper), of Christ (Christology), of the Holy Spirit (pneumatology), of the church (ecclesiology) and so forth. My biblical studies classes presented overviews of Old and New Testament. Upon graduation I was hired to work in a local church as their director of Christian education and youth ministries. I used the biblical knowledge and skills I had obtained in graduate school, but I rarely thought of myself as engaging in theological reflection, because in my mind I wasn’t a theologian. I could state what I believed about God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. I could even spell and define the “big” theological words like omnipotence, omnipresence and omniscience, and even some of the “-ologies”—like soteriology or eschatology. Yet I was far more interested in practical and concrete application than systematic and philosophical theology. If one of my professors had told me that there was nothing more practical than good theology, which they probably had, I had forgotten their exhortation.




  Fast forward a few years, and I have now decided to pursue a degree in pastoral psychology and counseling at a nearby seminary. My goal was to learn all of the counseling theories and techniques that I could absorb and to waive as many of the required Bible and theology classes as I could get away with. I already had earned a degree from a Christian graduate school in Christian ministry, and I was a relatively biblically literate Christian! What more did I need? In spite of my best efforts, I did have to take several regular seminary courses as part of my counseling curriculum. I approached them begrudgingly. I did not come to study doctrine or church history. I could not possibly imagine how these classes could relate to my career as a licensed professional clinical counselor. Classes on specific books of the Bible were okay. I could see how additional biblical knowledge could fit into my counseling tool bag. But I had no room for more formal theological studies and I was not challenged to read theological works within my counseling courses. I thought that it was enough that I had mastered the model my program taught to me that integrated Christianity and counseling.




  Upon graduation, I worked in a Christian counseling practice. As was appropriate and with my clients’ permission, I used the Bible, the Christian counseling model I had learned and books written by other Christian mental health professionals to augment my work with clients. If asked, I would affirm that I counseled from a Christian worldview or that I was a Christian counselor. For the most part that was adequate for the day. Yet there were times when my clients pressed me for more—when they asked important questions that arose from their life circumstances. “Where was God while I was being raped when I was a missionary?” “How could God let this tragedy happen to my loved one?” Some of my clients struggled with wanting to forgive someone who had hurt them deeply and unjustly, but could not do so at that time. They wondered if God would reject them. Other clients no longer wanted to be threatened or beaten in their own home. They knew that God hated divorce, and they felt guilty for contemplating divorce from their abusive and unrepentant spouses. They desperately wanted to obey God but they also wondered if that implied that God had assigned “spouse abuse” as their particular cross to bear.




  These clients labored to make Christian sense of their suffering and they were asking for my help. They were not asking for a seminar on theology but were, in fact, asking hard theological questions. They agonized over a disconnection between their assumptions of what they believed God could or should do for them and their present painful circumstances. Some wrestled with the problem of evil and the justice of God, or the question of theodicy. Others were confounded by a theological dissonance between their understanding of God’s sovereignty and their experience of being “trespassed against” severely and unjustly. From one perspective these clients were living with a conflict between their explicit knowledge of God and the Christian life and their implicit knowledge of living as followers of Jesus. What had happened to them or their loved ones just did not fit with their “in the bones” understanding of God. As a result they experienced a kind of theological disequilibrium or a theological cognitive dissonance, which left them discouraged, disoriented and often distraught.[1] By the grace of God I was able to walk beside my clients as they journeyed through these unexplored and unwelcome theological places. I wish I could say that these experiences drove me to read theology more deeply and more personally. They didn’t. I was at a point in my professional development where I had a greater craving for more techniques in my counseling toolkit than I had a desire for more theology for clinical reflection.




  A few more years and a doctoral degree later I accepted a faculty position at Asbury Theological Seminary. Here I met my theological Waterloo. I came face to face with the realization that I had skated by with thin theological reflection for years. If I was going to teach in a counseling program that took theological integration seriously, then I had some important study and personal growth ahead of me. The language of theology is different than that of therapy, and I applied myself to learn this new lingo and to let this new language seep into the core of my being to help me become more of the person (and clinician) that God was calling me to become. Broadening my explicit study of theology and biblical study went hand in hand with deepening my relationship with God. I experienced a kind of conversion of my imagination, a “transformation of ideals and perceptions, and a resocialization into a new community of reference and faithfulness.”[2]




  I began to read books written by real theologians. I also formed friendships with faculty colleagues whose areas of expertise were theology or biblical studies. Many of these friends also were interested in interdisciplinary dialogue, so while I helped them to understand my world of counseling, they helped me to understand their world of theological and biblical study. Several of them were kind enough to review things that I wrote for publication. I wanted to be sure that I represented their discipline correctly. I was becoming more theologically fluent and was able to translate thick theological concepts into everyday language and life for myself, my clients and my students. Finally I began to think and live theologically at an enriched level.




  Lest I misrepresent the scope of my theological forays, I didn’t read everything in theology (I still find philosophical theology most challenging to understand). Instead I attended to theological topics that resonated with clinical issues and personal interests. The theological and therapeutic turn toward relationality is an example of this kind of convergence.[3] As postmodern therapies and neuroscientific discoveries deepened my understanding of self-identity as “person-in-relationship,” theologians expanded my understanding of the Trinity as “divine-person-in-relationship.”[4] Theological perspectives on human relationships enriched my study of individual, couples and family counseling.[5] Several theologians explored theologies of Christian forgiveness at the same time that I was involved with empirical studies on psychological forgiveness.[6] Biblical and theological work on God’s justice resonated with my interest in counseling as a form of advocacy for social justice.[7] Other theologians wrestled with human suffering in light of the goodness of God, which contributed to my work with crisis and trauma counseling.[8] Today I could no more think of counseling without a solid theological foundation than I could imagine consulting a medical doctor who had only a rudimentary understanding of anatomy!




  Perhaps aspects of your story are similar to mine. You might be a counseling student in a Christian counseling program. You love your counseling classes and you may tolerate classes outside of your discipline (especially if they happen to be theology, biblical study or church history). Or you could be a licensed mental health professional or a pastor, and you want to strengthen your ability to weave your Christian faith into your counseling practice. On the other hand you could be a person who is keenly interested in anything related to the integration of counseling and theology. My first goal in this book is to awaken in you a desire to drink deeply from theological wells so that you will be as well-formed theologically as you are clinically. To that end I encourage you to read broadly to become as fluent as possible in your own theological tradition and become as knowledgeable as possible about others. That way you may have a better sense of which theological stream a particular author swims in (e.g., Anabaptist, Baptist, Lutheran, Reformed, Catholic, Wesleyan).[9] If you think through the content of the books on your shelf that speak to the integration of Christian theology and psychology or counseling, authors may or may not make their theological home-base explicitly known. And most readers do not mind this at all.




  Yet I think that paying closer attention to the particularity of one’s theological roots has benefits. In this way you not only know the degree of commonality that different theologies share, but you also become more alert to their distinctiveness (some subtle and some not so subtle)—which can become a therapeutic hidden bias, especially when clients give consent for the integration of spirituality in their counseling. It is beyond the scope of this work to highlight the uniqueness found in the major or minor streams of Christianity. But I can use information from my own theological home to serve as an example. I hope that you will be inspired to deepen your own spiritual walk as you learn more about mine, and that you will be challenged to turn to some of the primary sources from your theological home base.




  So in the interest of informed consent—my theological orientation is found among the family of theologies that arose from the teachings of John Wesley (1703–1791). Wesley was an eighteenth-century Anglican clergyman who called attention to “practical divinity,” or practical theology in today’s lingo. Some readers may remember that Wesley’s Methodist movement brought about a revival of sorts in eighteenth-century England. Where Wesley’s own Anglican Church concentrated its ministry on the well-to-do, Wesley risked their ecclesial wrath and took the gospel message to the common person, to the highways and byways, to the poor as well as the rich.[10] He emphasized the importance of interpersonal relationships for spiritual growth. He developed discipleship groups and trained the laity (men and women) to be small group leaders.[11] These commitments resonate with twenty-first-century therapeutic commitments to social justice and community counseling models.[12] Since the 1990s a number of mental health professionals have been writing about the relationships between psychology/counseling and Wesleyan theology.[13]




  John Wesley was a man of God with an overarching concern for lived Christianity. His dual emphasis on “knowledge and vital piety” combined his unswerving commitment to the significance of scriptural truth in the believer’s life (personal holiness) with his unswerving commitment to the centrality of communal practices of a lived faith in the church’s life and mission (social holiness). Although Wesley read widely and wrote ceaselessly, he never published a theological “magnum opus.” Instead Wesley embedded his theology of God in his sermons and tracts, in his notes on Scripture and in his copious correspondence with his colleagues, congregants and critics. Wesley discussed theology in everyday terms, highlighting the concrete difference that being a follower of Jesus should and could make in one’s life. Wesley considered theology a matter of “practical” or “experimental divinity.” Do not confuse Wesley’s use of the term experimental with our notion of hypothesis testing. Think more of experiential than experimental. A notation in the Wesley Study Bible provides this comment on John Wesley’s use of experience:




  John Wesley’s theology, while grounded in Scripture, grew from experience—his and that of others. In the Church of England during Wesley’s time, Christians drew upon three sources to discern questions of faith and life: Scripture, tradition (particularly the early history of the church), and reason. To these three, Wesley added, or at least emphasized, experience as a source, highlighting awareness of God’s presence and work in the lives of individuals.[14]




  Contemporary Wesleyan scholar Ken Collins clarifies that for Wesley “experimental or practical divinity is participatory and engaging. It entails nothing less than the actualization and verification of the truths of Scripture with respect to inward religion (by grace through faith) within the context of the Christian community.”[15] Wesley longed for people to experience the objective reality of God’s amazing love for humanity as revealed to us through the living Word (Jesus Christ) and the written Word (the Bible), and as made known to us through the Holy Spirit. When people received God’s love, transformation happened—God’s love spilling over in the lives of ordinary men and women in acts of love for their neighbor as a testimony to and as a result of their love for God.




  Wesley’s emphasis on practical divinity is a good fit for theologically reflective counseling. Counseling is one avenue through which Christian mental health professionals can assist others in the process of opening their lives more fully to God by helping them remove the barriers that get in their way of receiving and sharing God’s love. We typically refer to those barriers as counseling goals. Counselors are specialists in applied sanctification when they help Christian clients to conform their lives more closely to the image of God. To borrow a Wesleyan term, counseling can function as a means of grace, a process through which God can pour God’s love into human lives.[16]




  The “early Methodists did not emphasize beliefs that differed from other Christian traditions.”[17] Like John Calvin (1509–1564), Wesley believed that theology was meant to affect the extent to which Christians were able to love God and others in this lifetime. And like Calvin, Wesley called people to repent of their sins, receive God’s forgiveness through the cross of Jesus Christ and to be filled with the Holy Spirit. Wesley was keenly interested in people experiencing the assurance of salvation in their life and conforming their life to the heart of God (and not the world [Rom 12:1-2]).[18] However, unlike Calvin, Wesley never got around to organizing his theological teaching in a systematic way (e.g., Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion). Instead Wesley liberally wove theology into his sermons, hymns and many letters. He was so steeped in theology and biblical study that it oozed out when he responded to everyday questions from parishioners. Thinking theologically was as natural to Wesley as breathing. And while we would expect this kind of theological fluency of clergy (like Wesley), my hope is that Christians who counsel would aspire to a greater degree of “theological fluency” after reading this book.




  In each chapter ahead I develop a section on theological concepts that resonate with clinical concerns. I dip into Wesley’s writings at this point. Christians are theologically situated in the same way that they are culturally situated. And unless you work in a theological setting (such as a church or seminary) few of us have had the time or resources or opportunity or obligation to heighten our awareness of the roots of our theological beliefs and to see how these roots shape our theology. So rather than offer you only “generic Christianity” in the theological sections, I model how a particular theological starting point brings richness to clinical thinking.




  I certainly have not arrived—that is, I am not “bilingual.” But I have been working on increasing my theological “vocabulary” and “conversational skills”—personally and clinically. To give you an idea of what this looks like in therapy, I include a section on theological reflection in the chapters that focus on application (chaps. 3-7). In these sections I explore theological foundations in general and highlight some Wesleyan perspectives in particular. This explicit use of theology may be a new experience for some readers, and John Wesley is one theologian who does not usually get much “air time” in Christian counseling texts. Trust me, I am not trying you convert you to Wesleyanism! Instead, I am trying to demonstrate how one’s theology does shape counseling. So when you come across a theological concept that is new to you or newly framed, I invite you to name and to consider what your own particular theological understandings are and to reflect on how they may influence your work with clients, especially Christian clients.




  My second goal is to present a process model for theologically reflective counseling that will help you to bring theological insights into your work with clients. This model is not based in any specific theological tradition, nor is it attached to any particular theory of counseling. However, one’s openness to the work of the Holy Spirit, one’s own spiritual formation and one’s theological, ethical and therapeutic commitments are essential prerequisites for its implementation. I will discuss each of these components more fully in a later section of this chapter. In many respects the model might be considered a type of metamodel of integrative counseling. I have based the therapeutic scaffolding for it on a common-factors model for couples and family counseling developed by Sean D. Davis.[19] What is new is the way that this metamodel, which Davis applied to systemic therapy, provides means for the practical integration of theology into counseling. The model does not dictate the specific therapeutic moves one makes. Instead, it highlights general therapeutic processes that become avenues through which you may hear a client’s presenting problem, frame that problem in light of salient theological categories or themes, and bring those theological reflections to bear upon in the client’s work (with the client’s permission). In chapters three through seven I highlight selected therapeutic issues that resonate with theological categories and show you how I would apply the model to these client concerns.




  A Peek into the Educational Process for Christian Practitioners




  Christians pursue training as professional counselors, social workers, marriage and family therapists, psychologists and so on. The skills for theologically reflective counseling in any of these allied fields often begin in one’s master’s program. I knew what I had experienced as a master of arts student and I knew what we did at Asbury Theological Seminary to help our counseling students to become theologically reflective practitioners. I was curious to know how other counselor education programs taught their students how to do “on the ground” theological integration. A few years ago I had the privilege of interviewing faculty and students at seven Christian institutions of higher education (universities or seminaries) that offer master of arts degrees in counseling or marriage and family therapy.[20] I asked faculty how they defined integration and how they went about teaching students to be integrative practitioners. I asked students where they experienced integration in their counseling program, how they learned how to do integrative counseling, and what additional educational experiences they would like to have before graduation.




  Common teaching strategies emerged from my interviews. Counseling faculty offered prayer and devotional readings in the classroom. Instructors used these practices to heighten students’ awareness of the presence of God in their midst as a way to model integration.[21] The counseling students I interviewed identified these as important practices in their own spiritual development. Professors assigned textbooks which had been written by other Christian mental health professionals that combined theology and psychology. Faculty engaged students in theological reflection through classroom discussion and written course assignments. This gave students an opportunity to stretch their theological wings prior to working directly with clients. By and large, counselor education faculty affirmed that practicum and internship were critical locations for learning practical integration skills. Discussion about on-the-ground integration took place in on-campus practicum/internship group supervision as program faculty reviewed students’ counseling audio or video tapes. Research by Randall Sorensen and colleagues supports the importance of personal relationship with mentors who model integration for counselors who are developing integration skills.[22] Faculty also acknowledged that the integrative skill levels of the onsite practicum or internship supervisors varied greatly, and that the students who had field placements in secular settings had little or no opportunity to practice overt integration on site.




  Differences in programs surfaced. While all counseling programs tracked students’ clinical development, two of the schools had additional processes in place to mentor students’ personal and spiritual formation. Although all programs claimed that they wove integrative perspectives throughout students’ counselor education program, some schools offered a specific course on the integration of theology and counseling. At seminary-based counselor education programs students were required to take courses in biblical studies, theology and church history (the seminary equivalent to general education courses). Seminary-based counseling faculty relied on these courses to introduce students to the content they would need from these disciplines so the students had something more to integrate than what they brought with them into their program. Nevertheless, seminary-based counselor educators acknowledged that in spite of these course requirements, students’ ability to build bridges between theology and clinical practice was rudimentary at best.




  Differences among students also emerged. Entry-level students had a dissimilar picture of integration than graduating students. New students longed for less theory and theology, and more specific how-tos. They wanted to know how to explicitly integrate Christian beliefs and practices with counseling. Their desire for more distinctly Christian counseling interventions was most likely a reflection of their level of professional development.[23] More advanced students voiced an internalized process of integration and were more likely to report that integration happened “within the person of the counselor.” These students had moved from a focus on explicit “Christian” strategies to a concentration on an implicit embodiment of theological realities in terms of who they were as counselors and in how they related to clients. This represents a shift in emphasis from an accumulation of Christian information to the personal and spiritual formation of the therapist. These findings reflect those reported by M. Elizabeth Lewis Hall and colleagues. These researchers conducted a qualitative study to discern student perspectives on integration. They discovered that integration was facilitated through a caring, open-minded faculty, the intentional inclusion of integration within the curriculum, and an institutional climate that modeled the integration of faith and learning. Students embraced integration as a concept through its presentation as propositional content, as an embodied reality and as a practice.[24]




  One thing that stood out to me throughout these conversations was that little, if any, theological reading, written by theologians, arose as an important ingredient in counseling courses on the master’s level. Two explanations for this come to mind. First, I can testify to the difficulty of finding theologically oriented books to use in counseling courses that were (1) written by a theologian, and (2) readily understandable by my nontheologian counseling students.[25] Theology has its own language and style of presentation, and many of my counseling students find theology books difficult to digest (not impossible, just more challenging than their counseling books). Second, sophisticated integration demands that one develop expertise in three disciplines: counseling theories/techniques, theology, and biblical studies. Counseling faculty would love to include additional course work in theology and biblical studies within their degree plans, but they find this just about impossible to do. Within a sixty-semester-hour degree plan, state licensure requirements may account for all sixty hours—and theology and biblical studies courses are not on state licensure boards’ radar screens.[26] Students want to become skilled counselors, eligible for licensure. They do not necessarily see themselves as theologians even though they want to become Christian counselors. This places the burden for growing in theological sophistication upon the graduate.




  I acknowledge that my institutional sample was small (N = 7) and confined to master’s level programs. The schools that I visited were not obscure institutions of Christian higher education but schools that tend to be well-known and well-respected in the Christian counseling and psychology community. Nonetheless, these conclusions must be held lightly until further study supports or challenges them. The bottom line: Academic preparation provides a baseline for theological reflection and integration. Implication: To develop greater proficiency, counselors need to read theology after graduation, and they need a process for transferring theological insights into clinical practice.




  What Kind of Theologian Are You Becoming?




  Perhaps one of the reasons why theology is not more fully embraced (and studied) by counseling professionals is that they may not have developed a large enough picture of theology’s sweeping landscape.[27] That certainly would have been my story. My counseling professors during my master’s program clearly were theologically proficient (the majority having seminary education), but I did not know what theological source material they drew upon to construct the models that were presented in class. I learned the models but not their process for bridging the gap between the disciplines of theology and psychology. The only theology I had been introduced to formally in my counselor training was systematic theology, and in my myopic view that boiled down to the memorization of doctrine. What I had not remembered was the classic definition of theology: faith seeking understanding. This is indeed what many clients struggle to do when they are angry at or disappointed in God.[28] So my restricted definition of theology limited my interest in learning more.




  Today I have a broader picture of theology, its purpose and its tasks. For example, Stanley Grenz and Roger Olson define theology in this way: “Christian theology is reflecting on and articulating the God-centered life and beliefs that Christians share as followers of Jesus Christ, and it is done in order that God may be glorified in all Christians are and do.”[29] Christian theology has a particular content (God and the God-centered life) that is derived from particular source materials (the Bible, church history and Christian traditions) for particular purposes (so that God may be glorified through the way that Christ’s followers live). In the broadest sense, theology shapes who we are and how we live by helping us to better understand who God is and how we can live together as members of God’s family in this world that God created and loves. Missiologist Andrew Walls offers this insightful summation:




  Theology springs out of mission; its true origins lie not in the study or the library, but from the need to make Christian decisions—decisions about what to do, and about what to think. Theology is the attempt to think in a Christian way, to make Christian intellectual choices. Its subject matter, therefore, its agenda, is culturally conditioned, arising out of the actual life situations of active Christians.[30]




  Walls’s definition highlights the dynamic relationship between theological reflection and Christian living—real life is the context out of which a practical theology arises. To help our Christian clients make Christian decisions about “what to do and what to think,” counselors need to be able to think theologically.




  Grenz and Olson describe theology’s two tasks. The first is a critical task. Theology analyzes and appraises existing beliefs about God, humanity and the world in light of the biblical message and historic Christian traditions.[31] Some of these beliefs are affirmed by orthodox Christians throughout the ages, while others become salient to one denomination but not another. This is the stuff of systematic theology and doctrine—to which I had been exposed in my master’s education. However, theology has a second constructive task. This is the “how shall we then live” side of theology. And this is the task that connects so well to theologically reflective counseling. It is theology that speaks to one’s present situation, which helps to connect what we believe with how we should live as the people of God during our times of trouble in our various culturally bounded contexts. This makes theological reflection relevant to people in the culture they live in, and it allows Christian truths to challenge and change the very culture it speaks to. Mark D. Baker and Joel B. Green clarify this task as follows: “The theological task is in some ways a balancing act, in which we are asked to go beyond the insights of Scripture in order to address ever-­unfolding challenges while at the same time ensuring that our extensions of the biblical witness are consonant with the central insights of Scripture.”[32] This is a description of what we do as Christian counselors when we consider how theologically oriented clinical conversations may help this client who lives in this cultural setting at this period of time (historically and developmentally), bringing spiritual and theological resources to bear on their specific presenting problem so that Christian truths have an opportunity to challenge those aspects of clients’ lives which need to be addressed.




  Grenz and Olson also offer a continuum of theological thinking. Points on the continuum include folk theology, lay theology, ministerial theology, professional theology and academic theology. As you read the description of each following point, consider where you currently place yourself along this continuum, and then ask where you might like to place yourself.




  At the most basic level is folk theology. The folk theologian is highly experiential, subjective, pragmatic and avoids serious theological reflection in favor of simplistic faith formulas. Think of this as “bumper sticker theology.” The hallmark of this type of theology is an unswerving commitment to informal spiritual beliefs that can be boiled down to a slogan or sound bite, and a resistance or reluctance to holding these beliefs up to critical examination. Folk theology is not necessarily bad theology. The pithy sayings that weave their way throughout folk theology can be very helpful in certain situations. The spiritual motto “Let go and let God” can help a client to release their cares into God’s keeping (1 Pet 5:7). And during times of trouble or emotional turmoil these elementary concepts may ground us in God. I have used the image of being held in the palm of God’s hand as a source of comfort and strength (Is 49:16) when I felt like my life was out of control, and I have often repeated to myself my favorite crisis-management Bible verse “And it came to pass . . .” (Lk 2:1 NKJV) to remind myself of the temporary nature of crises (very sophisticated theology—wouldn’t you say?).




  All of us start out as folk theologians. Folk theology begins in our childhood.[33] These early experiences become part of our “implicit theological memory” when as children we observe, experience and wonder about the world. If we were raised in Christian faith communities, then we experienced the stories and practices of our church family, which embedded Christian theology in one’s bones through family participation in a local church. A growing proportion of the population lacks this kind of experience in our increasingly post-Christian world. At some point we embraced the Christian faith as our own and now seek to live in ways that are characteristic of God’s redeemed people. Experiences in adulthood then expand our implicit memory, and exposure to Christian teaching enlarges our explicit theological memory. This combination of implicit and explicit theology helps to shape the kind of Christian people we become. In contexts where we have easy access to Christian literature, we have print and multimedia resources at our fingertips to help us deepen our understanding of the Christian life as we interact with members of a Christian community. This is the typical case in most areas of developed cultures (like the United States), but it is certainly not so in all parts of the world. In some developing cultures, printed Christian resources are either not available (not translated into their language) or not readily accessible (translated but expensive). In other contexts the Christian message is primarily shared orally. In oral-based cultures folk theology takes its cues from direct observation of nature and the rhythm of the seasons. So in addition to a normal reluctance or resistance to critical examination of their faith is an inability to do so because of a lack of exposure to the more Western style of analysis and logic.[34]




  Thank God that growth in grace is not dependent on one’s reading level! Some of us know saints who never learned how to read or never mastered reading well but who know God intimately, are full of wisdom and are open channels for the Holy Spirit’s work. They are the pillars of their local Christian community. Their theological education is based on lived theology, a hunger to know God more deeply and a desire to live a life more fully aligned with God’s purposes. These saints take advantage of the Christian resources that are available to them (e.g., guest preachers, radio programs, etc.). Unfortunately, because the printed Bible may not be available or accessible, they also do not have an opportunity to compare what they are hearing with the written Word for themselves (individually and communally), and thereby they may not identify misdirected or even false teaching about God and the Christian life.




  Many of our clients are likely to function as folk theologians. Their theological boat may be rocking when they call for an appointment. These clients may be like the disciples in Mark 4 who experienced the storm at sea, woke up a sleeping Jesus and asked him, “Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” (Mk 4:38). In such cases, folk theology may turn out to be inadequate. The collision of unexplainable suffering with folk theology drives many Christians to doubt their faith. Is the counselor’s theological foundation thick enough to provide a holding environment for clients during periods of spiritual disequilibrium? Is the counselor’s theology complex enough to embrace life’s relentless ambiguities? Is the counselor secure enough in his or her own faith development to allow that counselor to be with the client as the client wrestles with God—without the counselor feeling compelled to defend God or to fix the client’s theological perspective?




  The next point on the theological continuum is lay theology. Lay theologians study theological resources. They are proficient at asking important questions about what, why and in whom they believe, and they are willing to name and face the theological cognitive dissonance that surfaces between what they believe and how they live. Counselors who aspire to the level of lay theology will read books written by other Christian counselors and books written by theologians who are engaged in theology’s constructive task. This latter reading will require the Christian counselor to build therapeutic bridges between this theology and the practice of counseling.




  Next is ministerial theology. The ministerial theologian embodies the same commitment to theological reflection as the lay theologian. The difference is that ministerial theologians have received formal training in theology and biblical studies. Ministerial theology understands how theological thinking has developed over time. Ministerial theologians are familiar with biblical languages and their study tools, and know the categories and vocabulary typically used in theological books.




  The final two levels, professional theology and academic theology, are more indicative of individuals whose life work is theological writing and teaching. Professional and academic theologians serve the church by providing the kind of resources that Christian counselors will use to increase their capacities to think theologically and to live a more Christ-centered life.




  As you can see, the depth of explicit theological knowledge increases as one moves along the continuum. Most of us began our counselor education as folk theologians with strong Christian commitments. Course work that included theological resources helped us to attain lay theologian status at the time of our graduation. After graduation a portion of us may have pursued additional theological education through additional study. Yet the mere accumulation of theological facts is not enough for solid theologically reflective counseling. And while I am proposing that knowing and understanding explicit theology is important, I am also affirming that there is more to theologically reflective counseling than that. As Coe and Hall suggest in their book Psychology in the Spirit, theologically reflective counseling challenges us to become increasingly vivid and vibrant representatives of God’s love with our clients, through who we are (implicit theology) and what we know (explicit theology).
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