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Counseling Within a New Spiritual ParadigmDennis Lines

COUNSELING WITHIN A NEW
SPIRITUAL PARADIGM

DENNIS LINES is a full-time school counselor in a large secondary school
in the United Kingdom. Dennis integrates brief, solution-focused styles
with humanistic counseling. Although brief therapy will suffice in helping
youngsters with surface, interrelational difficulties, for deeper issues, in
which youngsters are beginning to explore their own spirituality and life-
meaning through different, “thicker,” narratives, there is often indicated a
need for spiritual approaches that have their roots in humanistic psychol-
ogy and humanistic counseling. Spiritual counseling for adolescent issues
is featured in Dennis’s current book on school counseling (Lines, 2000,
2002). Religion has been for Dennis an invaluable platform on which to
construct his personal view of spirituality. But in his personal writing and
reflection, he attempts to articulate a broader concept of spirituality that
is inclusive and less constraining.

Summary

Postmodernism has brought an altered outlook that many find
unsettling—secularisation, moral relativity, and pluralism. The old,
certain world has given way to a new spiritual paradigm that has
implications for spiritual counseling. Many founders of humanistic
psychotherapy have emerged from religious backgrounds, but most
have moved on in their thinking to accommodate the altered outlook
and the dilemmas of their clients living in the new spiritual para-
digm. Spiritual philosophers and psychotherapists have defined the
spiritual in otherworldly or this-worldly transcendence, using terms
such as numinous to convey bridged meaning. This article proposes
that both may be linked, in that the divine can be encountered
through human relations and a sense of “connectedness” with
nature and persons. The tool for counseling in the new spiritual par-
adigm is a lens through which two worlds are viewed and
interrelational encounters are re-viewed as theophanies. Client dif-
ficulties in terms of dealing with symptoms holistically, answering
the big life questions within a framework of trust and exploring per-
sonal being in depth, are examined in the light of a vision that sug-
gests that through “moments” of human relational-encounter, the
divine may be experienced.
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People of the Western world live within a new spiritual paradigm
that has largely been fashioned by postmodern thinking. The old
order no longer exists, and this has left many in a spiritual vacuum
and confusion. Spiritual counselors view spirituality as being
either anchored in otherworldly transcendence or this-worldly
immanence—an experience in natural phenomena. Here, it is
argued that the two may not be incompatible; that the latter may
be understood as a lens for viewing the former, namely, that
through the process of spiritual counseling, the divine may be
encountered.

Richards and Bergin (1997) prescribe a confined spiritual strat-
egy for counseling that is wholly theistic—“God exists”and has cre-
ated humans, spiritual forces exert influence, and so on. The
authors point to the contrast between the correlation of religious
devoutness with healthy functioning (pp. 78-112) and the lack of
emphasis given to spiritual concerns in psychology and psycho-
therapy (pp. 21-23).

Their strategy endorses traditional transcendent interventions
(prayer, blessing, meditation for guidance and enlightenment, etc.)
and nontranscendent interventions (debate over religious values
and behavior, commentary on the scriptures, influence of religious
background, practice of forgiveness, keeping journals, etc.) in spiri-
tual counseling to help clients bring about change (Richards &
Bergin, 1997, p. 239). Although this might be appropriate for cli-
ents in North America, where Richards and Bergin claim that 95%
of the populace still maintain traditional belief in God and 70%
retain membership of a church or synagogue (pp. 7-8), this would
ostracize many within the United Kingdom,Australia,and parts of
Europe, where religion has far less influence and where a broader,
ecumenical and interdisciplinary understanding of spirituality is
required.

DEFINING THE “SPIRITUAL”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said in the 1940s, “We are moving towards a
completely religionless time; people as they are now simply cannot
be religious anymore” (Bonhoeffer, 1970, p. 279). The forecast has a
ring of truth for religion, but it certainly is not the case for spiritu-
ality. Spiritual quests are just as evident today as in the 1940s.

As a metaphor, the term Spirit has power in communicating
human-divine relations. Spirituality, whether understood as an
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element within the person needing to be identified and cultivated,
or as something externally “given” from a metaphysical source
(Cupitt, 1980), makes little sense without its predicate, the
Spirit—from the Latin, spiritus, meaning “breath” (i.e., “breath of
God”; Genesis 2:7). Classically, within many traditions, the Spirit
is the medium by which a transcendent Being has communion with
a human being. In eastern thought, and nonrational Christianity,
spirituality is inextricably tied to the idea of transcendence, the
idea that there is “something out there” that is bigger than we mor-
tals “down here,” and upon which we are contingent (Elkins,
Hedstrom, Hughes, Leaf, & Saunders, 1988, pp. 10-12). The
medium of contact is understood to be through the Spirit. The
Spirit is the inexplicable bridge between the human and the
divine, then, but must remain as a metaphor, because delving into
its essence is conjecture that takes us into metaphysics, which
finds no place in postmodern thinking.

The distinction between spirituality and religion—whatever
definition we give these terms—was not clear till recent times, to
such an extent that early spirituality was indistinguishable from
religious experience.The varied definitions of spirituality are sum-
marized thus:

Bucke (1923) refers to spirituality as “cosmic consciousness”;
Maslow (1970) called it “being cognition”; Ouspensky (1934) called it
“the perception of the miraculous”; Fromm (1986) refers to spiritual-
ity as “to be” rather than “to have”; Assogioli (1975) claims that all
activity which drives the human being forward towards some form
of development—physical, emotional, mental, intuitional, social—if
it is in advance of his or her present state, is essentially spiritual in
nature. (Kirkland, 1996, p. 261)

Measuring “spirituality” is almost a contradiction in terms for
some (Mott-Thornton,1996;Thorne,1998),whereas others think it
possible (Tart, 1975; Elkins et al., 1988). Spirituality has been de-
scribed and defined in humanistic-phenomenological terms
(Elkins et al., 1988, Spiritual Orientation Inventory). Elkins
(1998) identifies components of spirituality from transcendence
and sacredness to personal meaning, mission in life, altruism, and
high ideals. Defining and assessing the components of spirituality
illustrates the tension between exclusively divine and human as-
pects of spirituality in research.

In the interests of preserving a comprehensive understanding,
whilst not thereby losing what is distinctive to the term
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m spirituality, Crawford and Rossiter (1996) suggest that all defi-
nitions should avoid the following:

• defining spirituality exclusively in formal religious terms,
• defining spirituality with the exclusion of any reference to religion,

and
• defining spirituality so broadly that all aspects of life are regarded

as spiritual.

This is borne in mind when constructing a personal definition. For
this article, I use the term religious to denote adherence to group or
individual ritualistic acts through perceived instructions from a
divine source, whereas spiritual is that part of our inner being that
relates to a divine source but is independent of performing particu-
lar actions.

The work of Elkins (1998) presupposes that many find formal
religion inadequate in spite of reports to the contrary (Richards &
Bergin, 1997), but whether Elkins can fill the sacred void by posit-
ing the pursuit of the feminine side of the personality, the arts, the
body, psychology, mythology, nature, relationships, and the dark
nights of the soul in constructing a personal program of spiritual-
ity without appeal to the “otherness” of conventional religious
encounter is another question. His program, though reasoned and
imaginative, seems to fall foul of the second and third suggested
categories to be avoided, as listed by Crawford and Rossiter (1996),
above. In what follows, an attempt is made to meet the three condi-
tions with the proposition that in spiritual counseling, the divine
may be experienced through focused human interaction.

THE NEW SPIRITUAL PARADIGM

The old spiritual paradigm was supported by authoritative reli-
gious writings given by God or the gods. The Vedas, the Buddhist
Pali Canon, the Bible, the Koran,and many other sacred scriptures
are based on revelations in holotropic states of spiritual conscious-
ness. The Bible, particularly, has been the first “authority text” to
have been subjected to higher criticism to reveal its “feet of clay”
elements behind divine inspiration (Lines, 1995a, pp. 48-66). The
problem is that some sacred truths that once formed the basis of
the religious community have been in recent times discredited
(Lines, 1995a). Although the trend has occurred a little less in
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Judaism and hardly at all in Islam, it is feasible that higher criti-
cism will be applied to almost every religious text in the not too dis-
tant future. The corollary is that no one sacred text can be claimed
to hold the whole truth.

The postmodernist ideology abandons the notion of a single
absolute truth that can be found with objective certainty in favor of
relative, conditional truths, even to the acceptance of paradox
(McNamee & Gergen, 1992, pp. 8-15). The old “Cartesian-Newtonian
paradigm” we must now abandon, argues Edwards (1992).

Second, the “chosen people” concept of divine election (Judaism,
Christianity, Islam) is reprehensible in the modern world. Some
religious writings were once thought to be the authorization rather
than the product of the “holy community,” having no bias or propa-
gandist motives (Lines, 1995a). Primitive, homogeneous societies
reinforced their sacred truths through group cultic acts and
through communal ceremony,which collectively became their real-
ity. Thus, individual identity was synonymous with cultural iden-
tity and was ratified by membership of the “religious community.”
Such exclusivity has give way to universalism and pluralism.

Third, since the Enlightenment the individual has been born
(Tillich, 1976), and since Freud the various drives that underpin
the self have been identified (Freud, 1933/1971). But this division
of community and the self has become outdated and is becoming
superseded by a new reality that stresses the relationship of parts
to wholes.

Fourth, the religious organization is prone to exploit the individ-
ual’s spiritual needs without satisfying them and to create a hier-
archical system that pursues power and control (Lines, 1995b).
Religion often lost touch with its spiritual sources and became a
secular institution, a “benign social custom,” or, at worst, a “patho-
logical reflection of infantile ego development” (Boorstein, 1996,
p. 182).

There are vestiges of religion that relate to the Spirit, however,
and that sit comfortably within the postmodern spiritual para-
digm.First, there is the mystical outlook.New theories in quantum
physics from the mid-1970s onward have suggested that the new
reality appears more mystical than physical and that conscious-
ness may be capable of creating matter rather than the inverse
(Bohm, 1987, p. 7; Davies, 1982, p. 13; Richards & Bergin, 1997,
pp. 36-39).

Then there is direct intuitive spiritual experience. Theophanies
of divine-human encounters were formerly restricted to initiates—
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Old Testament prophets, Hindu shamans—who spoke under the
Spirit of God. They were traditionally understood as the product of
religious inspiration—through dreams, intuitions, revelations,
euphoric states of consciousness—or asceticism. Although the
“moment” of the encounter is restricted to an interpretation of a
mystic’s subjective narrative, the resultant experience is open to
objective measurement (Tart, 1975; Lines, 1995a, pp. 80-95). Otto
(1958) brought a new synthesis to the opposing extremes of objec-
tive reasoning and subjective experiencing. He coins a term to
describe the ineffable part of spiritual experience, the numinous—
from the Latin numen, meaning deity. He encourages reflective
people to consider “moments” of deeply felt spiritual experience,
such as being rapt in worship, and to use this word to describe the
“pure” feeling-state:

The feeling of it may at times come sweeping like a gentle tide, per-
vading the mind with tranquil mood of deepest worship. It may pass
over into a more set and lasting attitude of the soul, continuing, as it
were, thrillingly vibrant and resonant, until at last it dies away and
the soul resumes its “profane,” non-religious mood of everyday expe-
rience. (p. 12)

Third, a humbling sense of creature-hood results from transcen-
dental experience. Although mysticism has many varied expres-
sions, two features occur in all forms of transcendence. There is the
feeling of creature-consciousness, the consciousness of the puny
state of every creature—the state of “mysterium tremendum”
(Otto, 1958). There is also the identification of the personal self
with the transcendent reality through “moments” of religious ex-
perience, to quote William James (1916):

The perfect stillness of the night was thrilled by a more solemn
silence. The darkness held a presence that was all the more felt
because it was not seen. I could not anymore have doubted that He
was there than I was. Indeed, I felt myself to be, if possible, the less
real of the two. (p. 66)
The numinous has parallels with the Buddhist teaching of nir-

vana, the principle of negation,and the doctrine of anatman,which
means “entire emptiness” (Blackstone & Josipovic, 1995).

Finally, and most important, some of the world religions (Juda-
ism, Islam, Christianity) have features that suggest that height-
ened spiritual experience emanates from an in-depth sense of
neighborliness and from perceiving aspects of the world as being
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wholly interconnected and interrelated. This vision may form a
framework for counseling in the new spiritual paradigm.

COUNSELING IN THE NEW
SPIRITUAL PARADIGM

The Religious Heritage of Spiritual Counseling

Brief and popular counseling approaches, like solution-focused
therapy, address very specific and identifiable social problems that
are pressing for immediate resolution, and humanistic psycho-
therapy has spiritual implications for clients attempting to be-
come more loving and genuinely themselves. By contrast, spiri-
tual counseling—and its nearest kin, existential therapy—attends
exclusively to the transcendental aspects of the self, an emphasis
that is not new.

The relationship between counseling and psychological support
offered earlier by religious leaders (priests, shamans, etc.) is recog-
nized by those teaching introductory courses in counseling
(McLeod, 1993, pp. 8-21), and counseling is a preoccupation of
many within churches (Lyall, 1995). It is not incidental that some
founders of psychotherapy have come from religious backgrounds,
for religion often promotes altruism and the support of others.

Maslow, a founder of humanistic psychology, was born of an
orthodox Jewish family, as were Klein, Berne, and Buber. Jung was
influenced by Eastern intuitive thought and made an extensive
study of the spiritual beliefs of various religions. In his belief in the
collective unconscious, he attempted to combine many of the rich-
est elements of the world’s religions with transpersonal psychology
(Jung, 1969).

Rogers was raised in an “uncompromising religious and ethical
atmosphere” that was broadened by his visit to the World Student
Christian Federation Conference in China (Rogers, 1967, pp. 5-8).
His person-centered approach has been criticized for promoting a
humanistic stance in absence of personal salvation,but his value of
“the person” has much in common with the Jesus of the Gospels
(Lines, 1995a, pp. 153-166) and the kingdom of God sayings
(Tisdale, 1994, pp. 37-43). Winnicott was a Methodist; May (1969,
p. 303), a former minister, integrated existential thinking within
psychotherapy with his credo, we live in others and they in us;
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whereas Elkins (1998), also a former minister,has promoted a spir-
itual life outside the walls of traditional religion.

Spiritual counseling has a rich pedigree in religion, then, and
many founders have moved on from their formative backgrounds
due to the changing cultural needs that have pressed them to be
adaptive and creative.

Counseling brings healing through one of, or a combination of,
three elements:

1. the counseling relationship (person-centered)
2. the dynamic counseling process (psychodynamic)
3. techniquesandinterventionsadopted inpractice (cognitive-behavioral)

But how are these translated in the new spiritual paradigm?

1. The Counseling Relationship

The therapist-client relationship of the new spiritual paradigm
is of a form of enquirer-with-enquirer rather than guide-to-novice
or teacher-to-pupil, of two fellow spiritual sojourners becoming
intuitive to inner promptings and intimately involved in spiritual
quests. It is a trek through largely unexplored territory. The new
paradigm has no absolute maps, and those that exist are only
sketches composed from the experiences of spiritual saints and
gurus. Integral to this relationship is (a) the person of spiritual
counselor, and (b) the ability to form a therapeutic alliance.

A. The Person of Spiritual Counselor

What credentials should the spiritual counselor have? I think
she or he should have a genuine interest in philosophy, religion,
and particularly spirituality on a broad front, being committed to a
tolerant position of open-ended enquiry about divine dealings with
humankind through multifarious traditions, some of which may
not be ostensibly religious (Lines, 2000, pp. 143-166). The coun-
selor is not likely to be a philosopher of religion, because few psy-
chology training courses cover spiritual issues (Lannert, 1991;
Lukoff, Francis, & Turner, 1998, pp. 24-25), yet there are many
problems brought to counseling that have spiritual elements and
themes that require a therapist who is well versed in such matters.

Should a spiritual counselor have had a genuine religious expe-
rience or be committed to a life of faith? I believe this is not essen-
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tial, but I add that if spiritual counselors have had such personal
experiences, then this would form for them a backcloth and range
of valuable perspectives for interpreting similar such phenomena
in their clients’ lives. If counselors are under the influence of faith,
then they may better understand the crises that challenge a life in
faith of their clients. With clients belonging to religious communi-
ties, but who reach significant faith crises, a general understand-
ing of the characteristics of the power of faith, its cultural and
social aspects, its exclusive power of control or liberating compre-
hensiveness, its transforming potential or enslaving obligations, is
a useful grounding for counselors. Religious affiliation, however,
can be an obstacle to forming a therapeutic alliance.

B. Therapeutic Alliance

Existential counselors are familiar with and comfortable in
dealing with spiritual themes and dilemmas (van Deurzen-Smith,
1984), but for some belonging to fundamentalist and exclusive
communities of faith, there will be issues around congruence. For
clients feeling the need to break away from the faith of their
upbringing, for example, a religious counselor may prove unsym-
pathetic to their natural feelings of guilt. Growth may necessitate
a departure from their former religious denomination, or it may
involve a new spiritual direction that produces familial tension
(Lines, 1995b). In such cases, religious counselors who have a mis-
sion to save people may find the work a threat to their own per-
sonal belief system, and this may render their unconscious inter-
ventions unhelpful—the client experiencing a judgmental
countertransference that forms a blockage.

Evangelical Christian counselors are sometimes faced with an
ideological conflict in this respect. They may find difficulty in view-
ing client’s dilemmas neutrally, being committed to prescribe solu-
tions within a “saving faith in Jesus” framework. Although not
wishing to undervalue the transforming power of Christianity, the
modern religious world has an impressive gallery of saints and is
rich in universal imagery to change peoples’ lives. Countertrans-
ference occurs equally with those therapists who project their own
unresolved religious conflicts onto their clients (Lannert, 1991,
p. 72). Research suggests that clients will acquire the values and
(dis)beliefs of their therapists rather than the other way around,
and for such clients this may be less adaptive than their former
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neurotic functioning (Lannert, 1991, p. 74; Richards & Bergin,
1997, pp. 129-135).

2. The Counseling Process

The counseling process required for the new spiritual paradigm
consists of three interconnected elements or therapeutic tools: (a)
seeing the spiritual in the person, (b) validating mystical experi-
ence as numinous moments for growth, and (c) the decision to view
personal and counseling relating within numinous constructs.

A. Seeing the Spiritual in the Person

The central thesis is that the divine may be experienced through
the human if the subject views encounters through a lens of
“believing is seeing.” The image of seeing—a descriptive term of
mystical initiates—is the therapeutic tool used in the counseling
process. In the movie Loch Ness (Bevin, Fellner, Ujlaki, Henderson, &
Fusco, 1995), a marine biologist sets out to dissolve the myth of the
legendary monster. A little girl who claimed to have seen the crea-
ture reminds the scientist of a different paradigm of seeing and
believing. Dr. Dempsey explains to young Isabel that he has to see
the creature before he can believe in its existence, but she contests
this with great certainty and counterclaims that he will need to
believe in its reality if he would wish to see it. In such an example, a
child may see truths that are missed through an extensive training
that conditions the mind into lateral thinking: “We receive fuller
knowledge from the child” (Buber, 1958, p. 40; cf. Mark 9:37; 10:14-
15 NRSV). Isabel might better understand, for example, the mean-
ing of the myth for her community and the social implications of
self-doubt. So what are the implications for spiritual counseling if
the process is apprehended as a numinous encounter?

The mystical philosophy of Buber (1958) is a form of seeing the
individual as a very special person in relationship. In everyday
encounters, most relations are shallow and functional; but on occa-
sion, something magical occurs between both parties, an experi-
ence whereby each is giving and not using: “If I face a human being
as my Thou, and say the primary word I-Thou to him, he is not a
thing among things” (pp. 21, 38). The experience in encountering
the Thou is not a meeting of a divine Being per se, but the divine
Being viewed through every person with whom I enter relation, be
it my friend, spouse, partner, child, boss, or neighbor. These worldly
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encounters are the means by which I address God: “There are
moments of silent depth in which you look on the world-order fully
present. . . . These moments are immortal, and most transitory of
all” (p. 47). When the counselor views the client thus, an extraordi-
nary soul matching occurs in therapy (Lines, 2002, pp. 196-197).

Elkins (1998, p. 37), in expounding his theory on the soul, cites
an old Hindu legend that describes how Brahman summoned a
council after seeing how human beings had abused their divinity.
Noting that they would soon learn to climb mountains, swim the
deep, and explore caves underground, Brahman hid their divinity
not in those places but within the nature of humankind, knowing
that they would never think to look deeply within themselves for
their divinity.

Jung saw meaning in the teachings of first-century Gnosticism—
a collective term for esoteric sects that believed that a “spark” of
divinity resided in each person striving to journey homeward to
God. Ireneaus (Against Heresies) was successful in branding Gnos-
tic teaching as heresy, but for some Christian communities, Gnos-
tic motifs were not believed to be inconsistent with Christianity.
Both beliefs suggest that we have a divine element within our
nature, and this stands in contrast to the charismatic teaching of
being “filled with the Spirit,” that is, as something externally
bestowed on one. This is an entirely different emphasis of spiritu-
ality, as something within the person and, by implication, every
person.

B. Mystical Experience as Numinous Moments for Growth

There has been much interest in Eastern spirituality, religious
philosophy, mysticism, and other less formal transcendent psy-
chologies for the exploration of being in recent times (Lukoff et al.,
1998, pp. 34-35). The cross-pollination of the world faiths has given
rise to a more universal understanding of spirituality, with mysti-
cism, intuitive knowledge,and transpersonal psychology becoming
popular in meeting clients’ spiritual needs. Absolute mysticism,
apart from promoting salvation as a detachment from social rela-
tionships and the real-life situation, involves a self-surrender of
cognitive control that leaves the gullible open to manipulation by
others or to auto-suggestive processes that can lead to delusion
and mental imbalance if not checked by philosophical reasoning.
But philosophical steering is the antithesis of intuitive knowledge.
So the therapist is left with an impasse.For those who seek esoteric
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routes for their own spiritualism, it is difficult to see what role the
uninitiated spiritual counselor can have for those clients who are
committed to these paths of self-exploration, but mystical percep-
tions on life on a larger scale have value in the new spiritual
paradigm.

For Jung, spiritual experiences are direct and originate in
deeper levels of the psyche. They have a certain quality that he
called “numinosity” (after Otto, 1958). “They are associated with
the feeling that one is encountering a dimension which is sacred,
holy, and radically different from everyday life, and which belongs
to a superior order of reality” (Grof, 1996, pp. 516-519). The work of
such Jungians as Elkins (1998), however, suggests a secularized,
this-worldly spirituality:

In this book I have tried to present a new vision of spirituality, one
that is relevant to the postmodern age. The essence of this vision is
that spirituality is universal, that the sacred river from which we
slake our thirst flows throughout the world. . . . The sacred is every-
where; we need only to open our eyes. (p. 277)

These contrasting visions may find synthesis through features
of humanistic psychology. Maslow calls mystical moments “peak
experiencing,” and others suggest they are common and indiscrim-
inate occurrences of spirituality (Elkins, 1998; White, 1996).
Thorne (1998) describes them as “magic moments” and suggests
that the mystical self can be reached through an intensity of relat-
ing with others in a group or in individual counseling—akin to
Rogers’s making “psychological contact” (Tudor, 2000). Clark
(1967) promotes “sensitivity training groups” for mutual self-
actualization and for discovering a sense of beingness one with
another through prizing others in a genuine experiencing of inter-
dependence (pp. 253-258).

“Peak experiences” of transcendence were traditionally under-
stood within religious or aesthetic mediums, but they may be re-
viewed from a stance of seeing human social interaction as every-
day spiritual encounters (Elkins, 1998, pp. 225-246). The experience
moves on from the vision of Elkins (1998): “Our problem is not that
the sacred has ceased to exist, but rather that we have lost our con-
nection to it” (p. 63). For it is not merely a “taking note” or a “mak-
ing contact” (Boorstein, 1996, p. 187) with that which was formerly
hidden or lost in tranquil landscapes or naturally drawn friend-
ships but an engagement with another through a perception of
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their special importance in relation to me. This engagement draws
and gives energy within a numinous, this-worldly, encounter—the
knitting of being with being. I have argued elsewhere for a new
spiritual synthesis of the divine and the human, a spirituality that
involves an attachment to life for deeper human contact, and a
viewing of human attachment as a visible form of invisible tran-
scendental experience (Lines, 1995a, pp. 172-173).

C. Personal and Counseling Relating

Existential and spiritual counselors might consider helping cli-
ents to explore their higher selves through their own social and
familial attachments and to view their personal peak experiences
as much in intense, magical moments of human interaction and
“connectedness” as in divine experiences of the former, convention-
ally religious, paradigms. Although some reach their spiritual
depths by an absorbed, undifferentiated meditation on a religious
icon or holy Being, others claim that the mediums of art and music
are equally effective (Elkins, 1998, pp. 121-140). But there are
some who find their depth of being through human relating.

Clients may recognize moments in their lives when they have
had peak experiences in human interaction that have been tempo-
rary and in which they have experienced a heightened element of
their being, a state of peace and wellbeing. They may not describe
the experience as being religious,but they may well view it as spiri-
tual, because it has enhanced their capacity for loving and
increased their motivation for the greater good that is above
egocentricity (Kelly, 1996, p. 50). Often, there is a purging of the
soul, a creature-consciousness, a good feeling and inner peace for
having had the experience, together with a vow to become more
dedicated to something or somebody.

The intention of speculating on this sense of connectedness is
not to reduce the spiritual to the profane (Eliade, 1961) but to see
the spiritual in what is encountered in the natural and in the here-
and-now. In the new spiritual paradigm, the counselor views an
occasion in the counseling process itself as a captured moment, as a
one-off unrepeatable experience, and as a relational encounter of
transcendence.The perception of the new spiritual paradigm is not
to view the client as a mere person amongst the many but as a very
special person with whom I have the privilege to be in relation. The
human-divine vision I am promoting endorses McGuiness’s (1998)
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sentiment of seeing the individual as having an inviolable core of
dignity. If I view my client as the sum of everything I value and hold
most dear, and if I view our engagement as a peak experience hav-
ing the potential for moments of transcendence, then the possibil-
ity exists for him or her to experience the same and for us both
together to begin a soul journey of relational being through a col-
laborative style of therapy.

3. Techniques and Interventions Adopted

The open-ended questioning style of enquiry is not so much a
technique as a means of discovering transcendent levels of the self,
and the mutual sharing of philosophies of existence and life-meaning
in speculative dialogue characterizes the interactive style of spiri-
tual counseling. The “believing is seeing” motif is applied with
techniques within two counseling goals of the new spiritual para-
digm: (a) addressing physical symptoms in a holistic framework
and (b) exploring big life questions within a trusting framework.

A. Addressing Physical Symptoms Holistically

For Edwards (1992), a more holistic approach is called for in
meeting clients’ needs, where there is less emphasis on “objectified
knowledge” and more stress on self-knowledge of our intercon-
nected mind-body-spirit relationships—the seeing of wholes
rather than isolated parts (Elkins, 1998, pp. 103-120).

Regarding physical symptoms, both Rogers and Maslow saw the
client as “the expert” in a process of finding the true- or organismic-
self (Rogers, 1967, pp. 107-124), thus abandoning the model of doctor-
patient dependency. The cause-effect treatment program must
give way to the less mechanistic dynamic interaction of energy
fields, as emphasized in holistic approaches. According to the new
paradigm, physical symptoms may be understood metaphysically
as emotional blockages carrying metaphorical messages. Thus, a
stammer or panic attack resulting in a speech impediment might
be treated not with drugs or behavioral remedies but by attending
to the throat chakra, which has influence on restricted self-
expression (Nelson, 1996, pp. 316-318). By focusing on the body’s
energy centers (chakras) on three basic levels—pelvis, chest/heart,
and throat/head (Kelly, 1996, pp. 54-63)—through breathing,
relaxation, and imaging exercises with the aids of music, candles,
and mantras, the client dissociates with the stresses of the day’s
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preoccupations to move onto the highest level. Level four is located
in the spine just between the eyebrows and is called the “third eye,”
or the “inner guru,” of insight. This chakra is the store of inner wis-
dom, and focusing on this center helps the client in decision mak-
ing and, ultimately, in healing.

Spiritual counselors, believing in the interrelatedness of mind
and body and the value of intuitive knowledge,make use of medita-
tion techniques to address symptoms. Meditation—through the
mediums of art or contemplation on mantras and symbols—is the
characteristic mode of enhancing mystical healing and well-being.
Meditation as a route of self-exploration is an ancient practice that
is becoming increasingly popular in the West for controlling physi-
ological conditions (such as high blood-pressure), for bringing
about healing, and for gaining a sense of self-actualization and
self-responsibility (Kelly, 1996, p. 50). Meditation has been recog-
nized as a significant way of transcending self-centeredness and of
opening the way to a larger experience of being human.

Clients having near-borderline pathologies and who suffer such
dilemmas as “narcissistic character pathology” or an excessive
dread of mortality have been shown to be receptive to
transpersonal psychotherapy in combination with psychoanalysis
(Boorstein, 1996, p. 182). They have been helped by such tech-
niques as meditation, contemplation, prayer, and spiritual or
philosophical study (Richards & Bergin, 1997). Other clients have
been counseled with spiritual approaches exclusively; for example,
by recommending A Course in Miracles (creating a peace of mind
through the practice of forgiveness), by self-talk meditative trance
(saying, “May I be happy! May I be peaceful!”), and by attending
Buddhist (Vipasanna) retreats (Boorstein, 1996, pp. 183-193).

B. Exploring Big Life Questions
Within a Trusting Framework

The “Jungian view” of psychotherapy “amplifies ideas and
raises questions rather than reducing concepts to final answers”
(Brookes, 1996, p. 76). The big life questions may appear overly
philosophical and peripheral for those seeking fulfillment in
deeper interpersonal relations. In such cases, their inner spiritual
depths may be more efficaciously reached within the experiential
group dynamic, such as psychodrama or gestalt group therapy. But
for others who reach for meaning beyond the transitory, in-depth
spiritual counseling may be indicated. The credo, “the just shall
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live by trust,” is a vestige that has merit and is the framework
within which deep questions are asked in the new spiritual para-
digm. Religion devalued this by applying it to the blind acceptance
of articles of faith rather than prescribing it as the stance of com-
mitting oneself to the great unknown.

Spiritual therapy aids the person to reframe nihilistic dreads
with modified or reauthored narratives (White & Epston, 1990;
Epston, White, & Murray, 1992) or through discourse to create new
meaning through metaphors and repertoires of well-utilized nar-
ratives that describe the way things are (McNamee & Gergen,
1992, pp. 8-13). Mythological stories and symbols form a constella-
tion of our own archetypal energies and give clients a deeper
awareness of their inner world (Jung,1969,1964).With the biblical
myths, the essential power lies in translating their messages in
everyday living.For example, the Creation story teaches of a divine
Being bringing order out of chaos; the Son of God exorcising the
demons figures the return to sanity of those beset with ill fortune;
and the empty tomb figures the divine Spirit superintending the
natural world. Life, according to the new paradigm, recognizes the
creative Spirit; it is not a mere struggle for survival, a shallow sex
drive to propagate the species; neither is it a return to superstition
or euphoric detachment; it is a spiritual journey through and
within life.

SPIRITUAL COUNSELING IN ACTION

Spiritual factors may not be the presenting problem brought to
counseling, but they may underlie the way by which the client sees
the world. Spiritual beliefs may predetermine the client’s moral
options in day-to-day dilemmas (Lukoff et al., 1998). Counseling
for orthodox religious and spiritual difficulties are covered in the
literature (Richards & Bergin, 1997), but if nonostensibly religious
difficulties that threaten clients’ senses of being and personal
meaning are addressed through the human-divine lens, then a
broader scope of work opens up. Clinical work such as bereave-
ment,anonymity and social isolation,alcohol and substance abuse,
sexual orientation confusion, and suicide ideation have been
addressed with conventional counseling—psychodynamic,
humanistic-existential, cognitive-behavioral—along with eclectic
and integrationist models (Bergin & Garfield, 1994; Diamond,
2000; Lines, 2000), but might just as appropriately be addressed
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through spiritual counseling (Richards & Bergin, 1997). Space will
afford only a few examples.

Margaret found meditation the means by which to deal with her
irritable bowel syndrome and depression in late middle age. All
medical explorations to date had not helped, and a barium enema
had shown there to be no identifiable digestive disorder. She com-
mitted herself to a course of relaxation exercises and a routine pro-
gram of meditating on mantras and her own paintings. Through
these mediums, she became in touch with a deeper level of her
being that she had denied through “sacrificing” herself for her fam-
ily. Meditation draws the client to a more immediate sense of
connectedness with the self and physical sensations. The recom-
mendation of such approaches arises from the conviction that
there is an underlying spiritual wisdom—finding the divine spark
within—that must not be lost in an age that affords little attention
to one’s inner being.

Derek was facing the dilemma of feeling driven to resign as a
Baptist minister because his theological studies had led him to
question the teachings of the Church.Not only did he depend mate-
rially on his ministry, he depended socially on members of his flock.
He felt he had lost his faith and thought that his former conviction
had now become little more than an unthinking adherence to cus-
tom and practice.He worried about intellectual nihilism,about los-
ing heart, about becoming untouched by human suffering, and
about denying himself a quality engagement with others. His
doubt was validated, and his trust in a divine reality was explored,
but in discovering within himself his more feminine side, in read-
ing poetry (Elkins, 1998), and in reading and practicing the rela-
tional psychology of Buber,he found new meaning in his ministry.

Anna had reached retirement and was seeking new meaning
and purpose for her life at the untimely bereavement of her life-
time friend and husband.Her role of wife and teacher had come to a
close. She came for counseling for help with insomnia. She had
passed through her formative years under a strict religious
instructional phase, but her formal faith had changed with matu-
rity: She became intolerant of her children’s superstitious adher-
ence to religious rites, and most of her friends had ailments that
caused them to become introspective and isolated from her. Her
disinclination to take part in religious festivals gave rise to disbe-
lief and guilt through persistent questioning (Lukoff et al., 1998,
pp. 32-33). Jungian counseling was indicated for Anna, owing to its
nondirectional stance and its imaginative range of techniques for
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facilitating quite natural feelings of ambivalence and uncertainty
(Brooks, 1996). In therapy, there occurred a mystical connection of
being between counselor and client—the knitting of two souls—
through the process of collaborative dialogue and shared
experience.

Adolescents are vulnerable to persuasive evangelical preachers
who offer a plausible albeit naïve picture of the world and the
future. Narrative therapy has proven effective in helping such cli-
ents arrive at a narrative that has no hidden agenda or political
strings attached to a spurious religious movement (Lines, 2002).
Mark was expected to become a Jehovah’s Witness, but at 16 he
had spurned the faith of his parents.He refused to attend meetings
and became cynical over biblical narratives of Adam and Eve and
Noah’s flood (Lines, 2000, pp. 156-157). Ostensibly, he came for
help over kleptomania, but a numinous draw to make contact and
to explore deeper levels of his spirituality became evident. It was
suggested that he might demythologize the biblical narratives and
explore his current temptation to steal within the biblical stories.
Departing from an “are the stories true or false?” construct, spiri-
tual counseling explored the notions of guilt, shame, and change
imbibed in the narratives and explored Mark’s need to steal as a
“statement” of his individuation.

I had organized a holiday for William to give him a break and to
take stock of his deplorable home situation. One evening, I
observed him reflectively from a distance as he strolled along the
seashore:

For over an hour,his solitary figure could be seen silhouetted against
the rolling waves in the distance,engrossed and captivated in appar-
ently futile endeavour. Often he turned up stones, frequently they
were skimmed, at other times he just stared at the sea in an almost
trance-like state of “drinking in” the rich experience never before
enjoyed. . . . It seemed as though the very asking of the question
would have been in itself a violation of the privacy of his soul and its
“contact” with the spirit of the sea, a brutal intrusion to make the
“spiritual” something “material” by having to put into words and
rational constructs something that had all the hallmarks of “natural-
ness” and spontaneity. I let the experience remain with him and be
his. (Lines, 1995a, p. 172)

During counseling over home problems later on, this personal
experience of connecting with the natural world was recalled to
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positive effect. Elkins (1998, pp. 209-224) makes the link between
the sacred and the natural, but in therapy, the phenomenological
moment becomes the “authoritative text” for translating meaning
and courses of action for personal betterment. The bonding that
occurred in counseling had replaced the contact he had made with
the natural elements. There was a mystical closeness felt between
us two, which made the material discussed secondary to the sense
of connectedness, and from what was learnt from the beach scene
and our alliance William began to reevaluate some of the quality
contacts that remained in his desperate home situation. He later
returned to that beach and confessed that it held for him all the
magical potency as for a Muslim visiting Mecca,a Jew sitting at the
foot of Sinai, or a Christian walking the hills of Galilee.

In all of these cases, the spiritual counselor, through the
medium of “believing is seeing,” was able to reach a spiritual ele-
ment of personality. With a dedication as befits preparing to meet
the divine Being, the counselor was able to make genuine “contact”
in a soul-to-soul relation with the client (a more extensive case is
given in Lines, 2002, pp. 190-198). When the counselor wills this to
be the case, the client cannot help but be affected.

CONCLUSION

Spiritual counseling addresses the depths of the person, his or
her essence and being, particularly through feminist aspects of
personality, mysticism, holism, intuition, collaborative discourse,
and open-ended exploration.

If the numinous encounter is viewed in this-worldly transpersonal
terms by looking through a lens that re-views human social inter-
action as being an everyday spiritual encounter, then magical
events begin to happen in everyday relationships, and particularly
in counseling. It is a case of seeing human engagement as being
intensely spiritual. A counseling relationship viewed through such
a lens has all the potency of a former theophany of days gone by.
The effect of such an experience for clients leaving therapy is to
translate in everyday intrapersonal and interpersonal relations
the notion that when the human is faced, there can be seen the
invisible face of the divine.
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