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v Lit er a ture Review—Prac tice

Fam ilies and Spir i tu al ity: Ther a pists
as Fa cil i ta tors

Brian A. Grif fith
Vanderbilt Uni ver sity
Jo seph C. Rot ter
Uni ver sity of South Carolina

Fam ily ther a pists of ten en coun ter is sues of spir i tu al ity in work ing
with fam i lies. In stead of avoid ing them, ther a pists can use the spir i -
tual and re li gious ori en ta tions of fam i lies as re sources for growth.
This ar ti cle will de scribe how ther a pists can help fam i lies work
through spir i tual prob lems and max i mize the ben e fits that spir i tu al -
ity brings to fam ily func tion ing.

His torically, there seems to have been an atti tude in the
pro fes sion that reli gion and spir i tu al ity are sep a rate

enti ties from ther apy. The notion that one’s issues in coun sel -
ing can not be related to con cerns over one’s reli gious beliefs
sug gests the sec u lar focus that has existed within the ther a -
peu tic com mu nity. How ever, there has been an inter est ing
evo lu tion of thought in the area of spir i tu al ity and reli gion in
coun sel ing that most recently stems from the focus on diver -
sity—diver sity as it relates to eth nic ity, gen der, race, cul ture,
sex ual ori en ta tion, and, aptly, reli gion and spir i tu al ity. Kelly
(1995) found, in a sur vey of mem bers of the Amer i can Coun -
seling Asso ci a tion, that

64% of the respon dents believe in a per sonal God while
another 25% believe in a tran scen dent or spir i tual dimen sion
to real ity. Approx i mately 70% expressed some degree of affil -
i a tion with orga nized reli gion, with almost 45% indi cat ing
that they were highly active or reg u larly par tic i pate in reli -
gion. (p. 37)

As is the case with coun sel ors, the gen eral pop u la tion also
has indi cated an empha sis on spir i tual and reli gious beliefs.
Quoting again from Kelly (1995),

In a 1993 Gal lup poll, 59% of those inter viewed said that reli -
gion was very impor tant to them, down from a high of 75% in
1952 but up from a low of 52% with the same view in 1978. (p. 34)

In a 1992 Gal lup sur vey (as cited in Kelly, 1995) two thirds
of respon dents indi cated that if faced with a seri ous prob lem,

they would seek the help of a coun selor who held spir i tual
beliefs and val ues, and 81% pre ferred to have their own val -
ues and beliefs inte grated into the pro cess.

One cau tion offered by Kelly (1995) is that there appears
to be a gap between knowl edge and behav ior in the report ing
of spir i tu al ity in that peo ple’s pro fes sions of faith appear to
be greater than their actual prac tice. In fact, we could con -
clude that it is the incon gru ence between peo ple’s belief
systems and their behav ior that often brings them to coun -
selor offices. Coun selors would be well advised to explore
not only the stated beliefs but also how the cli ents prac tice
their faith.

There have been sev eral def i ni tions of reli gion and spir i tu -
al ity pre sented in the lit er a ture. For the sake of this arti cle we
have decided to quote Kelly (1995), not to define, but to con -
trast the terms. He indi cates that

a typ i cal dis tinc tion between reli gion and spir i tu al ity is found 
in a demar ca tion between spir i tu al ity as a per sonal affir ma -
tion of a tran scen dent connectedness in the uni verse and reli -
gion as the creedal, insti tu tional, and rit ual expres sion of spir -
i tu al ity that is asso ci ated with world reli gions and
denom i na tions. (p. 4)

Whether we ref er ence reli gion and/or spir i tu al ity, we are
always reflect ing peo ple’s belief sys tems or faiths.

Although the lit er a ture and research would sug gest that
we as human beings are more alike than dif fer ent, we have
dis cov ered that those dif fer ences, as small as they may be, are 
often the focus of our con cerns. Indeed, those slight dif fer -
ences very well may be related to our spir i tual beliefs, which
are a pow er ful influ ence in our lives. Spir i tu al ity can not be
denied in that we are all spir i tual in our own ways.

FAM ILIES AND SPIR I TU AL ITY

The fam ily unit is at the cen ter of most reli gious sys tems.
The great reli gions of the world, includ ing Chris tian ity,
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Con fu  c ian ism,  Hin du ism,  Is lam,  Juda ism,  and
Zoroastrianism, all spe cif i cally join fam ily life and reli gion.
Spir i tu al ity is strongly con nected with the men tal health of
indi vid u als and the over all func tion ing of fam i lies. But spir i -
tu al ity and reli gion are not always ben e fits to fam i lies. In dis -
crim i nat ing between healthy and unhealthy faith, Allport sug -
gests the terms intrin sic reli gi os ity and extrin sic reli gi os ity,
respec tively (see Kelly, 1995, pp. 60-62). Intrin sic reli gi os ity
is reli gious belief that relates to all of life and is unprej u diced,
tol er ant, mature, inte gra tive, uni fy ing, and mean -
ing-endowing. This is in con trast to extrin sic reli gi os ity,
which is com part men tal ized, prej u diced, exclusionary,
imma ture, util i tar ian (used to gain com fort and sta tus), and
self-serving. Extrin sic reli gi os ity is used as a defense against
anx i ety, whereas intrin sic reli gi os ity makes for growth and
wellness.

Intrin sic spir i tu al ity and reli gion can have a very pos i tive
effect on the over all men tal health of indi vid u als and fam i lies.
Emo tional heal ing and devel op ment are often sig nif i cant
byprod ucts of spir i tual growth and matu rity. A review of
research com pleted in the last decade on the rela tion ship
between men tal health and reli gion (Worthington, Kurusu,
McCullough, & Sandage, 1996) reveals that peo ple with
strong reli gious faith (espe cially intrin sic) report higher lev els 
of life sat is fac tion, greater per sonal hap pi ness, greater social
sup port from friends, higher lev els of empa thy, lower lev els of 
depres sive symp toms, lower blood pres sure, lower hos til ity,
and less nar cis sis tic exploi ta tion of oth ers. In addi tion, par -
ents with high reli gious scores cor re lated with more favor able
parenting prac tices.

A strong faith sys tem helps fam i lies and indi vid u als make
mean ing out of life. Spir i tu al ity is “an essen tial mean -
ing-making activ ity whereby indi vid u als grap ple with the
pur pose and value of human life in gen eral, and of their own
lives in par tic u lar” (Cook & Kelly, 1998, p. 3). Com mon
beliefs and val ues pro vide sta bil ity and coher ence for fam i -
lies. Spir i tu al ity also pro vides a frame work of moral prin ci -
ples that are nec es sary for all healthy social groups. Faith
devel op ment can be an essen tial com po nent to over all fam ily
wellness.

Fam ilies also can be affected adversely by spir i tu al ity and
reli gion. Sloat (1990) sug gests that many of the prob lems of
dys func tional reli gious fam i lies resem ble alco holic fam i lies.
Adult chil dren of dys func tional reli gious fam i lies have sim i -
lar char ac ter is tics to those of adult chil dren of alco hol ics.
Fam ily rules that fre quently are found in both envi ron ments
are “Don’t talk,” “Don’t trust,” “Don’t feel,” and “Don’t
want.” Overly rigid rules and fam ily struc tures can be det ri -
men tal to the devel op ment of fam ily mem bers. Spir i tu al ity
and reli gion can be used to manip u late and con trol other fam -
ily mem bers. Instead of facil i tat ing growth, spir i tu al ity can
fos ter irra tio nal guilt or con fu sion.

Many adults have had neg a tive child hood expe ri ences with 
spir i tu al ity and reli gion. Rigid rules and author i tar ian

parenting styles jus ti fied by reli gious beliefs can be coun ter -
pro duc tive to the emo tional, rela tional, and spir i tual growth
of fam ily mem bers. Spir i tu al ity that is used to con trol instead
of nur ture can be destruc tive. In this way, spir i tu al ity
becomes a manip u la tive tool to keep fam ily mem bers in line
instead of a path to a higher plane of devel op ment.

CASE STUDY

Win ner of three acad emy awards in 1971, the musi cal Fidd-
ler on the Roof (Joseph Stein) pro vides an inter est ing case
for dis cuss ing fam i lies and spir i tu al ity. After com ment ing on
the pre car i ous ness of a fid dler play ing on a roof top, Tevye,
the patri arch of a poor Jew ish fam ily, states that “every one of
us is a fid dler on the roof try ing to scratch out a pleas ant, sim -
ple tune with out break ing his neck.” In the vil lage of
Anatevka in Czar ist Rus sia dur ing a great period of change,
keep ing your bal ance comes through one word—tra di tion.
Adher ence to cul tural and reli gion tra di tion helps peo ple
“know who they are and what God expects them to do.” Faith
and cus tom are the fab ric of fam ily and soci etal coher ence.
Reli gious rit u als, such as wed ding cer e mo nies and keep ing
the Sab bath, give life mean ing in addi tion to mark ing sig nif i -
cant life events.

Tevye and his wife, Golde, have five daugh ters with fam ily 
roles and respon si bil i ties defined by a rich her i tage. Reli -
gious tra di tion dic tated that fathers choose grooms for their
daugh ters. The vil lage match maker pres ents pos si ble can di -
dates for the father to con sider. When he gives his per mis sion, 
he then blesses the union. In this fam ily, trou bles begin when
the three old est daugh ters decide to break with tra di tion and
find hus bands on their own. Dur ing his many con ver sa tions
with God and quot ing fre quently from the “Good Book,”
Tevye is strug gling with his faith, his daugh ters’ inde pend -
ence, and the diz zy ing changes that are tak ing place in the vil -
lage. He reluc tantly gives his per mis sion to his two old est
daugh ters but refuses to bless the mar riage of his third daugh -
ter, who wishes to marry a gen tile. An out raged Tevye can not
accom mo date his daugh ter’s choice and there fore dis owns
her. She is no lon ger con sid ered a part of the fam ily.

Per haps a coun selor could have helped this fam ily. A Jew -
ish girl’s mar riage to a gen tile was a seri ous reli gious and
fam ily prob lem. The coun selor would have to be very sen si -
tive and facil i tate dia logue within the fam ily. Per haps there
could have been a way for the daugh ter to have her wish and
still main tain rela tions with the fam ily. Cre ative prob lem
solv ing pos si bly could have found a way for all par ties to be
rea son ably sat is fied while uphold ing reli gious integ rity. If a
com pro mise could not be reached, the coun selor could help
the fam ily pro cess the “loss” of the fam ily mem ber and the
realign ment of rela tion ships. In both cases, the coun selor
must respect and inte grate reli gious beliefs into the ther a peu -
tic pro cess.
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DIS CUS SION

Mar riage and fam ily coun sel ors must be pre pared to work
with the spir i tu al ity of fam i lies. Kelly (1992) sug gests the fol -
low ing three ways that coun sel ors may inter act with the spir i -
tu al ity of fam i lies: (a) becom ing aware, (b) encour ag ing, and
(c) rework ing. First, coun sel ors must become aware of how
reli gious and spir i tual val ues affect fam ily life. “The fam ily
ther a pist is encour aged to adopt an open-minded sen si tiv ity
toward cli ents’ reli gious back ground, beliefs, and prac tices”
(Kelly, 1992, p. 198). Becom ing aware of one’s own beliefs
and under stand ing how faith inter acts with life and rela tion -
ships is a pre req ui site to under stand ing the faith of cli ents. If
coun sel ors are com fort able and value their own spir i tu al ity,
they will be more likely to allow spir i tu al ity to be a part of the
ther a peu tic pro cess.

Sec ond, fam ily coun sel ors can encour age the devel op ment 
of healthy, intrin sic faith. Helping fam i lies artic u late their
spir i tual views and live con sis tently with them can be a great
ser vice to cli ents. Dur ing times of cri sis and strug gle, indi vid -
u als and fam i lies often turn to their faith for strength. In one
sur vey, 63% of respon dents reported “that reli gion can answer 
all or most of today’s prob lems” (Smith, 1992, p. 367). Spir i -
tual resources, such as prayer, con sul ta tion with reli gious
lead ers, read ing of reli gious lit er a ture, rit u als, and so forth
may be help ful for fam i lies who are strug gling.

Reli gious com mu ni ties often can be a source of strength
and guid ance for fam i lies that are going through dif fi cult tran -
si tions and strug gles. Because of the mobil ity of our cul ture,
churches and syn a gogues can become the extended fam ily for
trans planted cou ples and their chil dren. Many reli gious orga -
ni za tions offer resources such as par ent train ing classes, mar -
riage enrich ment retreats, youth pro grams, sup port and
12-step groups, and so forth. Often, there are oppor tu ni ties for 
com mu nity ser vice in which the whole fam ily can par tic i pate.
Coun selors may encour age fam i lies to take advan tage of one
of the many resources that faith com mu ni ties have to offer.

Third, coun sel ors can help rework fam i lies’ spir i tual ori en -
ta tions if they are hav ing neg a tive effects on any mem ber or on 
the fam ily as a whole. Kelly (1992) notes that when cer tain
spir i tual beliefs or prac tices

become dam ag ing to the fam ily, the ther a pist should not sim -
ply dis miss the reli gious ele ment but rather help the fam ily to
explore dif fer ences between ben e fi cial and det ri men tal
expres sions of reli gious belief. (p. 200)

Although this may seem intim i dat ing at first, coun sel ors are
well pre pared to facil i tate prob lem-solving inter ven tions,
even with spir i tual prob lems.

Coun selors can help fam i lies exam ine their beliefs and
how they may con trib ute to fam ily prob lems. Because spir i tu -
al ity is a sacred topic, it must be approached with gen tle ness
and respect. Coun selors would be well advised to take a
“one-down” posi tion and adopt the pos ture of “learn ers” as

opposed to “teach ers.” Once the fam ily under stands how
spir i tu al ity may be caus ing prob lems, they can dis cuss if
there are any changes that can be made to meet the needs of
fam ily mem bers with out deny ing core spir i tual beliefs and
prac tice. When the prob lem atic spir i tual beliefs and/or prac -
tices have been reworked, coun selors then can encour age
more pos i tive spir i tual devel op ment.

CON CLU SION

There appears to be a dearth of arti cles ref er enc ing reli -
gion and spir i tu al ity in mar riage and fam ily jour nals. In a
chap ter in Reli gion and the Fam ily: When God Helps, edited
by Lau rel Arthur Bur ton (1992), Kelly pres ents the find ings
of a review of the fam ily lit er a ture over the past sev eral years
and con cludes that only 1.3% of 3,615 arti cles addressed reli -
gion. As impor tant as reli gion and spir i tu al ity appear to be for 
both the gen eral pub lic and prac tic ing coun sel ors, there needs 
to be a greater empha sis on this topic in the lit er a ture. Over -
looking or ignor ing reli gion and spir i tu al ity in work ing with
fam i lies dimin ishes the sig nif i cance of this influ en tial piece
of fam ily life. If ther a pists are not aware of the ben e fits as
well as the harm that cer tain beliefs can bring, then they are
func tion ing in a vac uum and may, in fact, be prac tic ing
uneth i cally.

Kelly (1992) says that

fam ily ther apy research and prac tice can ben e fit by clearly
dis tin guish ing between reli gious faith that enhances per sonal 
and fam ily life and dis torted forms of reli gi os ity that impede
per sonal and social growth. (p. 197)

This arti cle has pre sented only a brief obser va tion of the
impor tance of reli gion and spir i tu al ity in fam ily ther apy. You
are encour aged to con tinue to eval u ate your own reli gious
and spir i tual beliefs and to become sen si tive to the beliefs of
your cli ent pop u la tion.
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