Christianity and
Psychology: A Good Mix?
Lucio Altin
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fter his waving hand was
recognized, a theology student in Gary Collins' psychology
class declared, "Paul didn't sit
around with the Corinthians
building rapport and showing empathy . . .. The apostle boldly
confronted the Corinthians with
their sin, quoted Scripture, and
told them to shape up. Why do we
need counseling when Paul, who is
a good role model, did nothing of
the sort?,,1
Is this a legitimate observation?
Can or should psychology and
Christianity mix? What is their
relationship? These questions require a biblically based, rational
reply. But first let's take a look at
some recent and relevant developments in North America.
Since the 1970s there has been a
surge of interest in the integration
of religion and psychology, evidenced by the appearance of publications such as the Journal of
PJ}lclzology and Theology, The
Journal of Psychology and Christianity, The Joumal of Religion and
Health, and 77,e Journal for the
Scientific Study of Religion. Within
the American Psychological Association, Division 36 has adopted
the name "Psychologists Interested in Religious Issues." In
California the Fuller Theological
Seminary has developed a clinical
psychology training
program
receiving full accreditation by the
American Psychological Association. In Seventh-day Adventist
circles, Lorna Linda University
has developed an accredited
program in Marriage and Family
Therapy (where I'm currently
completing my training). Andrews
University has offered courses in
Pastoral and Educational Psycho-

logy for years. Other evangelical
institutions are showing a similar
trend.

The Search for Meaning
In Victor Frankl's words,
people are in "search for meaning," and many are showing a
growing interest in "wholeness."
New Age philosophy has been
trying to fill the gap left by institutionalized Christianity in the
United States and in other parts
of the world.
Our basic need for meaning is
addressed by four main streams in
contemporary psychology. This is
how Christian psychologist David
Augsburger, sees it:
Psychology as a behavioral
science has been described as
"objective, mechanistic, materialistic, behavioralistic, fatalistic, reductionistic." ... The
mechanistic . . . model sees
humans as passive beings subject to the determinisms of
environmental forces. The
focus of the model is on adjustment, with mental illness
seen as maladjustment. Psychology as a humanistic science defines itself as subjective, organismic, existential,
intentional, responsible, inclusive. It sees humans as active deciding agents with
authentic choice and a wide
measure of freedom. Psychoanalytic psychology viewed
humans as determined by instinctual drives, yet capable of
choice and change; as controlled by unconscious processes, yet responsible to
choose, decide, and act in
movement toward rationality.
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Psychology as a systems approach sees all these factors
and more as correlated in a
network of interrelated elements- such as behavior, selfsystem, family, community,
culture?
Paul Vitz, another Christian
psychologist, voices his concern
about the "selfismll evident in
much of modern humanistic psychology, but he has hopes for a future psychology compatible with
the Christian faith? Is his hope
justified?

Isn't God Enough?
Some might say, "We have
God's revelation in the Bible.
God didn't tell us we would need
a yearly update, a 'new and
improved' version like the Encyclopaedia Britannica requires. If
we have faith, shouldn't putting
everything in God's hands be
enough?"
Collins' reply to his student's
observation is worth noting: He
reminded his class that although
Paul had been confrontive, he
could be also very gentle, as when
he "hugged and cried with the
Ephesians at Miletus . . . , instructed the Galatians to bear
each other's burdens and to re·
store people gently... , urged the
Thessalonians to encourage the
timid, help the weak, and 'be
patient with everyone.'" He added,
"Some people never hear preaching. Some hear but don't listen.
Some listen but are too distraught,
sick, anguished, disoriented or
confused to understand . . . God
can, and does, work through
capable, sensitive counselors.,,4
Jesus' numerous individual en5

counters and "counseling sessions"
are documented throughout the
Gospels.
God is not as small as our minds
imagine Him. He has been working with and continually "counseling" imperfect and culturally
bound individuals. Jones and Butman point out that God's "common grace," like rain falling on
just and unjust, is available to all. 5
Calvin's determination is a reminder to us as we explore this
question further: "We will be careful ... not to reject or condemn
truth wherever it appears.,,6 It is
possible that truth also appears in
psychology.
Adventist theologian Alden
Thompson recently wrote that
"revelation and reason are not in
connict" because "revelation's task
is to point to the law of love;
reason's task is to describe and
understand how each writer has
done so.n7 Ellen G. White, cited
by Thompson, wrote that the
"Bible is written by inspired men,
but it is nol God's mode of
thought and expression. It is that
of humanity. God, as a writer, is
not represented .... The writers of
the Bible were God's penmen, not
his pen."S She also wrote that
"God has permitted a flood of
light to be poured upon the world
in discoveries in science and
art." 9 The convergence of these
lhoughts is strong. Why should we
lhen exclude psychology from this
flood of light?

Are There Risks?
The study of psychology, like
that of any discipline involving the
pursuit of knowledge, requires a
degree of caution. Stephen Evans
notes that neutrality, objectivity,
and a value-free science are
myths. 1o The ideal of a value-free
psychology simply leads to moral
nihilism. Jones and Butman
specifically note some reasons for
caution in the study of psychology:ll
1. "Many of the major proponents of secular approaches to
psychotherapy were (or are) non6

Christian thinkers," often hostile
to religion and Christianity or subtly ignoring their relevance altogether.
(Atheistic Freud viewed religious ideas as "illusions, fulfillments of the oldest, strongest and
most urgent wishes of mankind,,,12 yet research has shown
that "no people or tribe has ever
been discovered without any
traces of religion. Religion has always existed. Both historically and
geographically religion is ubiquitoUS."
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2. As Emil Brunner suggested,
sin biases and distorts moral behavior and thoughts. Therefore,
the closer we get to studying the
core issues of existence, the
greater the distorted effects of sin
appear.
3. There are "some very seductive elements of the profession of
psychotherapy that can ensnare
the immature or unwise Christian"
such as the intoxicating effects of
power.
The danger is real. That's why
frequent and private conversations with God as well as involvement in a local church can provide
a concrete counterbalance to our
far-reaching psychological theories.
In Ellen G. White's lifetime
(1827-1915), modern psychology
was in its infancy, yet she wrote
with insight abou} basic psychological principles l such as (a) the
controlling function of the brain
over the body, (b) the vital role of
parent-child relationship (even
pre-natal) in character formation,
(c) the danger of repressing affective processes in childhood, (d)
the strong impact of one-on-one
helping relationships, (e) the need
for self-esteem and self-respect,
(0 heredity and social learning,
i.e. nature and (not vs.) nurture,
(g) healthy rel¥3i0n, and many
other key topics.
She warned that "the sciences
which treat of the human mind are
very much exalted. They are good
in their place; but they are seized
upon by Satan as his powerful
agents to deceive and destroy
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Most of the "scientific"
publications of Ellen G. White's
time advertised works on phrenology, psychology, mesmerisllJr and
clairvoyance, all together.1 She
saw that lack of distinction as confusing and misleading. It is her
discernment, not her originality,
that is striking.

SOUIS.,,16

Guidelines for
Integration
The term integration implies a
connection between things that
may not naturally mix, but Jones
and Butman believe that "faith and
scholarship naturally and inevitably interrelate," provided that we
do not fuse what should remain
two distinct conceptual disciplines. lS They adopt the "Christianizer-of-science approach. This
involves the explicit incorporation
of religiously based concepts as
the control beliefs that shape the
perceptions of facts, theories and
methods in social science (as do
Evans and Van Leeuwen). For
them, "the work of the church has
suffered from those who promote
either hastily 'baptized' versions of
secular models or superficial
renderings of 'biblical' models of
psychology.,,19 They present a
theory-building stage that provides a framework for the incorporation of insights gained by
critical evaluation. Their suggested methodology for a Christian appraisal of a psychologicalpsychotherapeutic theory or modality is as follows: 20
1. Search for the philosophical
assumptions. What are this theory's basic presuppositions about
human nature?
2. Investigate the compatibility
of the personality theory with
Christian truth. Does it cover all
human dimensions?
3. Make sure the abnormality
model takes into account the core
concepts of accountability, responsibility, and sinfulness, and
that it doesn't pathologize faith.
4. Make note of the implicit or
explicit notions of normality, malf

I urity, wc lln ess, holiness, whole-

ness, etcetera.

S. Pro be whether the methods
o f change arc ethically and morally sound. Is th e role of agape love
and the H oly Spirit taken into ac-

count ?
6. Verify the demonstrated effecliveness o f the approach
through research.

A Christi an approach to psycho logy should take into conside rati on the whole perso n. M .
Boivin writes that "a hebraic
model ... is a far more ho listic approach" than dividing people into

and un cove r old but previously
hidden patterns; (d) be self-contained, b ut capable of meshing
with each ot her.
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institution, th e brilli an t mind of a
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['ve atte mpled to present a picture of so me of the challenges
posed by th e discipline o f psychology to the C hristian student and
psycho logist. Psychology is a valid
and necessary area for ChrisLia!!
action and involvement. rt is also

phia: The Westminster PreS-ii, 1986),

p. !O5. Emphases arc mine.
3. Paul C. Vil Z, Psychology as R eligion : TIle Cllit of Self Worship (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Ee rdmans, 1977).
4. Collins, op. cit., pp. 21 -25.
5. S. L. Jones and R . E. Bu tm an,
Modem Psychotherapies: A Comprehensive Christian Appraisal (Down·
crs Grovc, Ill.: IntcrVarsity Press,

199t), pp. 25-28.
6. Calvin, InSlilmes of the Christiall
Religion, 2.2.15, quoted in Jones and
Butman, op. cit., p. 27.
7. Alden Thompson, Inspiration
(H agerstOwn, Md.: Review and

spired psycho logical model sho uld
recogni ze th e biblical no tio n of

I-Ierald Pub. Assn., 199 1), p. 263.
8. Elle n G. While, Manuscri pi 24,
1886, quoled by Thompson in ibid., p.
28.
9. E. G. While, The Great COIl -

faHenness of th e human species

trover.\y

and the fa ct that individuals are
predisposed, in differ ing d egrees,
10 appe ti tes and behavioral ten-

Pacific Press Publ. Assn., t9 tt ), p.

"dim ensions such as soul, spirit,

and body."-' I H e suggesls t Ilal a

com prehensive, scien tifi ca ll y in-

(Mountain

Vicw,

Q llif.:

522.
to. C. Stcphcn Evans, Wisdom and
Humanness ill Psychology: Prospects
Jor a Chris/ian Approach (Gm nd

dencies that tend to be destruc-

ti ve.

Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book I-louse,
1989), p. 78.

Conclusion

11. Jones and Butman, op. Cil., pp.
2S-28.
12. S. Freud, "Die Z ukunrt einer illusion" in Slftdiellousgabe, 9: 159 Otle
Future of (111 Illusion, in S.E. 21

So, is psychology in conOict wilh

Christianity? Don Browning obth ell "mos t th eologians
si mply have argued thal theo logy
and psyc ho logy arc disciplines
thal pose and answer different
serves

[l96 lJ:30).
a discipline whose assumptions re-

they d eal with d iffere nt kind s of

quire careful consideration in the
light of Scrip ture and th e gui-

real it y,

13. Hans Kung, Freud and the
Pro blem oj God (New l'laven and
London: Ya le University Press, 1990),

dance that has been given us.

pp. 72, 73.

I hope you' ll be challenged and
enco ur aged to pursue the goal of
in tegration throughout your academi c and professio nal experi encc, focusing on the biblical

14. See the "Foreword" to the compilation of Ellen G. White's writings
on psychology-related lopics, Mind,
Chamcter, and Personality: Guidelines
to Mellin! and Spirit/wI Neolth (NClshville, Te rm .: Southern Publisl1ing Association, 1977), vols. I , 2 (abbreviated M CP).
15. All quo tat ions should be read in
the original con text. The numbers
refe r 10 pages in MCP: (a) 3, 60, 785,
(b) I3t- 14t , 610, (c) 607, (d) 82, 763,

kinds of q uesti ons. It is not that
for

in stance the

psy-

chologica l and the spirit ual.',22 H e,

as we ll as Jccvcs, Meyers, Tillich,
an d Nieb hLl r, co nclude th at "psychology ca n onl y co nnict with

th eology whe ll psyc hol ogy in so me

way ceases to be properly

sc i c n ~

li lic (however this is de lined) and
d rift s over into norm ati ve l a n ~
guagc of eit her an ethi ca l or

me tap hysica l kin d.,,23
A dditi o nal indicatio ns o f th eories Ihat arc li kely to be closer lO
th e tnuh tha n others arc suggested

by Del Ratzsch , a C hristian

philosopher of science?4 These
Iheories will : (a) speak of paltern s instead o f coi ncidences (t he
not in n or simplici ty); ( b) cover
large str etches of realit y instead of

res tri cted patches; (c) reveal new

holi sti c perspective . Your se arch
for intergration wi Jllead LO a sharpening of yo ur discernment of

God's love for fa llen hum an ity. [
also p ray th at in t he process, yo u'll
get more full y in touch with the
image of God in yo u.
NOTES
I. Gary Collins, Can You Tmsl
Psychology? (Downers Grovc, Ill.:

Inle rVarsily Press, 1988), p. 21.
2. D. \Y. Augsburger, Personal
Counseling Across Olllllres ( Philadel.

DIALOGUE 3 - 1991

764, 766, 768, 772, (c) 255, 258, 260
688, 693, (I) 355, (g) 286, 537, 782,
800,802.
16. Ellen G. While, Signs of 'he
1Imes (November 6, (884). Incl uded
in Selected

IHessages (WaShington,
Please turn to page 23
7

lectual world of today is in great
confusion. Ideologies have become obsolete. Marx is outdated.
The theories and assumptions of
Darwin and Freud are suspect.
Hopes for a better world and
greater justice have been disappointed again and again. Now the
great questions are: "What do we
believe? Whom do we trust?
Where do we turn to?" Those who
are deceived by materialism turn
to spirituality. Thus, oriental
religions, spiritism, and parapsychology are welcomed with
open arms in the temples of
knowledge.
There is thirst for truth in the
universities. You know the truth.
There is also thirst for friendship
and solidarity. Many students are
lonely. Terribly lonely. How many
of them destroy their lives with alcohol and drugs? How many of
them are discouraged? Silently,
they all cry out for help. Their
whole being is looking for a
Saviour. "Help us!"
God wants to answer them. He
is looking for an ambassador.
You are the ambassador He is
looking for. Go ahead, take Him
up on the offer! Follow Paul's example and become an active and
reliable ambassador for God.

Her Name Was Loraine
We once organized three public
meetings, followed by discussion
groups with some students in
Montpellier University, France. A
young woman became interested.
She had come from South Africa
and was about to prepare a dissertation on Albert Camus. We were
all impressed by her intelligence
and her sensitivity. What could we
possibly offer her? However,
something was lacking in her life.
She participated in Bible studies
with us. She met Jesus and accepted Him as her Saviour. This
highly intelligent student was
looking for friendship. She had
had a painful experience, her life
seemed useless to her, without
hope. Often, alone in her room,
she must have cried: "Help me!"

And God did not leave her
without an answer. He used us.
Her life has been changed and she
has been baptized.
How many students in your college or university cry out for help?
God hears them. He knows who
they are. He wants to send you to
meet them as He sent Paul to
Macedonia. He wants to make out
of you His ambassadors. Are you
ready?
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23.
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21. M. J. Boivin, "The Hebraic
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Model of the Person: Toward a
Unified Psychological Science," in

When he stood up after receving God's message, Paul knew his
plans would be turned upside
down. "And after he had seen the
vision," Luke writes, "immediately
we endeavoured to go into
Macedonia, assuredly gathering
that the Lord had called us for to
preach the gospel unto them"
(Acts 16:10). Immediately means
without further delay. When
someone is crying for help, you
have to answer. Those in your
university who cry for help are
waiting for you. They need you.
You are ca1led to be an ambassador /lOW. That's what God wants
you to be.
As you read these lines, you
may think "I'm already an active
ambassador." But you may want to
do better. You can do better. Or
you have not yet tried to share
your faith. Maybe you have no
friends to tell about God. Why
don't you make a prayer list?
Take advantage of this opportunity: decide right now to become an ambassador of Christ.
Close your eyes and pray: "Lord,
as you have sent Paul to preach
the Good News to the Greeks,
send me to share my hope and to
proclaim your love and your soon
return to my fellow classmates and
professors. Make me your ambassador to this university.II
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