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1

Introduction

“The Deeper Our Religious Faith the More We Feel the Need of 

Science to Free Us of Sicknesses Which Hamper Spiritual Growth.”

—subtitle of “the hard core of counseling,” 

pastoral psychology, april 1950

On a cold and snowy eve ning in the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, “Mrs. E” trudged the half-mile from her  house to the home of 

her minister, Ichabod Spencer, pastor of Brooklyn’s Second Presbyterian 
Church. The story of that visit has survived because, unlike most of his 
nineteenth- century counterparts, Spencer kept detailed rec ords of each 
of the private conversations he had with his parishioners. He later pub-
lished those accounts in a  two- volume set entitled A Pastor’s Sketches: 
Or, Conversations with Anxious Inquirers Respecting the Way of Salva-
tion. In the second volume, Spencer included the story of Mrs. E under 
the title “The Stormy Night: Or, Perseverance.”1 Comparing this story to 
one recounted below about a  twentieth- century pastoral counselor il-
lustrates a fundamental shift in American religious  life—a shift in how 
Americans thought about the authority and purpose of the clergy, the 
purview of science, and the nature of moral decision making.

Like most of the people who came to see Spencer, Mrs. E wished to be 
“saved.” The subtitle of the sketch, “Perseverance,” derived from Mrs. 
E’s dogged determination to settle the matter of her soul’s salvation, 
which led her to visit her pastor’s home almost every Sabbath eve ning for 
nearly two years. Mrs. E’s case illustrates Spencer’s style of pastoral coun-
seling especially well. Spencer applied himself energetically to the task 
of securing Mrs. E’s eternal salvation and, by his own account, brought 
all the weight of his ministerial offi ce to bear on Mrs. E’s recalcitrant con-
science. He addressed his reluctant and tearful parishioner “time after 
time” with Bible in hand and by virtue of his position as a “minister of 
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God.” While he stressed the “unbounded love” of God and the “kind-
ness of Christ,” he also “demanded her heart’s faith and instant submis-
sion to divine authority” and besieged “her mind, her conscience, her 
heart” with the “threatenings” and “promises of God.”2 In the published 
account of his meetings with Mrs. E, Spencer admitted that on a number 
of occasions he nearly gave up on her. At one point, he even acknowl-
edged to her his surprise that she had walked alone through blowing, 
drifting snow to talk with  him—a sentiment shared by her husband, who 
was not a believer. According to Spencer, Mrs. E’s per sis tence was re-
warded: she eventually found peace and “Christian hope,” as did her 
husband, in part because of his wife’s willingness to brave the storm in 
search of salvation.3

Mrs. E later told Spencer that his surprise at seeing her on that stormy 
night temporarily discouraged her, especially since escape from the “hail-
stones and coals of fi re” he had described in his sermon seemed so much 
more important to her than avoiding a winter storm.4 She asserted, how-
ever, that Spencer’s refusal to give up on her made her unwilling to give 
up on “trying to be saved.”5 Both in his description of Mrs. E’s situation 
and throughout his book of “sketches,” Spencer downplayed his own 
contribution and instead stressed the importance of the work of the 
Holy Spirit in bringing about salvation. But he also saw the use of his 
ministerial authority as central to his ministerial task. He saw himself 
as obligated to use the weight of his offi ce to urge the sinner on to repen-
tance.

A little over a century later in the winter of 1957, “Anne Vick” sought 
counsel from a Disciples of Christ minister named Lowell Colston who 
served at a counseling center in the city of Chicago. Colston, too, kept a 
record of his counseling sessions, but for reasons that differed signifi -
cantly from those of Ichabod Spencer and with goals, methods, and a 
style of counseling that differed dramatically. Unlike Mrs. E, who came 
to her pastor seeking salvation, Mrs. Vick came to the counseling center 
seeking help with a specifi c problem—an abusive husband. At the time 
she came for counseling, Anne Vick had left her husband and home in 
the suburbs and moved to the city with her small son to live with her 
sister while she decided whether to seek a divorce.6 Vick had not worked 
outside her home since her marriage, and the thought of striking out on 
her own intimidated her. Mrs. Vick was a tall,  heavy- set woman and 
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spent some of her counseling sessions talking about the diffi culties she 
had encountered in her life, even as a child, because of her size. The ma-
jority of her counseling sessions, however, she devoted to talking about 
her relationship to her husband. She described how he belittled her in 
front of her friends, criticized her in everything she did so that she could 
“make [herself] perfect,” told her she was “neurotic,” and would some-
times become so angry he would strike her.7 After one of their fi ghts, he 
had admitted that he felt like killing her. Colston listened patiently, re-
peating, summarizing, refl ecting back to Mrs. Vick everything she said, 
and allowing her to sort through her concerns. Still, Mrs. Vick hesitated 
to divorce her husband. In the pro cess of describing her problem to Col-
ston, however, she became convinced that she could not tolerate her hus-
band’s verbal and physical abuse and that her only solution was to leave 
him permanently.

In early summer, still apparently unsettled about what to do, Mrs. 
Vick terminated the counseling sessions and asked Colston to telephone 
her at the end of the summer to ask whether she thought she needed 
more counseling. When Colston did call her several months later, she 
declined further counseling and told him that “she had been surprised 
and pleased” to discover that she had been able to go through with the 
divorce. Throughout the fi fteen counseling sessions with Mrs. Vick, Col-
ston never offered advice or direction, electing instead to allow Vick to 
choose the direction of each session and to revisit each issue as often as 
she desired. Neither Colston nor Mrs. Vick ever mentioned salvation or 
any explicitly religious issues. In a written summary of the counseling 
sessions published in a book entitled The Context of Pastoral Counsel-
ing (1961), Colston remarked that he wished Mrs. Vick had gained greater 
“insight” into herself from counseling and that the marriage could have 
been preserved, but he reaffi rmed Mrs. Vick’s right to make her own 
choices.8

The differences between Spencer and Colston are striking. Perhaps 
most notably, Colston appeared to have no inclination to exercise any 
ministerial authority or to make any moral judgments, while Spencer did 
both with fervor, enthusiasm, and conviction. Understanding the context 
in which Colston wrote and practiced helps explain the shift. Colston was 
part of a  twentieth- century movement among Protestant ministers who 
combined their theology with theories and methods they had  borrowed 
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from the social sciences in order to imagine a new way of relating to their 
parishioners, fi rst through something called clinical pastoral education 
(CPE), in the 1920s, and later through pastoral counseling. They saw 
themselves engaged in an attempt to understand the relationship between 
science and religion and to apply the lessons they learned from their stud-
ies to their pastoral practice.

The Meaning and Importance of Science

For pastoral counselors and clinical pastoral educators, the meaning of 
“science” varied according to context and changed over time. It generally 
signifi ed a cluster of related disciplines that included psychology, psycho-
analysis, psychiatry, and medicine, as well as social sciences, such as an-
thropology and social work. The meaning of “religion” varied, too, and 
most often referred to pastoral practice but could also mean anything 
from rituals and beliefs to systematic theology. In its simplest form, talk-
ing about the intersection of religion and science was code for talking 
about what happened when clergy incorporated the principles and prac-
tices of the psychological disciplines into parish practice.

Colston based his approach to counseling on the methods of psycholo-
gist Carl Rogers and saw what he was doing as a contribution to integrat-
ing science and religion. Carl Rogers had established the counseling cen-
ter where Colston counseled Mrs. Vick, at the University of Chicago in 
1945 when he became a faculty member in the University of Chicago’s 
Department of Psychology.9 Rogers’s theories and methods played a piv-
otal role in the way many clergy approached counseling at the midcen-
tury. Although Rogers later in life downplayed his religious roots, he had 
much in common with the clergy who  self- identifi ed as pastoral counsel-
ors. He had grown up in a religiously conservative home in the Midwest 
and had once planned a career as a missionary. After beginning studies 
for a degree at  Union Theological Seminary in New York City, he decided 
to transfer to Teachers College of Columbia University to study psychol-
ogy. From there, he went to Rochester, New York, to serve as director of 
the Child Study Department at the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Children and was later director of the Rochester Guidance Center.10

His experiences prompted him to develop a new counseling method, 
which he referred to initially as “non- directive,” then later as “client- 
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centered,” and fi nally as “person- centered.”11 In Rogerian therapy, ther-
apists declined to offer advice or guidance and instead attempted to cre-
ate a warm, loving therapeutic relationship in which counselees sorted 
out their problems for themselves and made their own decisions. Rogers, 
along with psychologists Gordon Allport, Rollo May, and Abraham 
Maslow, helped to found the humanistic or “third force” psychology 
movement of the twentieth century.

During his years in Chicago, Rogers focused on demonstrating the 
effectiveness of  client- centered therapy through a number of scientifi c 
studies. His concern with establishing scientifi cally the effectiveness of 
therapy was a response to the general bias against applied psychology 
that he perceived among his peers. Academic or scientifi c psychology was 
dominated by psychologists who considered tests conducted in labora-
tories to be pure science and who looked with suspicion on the clinical 
practice of psychology, including psychological testing, counseling, and 
psychotherapy. Rogers’s interest in research and in establishing an empiri-
cal basis for his counseling method provides another point of connection 
with Colston. Colston’s counseling with Mrs. Vick was part of a  two- year 
social scientifi c study that he and colleague Seward Hiltner conducted to 
mea sure the effectiveness of pastoral counseling.

With the aim of demonstrating the scientifi c validity of pastoral coun-
seling, Hiltner and Colston designed a study similar to those constructed 
by Rogers. As part of the study, Colston held counseling sessions in two 
different Chicago settings, the Bryn Mawr Community Church and the 
Counseling Center of the University of Chicago. Hiltner and Colston 
worked from the premise that Colston’s “basic approach and method” of 
pastoral counseling would not change even if the setting did, and, thus, 
the variable in effectiveness would be the context, not the counselor.12

Colston and Hiltner chose the participants for their study from a group 
of volunteers who had sought counseling either at the church or at the 
center and who agreed to participate in the research.13 Intending that the 
two cohorts be roughly equivalent, they attempted to “match” partici-
pants from the church to participants at the center in factors such as 
sex, age, “social background,” and “educational achievement.”14 At the 
outset, they planned to administer three tests at three points during 
the study—once immediately prior to counseling, once immediately 
upon termination of counseling, and a third time six months after the 



6          helping the good shepherd

termination of counseling. For their tests, they chose the Thematic Apper-
ception Test (TAT), the  Butler- Haigh  Adjustment- through- Self- Concept 
Test, and a third test composed of portions of several interrelated tests 
that  were intended to mea sure social attitudes, including ethnocentrism, 
religious conventionalism, and traditional family ideology.15 They also 
asked participants to evaluate the “degree of progress” they thought they 
had made during the course of counseling.

Several of the participants never took the postcounseling test or the 
six- month  follow- up test, but Colston and Hiltner argued that they could 
nevertheless draw some conclusions about the signifi cance of context in 
pastoral counseling from the data. They concluded that the church set-
ting had given Colston a “slight edge,” although they conceded that the 
difference in the progress made by counselees in the two settings was not 
“signifi cant statistically.”16 They felt that they could, in good conscience, 
reassure clergy that being a minister was at least not a disadvantage to 
those who chose to take up counseling.

The fascination with science illustrated by the Hiltner/Colston study 
had  wide- ranging implications for pastoral counseling theory and prac-
tice. Most important was the way in which questions about moral rea-
soning and the clergy’s moral authority moved to the center of their 
professional discourse. Rogers’s method did not allow for giving advice, 
direction, or guidance, which was territory traditionally claimed by clergy. 
Much of the talk about science at the time underlined the importance 
of objectivity and maintaining a critical distance from one’s subject of 
study, which raised questions about how ministers could promote ethical 
standards and simultaneously remain objective.17 As pastoral counselors 
engaged the literature and theories of the social and behavioral sciences, 
diffi cult questions about truth and how truth ought to be determined 
and about right and wrong and who ought to decide what constituted 
moral and ethical behavior inevitably arose. It is  here, I argue, that we 
fi nd the historical signifi cance of the pastoral counseling movement. 
Early pastoral counselors are important not so much for their original 
theories of counseling or their infl uence on American psychology but for 
the way they addressed questions about right and wrong and for the in-
sight they give us into the moral sensibility of  twentieth- century liberal 
Protestants.18
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The Meaning of “Liberal” and “Moral Sensibility”

In choosing pastoral counselors and clinical pastoral educators as a be-
ginning point for examining the liberal moral sensibility, I am making 
certain assumptions about the meaning of “liberal.” It is a word notori-
ously diffi cult to defi ne. While recognizing that liberal Christians of the 
period from 1925 to 1975 were diverse in their beliefs, I think it is still 
possible to formulate a working defi nition of “liberal” as it applied to 
them. In general, I consider these pastoral counselors and clinical educa-
tors to be liberal because many of them saw the task of fi nding a rap-
prochement between religion and science as one of the most important 
duties facing the clergy in the twentieth century.19 They came from Prot-
estant denominations that had led the way in the embrace of science. 
Early pastoral counselors and clinical pastoral educators counted among 
their numbers Presbyterians, Episcopalians, Methodists, Disciples of 
Christ, and Congregationalists. There is obviously much more to the 
defi nition of Christian liberals than attraction to scientifi c pursuits, but 
I am working from the premise that their fascination with science was 
formative. In addition, “liberal” must be understood on a continuum, as 
a term that is defi ned in relation to other terms, not as something static 
or essentialist. For instance, Mennonites, Southern Baptists, and Evan-
gelical Lutherans  were early and active participants in both clinical pas-
toral education and pastoral counseling. In other social and historical 
circumstances, all three might be considered conservative. The point 
here is not to discard the term “liberal” in referring to them but to think 
of liberalism as an intellectual and moral framework that led to a par tic-
ular set of actions and a way of thinking in the middle years of the twen-
tieth century.

I employ the phrase “moral sensibility” as shorthand for referring to 
a cluster of ideas, attitudes, values, and beliefs regarding the nature 
of right and wrong. In doing so, I deviate a bit from the historical mean-
ing of the word “sensibility.” Historically, sensibility was associated al-
most exclusively with emotions. One of the most famous examples is 
Jane Austen’s Marianne in Sense and Sensibility, who seemed to feel 
everything more deeply than anyone  else. Austen described Marianne’s 
excess of sensibility this way: “She was sensible and clever, but eager in 
everything; her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was 
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generous, amiable, interesting: she was every thing but prudent.”20 In 
the psychology of the seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries, “sensibility” 
was defi ned in terms of emotions and affections and believed to be best 
moderated and governed by the will.21 In contrast, I use the term “moral 
sensibility” in a way that incorporates both the world of the intellect and 
ideas (theology, philosophy, and psychology) and the world of attitudes 
and values that sometimes are grounded more fi rmly in emotion and 
intuition than in rational thought.22

I am not the fi rst to use the phrase “moral sensibility,” although perhaps 
among the fi rst to apply it to liberal thought and to think about it histori-
cally.23 I argue that moral sensibility encompasses those clearly identifi -
able principles and values that come to the forefront to govern moral 
reasoning when individuals are faced with a moral choice. I do not use 
the term “moral sensibility” in a particularly rigid way. That is, I do not 
assume that all Demo crats share a liberal moral sensibility or that all 
Republicans share a conservative moral sensibility. I do not assume that 
evangelical or fundamentalist Christians necessarily share a conservative 
moral sensibility or that “mainline” Protestants share a liberal moral sen-
sibility. To complicate matters further, I do not assume that all folks who 
share a par tic ular moral sensibility will always come to the same conclu-
sions regarding any given moral dilemma.

Why Studying the Liberal Moral Sensibility Is Important

And yet, if we recognize the existence of a liberal moral sensibility and, 
by extension, its opposite, a conservative moral sensibility, some of the 
broader trends in American po liti cal and cultural life begin to make sense. 
This approach provides an explanatory framework for some of the most 
heated debates of the late twentieth and early  twenty- fi rst centuries. For 
the framework to be useful and workable, it must be understood that 
neither of these categories is pure; both have been located on a contin-
uum in which those in the middle have moved fairly easily back and forth 
between liberal and conservative moral reasoning while those on the far 
ends have felt like those at the other end are speaking a foreign language. 
Debates between liberals and conservatives in the United States in the 
late twentieth century illustrate the extent to which those on the ends of 
the spectrum have dominated public rhetoric and the subsequent conse-
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quences for public discourse. The debates  were characterized not only by 
extraordinary rancor but also by the assumption on the part of conser-
vatives generally and religious conservatives particularly that they had a 
natural and incontestable claim to the moral high ground. Conservative 
Christians claimed biblical authority and made clear, assumedly unam-
biguous, assertions about truth and morality; and in doing so, they made 
values central to a great deal of po liti cal discussion. They merged reli-
gious and po liti cal conservatism in unpre cedented ways. For some Chris-
tian conservatives, the line was so clear that to be Christian was to vote 
Republican, because Demo crats or liberals  were seen as having no val-
ues. What ever their reasons, historians, pundits, and cultural critics did 
little to challenge this view.

Seeing liberals as devoid of moral values juxtaposes “Godless liberals” 
with  God- fearing conservatives and erases not only religious liberals but 
also nonreligious conservatives from the po liti cal landscape. It is also 
historically inaccurate, narrowing the defi nition of values and obscuring 
generations of social activism by religious  liberals—Jewish, Catholic, and 
Protestant—who  were driven by ethical concerns. I argue that a more 
complete grasp of the history of the values of religious liberals is neces-
sary to understanding contemporary American po liti cal rhetoric and 
having a broader and more accurate conception of American liberalism 
and history.

Liberal Christianity and the Social Gospel Movement

Twentieth- century religious liberalism should be understood as a con-
tinuation of the Progressive and Social Gospel movements. The Social 
Gospel, as defi ned by historians C. Howard Hopkins and later by 
Robert T. Handy, was a response to the poverty and injustice spawned 
by urbanization and industrialization.24 According to Wendy Edwards 
and Carolyn Gifford, editors of Gender and the Social Gospel (2003), 
the understanding of the Social Gospel advanced by Hopkins and Handy 
is still “widely accepted.” According to this interpretation, “social gos-
pelers perceived themselves to be acting on divine mandate as they mar-
shaled public opinion, the tools of social science, and the power of the 
demo cratic po liti cal pro cess in efforts to reconstruct society and its insti-
tutions, from the local to the global level, according to Christian ethical 
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principles.”25 While a rich and growing literature on the nature, mean-
ing, and constituents of Social Gospel activism has fl ourished in recent 
years, most of those accounts end with World War I.

Many historians argue that after World War I, the Social Gospel move-
ment ended and liberal Christianity declined and lost authority as a re-
sult of capitulation to science, as part of the larger trend toward secular-
ization.26 Critics in the 1920s and 1930s, such as conservative Christians 
who rejected liberal theology and modernist understandings of scripture, 
helped to establish this narrative. Theologian J. Gresham Machen in 
his book Christianity and Liberalism (1923) argued that “naturalistic” 
Christianity had so completely accommodated science that it could no 
longer be considered Christianity.27 At the same time, liberal Christians 
turned a sharp and not very sympathetic eye on their own beliefs and 
practices. For instance, Reinhold Niebuhr, whom many consider the 
foremost liberal theologian of the twentieth century, sharply criticized 
liberal Christians for their overly optimistic view of human nature, which 
was a legacy of both the Progressive era and their embrace of psycholo-
gy.28 In the early 1960s, Philip Rieff argued in The Triumph of the Ther-
apeutic that, in the course of the twentieth century, liberal Christians 
had allowed a secular, therapeutic culture to usurp the power and au-
thority of Christian culture.

I argue that efforts of clinical pastoral educators and pastoral coun-
selors to engage the principles of science should not be interpreted as evi-
dence of secularization or as an indication of the decline of liberal Chris-
tianity but as evidence of their eagerness to fi nd some middle ground 
between the two worlds they saw as most important and relevant. To see 
engagement with science as secularization implies that adopting the prin-
ciples of science necessitates a move away from a kind of Christianity 
that is somehow more pure or true or right. The argument for seculariza-
tion has lost much of its force in recent years with the resurgence of reli-
gious sentiment beginning in the 1990s. Most of the new scholarship, 
however, has focused on fundamentalist and evangelical Christianity, 
which has not had the same kind of problematic relationship to science. 
The question of secularization needs to be reframed in the context of 
religious liberalism.

In this book, I attempt to address the question of secularization in two 
ways. First, I follow the argument of some of the newer work on the 
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Social Gospel that suggests that the time line for religious liberalism 
needs to be revised and extended well beyond World War I and that the 
religiously progressive ideas upon which  twentieth- century liberal reli-
gious thought was built prospered in the 1920s and 1930s.29 I argue that 
the clergy who attempted to unite their theology with the knowledge 
of the rapidly growing social sciences represented a continuation of the 
aims of Progressive reform and the Social Gospel. Where their pre de ces-
sors sought to affect society by changing social institutions, these clergy 
sought to change society through work with individuals. Second, I shift 
the focus away from whether liberal Christianity is true or right or some-
how adulterated by psychology and instead focus on that point of inter-
section between psychology and religion where moral questions became 
most pressing and from that point examine the moral sensibility of lib-
eral Christians. I work from the premise that accepting the truth of psy-
chological principles does not lead to an erosion of values.

Why Look at Pastoral Counselors?

Three factors make early pastoral counselors an ideal starting point for 
making my case regarding the liberal moral sensibility. First, because 
they saw themselves as engaged in scientifi c endeavor, they took copious 
notes and kept extensive rec ords. As a result they left a remarkable paper 
trail. They published hundreds of books and pamphlets on the theory 
and method of counseling as well as two professional journals, Pastoral 
Psychology and Journal of Pastoral Care, that provided a venue for dis-
cussion of a wide variety of topics of interest to chaplains and pastoral 
counselors. In addition, the national rec ords for the Association for Clin-
ical Pastoral Education offer a rich source of unpublished materials rel-
evant to both pastoral counseling and clinical pastoral education.

Second, because they  were clergy, they  were intensely concerned about 
moral and ethical issues. They viewed it as their obligation, especially 
initially, to offer moral guidance; but that confl icted, as they saw it, with 
their concurrent commitment to scientifi c objectivity and, later, with their 
embrace of the counseling theory and practice promoted by Carl Rogers. 
A signifi cant portion of their published and unpublished writings revolve 
around questions concerning the moral reasoning and practices of their 
parishioners and their own moral authority. As they struggled with these 
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questions, they maintained a running dialogue both with professionals 
in related disciplines and with their parishioners. Determining the exact 
numbers of parish ministers (as opposed to theologians or seminary pro-
fessors) who read about and experimented with counseling is diffi cult, 
but their presence, especially in the journal Pastoral Psychology, is 
pronounced. Some, like H. Walter Yoder and Roy Burkhart, established 
counseling programs in their churches. Others, like Russell Becker and 
Seward Hiltner, offered counseling at the church they attended while 
teaching in seminaries. Still other parish ministers contributed articles to 
the journals, sent letters to the editor, and submitted questions about 
psychology and counseling to the “Readers’ Forum” and the “Consulta-
tion Clinic,” two regular features in Pastoral Psychology. The effect is 
unique. The discussion in their publications is simultaneously religious 
and secular, pop ular and intellectual, practical and theoretical. More-
over, several of the most important fi gures published extensively over 
several de cades, allowing us to map change in their theory and practice 
over time very effectively. The result, in fact, is a map of the religious 
liberal moral sensibility, but a map that is also useful for thinking about 
liberalism generally.

Third, their relationship with their female parishioners ended up 
shaping their thinking on moral reasoning and so allows us to under-
stand the implications of gender for the liberal moral sensibility. The 
numerical dominance of women in the history of Protestant denomina-
tions, and their complicated relationship to their ministers, has been well 
documented for the nineteenth century and early twentieth century.30

More remains to be done. This book adds another piece to the puzzle of 
that relationship. I argue that the question of gender ran as a per sis tent 
thread through pastoral counselors’ discussions of moral reasoning. Male 
pastoral counselors  were concerned about what their female parishioners 
wanted and needed and, as I argue later, attempted to incorporate what 
they perceived as the perspective of women into their moral theory. What 
is ironic is how little room they allowed for women in the professional 
hierarchy of either clinical pastoral education or pastoral counseling. A 
handful of the leaders of the two movements could identify women who 
had played a formative role in their professional development. Others 
were willing to work with women from related professions such as social 
work, anthropology, or psychology. Still others made an explicit argu-



Introduction 13

ment for women’s equality. But most pastoral counselors resisted the idea 
of women clergy in the parish ministry. More troubling is the almost 
total silence about sexual impropriety in the relationship between coun-
seling pastors and their counselees, until very recently. And yet, their 
willingness to incorporate women’s perspective was signifi cant.

How the Liberal Moral Sensibility Changed

In this book, then, I document the changing nature of the liberal moral 
sensibility in the twentieth century by examining the ongoing conversa-
tion among psychologically sophisticated Protestant clergy. At its height 
during the midcentury, this  sensibility—shaped by the encounter between 
religion and science as well as by the interaction with their parishioners—
encompassed a dedication to relieving human suffering, an embrace of 
personal autonomy and individual freedom as primary values, and a be-
lief in the therapeutic value of loving, compassionate relationships. Pas-
toral counseling literature allows us to trace the changing nature of that 
sensibility and the shift from an earlier emphasis on adjustment, social 
control, and moral uplift to an emphasis on personal autonomy and lov-
ing relationships.

To illustrate this shift, I begin by examining the work of Anton Boi-
sen, who attempted to document the relationship between religion and 
mental illness and who, in the 1920s, established one of the fi rst pro-
grams to teach clergy and religious workers the scientifi c study of reli-
gion. These clinical pastoral education programs  were seedbeds for the 
later pastoral counseling movement, which emphasized the marriage 
of psychology and religion for therapeutic purposes. All three, Boisen, 
clinical pastoral education, and early pastoral counseling,  were fi rmly 
grounded in Progressive values. Infl uenced by the events of World 
War II—particularly the spread of  fascism—and following the lead of 
psychologist Carl Rogers, pastoral counselors emphasized an ethic of 
autonomy and the importance of achieving one’s “potentialities.” In do-
ing so, they embraced a more personalized and generalized defi nition of 
freedom than did prewar counselors. Such seemingly unregulated per-
sonal freedom had its dangers, however, and female parishioners in par-
tic ular resisted. Pastoral counselors, attempting to respond to their female 
parishioners and to address their own concerns about the selfi shness of 
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an ethic of autonomy, turned to the theology of Martin Buber and Paul 
Tillich to articulate an ethic of relationships intended to mitigate the ef-
fects of too much personal autonomy.

The story of pastoral counselors highlights the origins of the great 
divide between the liberal moral sensibility and the conservative moral 
sensibility. Early in the 1950s, pastoral counselors began to argue specifi -
cally for women’s autonomy and equality using the language of rights. In 
doing so, they failed, as has liberalism generally, to understand the po-
liti cal implications of the ethic of relationships and to understand the 
extent to which the ethic of relationships formed a basis for po liti cal 
engagement and virtue ethics. The emergence of evangelical Christian 
counseling in the late 1960s and early 1970s underscored this failure. 
Evangelical psychologists criticized pastoral counselors and secular psy-
chologists for their emphasis on autonomy and their disregard for bibli-
cal revelation, feeling that these practices resulted in a failure to offer any 
grounds for ethics. From that point, the liberal and conservative moral 
sensibilities diverged dramatically. By the  mid-1990s, neither side could 
recognize the moral and ethical principles that guided the other.

How This Book Is Or ga nized

To tell this story I have divided the book into three sections. The fi rst 
section—composed of chapters 1, 2, and 3—covers the period up to World 
War II, when liberal clergy sought most eagerly to appropriate the prin-
ciples of science. This section focuses on three distinct but related phe-
nomena: Anton Boisen’s scientifi c study of religion, the clinical pastoral 
education movement, and early pastoral counseling. There is quite a bit 
of overlap in that Boisen played a key role in the founding of CPE and 
many early pastoral counselors enrolled in clinical pastoral training 
programs, in some cases actually studying with Boisen. Taken together, 
these subjects illustrate some aspects of the liberal moral sensibility. The 
second  section—chapters 4 and 5—examines the pivotal  point  during 
the World War II years when that sensibility changed substantively and 
pastoral counselors embraced Rogerian therapy as their primary method 
of counseling. Chapter 5 focuses on the immediate postwar era, when 
the pastoral counseling movement grew substantially and pastoral coun-
selors explored the importance of individual psychological autonomy. 
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The third  section—chapters 6, 7, and 8—focuses on specifi c aspects of 
counseling in the de cade of the 1950s and on the way in which pastoral 
counselors attempted to reconcile the tensions between the individual’s 
freedom and the obligation to community that Rogerian therapy seemed 
to create. These chapters explore further changes in the liberal moral sen-
sibility and the implications of those changes for ministerial professional 
identity, for women, and for liberalism generally. The last section—
chapters 9, 10, and 11—focuses on the resolution for pastoral counselors 
of many of their philosophical tensions by their return to theological 
language to reframe their professional identity and the introduction of a 
critique launched by neoevangelical and evangelical Christians who  were 
dissatisfi ed with that resolution.

Exploring the theories and methods of early evangelical counselors 
helps to highlight the points of tension between a liberal and a conserva-
tive moral sensibility and brings us around again to the central point of 
this book: that how we answer questions about the nature of truth and 
the meaning of right and wrong has implications for our politics that are 
wide- ranging and fundamental. Recognizing the way in which moral sen-
sibility fi gures in decision making illuminates and explains the shifting 
alliances, unlikely bedfellows, and surprising twists and turns of Ameri-
can politics and culture in the late twentieth and early  twenty- fi rst cen-
turies. Historian James Kloppenberg has argued that the study of history 
can contribute to demo cratic politics by giving us examples of good 
demo cratic practices. In this case, history can help us understand why 
contemporary Americans are having so much trouble talking civilly to 
one another.31
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chapter one

Anton Boisen and the Scientifi c Study 
of Religion

I replied . . .  that sanity in itself is not an end in life. The end of 

life is to solve important problems and to contribute in some way 

to human welfare, and if there is even a chance that such an end 

could best be accomplished by going through Hell for a while, no 

man worthy of the name would hesitate for an instant.

—anton boisen, august 25, 1921

In november of 1935, Anton Boisen suffered his fourth major psy-
chotic episode and ended up hospitalized through  mid- December.1

Between two earlier episodes, Boisen had joined with an eclectic mix of 
medical doctors, psychiatrists, Protestant ministers, and social welfare 
workers to establish a new program in ministerial education called clini-
cal pastoral education (CPE). In 1925 Boisen had begun a summer train-
ing program for religious workers in which they could learn “scientifi c” 
methods for the study of the relationship between religion and mental 
illness. In Boisen’s model programs at Worcester State Hospital in Mas-
sachusetts and Elgin State Hospital near Chicago, theological students 
designed and participated in recreational activities for the patients, pub-
lished a weekly newsletter, conducted a patient orchestra and choir, and 
or ga nized baseball teams and picnics on the lawn. As Boisen intended, 
the students used those encounters to observe patient behavior and draw 
conclusions about how religious experience fi gured in mental illness.

The work and life of Anton Boisen illustrate the basic principles of the 
liberal moral sensibility in the fi rst quarter of the twentieth century. Boi-
sen  self- identifi ed as a liberal and lived out his professional life in the 
context of a network of Progressive reformers, social science profession-
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als, and liberal Christians. At one point, he declared himself to be a 
“disciple” of liberal clergyman Harry Emerson Fosdick.2 He embraced 
the fundamental importance of science, believed in the possibility of the 
transformation of human beings through moral striving, and stressed the 
importance of making some kind of contribution to the social good. 
Boisen’s interest in the scientifi c study of religion was piqued early in his 
life and was fostered by his personal experience of mental illness; it re-
mained a commitment throughout his life.

In his research he returned frequently to certain basic themes that had 
fi rst occurred to him during a psychotic episode. This group of ideas in-
cluded the belief that there  were two kinds of mental illness, one “organic” 
and the other “functional.” By “organic illness” Boisen meant a disease 
of the body. By “functional illness” he meant a “disease of the soul” or 
of the mind. Boisen argued that functional mental illness was potentially 
“constructive” or “problem- solving,” analogous to the way fever in the 
human body works to cure illness. Functional illness was caused by “in-
ner disharmony” brought on by a perception of personal failure. As a 
result of his research conducted at Worcester and Elgin, Boisen con-
cluded that the content of functional mental illness was consistent across 
the population. Functional mental illness included delusions of grandeur 
and a sense of impending doom. According to Boisen, the person who 
suffered a functional mental illness had much in common with some of 
the world’s greatest religious fi gures, such as Jesus, George Fox—a key 
fi gure in the founding of the Society of Friends—and the Apostle Paul. 
Most important, both to Boisen’s theory and to his mental health, was his 
conviction that the best “solutions” to emotional disturbances helped 
others in some way. Boisen’s work challenged the idea that mentally ill 
people  were depraved, a view articulated most fully in the early nine-
teenth century but one that persisted into the early twentieth century. In 
fact, he seemed to be arguing that the individual who suffered from 
functional mental illness was actually the most sensitive in moral and 
ethical matters. Boisen’s life and work provide one example of the confl u-
ence of science and religion in the early twentieth century, and his ideas 
provided the starting point for much that came later in clinical pastoral 
education and pastoral counseling.
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The Meaning of Scientifi c Method

Boisen’s choice to pursue the study of religion through science was logi-
cal given his intellectual context. He shared the prevailing assumptions 
about the importance of a scientifi c method in the study of human be-
havior. Early in his career he had studied with religious educator George 
Albert Coe at  Union Theological Seminary; Coe had, in turn, been infl u-
enced by William James. Both these men placed a premium on the scien-
tifi c method of study. In many ways there was a straight intellectual line 
from James to Boisen. William James’s Varieties of Religious Experience
advanced the same interest in the scientifi c observation of religious expe-
rience that governed Boisen’s research. Boisen went to  Union specifi cally 
for the purpose of studying the psychology of religion and was disap-
pointed to fi nd that James’s work received little attention in theological 
education at that point.3

Scholars and professionals in many disciplines wanted to show the 
scientifi c validity of their fi eld of study and its likeness to the natural sci-
ences. So, while talk about the “scientifi c method” or the meaning of 
science may not have characterized the natural or “hard” sciences in this 
era, it dominated in the social sciences. As historian Dorothy Ross has 
pointed out in The Origins of American Social Science (1991), the scien-
tifi c method became an end in itself for social scientists in the years be-
tween the world wars.4 Most social scientists did not agree on the mean-
ing of science or the scientifi c method, but the question generated endless 
discussion. In an attempt to address the question of scientifi c method, 
the Committee on Scientifi c Method in the Social Sciences, a subcom-
mittee of the Social Science Research Council, compiled an 824-page
tome exploring the scientifi c method from almost every perspective, with 
chapters on economics, politics, law, sociology, social work, psychology, 
archaeology, history, and anthropology.5

Boisen had a specifi c defi nition of science and the scientifi c method 
that guided his research. In 1944 he opened his seminar in psychopathol-
ogy for clinical pastoral trainees at Elgin State Hospital with a discussion 
session titled “Scientifi c Method in the Study of Human Nature” in which 
he outlined those views. Boisen’s discussion notes indicate that he drew 
on John Dewey’s Logic, The Theory of Inquiry (1938), E. A. Burtt’s 
Principles and Problems of Right Thinking (1928), A. D. Ritchie’s Scien-
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tifi c Method (1923), and Stuart Rice’s mammoth compilation Methods 
in Social Science (1931). Based on Dewey, Boisen defi ned science as the 
effort to “or ga nize human experience by the classifi cation of facts,” rec-
ognizing the “sequence and relative signifi cance” of those facts and sub-
jecting scientifi c “generalizations to rigid tests.” Boisen elaborated on 
that defi nition using Dewey’s steps in refl ective thinking. Dewey’s fi fth 
step in refl ective thinking, paraphrased by Boisen, was “observation and 
experimentation designed to test [hypotheses] by empirical fact.” It was 
this fi fth step that Boisen claimed in the name of Dewey as the “distin-
guishing characteristic of modern science.”

According to Boisen, eight “scientifi c principles” further governed the 
use of the scientifi c method, whether in the natural or the social sciences: 
empiricism (“scientifi c reasoning proceeds from the concrete to the ab-
stract”); objectivity (the elimination of bias); continuity (“new phenomena 
are explained in terms of previous observations”); particularity (“the 
fi eld of inquiry must be limited and the problem clearly defi ned”); uni-
versality (“the aim of all scientifi c work is to discover relationships that 
are universally valid”); provisionality (“all . . .  fi ndings are tentative and 
subject to revision”); economy (the simplest explanation is the best); and 
disinterestedness (“the desire to fi nd the truth must be supreme”). While 
adhering to these principles, Boisen contended, the scientist also relied 
on three “scientifi c procedures”: “controlled experimentation,” “natu-
ralistic observation” and “statistical studies.”

Boisen argued further that, for social scientists, controlled experimen-
tation was not an option, since the complexity of human beings made 
the control of variables impossible. He likewise found statistical meth-
ods of limited value and instead focused on “naturalistic observation” 
as the primary tool of the social scientist—governed, of course, by the 
eight scientifi c principles. He observed, too, that the social worker and 
the “minister of religion”  were in a particularly good position as “par-
ticipant observers” to document the role of values in the lives of human 
beings.

Boisen shared the view of the fi rst generation of social scientists that 
scientifi c study ought to change society for the better. Historian Mark 
Smith argues that the fi rst generation of social scientists saw the scientifi c 
method as means to both control and improve society.6 Smith contends, 
in addition, that the second generation of social scientists, as part of the 
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pro cess of professionalization and the institutionalization of social sci-
ence in universities and foundations, stressed objectivity as a means to 
avoid professional penalties for activist scholarship.7 Perhaps Boisen was 
feeling the pressure of that second generation of scholars who stressed 
“objectivity” and  were moving toward the notion of “value- free” sci-
ence, because he pointed out that the scientifi c method did not preclude 
an interest in ethical or moral values. In fact, he wanted to use the scien-
tifi c method as he defi ned it to study human values. He argued that this 
endeavor was as legitimate a subject for scientifi c study as “chemistry or 
physics.”8

In the late 1930s, Boisen wrote an article about Pentecostal practice 
that illustrates the interplay he perceived among science, religion, and 
social justice. In the article, which was published in the journal Psychia-
try and titled “Economic Distress and Religious Experience,” Boisen 
described the rising incidence of “holy roller,” by which he meant Pente-
costal, sects. He compared the religious experience of this sect to mental 
illness, arguing that much of what Pentecostals did and believed had much 
in common with what mentally ill people did and believed. He asserted 
that the social and “constructive” aspects of religious experience made it 
different from mental illness, noting that religious experience brought 
people into fellowship and community, while mental illness isolated its 
victims. His observations about the negative aspects of Pentecostalism, 
however, reveal Boisen’s liberal moral sensibility. He was willing to con-
cede that parts of Pentecostal experience might be constructive, but he 
described most Pentecostal beliefs and practices as “dangerous,” “eccen-
tric,” and “regressive.” For one thing, he saw Pentecostals as lacking 
social vision. He observed, “There is in their message nothing which 
goes to the heart of the problems of this sick and suffering world. . . . 
They have no social vision, no promise of social salvation except that 
which is to come miraculously when the Lord returns in glory.” Accord-
ing to Boisen, Pentecostals also suffered from an exceptionally narrow 
world view. In fact, he described their view of the universe as “diminu-
tive,” so “tiny” that it had “no room for all that we have been fi nding out 
about stars and atoms and plan[e]ts and men.” In other words, it was a 
world view that left no room for science and it discoveries. For Boisen 
this was unthinkable. He viewed science as the tool for advancing a social 
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vision, and his social vision derived its meaning and purpose from his 
religious beliefs.9

Early Life and Mental Illness

The circumstances of Boisen’s early life and his subsequent mental illness 
spurred his interest in the scientifi c study of religion and contributed to 
his theories about the connections among science, religion, and a social 
vision. To some extent, all scholars and scientists fi nd that their research 
agendas are driven by their personal experiences, but this was especially 
true for Boisen. He did not want to believe that his mental illness was 
organic or physiological and thus, by the medical standards of the time, 
incurable. Nor did he wish to believe that he was somehow morally de-
generate or  corrupt—the other possible explanation for his illness. He 
spent a lifetime arguing the opposite, using the language and methods 
of science to do so. This intimate connection between Boisen’s personal 
struggles and his intellectual life makes his biography central to under-
standing his contribution to the study of science and religion.

Boisen told the story of his mental illness in two places. The fi rst was 
the introduction to a book published in 1936. In the book, Exploration 
of the Inner World, Boisen laid out many of his basic principles. He ad-
mitted in the preface to a subsequent reprint that the fi rst edition of the 
book had been fi nished even as the last of his psychotic episodes was 
rapidly approaching. In any case, in the fi rst chapter of the 1936 edition, 
he described his illness as an introduction to the theoretical work that 
followed. In 1960, shortly before his death, Boisen published a more 
detailed account of his illness, describing his life both before and after 
the illness. This second work, Out of the Depths, was strictly biographi-
cal, but the familiar themes fi rst laid out in Exploration of the Inner 
World were very much visible.10

Boisen’s interest in the systematic study of both religion and mental 
illness was entirely consistent with his early experience. His story began 
in Indiana, where he grew up in a deeply religious and  well- educated fam-
ily. Boisen’s father, Hermann Boisen, taught modern languages at Indi-
ana University in Bloomington; his grandfather, Theophilus Wylie, taught 
natural philosophy; and his uncle, Brown Wylie, taught chemistry. Even 
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Boisen’s mother was well educated, having graduated from a female sem-
inary and been one of the fi rst female undergraduates to enroll at Indiana 
University, where she studied for a year before leaving to marry Boisen’s 
father.11 His mother’s family, in par tic ular, maintained an intense loyalty 
and commitment to the Presbyterian Church and its ways. After the 
death of Boisen’s father from a heart attack, in 1881, Boisen, his mother, 
and his sister went to live with his grandfather, who, in addition to his 
responsibilities at the university, served as pastor of the New Side Re-
formed Presbyterian Church. Boisen remembered his grandfather as a 
“faithful  Scotch- Irish Covenanter” who was strict but not unreasonable. 
At the same time, Boisen also recalled compulsory church attendance, 
daily family prayers, and strict rules for Sabbath keeping.12 In other words, 
he grew up in an environment where there was no ostensible confl ict 
between religion and scholarship.

Boisen never rebelled against the ties of church and family. Upon grad-
uation from high school, he enrolled at Indiana University. After his 
graduation from college, unable to settle upon a career, he spent some 
time taking graduate classes at the university and serving as a French 
tutor there and a  part- time high school teacher. During these years he 
fi rst encountered a problem that would cause him recurring diffi culties: 
he struggled with what he saw as  overwhelming—and unacceptable—
sexual desires and urges. The struggle was resolved, at least temporarily, 
with what he described as a “spontaneous religious conversion” on Eas-
ter of 1898.13 In the wake of this experience, he decided to follow his 
father’s interest in nature and the outdoors and pursue a career in the 
U.S. Forest Ser vice.14

Although Boisen explicitly declared his liberal affi liation in his schol-
arly work, there is a sense in which he was part of the Progressive com-
munity without being fully aware of the extent of his involvement. For 
one thing, the Forest Ser vice was in many ways the quintessential expres-
sion of liberal reform. He was also connected to the Young Men’s Chris-
tian Association, worked for the Presbyterian Mission Board, and at-
tended  Union Theological Seminary, all fl agship organizations of liberal 
Protestant culture. Shortly after making his decision to enter the Forest 
Ser vice, Boisen met a woman who substantially changed the course of 
his life. Alice Batchelder, employed by the Young Women’s Christian As-
sociation, ended up having a profound effect on Boisen’s career and his 
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spiritual wellbeing. After meeting Alice, Boisen felt “called” to the min-
istry, in part, he admitted, because he hoped it would allow him to join 
her in religious work. Throughout this period, Boisen continued in his 
forestry career; but he was hovering near psychosis, apparently because 
of Alice’s refusal to accept him and his profession of love.15 It was with 
Alice’s encouragement that Boisen had enrolled in  Union Theological 
Seminary and, upon graduation in 1911, pursued a pulpit. Initially un-
successful in securing a church, he took up survey work in Missouri and 
later in other areas of the  mid- South for the Presbyterian Board of Mis-
sions. He described his work as “a fi ne introduction to sociology and 
economics,” more evidence of the way in which a par tic ular scholarly 
and scientifi c  mind- set permeated religious organizations involved in re-
form at the time.16

Having secured a pastorate, he discovered that he was, at best, a me-
diocre parish minister.17 After serving with the Overseas YMCA during 
World War I, he came back to the United States with an invitation to do 
more survey work, this time for the Interchurch World Movement. Both 
the YMCA and the Interchurch World Movement (IWM) are good ex-
amples of the Progressive network to which Boisen belonged. Both had 
their roots in religious liberal reform. Though historians have tended to 
treat it as a secular phenomenon, the YMCA served as a missionary 
outlet for liberal Christians and supporters of the Social Gospel in the 
early twentieth century. The Interchurch World Movement emerged after 
World War I as a  short- lived liberal Protestant ecumenical movement. 
Participants in the IWM relied on the methods of sociology and social 
work to document American religion through survey work. As one of 
their projects, the movement’s members worked for social justice for in-
dustrial workers. Outspoken support of the 1919 steel strike resulted in 
the demise of the IWM.

Anticipating the collapse of the movement, Boisen left North Dakota, 
where he had been doing survey work, and renewed his search for a par-
ish, meanwhile working temporarily in the IWM offi ce in New York 
City.18 Throughout these years, his relationship with Alice had been tu-
multuous and his mental health precarious. Every time she agreed to see 
him or correspond with him regularly, he imagined that she might be 
inclined to return his affections. He wanted a parish because Alice 
wanted that for him, but also, he hoped to be able to propose to her 
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and believed he needed a parish with a reasonable income in order to 
do so.19

Late in1920, after almost eigh teen years of unrequited loved, Boisen 
seems to have acknowledged fi nally that Alice did not want him. The 
result was the fi rst of three psychotic breaks that resulted in hospitaliza-
tion. Two of the three episodes seem to have been directly precipitated by 
events in his relationship to Alice. What Alice thought of all this is un-
clear. The only known accounts of the relationship are from Boisen’s 
perspective, so it is diffi cult to determine the exact nature of their rela-
tionship. Perhaps Alice had turned him away years before and he simply 
could not accept it. In any case, this fi rst episode marked the beginning 
of his intellectual productivity. It was from this point that Boisen began 
to think about the ideas that would become the central themes in his 
work.

While a patient at Westboro Psychopathic Hospital, in Westboro, Mas-
sachusetts, Boisen discovered the inadequacy of most therapeutic tech-
niques of the time. In his memoir, he recalled spending a fair amount of 
time on the “disturbed ward,” where he was subjected to beatings by 
staff who  were angry with him because he insisted on going to the “tub-
room” and demanded to be put in the tubs in place of one of his fellow 
“inmates.” Medical professionals of the era considered the baths thera-
peutic, but Boisen recalled seeing them as punishment and so offered 
himself as a sacrifi ce for his friends. In any case, the attendants gave 
Boisen a very thorough beating, what they called “the old bug house 
knockout.”20

Boisen recounted that his most important moment on the “disturbed 
ward” was when he realized that his perception was skewed. Images of 
the moon  were central to his delusion, and one night he thought he saw 
a cross in the moon (the cross representing suffering) and concluded that 
this was some “dire portent.” But several nights later he discovered that 
when he changed his position, the cross disappeared because he was no 
longer viewing the moon through the wire screening that covered the win-
dow. He recovered rapidly after this discovery and was moved within a 
week to the convalescent ward. Boisen concluded that the beatings he 
had received actually made him more violent and that when he fi nally 
started to get well it was not because of any “treatment” he had received 
or as a result of the physical abuse but because he had allowed “the faith-



Anton Boisen and the Scientifi c Study of Religion 25

ful carry ing through of the delusion itself” (Boisen’s emphasis). He be-
lieved that the delusion should be allowed to play itself out until the pa-
tient was able to see an alternative explanation for the events in his or her 
life, and that treatment of the body (like the hydrotherapeutic baths) 
would have little effect, since the patient’s mind was sick, not his or her 
body.21

Newly released from the disturbed ward, Boisen began to think more 
carefully about the nature of his illness. Almost immediately, he became 
convinced that it was necessary to distinguish between “ce rebral” disease 
and mental disorder (he later referred to this as a distinction between 
organic and functional illness).22 In the former, the illness resulted from 
the disease of a bodily  organ—the  brain—and, in the latter, the mental 
pro cesses  were somehow disturbed. The distinction Boisen insisted upon 
making between organic and functional mental illness cost him dearly in 
social and professional support, but he was adamant on the subject. 
Among American psychiatrists at the time of Boisen’s hospitalization, 
the organic view (that mental illness had a physiological basis) prevailed. 
This distinction would turn out to be critical not only for Boisen but also 
for colleagues who later became interested in counseling and psycho-
therapy. For most medical doctors of the time, Freud notwithstanding, 
functional illness referred to mental illness for which no organic or phys-
iological cause could be determined. These doctors argued that one could 
not conclude that such mental illness was psychogenic, only that the 
cause would be found eventually and that it would be discovered to be 
physiological in origin. The view that treating the body was tantamount 
to treating the mind persisted, especially among psychiatrists who 
worked with institutionalized populations.23 As a result, American psy-
chiatrists continued to privilege somatic cures, such as electroshock ther-
apy, hydrotherapy, and drug therapy.

But Boisen recalled noticing that his fellow patients  were apparently 
in good physical health. As he observed them he was struck by an intu-
ition: “It came over me in a fl ash that if inner confl icts like that which 
Paul describes in the famous passage in the seventh chapter of Romans 
can have happy solutions, as the church has always believed, there must 
also be unhappy solutions which thus far the church has ignored. It came 
to me that what I was being faced with in the hospital was the unhappy 
solutions.”24 He concluded that if what he was seeing was not rooted in 



26          helping the good shepherd

organic causes, there was a good chance that at least some of his peers 
had been hospitalized with religious or spiritual problems they had failed 
to resolve.

Boisen decided that his own illness, diagnosed as “catatonic dementia 
praecox” (also, then as now, referred to as schizo phre nia), belonged in 
the category of functional illness.25 In several pivotal works published in 
the 1930s, Boisen developed his ideas more thoroughly, identifying two 
different groups within the category of dementia praecox. He argued that 
some people fell ill as a result of “malignant character tendencies such as 
easy  plea sure- taking and aimless drifting and concealment in its various 
forms.”26 Here Boisen was describing a familiar  nineteenth- century 
image—individuals suffering from serious character fl aws. They lied and 
cheated and indulged in all of the petty vices that  nineteenth- century 
reformers found objectionable. In this view, mental illness resulted from 
the progressive degeneration of the character. In this line of reasoning, 
Boisen resembled those contemporaries of his who would have identifi ed 
their work as “the cure of souls” and who drew a fairly straight line from 
immoral behavior to mental illness, or, put another way, from sin to sick-
ness. But Boisen identifi ed another kind of dementia praecox that he 
found more interesting from the religious perspective. He argued that 
this second group did not exhibit “malignant features” and that, in these 
cases, the “emotional disturbances” these individuals experienced should 
be seen as akin to “fever or infl ammation in the physical organism.” In 
the same way that fever was the body’s attempt to fi ght off illness, emo-
tional disturbances  were the mind’s attempt to heal itself.27 Elsewhere, 
Boisen described this type of schizo phre nia as the individual’s “attempt 
at reconstruction [of the personality]” in response to the emotional dis-
tress brought on by “an intolerable sense of inner disharmony and of 
personal failure.”28

The idea that mental illness resulted not from moral failure but from 
the individual’s perception of failure was crucial to Boisen’s intellectual 
construct. For anyone with even a passing knowledge of Freud, the idea 
that unnecessary guilt spawns mental illness will sound familiar. But 
Boisen resisted association with Freud and, instead, insisted that he owed 
his intellectual debt to American psychologists. Drawing on the work of 
George Herbert Mead, Boisen argued that language was crucial to un-
derstanding both schizo phre nia and the construction of a conscience, 
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because language was central to the construction of personality. Boisen 
did not use the word “identity,” but to a large extent that was what he 
was describing. He observed, “Language is the distinctive basis of not 
only human social or ga niza tion, but also of the structure of personality.”29

Further, Boisen argued that personality was shaped by interaction with 
“the generalized other,”a term he took from Mead, and “the par tic ular 
rôle [the individual] assumes as his own.”30 He posited that individuals 
grow by assimilating new material: “These materials, in the case of per-
sonality, are the stuff of experience, and it is assimilated by discovering 
relationships between it and or ga nized experience. This involves the use 
of language.”31

So, what did all of this have to do with the construction of conscience 
and the perception of moral failure? In the pro cess of conversation both 
with others and with the self, claimed Boisen, the individual “is able to 
build up within himself an inner or ga niza tion, a conscience, by which his 
conduct may be determined not by outward compulsion, but by inner 
self- direction.”32 Boisen, drawing heavily on Mead, argued that indi-
viduals saw themselves through the eyes of other members in the group 
and judged themselves accordingly: “Conduct is thus determined by self-
criticism which is at the same time social criticism[,] and the system of 
values is dependent upon and a function of social relationships.”33 All of 
this, in Boisen’s view, was possible only because of language.

At the same time, Boisen conceded the importance of “feeling and 
intuition,” which preceded language. He concluded that the schizo-
phrenic’s problems arose because he or she had accepted the authority of 
the generalized other and then had failed to live up to those standards, 
usually because of a failure to control certain “instinctual tendencies.”34

Again, this resembles Freudian theory, with feeling and intuition being 
roughly equivalent to the realm of the unconscious and “instinctual ten-
dencies” similar to Freud’s instincts or drives. But Boisen resisted recog-
nizing Freud’s contribution, asserting that Mead’s “generalized other” 
was the same thing as Freud’s superego and predated it.35 Boisen also 
rejected the idea that instinctual tendencies  were “unconscious” and in-
sisted that they  were only unarticulated (“not put into words”). Accord-
ing to Boisen, unresolved guilt feelings in the schizophrenic led to anxi-
ety and eventually fragmentation of the personality. He was arguing 
that the method some people used to deal with guilt made them sick, not 
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sinful. It was in the midst of the moral struggle to be a better person that 
the individual was overcome by illness.

At the time of his fi rst hospitalization, Boisen had not yet worked out 
all the details of his theory; but a kernel of the idea was there, and his 
newly discovered convictions about the nature of mental illness and its 
“functional” character initially caused a problem. At Christmas of 1920,
he was planning a visit to his mother; but hospital staff denied the visit 
because Boisen happened to mention his ideas to one of his doctors, who 
took immediate exception to Boisen’s views on the etiology of mental 
illness. In a letter to Boisen’s friend Fred Eastman, the Westboro super-
intendent noted that “[Boisen] still believes that the experience through 
which he has been passing is part of a plan which has been laid out for 
him and that he has not suffered any mental illness. This mistaken idea 
is suffi cient to tell us that he is still in need of hospital treatment.”36

His convalescence continued in January and February of 1921, and 
Boisen became ever more convinced that, as he wrote in the letter to his 
mother, “in many of its forms, insanity . . .  is a religious rather than a 
medical problem.”37 He also became convinced that he was going to 
spend his life exploring the exact nature of the relationship between re-
ligious experience and mental illness. He was still, however, not well. 
After arranging, with the help of his good friend Fred Eastman, to 
transfer from Westboro to Bloomingdale, in White Plains, New York, 
but before the transfer had taken place, Boisen suffered another psy-
chotic break. In retrospect, he believed it was brought on by a fear that 
at Bloomingdale he would be subjected to psychoanalytic treatment—
something he feared greatly. In any case, he remained at Westboro and 
spent ten more weeks on the “disturbed ward.”38

About ten days after his transfer to the convalescent ward, Boisen 
began to realize that he was just as unhappy with the treatment plan on 
the convalescent ward as he had been on the more intensive ward. He 
then took it upon himself, as a patient, to transform life at Westboro. In 
July of 1921 he wrote a memo to hospital staff describing in some detail 
the defi ciencies of the Westboro program for those who  were at the con-
valescent stage of their illness. He observed that the patients had little to 
do besides ruminate and think “gloomy thoughts.” He inventoried the 
amusements available to  patients—a Victrola, a set of checkers, and a 
few books and  magazines—all of which  were locked away from the 
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patients. He recommended and implemented Fourth of July and Labor 
Day programs and took up the job of hospital photographer. He even 
began a survey of the facility similar to the surveys he had conducted 
earlier in his life in rural churches.39 As a result of his experience, he 
began to think about further seminary education that would allow him 
to explore more carefully the connections he saw between religion and 
mental illness.

Clinical Pastoral Education

Even before his release from Westboro, Boisen began to contact people 
he thought would be receptive to his venture. First, he renewed his rela-
tionship with George Albert Coe at  Union Theological Seminary. Coe 
was receptive, but he did not necessarily agree with Boisen’s view of 
mental illness. In a letter of September 1921, Coe indicated that he 
thought that the origins of mental illness could be found in “the physi-
ological.” He wished Boisen the best and encouraged him to continue his 
newfound work as a photographer.40 Boisen also contacted Elwood 
Worcester at Emmanuel Church in Boston, from whom he received a 
much more sympathetic  response—a response he had good reason to 
expect.

Worcester had gained national prominence for establishing a clinic 
with his fellow minister Samuel McComb at their church, in November 
of 1906. Initially, the clinic enjoyed the support of important members 
of the medical and academic community, including Harvard’s James 
Jackson Putnam. As historian Eric Caplan describes the program, it 
“consisted of three mutually reinforcing elements: a medical clinic where 
physicians provided free weekly examinations; a weekly health class . . . 
[with lectures] on a variety of issues relating to physical, mental, and 
spiritual health; and private sessions during which the minister employed 
psychotherapy.”41 The psychotherapy practiced by Worcester and Mc-
Comb was a form of suggestion used to relieve a wide variety of symp-
toms and complaints ranging from neurasthenia and neurosis to alcohol-
ism and hysteria.42 But Worcester was only permitted to meet with those 
patients who had fi rst been declared by medical doctors to be free of any 
disease that might have an organic or physiological origin.

The activities at Emmanuel Church gained national attention. Elwood 
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Worcester published a number of pop ular works that fostered interest in 
the movement. In addition to articles in The Ladies Home Journal,
Worcester coauthored, with McComb and medical doctor Isador H. Co-
riat, a book that described the principles and practices of the Emmanuel 
Movement. The book, Religion and Medicine: The Moral Control of 
Ner vous Disorders (1908), included chapters on the origins of ner vous-
ness, the principles of suggestion, and the application of those principles 
in psychotherapy. In regard to the practice of suggestion, the book’s au-
thors observed, “The most important fact which has yet been discovered 
in regard to the subconscious mind is that it is suggestible, i.e., it is sub-
ject to moral infl uence and direction.”43 The application of suggestion 
involved substituting positive thoughts for negative thoughts. In their 
chapter on fear and worry, they advised:

Morbid thoughts can be driven out only by other and healthy ones. 

Substitute for the fear the thought of some duty not yet achieved, or 

the thought of the Divine presence which is near us alike in our going 

out and in our coming in. Cultivate that condition of mind which, 

conscious of God’s fatherly regard, feels safe in His hands, and is 

willing to meet good or evil as He wills it. In a word,  re- educate 

yourself, morally and spiritually. Summon the forces of your nature 

against this debasing fear, and through prayer, through obedience to 

law moral and law physiological, through concentration on some 

enterprise that carries you beyond your petty interests, win back 

the gift of  self- control which is the secret of every life worth 

living.44

As the clinic and the movement fl ourished and seemed poised on the 
verge of extraordinary growth, some medical doctors reasserted the 
physiological ground of all illness and, therefore, their exclusive right to 
practice psychotherapy. Boisen was not at all interested in psychotherapy, 
but he was interested in demonstrating his idea that at least some men-
tal illness was functional rather than organic. He rightly assumed that 
Worcester would offer a sympathetic ear. And, indeed, Worcester be-
came somewhat of an advocate for Boisen in his release from Westboro. 
Boisen met with Worcester for a series of interviews conducted over a 
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period of six months, and the two commenced a correspondence that 
lasted until Worcester died in 1940.45

Boisen’s greatest patron was another of the original Emmanuel Move-
ment supporters, Richard C. Cabot. The two men met after Boisen was 
released from the hospital in January of 1922 and enrolled at Andover 
Theological School and Harvard Graduate School to study the psychol-
ogy of religion. He began his studies by taking Cabot’s social ethics 
course.46 Cabot shared and encouraged Boisen’s interest in the relation-
ship between medicine and religion even though he disagreed with Boi-
sen’s understanding of the etiology of mental illness. The subject later 
became a serious point of contention between the two. At least initially, 
Cabot seemed willing to overlook the differences. An infl uential medical 
doctor from an old, respected, and progressive Boston family, Cabot had 
already made his mark both in his own discipline and in the fi eld of so-
cial work, cooperating with Ida Cannon to establish one of the fi rst 
medical social work programs in the United States, at Massachusetts 
General Hospital. He had been one of the early supporters of Worcester’s 
Emmanuel Movement but had later withdrawn that support. Boisen 
probably should have seen that reversal as a warning, but he welcomed 
Cabot as an advocate.

With Cabot’s assistance, Boisen secured a position as chaplain at 
Worcester State Hospital, near Boston, so that he could continue his 
research on the connection between religion and psychology.47 The chief 
of medicine at Worcester was William Bryan, a medical doctor who had 
a reputation for  open- mindedness and for innovative techniques if he 
thought they might benefi t his patients. Once Boisen was established at 
Worcester, Cabot sent a few of his students to Boisen to inquire about 
summer jobs at Worcester. This, in turn, inspired Boisen to design sum-
mer training sessions for theological students. The same year Boisen 
taught his fi rst summer school, 1925, Cabot published “A Plea for a 
Clinical Year in the Course of Theological Study.”48 The clinical training 
programs Boisen established, fi rst at Worcester State Hospital and later 
at Elgin State in Illinois, refl ected his interest in the scientifi c study of 
religion. In fact, he and friend Arthur Holt, who took a position at Chi-
cago Theological Seminary at about the same time that Boisen went to 
Worcester, both believed that seminaries “had been failing to make use 
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of scientifi c method in the study of  present- day religious experience.”49

And both, according to Boisen, took up their respective positions hoping 
to change theological education. Boisen welcomed religious workers gen-
erally, not just theological students, because he saw them all as potential 
scientists of religion, and he planned to use the training programs to 
further his own research agenda and to train the next generation of so-
cial scientists.

The idea of offering a clinical training for theology students gained 
momentum. To administer the growing program, Boisen, along with a 
small group of medical doctors and theologians with similar interests, 
cofounded the Council for the Clinical Training of Theological Students 
(CCTTS) early in 1930. Boisen’s cofound ers included Richard Cabot, 
who served as fi rst president of the council, and Philip Guiles, an 
Andover- Newton seminary professor and Boisen student, who served as 
its fi rst executive secretary. The new council members appointed Helen 
Flanders Dunbar as director. Dunbar was one of the fi rst graduates of 
the summer program at Worcester. When she fi rst met Boisen, she was 
midway through her divinity studies at  Union Theological Seminary and 
pursuing simultaneously a degree from Columbia University in medieval 
literature and another from Yale Medical School.50 Intensely loyal to 
Boisen, she shared his views on the etiology of mental illness and played 
a key role in the council’s development.

What ever similarities the fi rst council members shared, there  were 
subtle but important differences in their educational goals. Boisen made 
his goals clear in a lecture he gave in the morning session of the fi rst an-
nual meeting of the council. In his lecture, entitled “Our Objectives,” 
Boisen articulated his view of clinical education. He outlined a program 
intended to teach religious workers about mental illness and give them 
the skills they needed to work as peers and colleagues of medical work-
ers. He called worries that his program would produce “pseudo- 
psychiatrists” ill founded, pointing out that his students’ focus on the 
connection between religion and mental illness would give them a dis-
tinctive role. Moreover, he assured his listeners that he saw both his own 
task and that of his students as primarily theological. He expected that 
clinically trained ministers and other religious workers would, as a re-
sult of their work with mentally ill patients, draw conclusions about 
what he called “spiritual laws” and refl ect upon the theological implica-
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tions of those laws. Also, he imagined the growth of a “scientifi c” theol-
ogy. Using the language of the scientifi c method, he talked admiringly 
about the possibility of  long- term studies that might result in “a body of 
tested facts” regarding the relationship between religion and health. 
With equal enthusiasm, he described the importance of “accurate obser-
vation” and careful recordkeeping as means to a “more conscious and 
intelligent [religion] capable of verifi cation and transmission.” The idea 
that the scientifi c method could be applied profi tably to the study of re-
ligious experience guided all that Boisen did.51

Boisen understood that his students needed to begin by acquiring 
basic information about “disorders of the personality” in order to make 
the intellectual connections he envisioned. Thus, his program in the sum-
mer of 1930 at Worcester devoted about half of all the sessions to de-
scribing various types of psychosocial disorder; included, for instance, 
were sessions on “The Anxiety Reaction,” “Despair,” and “Problem Chil-
dren.” A handful of sessions, such as one titled “The Problem of Sin and 
Salvation,” sought to address explicitly the connections between religion 
and mental health.52

In addition, Boisen intended that clinical pastoral education should 
prepare ministers to meet a need that he believed the liberal churches had 
failed to address. Early in his career Boisen published an article on this 
topic, and he raised it again in his autobiography. The liberal churches, 
he argued, had failed to offer an “authoritative message of salvation.” 
Instead, they had focused on “bringing in the kingdom of God” and had 
turned the “sick of soul” over to the medical doctors. As Boisen saw it, 
they  were attempting to explain their “ancient faith” in “modern” terms 
but  were “failing to go forward in the task of exploring the fi eld which 
was distinctively their own.” As a result, he concluded, the fundamental-
ist churches stepped into the void, offering revivals and “saving souls.” 
Boisen intended clinical pastoral education to give parish ministers the 
skills that would allow them to diagnose and treat human suffering—
that was his message of salvation, one that he believed was better than 
the relief offered by a revival experience.53

To teach his students the skills he thought they would need, Boisen 
required trainees to serve either as ward attendants or research assis-
tants. In addition, the students maintained a musical program (an or-
chestra and singing sessions twice a week in the chapel as well as taking 
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the singing program to the wards twice a week) and an athletic program 
(softball and hiking) and published both a weekly news sheet and an an-
nual hospital pictorial album. At least one student, Carroll Wise, worked 
on the “research wards” working for the Research Ser vice of the hospital 
and helping with “observations.” All students wrote observations on a 
group of patients, wrote up a report on a case assigned to them, and 
presented the report in seminar. Boisen wanted his students to learn as 
much as possible from studying “the living human document.”54

Boisen’s second psychotic break ended his relationship with Cabot 
and precipitated his move from Worcester to Elgin State Hospital in Elgin, 
Illinois. The episode occurred in November of 1930, even as Boisen’s 
work with clinical pastoral education was thriving.55 Boisen believed 
that it was at this point that his views about mental illness became “ab-
horrent” to Cabot, who insisted, with Guiles’s concurrence, that Boisen 
not be involved in training at Worcester that summer.56 It appears that 
Boisen acquiesced to the prohibition but stayed on for another year at 
Worcester to work on a research project with the assistance of Geneva 
Dye before moving to Elgin in April of 1932. Carroll Wise, an exception-
ally adept theological student whom Boisen mentioned in his fi rst annual 
report, went on to assume the supervisory position at Worcester when 
Boisen made the move to Elgin. Wise ended up playing an important role 
in CPE and pastoral counseling.

Boisen interpreted the move to Elgin as serendipitous. He had ties to 
Chicago Theological Seminary and, at least in retrospect, saw Chicago 
as the center of American theological education. To be located at Elgin, 
where he could establish a new program along the lines of the original 
Worcester program and could teach at Chicago Theological Seminary 
where he had been a research associate since 1925, seemed propitious.57

More to the point, Alice Batchelder lived in Chicago, and she agreed to 
meet him occasionally downtown for dinner or the opera. So, what had 
appeared at fi rst to be a diffi cult situation turned in Boisen’s favor, at 
least from his point of view.

At Elgin, Boisen implemented all of his most cherished goals. Upon his 
arrival, he found himself at cross purposes with the recreational director, 
who provided patients with “amusements” but not enough involvement 
in activities to suit Boisen. He apparently won that argument, because 
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subsequent years at Elgin saw a  whole slate of new recreational activities, 
including softball, volleyball, bowling, play festivals, and separate sports 
programs for women, including rhythmic dancing. Among the educa-
tional activities offered by Boisen and his theological students to en-
courage patient participation  were weekly talent shows, special classes 
for convalescent catatonics, a “news sheet” distributed to the patients 
twice per week, a choir, and an orchestra. In addition, Boisen and his 
students offered a mental health conference for patients who wanted to 
learn more about mental illness through the use of case histories and a 
small newspaper called “The Hospital Interpreter” issued to families of 
patients.

Boisen was most proud of the changes he made in the religious ser-
vices at Elgin. Before his arrival, ser vices  were conducted on Sunday af-
ternoons at 1:30 under the direction of visiting ministers from the com-
munity along with a pianist and a guest vocalist and with about 70 in 
attendance. He moved the ser vices to Sunday morning, doubled the 
amount of music, introduced a new hymnal, and added an orchestral 
prelude and postlude. Attendance jumped to 170. Boisen argued that 
changes in the hymnal  were especially critical, since some traditional 
hymns  were not suitable for individuals suffering from mental illness. As 
he pointed out in his autobiography, “Of the fi fteen psalms [in the hym-
nal then being used], six  were of the imprecatory type, with all too many 
references to ‘enemies,’ and of the hymns some  were actually disturbing. 
The classic example was the  well- known hymn, ‘O Christian, dost thou 
see them?’ a hymn which evokes all the hallucinations, and calls for ac-
tion besides.”58

Boisen had good reason to be sensitive to these issues. He had still not 
escaped his own recurring illness. His fi nal psychotic episode occurred 
in November of 1935 when he learned that Alice was terminally ill from 
cancer. He remained hospitalized until some weeks after her death in 
December.59 After Alice’s death, Boisen never suffered another psychotic 
episode, although he lived for another thirty years. He spent the rest of 
his life exploring the signifi cance of his mental illness by studying the 
mental illness of others and demonstrating that the mentally ill person 
was not necessarily physiologically ill, incurable, nor morally corrupt.
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The Morally Sensitive Individual and the Liberal Ideal

In order to make his case that the functionally ill  were the most morally 
sensitive individuals, Boisen focused his research on functional illness 
and on demonstrating its similarities to the diffi culties suffered by some 
of Christianity’s most important fi gures. While Boisen’s theories differed 
substantially from those of many psychologists, medical doctors, and 
theologians of the day, his moral sensibility was liberal to the extent that 
he emphasized the importance of the will and moral striving and cele-
brated the possibility of individual transformation and of contribution to 
the social good. Like Mead, Dewey, and James, he placed the individual 
in a social matrix and recognized the importance of adjusting to that 
matrix in the interest of the good of the community.

From Boisen’s perspective, the delusions shared by the functionally 
mentally ill  were an important element in understanding mental illness 
and the moral character of those who fell ill. In a 1932 article, Boisen 
recounted the case of a  fi fty- two- year- old man named “Oscar N” and 
others who suffered from schizo phre nia, or dementia praecox. He ar-
gued that not only did these patients who had the same illness all have 
delusions but, most important, that the content of those delusions was 
consistent across the population. Oscar interpreted his experiences as 
“manifestations of the superpersonal”: he believed God was talking to 
him. He also saw himself as dead or about to die, leading to a concurrent 
belief that it was necessary for him to sacrifi ce himself for his family 
through suicide. He believed that a great world change was about to oc-
cur, that he would play an important part in that world change, and that 
he had been reincarnated over a period of 2000 years. These same ideas, 
Boisen claimed,  were expressed by other patients with dementia praecox 
and had, in fact, fi gured in his own mental illness. Delusions that in-
volved saving the world  were characteristic not of individuals who  were 
suffering a moral degeneracy but who, in fact,  were morally sensitive. 
According to Boisen, their willingness to sacrifi ce and suffer for others 
set them apart from other mentally ill individuals.60

In his 1936 Exploration of the Inner World, Boisen developed many 
of the ideas he had addressed in discussing the case of Oscar N. He again 
based his conclusions on observations of patients who had been diag-
nosed with dementia praecox. Boisen’s exploration of the spiritual lives 
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of the mentally ill was part of a larger study begun at Worcester in 1927
and directed by Roy G. Hoskins, on the faculty of Harvard Medical 
School and editor of the Journal of Endocrinology. Hoskins focused on 
the “physiological” aspect of the investigation but allowed Boisen to ex-
plore the “behavior and ideation” of the 173 subjects in the study, of 
which Oscar N was one.61 The course of treatment prescribed by Hosk-
ins and his colleagues included “glandular medication” and a combina-
tion of psychiatric care and recreational and occupational therapy. As 
part of the study, patients  were periodically graded, and their grades 
were posted as a means to provide incentives for getting well.62

For his part of the study, Boisen developed a list of questions that he 
used to interview the fi rst 80 subjects in the study. He also used a ward 
observation form that he had developed for his CPE students to use while 
they  were working as attendants on the wards, and he relied on his stu-
dents, using these same forms, to collect information for the research 
project.63 Boisen admitted freely that part of his goal was to show that 
his own experience of mental illness was not “an isolated one.” He hy-
pothesized that dementia praecox could “be explained in terms of the 
disor ga niza tion of the inner world consequent upon the upsetting of the 
foundations upon which the critical judgments are made and that, as 
such, it [a par tic ular kind of dementia praecox] is closely related to cer-
tain types of religious experience.”64 To explain the conclusions he had 
drawn from the study, Boisen used one extensive case study, that of Al-
bert W, as a starting point for examining the remaining cases. He de-
scribed the nature of the illness and identifi ed “causative factors” such as 
heredity, intelligence, early infl uences, health, and “life situation,” which 
included “social relations,” like how well the patient interacted with 
family and friends; “sex adjustments,” such as whether the patient en-
gaged in homosexual behavior or masturbation; and “vocational adjust-
ments,” like whether the patient had been frustrated or successful in 
achieving his career goals.65 He also documented the patients’ behavior, 
or “reactive patterns,” and the “content” of their thought, or “ideation.” 
Boisen concluded that how patients reacted to their illness was a good 
predictor of recovery. Those who experienced an acute onset of the ill-
ness accompanied by a reaction of panic, but who also had an attitude 
of “frankness and  self- blame,” as well as evidence of a marked “religious 
concern,” had the best chance of recovery. In contrast, among those 
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patients with “certain malignant character tendencies,” given to “drift-
ing” and “concealment,” evidencing “surly and bitter attitudes,” and 
showing “little religious concern,” recovery was rare. For the former 
group, “psychoses are essentially  problem- solving experiences” similar 
to “certain types of religious experience.” The psychosis, Boisen argued, 
allowed the patient’s personality to disintegrate and then, given the right 
attitudes, to reintegrate or reor ga nize.66

To underline the moral character of the individual who was function-
ally ill, Boisen pointed out that many of the same delusions  were shared 
by some of the most important religious fi gures of the previous several 
centuries. In Exploration of the Inner World, in a chapter entitled “Some 
Successful Explorers,” Boisen examined the religious experience of some 
famous Christians, including George Fox, found er of the Society of 
Friends, Fox’s contemporary John Bunyan, author of a widely read clas-
sic in Christian devotional literature, Pilgrim’s Progress, and the Apostle 
Paul. From Boisen’s perspective, each of these important fi gures in the 
history of Christianity had episodes in his life in which, if he had been 
under the care of a doctor, he might have been diagnosed as mentally ill. 
Boisen described his patient Albert W and the Quaker found er Fox as 
“fellow travelers in that  little- known country.”67 Drawing on Fox’s ac-
count of his life written while he was imprisoned for his beliefs, Boisen 
made a case for the similarities between Albert W’s delusions and those 
of Fox. Like Albert W, Fox experienced a sense of impending doom, saw 
himself as a key fi gure in resisting the powers of evil, and believed him-
self to be a “recipient of direct revelation from God.” As with Albert W 
and Boisen, the precipitating event for his “disturbance” was relatively 
minor, but Boisen saw Fox’s response as an indication of his moral sen-
sitivity. Fox’s response to the episode was constructive; he made an ear-
nest effort “which enabled him to bring order and even something of 
beauty out of the chaos”: Fox helped to establish a vibrant religious 
movement that had thrived into the twentieth century.68

Boisen went on to analyze the stories of John Bunyan, Emmanuel 
Swedenborg, the Old Testament prophets Ezekiel and Jeremiah, and the 
Apostle Paul, in each case trying to show how mental disturbances could 
result in much good, both for the individual and for society generally. In 
telling these stories, he was attempting to prove not only that mental ill-
ness could be transformed into something socially useful, but that some 
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of the people who suffered from mental illness  were the most morally 
sensitive. He noted, “Common to all our men of religious genius has 
been the presence of a will to righ teousness and moral achievement.”69

Boisen’s attempt to apply the scientifi c method in studying the intersec-
tion of religion and mental illness was also an attempt to affi rm the value 
of moral striving and to make his own contribution to a better society. 
In doing this, he epitomized the liberal moral sensibility.

While it would be unfair to describe Boisen’s ideas as static, it is true that 
his intellectual work was founded on a number of key principles that 
changed very little in the course of his career. His idea that human beings 
were essentially moral beings who could strive for something better even 
when they  were ill and who, when they did fall ill, did so because of their 
better moral nature, was truly original and entirely consistent with a 
Progressive perspective. Boisen’s ideas about how to help the mentally ill 
were also consistent with these basic principles. He worked to create an 
environment where the reintegration of the personality could occur and 
sought to provide mentally ill people with the information they needed 
to get better, through his scientifi c study of religion. His intention in 
providing clinical training to ministers and other religious workers was 
that they too would help to create the necessary environment for healing 
to occur and that they would do so by joining him in “the study of living 
human documents” to “discover the laws of the spiritual life applicable 
to all of us.”70 Boisen did not talk about social change the way a Progres-
sive reformer might have, but he did think of individuals as located within 
a social matrix and with social obligations to make that society better. 
Such a theory had, potentially,  wide- ranging implications for society. 
Boisen did not envision, at any point, that psychotherapy would be a part 
of the work of either clergy or other religious workers. So when, as is 
discussed in the next chapter, his colleagues who had helped him found 
the Council for the Clinical Training of Theological Students began to 
develop training programs that differed substantially from his original 
vision—including training students in the basics of pastoral counsel-
ing—he was deeply distressed.
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chapter two

The Methodology of Clinical 
Pastoral Education

If the [minister] is to be restored to his place in the populace which 

has imbibed deeply of the scientifi c method, he must drink at the 

same well.

—helen fl anders dunbar, executive director, 

council for the clinical training 

of theological students, 1930

The numbers of clinical training programs for seminary students 
grew steadily in the years after Anton Boisen and his colleagues 

formed the Council for the Clinical Training of Theological Students in 
1930. Some of the programs followed Boisen’s model for training and his 
emphasis on the “mental” hospital, but the council also began to estab-
lish training programs in other settings, including general hospitals, pris-
ons, and social agencies such as the Judge Baker Guidance Center, a child 
guidance clinic.1 For each program, the council established a collabora-
tive relationship with a hospital or social agency and assigned a council-
trained theological supervisor to the program. Many times, although not 
always, the theological supervisor was also the hospital chaplain or was 
employed by the agency in some similar capacity. In the early years, the 
council offered training during summer term only. During the academic 
year, Helen Flanders Dunbar, the fi rst director of the council, advertised 
clinical pastoral education in seminaries, collected applications for the 
summer training programs, and assigned students to them.2 In the early 
years, almost all students lived on or near the program site, worked half-
days in the wards or offi ces of the hospital, clinic, or agency to which 
they  were assigned, and received some kind of fi nancial support funded 
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by donations from patrons and provided by the council in the form of 
room and board. The early programs  were small, admitting between 
four and seven students annually. Of those students, the majority  were 
white, male, and mainline Protestant, although not exclusively so. A sub-
stantial portion of both supervisors and trainees believed that the clini-
cal training experience would make the students better and more effec-
tive ministers or religious workers.

The summer program at Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH), 
administered by hospital chaplain and theological supervisor, Russell 
Dicks, provides a good example of how most of the earliest programs 
worked. Dicks had trained at Worcester with Boisen and had been invited 
to MGH by Richard Cabot, who in the early years paid Dicks’s salary. 
The program in medical social work that Cabot had established earlier, 
in cooperation with Ida Cannon, made MGH ideal for the sort of col-
laborative effort early clinical educators envisioned. Seven students en-
rolled for training at MGH in the summer of 1934. They represented 
four mainline denominations—Episcopal, Presbyterian, Methodist, and 
(American)  Baptist—and four theological schools—General Theological 
Seminary and  Union Theological Seminary, both in New York; Episcopal 
Theological Seminary in Cambridge, Massachusetts; and Crozer Theo-
logical Seminary in Pennsylvania. Funding for the program came from 
local patrons, including, again, Richard Cabot. During the fi rst four 
weeks of the  twelve- week program, the students worked  half- days as or-
derlies on the hospital wards and spent the remainder of the day observ-
ing in the outpatient department, attending seminars, visiting patients, 
and reading. Students devoted the last eight weeks exclusively to more 
patient visitation, reading, and seminars. At the close of his annual re-
port, Dicks, refl ecting on the purpose and value of clinical training, noted 
that “nothing happens in the General Hospital that does not happen 
outside.” Dicks saw the hospital as a microcosm in which the students 
could observe all of the kinds of problems that humans might potentially 
encounter. He went on to comment on the role of religion and the pur-
pose of CPE in this context: “Does religion have anything to contribute to 
the individual facing those experiences? We assume it does. It is our task 
during the summer to help the students discover what it is and how they 
go about bringing the forces of religion into play in such situations.”3
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Both the structure and the goals of the summer program at MGH 
suggest that the medical doctors, social workers, and clergy who joined 
Anton Boisen in founding the CCTTS to oversee clinical pastoral educa-
tion programs almost immediately began to envision something different 
from Boisen’s social scientifi c study of religion. At least some of them 
found his par tic ular brand of moralism and his occasional bouts with 
psychosis embarrassing and exasperating. Nevertheless, they did not dis-
count his contribution. Carroll Wise, who had studied with Boisen at 
Worcester and taken over the program there when Boisen moved to 
Elgin, recalled Boisen’s enormous creativity, noting that the clinical 
training movement was “the child of that creativity.”4 At the time, how-
ever, most of the early clinical educators  were much more concerned 
with what they saw as the decline of the Protestant ministry and the 
concurrent rise of the “scientifi c” disciplines, including medicine, psy-
chiatry, and social welfare. The CPE found ers responded by attempting 
to negotiate a strategic alliance with other professionals in the very dis-
ciplines that posed the greatest threat to ministerial authority and the 
most likely competition for their parishioners’ loyalty and obedience. 
Although it was professionally advantageous for them to cultivate such 
alliances, most of the found ers also seemed to be genuinely convinced 
that many Americans  were suffering great emotional distress and that 
their ministers  were failing to help them relieve that suffering, because 
they  were inadequately prepared to do so.

The CPE pioneers suggested that the solution to declining ministerial 
prestige was to make ministers more effective. By “effective” they meant 
better able to prevent and alleviate “the infi rmities of mankind.”5 They 
argued that ministers needed training similar in some ways to that of doc-
tors and social workers, who  were also in the business of relieving human 
suffering and who seemed to enjoy much greater prestige. Professional 
training for doctors and social workers in the 1920s and 1930s relied on 
clinical (that is, bedside) observation of the patient or client and dis-
cussion of case studies, an approach that CPE found ers viewed as more 
“scientifi c” because it required careful observation, detailed recordkeep-
ing, and systematic analysis of the data collected. They intended clinical 
pastoral education to mirror the training offered in related disciplines.

In addition, CPE placed a special emphasis on the minister’s unique 
contribution to health and healing. Understanding that their association 
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with doctors, social workers, and other health care professionals could 
hurt them as well as help them, early CPE advocates recommended divid-
ing the responsibility for the study and care of human beings’ mental and 
physical health among medical doctors, psychiatrists, psychologists, so-
cial workers, and ministers, who could then cooperate without threaten-
ing one another’s sphere of action. Their training programs refl ected 
their interest in cooperating with a broad spectrum of health care and 
social ser vice professionals. Clinical pastoral education, with its mix of 
medical, psychiatric, and theological knowledge, had some unintended 
results too. The use of the  interview—fi rst as a tool to collect scientifi c 
data, later as a tool to practice skills they would need in the parish, and 
fi nally as a therapeutic tool for solving patients’  problems—made CPE 
programs the unintended starting point for a boom in pastoral counsel-
ing by giving young clergy their fi rst opportunity to counsel.

As Boisen’s work does, clinical pastoral education richly illustrates 
the prewar liberal moral sensibility, but with signifi cant differences. Like 
Boisen, his colleagues believed that science and the methods associated 
with science could transform the world, but where Boisen was engaged 
in a scientifi c study of religion and religious experience, his colleagues 
sought a scientifi c study of human nature in relation to the work of 
clergy. Boisen assumed in a general way that the knowledge he accumu-
lated would be helpful in alleviating suffering and that activities similar 
to occupational therapy would create the right environment for healing. 
In contrast, his colleagues sought specifi cally to apply the clinical knowl-
edge they collected to pastoral practice. Boisen’s primary and best site for 
scientifi cally studying religion was the psychiatric hospital, but for many 
of his peers, general hospitals, child guidance clinics, and prisons served 
their purposes equally well. Clinical educators’ pragmatism and their 
seemingly limitless faith in the possibilities of professional expertise fi t-
ted very well with a Progressive and Social Gospel vision.

Early Troubles

In the early years of clinical pastoral education, the goals and direction 
of the programs  were shaped primarily by Boisen and a handful of his 
friends, colleagues, and supporters. Anton Boisen, Richard Cabot, Philip 
Guiles, and Helen Flanders Dunbar had founded the Council for the 



44          helping the good shepherd

Clinical Training of Theological Students to facilitate the growth of new 
CPE programs, but the fl edging or ga niza tion quickly ran into trouble. 
While all of Boisen’s cofound ers, as well as the fi rst generation of theo-
logical supervisors, shared his enthusiasm, they did not necessarily share 
his priorities. Ideological differences about the nature and purpose of 
clinical training created deep divisions in the movement in its early years. 
For one thing, training parish ministers quickly became the priority, 
which was ironic, since among Cabot, Dunbar, and Guiles only Guiles 
had ever served in a parish. To complicate matters further, each of the 
found ers brought a strong will and a personal agenda to his or her efforts 
to establish a new kind of ministerial training. The agendas of the other 
found ers, as much as Boisen’s agenda, determined the fi nal shape of CPE. 
The result was a stormy and tumultuous beginning for the or ga niza tion.6

Almost immediately, personal and ideological differences came to the 
forefront in the council. By 1934, the original CCTTS had broken into 
two distinct factions. The one known as the “New En gland group” in-
cluded Guiles and Cabot. Dunbar moved CCTTS headquarters to New 
York and in 1938 renamed the or ga niza tion the Council for Clinical 
Training (CCT).

A variety of factors drove the found ers apart. Carroll Wise offered the 
most convincing explanation for the early divisions. In the early 1960s, 
Wise was president of the board of CCT, a member of the faculty at Gar-
rett Theological School, and one of the most infl uential theorists of the 
pastoral counseling movement. In the early 1930s, Wise had found him-
self in the thick of the found ers’ battles. At the time, a he was a young 
clergyman who had come to Worcester in the late 1920s to study with 
Boisen before taking up a parish ministry, but he ended up as chaplain 
at Worcester Hospital after Boisen’s breakdown. As Wise recalled it, the 
heart of the split between the New York and Boston branches of the 
council was a disagreement regarding the etiology of mental illness. 
Cabot and Guiles shared the conviction that all mental illness was caused 
by organic or physiological factors that could be treated with drugs or 
somatic  therapies—a view shared at the time by the majority of Ameri-
can medical doctors. Boisen and Dunbar, on the other hand, believed 
that psychological factors could contribute to mental illness in some 
cases—that mental illness could be psychogenic or, in the terms Boisen 
embraced, functional.7 Most pernicious of all, however, in the view of 
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Cabot and Guiles, was Dunbar’s embrace of Freudian theory. It seems 
odd that this would be a problem for Guiles, since, according to Wise, he 
had recently become a “devotee” of psychoanalysis.

This apparent paradox is easily explainable, however. While ideology 
was extremely important in shaping the movement, other factors  were 
also at  work—most of them personal. For instance, although Boisen dis-
agreed with Dunbar on a great many issues  intellectually—he was stead-
fastly  anti- Freudian—he remained personally loyal to their friendship. 
Similarly, Cabot’s professional choices  were infl uenced by his personal 
estimate of Boisen. It was no accident that the split in the council oc-
curred shortly after Boisen was hospitalized for his second psychotic 
break. Finally, and probably most signifi cantly, Guiles and Dunbar  were 
locked in an ongoing power struggle for ideological and administrative 
control of the council. As Wise remembered her, Dunbar “was a woman 
of very superior abilities and training, and she would not bow to any 
man. Even though she was only fi ve feet tall, she had a way of making 
men defer to her.” Equally problematic, from Wise’s point of view, was 
Guiles inability to defer to Dunbar “simply because of the nature of his 
personality.”8 Cabot, who was loyal to Guiles, apparently simply did not 
like Dunbar.9

Part of the hostility directed at Dunbar came because she was a woman, 
or, more specifi cally, a woman who did not know her place. Women 
played an important and infl uential role in world of Progressive reform. 
But even that world was hierarchical and drew clear lines with regard to 
the roles of men and women. Cabot had worked successfully with female 
social workers to establish the medical social work program at Massa-
chusetts General Hospital and continued to maintain good working re-
lationships with other professional women. But social work was consid-
ered an appropriate realm for women and did not challenge the social 
hierarchy. Dunbar, in contrast, had earned multiple advanced degrees in 
fi elds where men  dominated—theology ( Union Theological Seminary, 
B.D., 1927), philosophy (Columbia University, Ph.D., 1929), and medi-
cine (Yale University, M.D., 1930). It probably did not help that she was 
not especially easy to get along with and apparently engaged in none of 
the behavior necessary at the time to soothe male egos.10

In any case, the split in the council created two separate ideological 
streams. Under Dunbar’s direction, the branch of the council that she 
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established in New York grew rapidly between 1932 and 1941. In 1935
Dunbar appointed recent seminary graduate Seward Hiltner, who later 
became a pivotal fi gure in the pastoral counseling movement, as execu-
tive secretary of the council. Hiltner had trained with Donald Beatty in 
a council- administered program in Pittsburgh during the summers of 
1932 and 1933. He and Dunbar shared responsibility for tremendous 
growth in the programs. During his three years as executive secretary, 
Hiltner recruited students from  twenty- seven seminaries that had not 
previously sent students for training.11 The council worked in depen-
dently of the seminaries but obviously relied on them to provide students. 
Meanwhile, the number and kind of programs expanded. The 1937
cata logue advertised summer programs at a variety of locations and fa-
cilities, among them the New Jersey State Hospital, the Judge Baker 
Guidance Center in Massachusetts, and the United States Industrial Re-
formatory in Chillicothe, Ohio.12 Responsibility for directing the New 
York council shifted in 1936 to Robert Brinkman, a psychoanalytically 
trained minister. Dunbar became less involved in the council in the late 
1930s, choosing to devote herself more fully to researching and writing 
about psychosomatic medicine, serving as founding editor of the Journal 
of Psychosomatic Medicine, and building a private practice.13

In the meantime, the second stream of CPE also prospered. The New 
En gland group, under Guiles and Cabot, had reor ga nized as the Theo-
logical Schools’ Committee on Clinical Training. The new or ga niza tion 
refl ected the belief of the committee that clinical training ought to be 
under the control of theological schools, and, as a result, it consisted of 
representatives from Andover Newton Theological School, Harvard Di-
vinity School, and Episcopal Theological School, all clustered in the Bos-
ton area. The New En gland group’s approach contrasted to that of the 
New York council in which programs  were  free- standing, without for-
mal affi liation with seminaries. Like their counterparts in New York, the 
New En gland group or ga nized summer courses in clinical training at 
local hospitals. By the time of the fi rst national conference on clinical 
training in 1944, the New En gland group, with a much expanded mem-
bership, had formally incorporated as the Institute of Pastoral Care 
(IPC).

A third ideological stream developed in depen dently of the other two. 
Predating Boisen’s fi rst summer training program at Worcester, the third 



The Methodology of Clinical Pastoral Education           47

group placed less stress on hospital training, even though a medical 
doctor played a crucial role. Physician William S. Keller established a 
summer program in Cincinnati at an Episcopal seminary called Bexley 
Hall.14 The Summer School at Bexley Hall, which in 1925 became the 
Cincinnati Summer School in Social Work for Theological Students 
and Ju nior Clergy, placed seminary students in “general casework pro-
grams.” Administrators of the Bexley Hall program argued that social 
ser vice programs exposed students to problems that  were similar to those 
found in the parish.15 Occasionally, Bexley Hall students did their train-
ing in “specialized programs” or institutional settings, such as family 
welfare offi ces, juvenile courts, hospitals, and in  union or management 
personnel programs in industry.16 Between 1923 and 1936, Bexley Hall 
summer school administrators aimed their programs at seminary stu-
dents on summer break. In 1935 the Summer School became the Gradu-
ate School of Applied Religion and came under the direction of Joseph 
Fletcher. Between 1936 and 1943 the program expanded to offer curricu-
lum during the winter months to seminary graduates. Those who com-
pleted four quarters of the program  were awarded a graduate degree in 
“applied religion.” As an increasing number of seminaries offered clini-
cal courses of their own under the auspices of either the Council for 
Clinical Training or the Institute of Pastoral Care, and as clergy enlisted 
in the armed forces, enrollments at the graduate school declined. In 1944,
when Fletcher moved to the Episcopal Theological School in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, the graduate program from Bexley Hall moved with him, 
and at that point it became part of the IPC. Fletcher gained national 
prominence after World War II for his controversial work in the fi eld of 
bioethics as well as for his theory of “situation ethics.”17

For years after the split in the CCTTS, conventional wisdom among 
clinical pastoral educators identifi ed the New York group as Freudian 
and the New En gland group as pastoral. There was some truth in this 
distinction. CCT leaders Dunbar, Hiltner, and Brinkman probably  were 
more sympathetic to Freudian theories than just about anybody  else in 
the movement. And, undoubtedly, the IPC leaders kept a much greater 
focus on the parish minister, as their close relationship with theological 
schools might suggest. At the same time, both groups continued to ad-
here to certain basic principles. Both groups stressed the importance 
of the scientifi c method (by which they meant the case study method), 
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hospital or fi eld experience, teaching ministers skills that they could use 
effectively in the parish, and cooperating with other professionals, in-
cluding psychologists, psychiatrists, medical doctors, and social work-
ers. And if the CCT placed more trainees in psychiatric hospitals while 
IPC turned more often to general hospitals, the fundamental differences 
were, in reality, negligible.

CPE Programs, the Case Study Method, and Science

In order to encourage interprofessional cooperation (and achieve their 
goal of enhancing ministerial prestige), CPE leaders pursued several im-
portant strategies. First, they emphasized the common ground they 
shared with doctors and social workers and designed their programs ac-
cordingly, accenting the extent to which they  were all involved in a sci-
entifi c endeavor. Second, they sought the support of health care and 
social ser vice professionals, stressing the importance of cooperation in 
the interest of the patient’s physical and mental health. From their outset, 
CPE programs bore a strong resemblance in structure to the training of 
both medical and social work professionals.18 The resemblance was in-
tentional. To underline the links of clinically trained ministers to medical 
doctors and social workers and to the scientifi c method, most early CPE 
educators designed programs that required signifi cant amounts of pa-
tient contact and observation, taught students the fundamentals of me-
ticulous note taking and recordkeeping, and relied on the case study 
method as the primary teaching tool. The extent to which the case study 
could be considered scientifi c was hotly debated by contemporaries, but 
at least some social science professionals considered it so.19

In one sense, CPE programs in the 1930s remained true to Boisen’s 
vision of the minister as a scientist of religion and to his idea that knowl-
edge about human personality was accumulated most effectively not 
through the reading of books but through a study of “the living human 
document.” Most programs gave students extensive opportunity for pa-
tient contact. For instance, students who enrolled in the CPE program at 
Worcester State Hospital (a psychiatric hospital) in the summer of 1935
spent the fi rst two weeks assisting on the wards and familiarizing them-
selves with the routine of the hospital. At the end of those two weeks, 
they  were assigned four or fi ve patients to follow closely. They  were ex-
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pected to spend some part of each day with those patients, during which 
time they accompanied them on walks or to the swimming pool or they 
simply engaged them in conversation.20 Programs varied according to the 
inclinations of the supervisor and the needs of the program. Those that 
followed most closely the model established by Boisen at Elgin State 
Hospital tended to place a greater emphasis on recreation programs. At 
Rhode Island State Hospital in the summer of 1932, under the direction 
of theological supervisor Alexander Dodd, students or ga nized baseball 
games and beach parties, published a hospital newspaper, orchestrated 
a Fourth of July celebration, and arranged a trip to the state fair for hos-
pital inmates.21

At the same time, the needs of the program dictated the kind of pa-
tient contact. At Franklin School, for instance, students in the summer 
of 1933 had direct responsibility for the daily activities of their charges. 
Franklin was a school for children with behavior problems that included 
“truancy, stealing, destructiveness, pugnacity,  temper- tantrums, and all 
kinds of negativism.”22 Theology students served as staff and so  were 
responsible for getting the children out of bed in the morning, putting 
them to bed at night, taking them swimming, accompanying them to 
meals, and participating in storytelling and play groups. In other words, 
their contact with patients was, of necessity, much more tied to the daily 
rhythms of the institution.23 Massachusetts General Hospital offered a 
different type of patient contact. At MGH in the summer of 1933, theo-
logical students spent  half- days working on the wards and then devoted 
the other half of the day to serving in outpatient clinics, including neu-
rological, psychiatric, and children’s cardiac clinics. Students spent a sig-
nifi cant amount of time simply observing but at times  were put to work 
in the clinic setting. One student recalled a morning spent at the well 
baby clinic at the Pennsylvania Hospital in Philadelphia. It was his duty 
to “page the babies” when it was their turn to be examined by the doc-
tor.24 Students enrolled in the summer program offered at Syracuse Psy-
chopathic Hospital in 1932 worked in the social ser vice department and, 
in addition to working on the wards,  were required to visit and interview 
friends and family of patients at their home or place of employment.25 At 
Judge Baker Guidance Center, students interviewed boys and girls who 
were patients and their family members and served as “big brothers” or 
probation offi cers for the boys.26
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While clinical educators stressed the fundamental importance of fre-
quent contacts with patients, they did not intend those contacts to be 
casual. Rather, as part of their attempt to promote the scientifi c study of 
religion and the use of the scientifi c method, they insisted that patient 
contact be carefully documented through some sort of note taking or re-
cordkeeping. At Worcester in 1935, for example, students  were required 
to take extensive notes regarding their encounter with patients, recalling 
as much as possible of any conversation and analyzing any changes in 
patient behavior.27 But the nature of note taking varied. Programs like 
the one at Worcester that focused on helping seminarians to understand 
mental illness tended to follow the format and priorities of the conven-
tional medical case study. In programs where social workers played an 
important role, not surprisingly, students followed the format and priori-
ties of the social work case study.

Eventually, the CCTTS moved to standardize note taking in council- 
sponsored programs. They  were not entirely successful, because, of 
course, case study format had to fi t the needs of the program, but certain 
shared priorities emerged. One such format, devised in the late 1930s
and apparently intended for use in a boy’s school, divided the case his-
tory into three parts. The fi rst section provided a guideline for collecting 
a personal history of the patient. The opening paragraph was supposed 
to list the salient characteristics of the patient: age, race, sex, education, 
occupation, religion, and the reason for commitment. Ideally, the re-
mainder of the fi rst section traced the patient’s personal history and in-
cluded a description of the patient’s family and their social, cultural, and 
economic status, the patient’s childhood and adolescent development, 
and personal “adjustments” both current and in the past with regard to 
sex, family, and to vocational, social, and religious matters.

Determining the nature of the patient’s adjustment required eliciting 
a wealth of information from either the patient or the patient’s family 
and friends. In order to ascertain, for instance, the patient’s “sex adjust-
ment,” the theological student was supposed to determine whether the 
patient had an “attachment or antagonism for either parent,” what the 
patient’s attitude was toward the opposite sex and toward sex in general, 
and what sort of “love affairs” and “sex experience” the patient had 
encountered in the course of his or her life. In fact, learning about the 
patient’s “adjustments” required a range of questions that covered every 
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aspect of the patient’s life, from reading habits and preferences in movies 
to work habits and patterns of church attendance.

Part two of the case study documented the current “personal charac-
teristics” of the patient under categories labeled “state of consciousness,” 
“fi eld of attention,” “mood,” “speech,” “intellectual functions,” “general 
behavior,” and “content of thought.” On this last, the student was sup-
posed to describe very specifi cally how the patient thought about “per-
sonal responsibility,” “religious concerns,” and “erotic involvement.” 
While the fi rst two sections  were expected to be wholly descriptive, the 
last section was intended for interpreting the information that had been 
collected. Theology students  were encouraged to make judgments about 
the emotional and mental state of the patient and to suggest a diagnosis, 
a prognosis, and a plan of treatment. This appropriation of medical ter-
minology suggests the extent to which clinical educators  were indebted 
to the medical model.28

Regardless of their format, however, these  student- generated notes 
provided the starting point for the systematic analysis of the information 
the students had collected. In general, that analysis occurred in the con-
text of either case seminars or individual conferences with the student’s 
theological supervisor, the patient’s supervising physician, or social work 
personnel. This meant that, in addition to the time students spent with 
patients on the wards, they  were required to spend a signifi cant number 
of hours in seminars, usually in the eve nings. At Elgin State in 1933, for 
instance, students attended  twenty- two eve ning sessions in the course of 
a term, each about two hours long.29 Most of the programs devoted at 
least one eve ning session a week—and typically more—to discussion of 
case studies. In that context, students examined either sample case stud-
ies provided by the theological supervisor or the cases to which they  were 
currently assigned.30 In the summer of 1933, when Seward Hiltner was 
in his second summer of CPE with Donald Beatty at Mayview, he spent 
the summer interviewing newly admitted patients to build “a library of 
teaching case rec ords.”31 At Greystone Park State Hospital in New Jersey 
in the summer of 1934, students devoted about a quarter of their seminar 
time to case studies that illustrated specifi c types of illness or explored 
the lives of religious fi gures such as John Bunyan and George Fox.32

In many programs, students  were also required to attend hospital 
staff meetings where, again, case material played a central role.33 In most 
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programs, too, the students met weekly with the theological supervisor 
and, whenever possible, met individually with medical personnel or so-
cial work staff to discuss the cases that had been assigned to them. 
Weekly meetings seemed to be the ideal, although at least one supervisor 
was willing to admit that things did not always go as planned. In his 
report on CPE at Rochester State Hospital in New York in the summer 
of 1939, Leonard Edmonds acknowledged that he had had trouble “fol-
lowing through” on his weekly  supervisor- student meetings and rec-
ommended that the meetings be scheduled for some time other than 
Saturday morning. Edmonds also admitted that, while he had required 
his students to write at least fi ve case analyses to be submitted by the end 
of the twelve week period, at least two of his students completed only 
two; one student had “trouble with interviewing” and the other could 
not type.34

Interprofessional Alliances

Early clinical educators frequently compared the experience of the min-
ister in clinical training programs with the internship served by medical 
doctors.35 The CPE found ers failed to recognize the fl aw in their own 
reasoning. Doctors  were trained in the hospital because eventually they 
practiced their profession in the hospital. Social workers  were trained in 
social work clinics because eventually they practiced in those clinics. 
Most ministers who pursued clinical training, however, ended up in a 
parish. Moreover, it was the express purpose of most CPE supervisors to 
train ministers for parish work.36 Had clinical pastoral educators wished 
to create a truly parallel training situation, they would have conducted 
the training of their students in parish settings. But, because clinical edu-
cators really intended to encourage what they saw as a strategic alliance 
between ministers and health care professionals, they emphasized the 
applicability of institutional experience for the parish minister.

CPE educators developed an institutional structure that encouraged 
interprofessional alliances. The boards of governors of the CCTTS and 
its successor groups always included medical doctors, as did the roster 
of council members.37 While individuals who served as members or as-
sociate members played only an advisory role in council affairs, the 
board of governors had  decision- making power. Its members  were drawn 
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in part from CPE graduates but also from organizations such as the As-
sociation for Psychosomatic Medicine, the New York Academy of Medi-
cine, and the Commission for Mental Hygiene. The council did not ne-
glect its obligations to the traditional power structure of American 
Protestantism: its board members  were also drawn from the Federal 
Council of Churches (which in 1950 became the National Council of 
Churches) and the American Association of Theological Schools. Board 
members included familiar fi gures such as prominent liberal clergy: 
Henry Knox Sherrill, Episcopal bishop and later president of the Na-
tional Council of Churches; Henry Sloane Coffi n, the president of  Union 
Theological Seminary; and Harry Emerson Fosdick, the pop ular and 
outspoken pastor of the Riverside Church in New York City.38

The CPE program structure encouraged strategic interprofessional al-
liances. Most programs, in addition to discussion sessions led by the 
theological supervisor, included a full slate of lectures by physicians, 
psychiatrists, psychologists, and social workers and, in some cases, fi eld 
trips to local agencies.39 This teaching method allowed CPE educators to 
advance one of their most important goals—teaching young ministers 
the value of “cooperating” with other professionals to relieve human 
suffering whether it be mental, emotional, physical, or social. Their un-
derstanding of cooperation derived from their understanding of the 
healthy human being. They believed that human experience had to be 
viewed both in its constituent  pieces—spiritual, physical, emotional, 
social—and as a  whole, to be treated through the cooperation of special-
ists. And within this model of cooperative healing, the minister played a 
crucial role.

Clinical educators believed that in order to cooperate with others 
who  were engaged in healing, clergy needed to know certain basic infor-
mation about what the other professions  were doing. It made sense to 
them to ask specialists in these  fi elds—psychiatry, medicine, and social 
work—to provide that information. At Greystone Park in 1934, roughly 
half of the seminars  were offered by staff from the hospital and the 
mental hygiene clinic. Dr. Arthur Garfi eld Lane, hospital staff psychia-
trist, presented a  sixteen- lecture series titled “The Biological Approach 
to Mental Disorder.” Herbert Barry, also affi liated with the hospital 
and a professor of psychology at Tufts University, presented fi ve addi-
tional lectures. In addition, theological students  were invited to attend 
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lectures presented by the hospital’s mental hygiene department for its 
own staff.40

In some senses, CPE supervisors  were also teaching cooperation by 
modeling the correct behavior. Theological students who studied at 
Greystone saw in the example of their theological supervisor, Robert 
Brinkman, someone who actively cultivated alliances with the medical 
staff. The program at Massachusetts General Hospital exhibited a simi-
lar integration. In the summer of 1933, the theological supervisor, Rus-
sell Dicks, cooperated closely with Ida M. Cannon, the director of social 
ser vices at MGH, to develop a lecture series presented by doctors, social 
workers, psychiatrists, the hospital librarian, and the chief of occupa-
tional therapy. MGH even permitted one of its social workers, Helen 
Snow, to serve as a con sul tant to the theological supervisor. In addition, 
Snow offered lectures on techniques for interviewing and writing social 
histories.41

The information provided by fellow professionals had a specifi c pur-
pose. Theological supervisors wanted their students to be able to refer 
their parishioners to other professionals whenever necessary. To effec-
tively refer, parish ministers needed to have enough information about 
human personality to intervene at the proper moment and recognize 
what sort of care the person needed. As a result, CPE programs offered 
seminars such as “The Laboratory’s Contribution to Our Understanding 
of Human Personality,” “The Inadequate Personalities (Simple and He-
bephrenic),” “Psychoneurotic Individuals,” and “A Case of Multiple 
Personality.”42 Even programs that  were not devoted to the treatment of 
the mentally ill made certain that their students  were introduced to the 
basics of human personality, through lectures such as “The Physiological 
Basis for Emotions,” and “Neurotics as Met in Everyday Life.”43

Clinical educators assumed that if they gave their students the proper 
information during their training, once in the parish they would be able 
to identify incipient illness or suffering and be able to refer to the appro-
priate professional. Their beliefs about referral refl ected their under-
standing of illness. First, they saw illness as something that occurred on 
a continuum. Second, they saw emotional, physical, social, and spiritual 
suffering as something that could be clearly defi ned and separated. In 
other words, they believed it was possible to identify the parishioner’s 
par tic ular kind of suffering and refer appropriately. Knowing when to 
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refer was important because early intervention, they argued, could pre-
vent the most egregious manifestations of illness. From the perspective 
of theological supervisors, then, being able to make distinctions between 
normal and abnormal or healthy and sick was crucial if the minister 
expected to cooperate effectively to relieve human suffering. The theo-
logical supervisor at the Franklin School in the summer of 1933 reported 
with apparent satisfaction the comments on the program offered by one 
of his students. This student indicated that CPE training had helped him 
to distinguish between “mildly diffi cult behavior and a defi nite neurosis” 
and to understand the importance of early intervention for the success 
of psychiatric treatment.44 Robert Brinkman, the theological supervisor 
at Greystone Park State Hospital saw the “problem of recognizing and 
treating these situations before they become extreme as the chief pastoral 
function of the minister.”45

In addition, CPE supervisors argued that their students needed to 
have an equally clear grasp of the resources available: students needed to 
know not only when to refer but to whom. In the early years, students 
typically learned primarily about the resources available within the in-
stitution where they had enrolled for training. Eventually, in light of their 
concern about cooperation, CPE educators offered students a broader 
base of information about community resources. During the summer of 
1934, Massachusetts General Hospital scheduled fi eld trips to McLean 
Hospital, Massachusetts Eye and Ear Clinic, the Judge Baker Guidance 
Center, and Boston Psychopathic Hospital.46 In the summer of 1936, in 
a program designed by supervisors Seward Hiltner and Richard Parker, 
theological students at Pennsylvania Hospital learned about a variety of 
social agencies through lectures from representatives of the Child Guid-
ance Clinic, the Lutheran City Mission, and the Family Society and fi eld 
trips to the Housing Association, the Franklin Nursery School, and the 
Department for Mental and Ner vous Diseases.47

The Unique Contribution of the Clergy

When clinical educators adopted the medical model for training and 
emphasized professional cooperation and referral, they risked subordi-
nating the role of the clergy and the theological perspective. To avoid this 
pitfall, they had to make a case for the unique contribution of the clergy 
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to health and mental healing. Fortunately, they  were not alone in their 
efforts to do so. CPE was part of a larger movement among liberal Prot-
estants of the period who  were attempting to make an explicit connec-
tion between Protestantism and healing, whether physical or mental. In 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as psychology, psychia-
try, and psychoanalysis gained prominence and respect, the attempts to 
delineate the relationship of religion and health became more numerous. 
Mary Baker Eddy promoted the principles of Christian Science, drawing 
primarily on a Protestant audience and promising that the mind could 
heal the body, even as any number of New Thought or “mind cure” move-
ments fl ourished. Within the mainstream Protestant community, reli-
gious educators began to teach the principles of mental hygiene to their 
seminary students. Worcester’s Emmanuel Movement was located at the 
confl uence of the mind cure movement and mainstream Protestantism. 
Some denominations, such as the Lutheran Church of America, insti-
tuted the practice of supplying their community hospitals with chaplains 
to visit the sick. Boisen was probably the fi rst chaplain employed full 
time by an American psychiatric hospital, in order to address the spiri-
tual needs of the mentally ill. Harry Emerson Fosdick and John Suther-
land Bonnell, through their radio broadcasts, reached wide audiences 
with the message of psychology’s importance for religion. Several minis-
ters, including Bonnell, even published works using the terms “pastoral 
psychology” or “pastoral psychiatry” in the titles.48 And by 1937, Nor-
man Vincent Peale and psychiatrist Smiley Blanton had established the 
Religio- Psychiatric Clinic at the Marble Collegiate Church in New 
York.49

Clinical pastoral educators could be distinguished from other Protes-
tants by their attempts to control and disseminate systematically knowl-
edge about the relationship between religion and health. Their plan to 
develop schools where they could produce generation after generation of 
psychologically trained ministers suggests that the found ers had a grasp 
of the bigger picture. They certainly  were not the only ones thinking 
about how to revamp ministerial education.50 They  were the only ones, 
however, who shared a common understanding of the strategic impor-
tance of professional alliances and of locating ministers in a newly de-
veloping matrix of professional culture.51 In this context, CPE leaders 
stressed the unique role of the clergy on the health care team. Supervisors 



The Methodology of Clinical Pastoral Education           57

and their students envisioned cooperation as something more than a 
one- way sharing of information in which medical and social work pro-
fessionals supplied information to theological supervisors and their stu-
dents. CPE supervisors thought that cooperation ought to include work-
ing together with medical and social work professionals in the treatment 
of patients and clients. Clinical pastoral educators delighted in pointing 
out cases where the medical doctor, psychiatrist, or social welfare worker 
had asked for the assistance of the theological student or supervisor. Car-
roll Wise, in his 1935 report on the Worcester program, included a de-
scription of Robert Beaven’s experience. Beaven, a theological student 
enrolled in the Worcester program, played an integral part in the recov-
ery of a catatonic patient at the hospital. Beaven’s involvement, which 
included swimming, tennis, and daily walks with the patient, came at the 
request of one of the hospital psychiatrists, who believed that his young 
patient needed the companionship of someone who was close to the same 
age and shared his interests.52

CPE supervisors argued that clergy belonged on the health care team 
as equals because they brought unique “resources” for the purpose of 
health and healing. They pointed to research in psychosomatic medi-
cine that suggested that patients who  were calm, happy, and relaxed 
tolerated surgery with fewer  ill- effects. Seward Hiltner claimed that the 
“quiet spirit” enhanced physical healing and could be evoked by the 
minister’s traditional tools. And, carry ing the medical meta phor a bit 
further, he noted, “Prayer, meditation, the Bible, other literature, listen-
ing, quietness,  understanding—these are as real as pills and sometimes 
more helpful.”53

For many educators, one of the most important aspects of the infor-
mation available in the clinical setting was its implications for parish 
practice. As one supervisor observed, clinical training was intended to 
teach ministers how to deal with “ordinary people in their own parishes.”54

To that end, clinical educators devoted signifi cant numbers of lectures, 
case seminars, and  supervisor- student conferences to an examination of 
“pastoral technique.”

For most CPE supervisors the heart of pastoral technique was “thera-
peutic friendship.” One supervisor, Rothe Hilger, remarked in his 1933
annual report that learning to be a “friend” to boys and girls was one 
of the primary objectives of the Judge Baker Guidance Center training 
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program.55 Russell Dicks, too, in his 1933 report suggested that students 
both observed and “befriended” patients.56 Clinical pastoral educators 
in the  mid-1930s, increasingly stressed the importance of the quality of 
the friendship shared by ministers and their parishioners. In 1934, Carroll 
Wise identifi ed as one of his program goals at Worcester that the theo-
logical student would ultimately recognize the importance of a “relation-
ship of understanding and confi dence between the minister and the per-
sons with whom he is working.”57 By 1935 Wise made an even more 
explicit connection between friendship and the pastorate, equating the 
theological student’s “capacity for real friendship” with the “capacity to 
be a pastor.” Wise saw it as his responsibility to teach his students how 
to be an “intelligent and understanding friend” as well as the “attitudes 
and techniques for dealing with others.”58 The idea that theological stu-
dents served as “friends” to the patients persisted in new programs, such 
as the one established at Pennsylvania Hospital in the summer of 1936.59

The Interview

If clinical educators viewed therapeutic friendship as the heart of pasto-
ral practice, they saw “patient listening” as the heart of therapeutic friend-
ship. In his 1934 annual report for Greystone Park, supervisor Robert 
Brinkman described the high value he placed on teaching his students the 
importance of “daily friendly conversations and cultivated listening.”60

The  mid-1930s saw increased efforts to use the  student- patient inter-
view as a tool for teaching student ministers how to listen well. To im-
prove their listening skills, CCT trainees studied a small number of 
patients intensively, not just through case studies or observation, but 
through interviews. Typically, trainees interviewed the patients at least 
fi ve times per week for at least one hour per interview. At the end of each 
day, the trainee prepared written reports that included a description of 
each interview, its content, an interpretation of the interview, and an 
evaluation of the  trainee- patient relationship. Interviews gave students a 
chance to scrutinize their own behavior in the encounter.

Some theological supervisors used the verbatim method developed by 
Russell Dicks at Massachusetts General to facilitate his own work with 
patients in a general hospital setting. In the verbatim approach, students 
prepared a detailed written preliminary plan prior to each interview. 
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After each visit, they recorded as much of the interview as they could 
remember, verbatim, on the  right- hand  two- thirds of a sheet of paper, 
leaving the left third of the page for the instructor’s comments. Dicks 
argued that recordkeeping disciplined ministers and allowed them to 
examine their own behavior in a variety of circumstances.61

Some CPE supervisors submitted sample “verbatims” with their an-
nual reports, and one, in par tic ular, illustrates how they used the 
method to hone the student’s listening skills. In the verbatim, the student 
detailed his encounter with a  thirty- four- year- old, divorced woman who 
had been hospitalized to receive radiological treatments for cancer. The 
theological supervisor wrote comments in the margin that focused on 
the student’s listening skills. At one point, when the student refrained 
from interrupting Mrs. P, the lack of interruption allowed Mrs. P to in-
troduce an idea the supervisor believed she would not have expressed 
had the student not waited: after commenting on how “dull” she was to 
talk to, Mrs. P paused and then said, “Don’t you believe that all the hell 
that there is we make for ourselves?” At another point, however, when 
Mrs. P said, “Do you think God punishes us directly?” the student 
launched into a theological explanation of sin. The supervisor com-
mented, “Here you should have listened. You don’t know where her 
‘growing edge’ is. You risk missing her completely.”62 The supervisor also 
commented on the student’s use of prayer and scripture. When the stu-
dent failed to cite in his verbatim the scripture he had used in his encoun-
ter with Mrs. P, the supervisor admonished him and compared the over-
sight to the doctor who used medicine but did not make a note of what 
kind of medicine.63 In general, the supervisor judged the several encoun-
ters between the student and Mrs. P a success, because the student had 
established such “rapport” with Mrs. P that in the fi fth interview she 
“poured out her heart” to him.64 The supervisor noted that the theologi-
cal problems Mrs. P presented  were just the sort the student might expect 
to encounter in the parish and that his clinical experience had prepared 
him to handle those kinds of problems should he encounter them again.

By the end of the 1930s a subtle but important shift had begun to oc-
cur in the use of the interview in clinical pastoral education. Whereas 
initially CPE supervisors had required their students to conduct and re-
cord interviews in order to collect data and hone their listening skills, 
increasingly supervisors and their students viewed the interview as a 
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therapeutic tool, a development perhaps presaged by the tendency to 
compare prayer to pills. Again, a sample verbatim illustrates the changes 
in the training pro cess. In this case, the student conducted a series of 
interviews with a  seventy- year- old widow named “Mrs. E” who had been 
hospitalized for a broken hip. As required, the student completed a ver-
batim report in which he analyzed his encounter with the patient. Unlike 
earlier students, however, he studied the verbatim in order to ascertain 
the patient’s needs and what he could do for her, rather than to examine 
his own listening technique. As a result, at the end of each interview, he 
wrote a summary of the conversation, attempting to identify Mrs. E’s 
needs, and suggested a plan to meet those needs.

The comments from the supervisor primarily addressed the trainee’s 
phrasing in his replies to Mrs. E, suggesting ways in which it could have 
been more effective. For instance, when the patient described her pipe- 
smoking roommate and excused the behavior because the woman was 
lonely, the trainee responded with a “yes,” affi rming Mrs. E’s assessment 
of the situation. The supervisor suggested that the trainee could have 
said, “We often overlook diffi culties if by so doing we give plea sure to 
another.” In his summary from the fi rst day, the student attempted to 
determine the reasons for Mrs. E’s reluctance to leave the hospital. He 
concluded that she needed confi dence and that he ought to help her gain 
it. He also decided that she had not confi ded completely in him and that 
he ought to focus on discovering any additional problems that might be 
“weighing on her mind.”65 After the second interview, the trainee drew 
many of the same conclusions. He wondered, too, if he ought to be more 
aggressive in offering positive suggestions that would help her to adjust 
to going home. After the third interview, the trainee worried that he had 
failed: Mrs. E seemed just as reluctant as ever to go home. The student 
engaged in an ongoing struggle to identify his “task” in the relationship 
and fi nally decided he should just continue being her friend.

Although this student remained within the framework of therapeutic 
friendship promoted so vigorously by CPE supervisors in the  mid-1930s, 
his experience is an example of the changes regarding the purpose of in-
terviewing that had begun to occur in clinical pastoral education. The 
changes  were subtle but important. The growing interest in using the in-
terview itself as a therapeutic tool eventually caught on in most of the 
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helping professions. CPE shared with its professional allies a commit-
ment to Progressive ideals, including applying the principles of science 
and establishing professional standards, in the belief that practitioners 
of their professions could thereby better relieve human suffering. CPE 
supervisors did manage to carve out a niche for themselves and their 
graduates among these professionals, by emphasizing a trained minis-
ter’s ability to make appropriate referrals but also to make a unique 
contribution through the use of religious resources, therapeutic friend-
ship, and patient listening. CPE supervisors  were wary, however, of the 
interview’s becoming the means to relieve suffering rather than a tool for 
training or collecting data. The interview, or “counseling,” as it was in-
creasingly referred to, rapidly gained popularity as a therapeutic mecha-
nism, and clinical educators  were not at all sure that they wanted to see 
that happen, because they feared that doctors, protective of their terri-
tory, would withdraw their support of CPE. At the same time, while 
most theological supervisors disavowed any intention of training clergy 
to be counselors, their methods probably did as much as anything to fuel 
the enthusiasm of young clergy for what was now being called “pastoral 
counseling.”
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chapter three

The Minds of Moralists

Every personality problem is a moral problem.

—rollo may, the art of counseling, 1939

In the 1930s a growing number of clergy became interested in offering 
counseling to their parishioners. Whether they  were graduates of clini-

cal pastoral education programs or learned about counseling from the 
books, sermons, and radio programs of men such as Harry Emerson 
Fosdick, John Sutherland Bonnell, or Norman Vincent Peale, clergy from 
a wide spectrum of Protestant denominations began to view therapeutic 
interviewing, that is, counseling, as an important part of their ministe-
rial obligations. The fascination with counseling was not limited to 
clergy. Many of their CPE allies, including psychiatrists, psychologists, 
social workers, and guidance and vocational counselors, likewise had 
begun to claim the interview as an important therapeutic element.

In some ways counseling and its fi rst cousin, psychotherapy,  were the 
quintessential expressions of the liberal moral sensibility as it developed 
after World War I. Pastoral counselors, many of whom  were graduates 
of clinical pastoral education programs and some of whom had studied 
with Anton Boisen, brought to the counseling session a familiar set of 
ideals and principles that included a belief in the centrality of science and 
the scientifi c method, the necessity of alleviating human suffering, and 
the effi cacy of professional expertise. Unlike either Boisen or most of the 
CPE found ers, however, ministers who identifi ed themselves as pastoral 
counselors saw the personal interview as the critical therapeutic element. 
And where Boisen and the CPE found ers had sought to study, describe, 
and document the relationship between religion and health, pastoral 
counselors sought to apply that research, specifi cally in the context of 
the interview, where the individual could, by talking, be transformed. In 
addition, pastoral counselors believed that the transformation occurred 
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not just by talking but as a result of the guidance, advice, and direction 
ministers offered by virtue of their moral authority. Change required a 
strenuous moral effort and the support of the minister, and the result was 
mental health. Pastoral counseling emerged in a competitive environ-
ment in which all of the professionals interested in claiming counseling 
or psychotherapy as their purview shared a common Progressive heritage 
and set of liberal assumptions. Pastoral counselors claimed counseling as 
a legitimate endeavor for their profession because they believed mental 
health had moral implications. The theory and practice of Anton Boisen, 
clinical pastoral educators, and pastoral counselors illustrate how the 
liberal moral sensibility played out in the interwar period.

The Progressive Context of Counseling

The Progressive  impulse—the desire to remake American society through 
application of science and professional  expertise—in tandem with the 
Social Gospel did as much as anything to stimulate the interest in both 
psychotherapy and counseling. Typically, historians have seen the thera-
peutic turn as evidence of colossal social selfi shness and the end of Pro-
gressive reform. In the early 1960s, sociologist Philip Rieff argued that 
it also signaled the end of community. But early psychotherapists and 
counselors saw themselves remaking society, no less than earlier reform-
ers had, but doing so through changing one life at a time. Transformed 
individuals would transform society, or so the reasoning went.

Psychiatrists, clinically trained ministers, psychologists, social work-
ers, and professional educators owed the growth of their disciplines to 
the Progressive impulse, and each in the 1930s moved steadily toward 
embracing the personal interview, or counseling, as one of their primary 
tools. Both counseling and psychotherapy played pivotal roles in the con-
struction of a professional identity for a variety of professionals claiming 
one or the other as their exclusive territory, even as the boundaries be-
tween professions remained fl uid and the claims contested. Most coun-
selors  were careful to distinguish counseling from  psychotherapy—and 
for good reason. By the 1930s American psychiatrists and psychoana-
lysts had, through a series of strategic moves, laid claim to the realm of 
psychotherapy. The defi nitions are slippery and  ill- defi ned—both by con-
temporaries and by  historians—but, generally speaking, psychotherapy 
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referred to psychical or nonsomatic treatments such as suggestion, hyp-
nosis, or psychoanalysis used for the purpose of healing mental illness.

One of the earliest examples of psychotherapy was the Emmanuel 
Movement, the movement established by Protestant ministers Elwood 
Worcester (Boisen’s mentor) and his associate Samuel McComb. Worces-
ter and McComb’s psychotherapeutic clinic, one of the fi rst in the coun-
try, was established in Boston in 1906. It had the support of the leading 
lights of the Boston medical community, but its therapy was nonsomatic 
and nonmedical. Initially, no one anticipated a confl ict, but by 1910
hardly a trace of the movement remained. Historian Eric Caplan, who 
argues convincingly that the Emmanuel Movement was a victim of its 
own success, contends that most psychiatrists and neurologists had re-
lied almost exclusively on somatic therapies and had assumed physio-
logical or organic cause for mental illness. They had, in fact, distanced 
themselves from psychological healing because of the extent to which 
those activities  were associated with a pop ular, nonscientifi c “mind 
cure” movement. At the turn of the twentieth century, however, some 
psychiatrists and neurologists had begun to entertain the possibility of a 
psychological explanation for some mental illness, or at least that some 
symptoms could be explained in terms of psychical factors. From this 
perspective, Worcester’s program seemed both legitimate and innocu-
ous. Patients  were under the care of both medical doctors and ministers, 
attended weekly classes where they heard lectures given by doctors, psy-
chologists, and ministers about mental health issues, and, assuming the 
doctor had found no organic cause for their illness, attended psycho-
therapy sessions with Worcester or McComb that consisted, to a large 
extent, of using the methods of suggestion.1 As the movement gained 
national prominence, medical doctors, fearing a loss of territory to 
clergy, reasserted their claim to psychotherapy, sometimes in quite bel-
ligerent terms.2

After Freud’s visit to the United States in 1909, and just as the Em-
manuel Movement was unraveling, psychoanalysis gained ground 
steadily as the psychotherapeutic technique of choice. In the United 
States, psychiatrists and psychoanalysts made common cause early in the 
century; and by midcentury it was typical here, in contrast to Eu ro-
pean practice, that psychoanalysts  were also medical doctors, further 
tightening the grip that psychiatric medicine had on psychotherapy.3 As 
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Caplan has pointed out, in pursuing this alliance, American psychiatrists 
intended to close off the practice of psychotherapy to other professions, 
which they managed to do, but only temporarily. Claiming psychother-
apy as the province of their profession was important for psychiatrists 
because of the extent to which it expanded their territory beyond the 
asylum and the mental institution, giving them jurisdiction over a popu-
lation of noninstitutionalized, sick but curable persons. And, in the con-
text of the Progressive belief that society could be transformed through 
the judicious application of scientifi cally based expertise, psychotherapy 
offered psychiatrists and psychoanalysts a role in that transformation. 
Their affi liation with the mental hygiene movement further highlighted 
psychiatrists’ potential contribution to building a better world. The men-
tal hygiene movement was founded by Clifford Beers, who, like Anton 
Boisen, had spent a number of years institutionalized for mental illness. 
The movement focused on encouraging good mental hygiene as a means 
to avoiding mental illness. The founding of mental hygiene clinics gave 
psychiatrists a much broader base and more prominent role in promoting 
mental health.4

By the  mid-1930s, psychotherapy had, at least temporarily, been 
claimed by the medical profession as its province. The situation with 
regard to counseling was far less settled. Among the other professional 
groups seeking to establish counseling as part of their repertoire  were 
psychologists, who saw counseling as a natural extension of their work 
in applied psychology. Counseling was, after all, based on psychological 
principles. Scientifi c psychology, from the time the fi rst laboratory was 
established by Wilhelm Wundt in Leipzig in 1880, had been dominated by 
the theories and methods of experimental psychology. But, as with psy-
chiatry, Progressive reform had made the application of psychology to 
social problems more pressing. The realm of applied psychology developed 
fi rst in the area of mental testing, which was intended to mea sure every-
thing from intelligence to vocational aptitude and which led to the forma-
tion of clinics intended primarily for administering those tests. The anti-
Progressive nature of much of this testing is notorious—intelligence 
testing to limit immigration being the most prominent example. Progres-
sive psychologists, however, had high hopes for the potential of psychol-
ogy to improve the quality of life for the next generation of immigrants 
and  working- class people and, increasingly, for upwardly mobile middle 
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Americans, too. These psychologists grew ever more impatient with the 
apparent irrelevance of experimental psychology with regard to practical 
matters. For psychologists, it was a short step from testing to offering 
counsel based on that testing.

Psychologists also  were increasingly employed in a variety of settings, 
including psychiatric hospitals and clinics, mental hygiene clinics, and 
general hospitals and outpatient clinics, and educational institutions and 
juvenile courts. In these settings psychologists frequently worked on 
teams of specialists which included psychiatrists, social workers, and 
clergy. In addition to offering mental testing, psychologists sometimes 
engaged patients in psychotherapy while working under the supervision 
of medical doctors. This combination of testing and providing therapy 
predisposed psychologists to see both psychotherapy and counseling as 
important elements of their professional practice, despite psychiatrists’ 
claims to the contrary. Carl Rogers spent the de cade of the 1930s at the 
Rochester Child Guidance Clinic in Rochester, New York, working as 
part of a medical team and growing increasingly dissatisfi ed with both 
the experimental emphasis of his fellow psychologists and the limitations 
placed on psychologists by the medical profession.

Psychiatric social work followed a similar path. Probably no profes-
sion was as completely a product of the Progressive impulse as social 
work. Originating in the work of volunteers for private charities, social 
work was professionalized in the fi rst several de cades of the twentieth 
century, as those interested in social work found professional opportuni-
ties in many of the same venues that employed psychologists and CPE 
trainees and graduates. These early social workers provided  follow- up 
care for newly released patients and inmates and helped clients address 
an assortment of problems, such as fi nding adequate housing or securing 
a job. They worked from the assumption that recovering from mental or 
physical illness or succeeding in school and avoiding juvenile delinquency 
required the right environment.

Given the aura of respect that surrounded the sciences and the rapid 
professionalization in other disciplines, social workers sought to place 
their profession on what they viewed as a scientifi c basis. Like clinical 
pastoral educators, they  were inveterate recordkeepers and the client in-
terview and case study  were central to their endeavor. And as with CPE, 
the conjunction of social work with the medical profession generated 
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new areas of expertise and professional authority. Psychiatric social 
work was one of those areas, and two of the earliest collaborators in the 
fi eld  were psychologist Augusta Bronner and neurologist William Healy, 
both of whom started out at Chicago’s Juvenile Psychopathic Institute in 
1909 and then in 1917 moved to the Judge Baker Foundation (known as 
the Judge Baker Guidance Center after 1930), the site of a CPE program. 
Another important location for early psychiatric social work was at 
Massachusetts General Hospital, where James Jackson Putnam insti-
tuted a special division of social ser vice for mental patients, headed up 
by his wife, who was a social worker.5 Medical social work had been 
originated at Massachusetts General the year before as the collaborative 
effort of Richard Cabot and Ida M. Cannon. In the 1920s, Cabot and 
Cannon turned their attention to encouraging and supporting clinical 
pastoral education. Medical social work, whether psychiatric or general, 
relied on the notion, shared by clinical pastoral education and clinical 
psychology at the time, that its practitioners  were part of a medical team 
and provided a ser vice that differed fundamentally from the ser vices of-
fered by other members of the team.

During the 1920s and 1930s, social workers in psychiatric hospitals 
or clinics increasingly found themselves engaging in a new kind of inter-
view. In ways that mirrored changes that occurred in clinical pastoral 
education, the interview was acquiring a therapeutic purpose, intended 
less for the collection of information or  data—although that continued 
to be  important—than for helping the individual to work out his or her 
problems. The psychiatric social worker continued to see the manipula-
tion of the social environment as important, but personality problems 
increasingly became the focus of the interview.6

A fourth professional group played an important role in the early de-
velopment of counseling. This was a loosely constituted group of edu-
cational professionals that included teachers, vocational guidance pro-
fessionals, and “student personnel workers” (college counselors). This 
group originated in the vocational education and vocational guidance 
movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century as part of 
the Progressive response to industrialization and in the context of per-
ceived problems with juvenile delinquency. In 1910 the fi rst National 
Vocational Guidance Association meeting brought together a wide vari-
ety of professionals, representatives of social agencies, and public offi cials, 
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including social psychologist George Herbert Mead. Mead, whose ideas 
were essential to Anton Boisen as he developed his theories about mental 
illness, had helped to institute vocational education and guidance pro-
grams in Chicago schools.7 The 1920s saw the establishment of a voca-
tional guidance clinic at the University of Pennsylvania, a testing facility 
at the University of Minnesota, and growing numbers of vocational 
counselors in colleges. There was clearly overlap  here with psychology, 
since much of the vocational testing was done by psychologists. At the 
same time, not all guidance professionals  were psychologists.

Ministers saw themselves as one group among several with a legiti-
mate claim to the realm of counseling, although, having been so thor-
oughly rebuffed by psychiatrists and psychoanalysts at the time of the 
Emmanuel Movement, they  were careful to disclaim any desire to be 
psychotherapists. At least some of their fellow professionals acknowl-
edged the legitimacy of pastoral counseling. To one observer it seemed 
that ministers had no choice. In a 1943 article in which she compared 
counseling offered by social workers with pastoral counseling, social 
worker Alice McCabe observed that circumstances had required that 
clergy reexamine their roles as counselors. McCabe argued that in the 
past people had turned to the church for counsel but that, as the “sci-
ences and the professions developed,” the church had been forced either 
to “withdraw from one of its previous activities [counseling], or to inte-
grate scientifi c fi ndings into the fi eld of religion.”8 McCabe approved of 
the decision to integrate science in part because she understood pastoral 
counseling as something fundamentally different from the counseling 
that social workers did. She was convinced that pastoral counselors’ in-
terest in religious principles and “right and wrong” distinguished them 
from other types of counselors.

McCabe’s analysis was accurate. Ministerial counseling in the 1930s
did consist largely of offering advice or guidance for the purpose of help-
ing counselees to solve specifi c problems and to strengthen the will in the 
interest of making wise choices. Wise choices  were understood in terms 
of adjustment to social convention, pursuit of achievable and socially 
determined moral standards, and perpetuation of Protestant mores. But 
pastoral counselors’ conviction regarding the legitimacy of their task came 
not only from what they perceived as their historic claim to the fi eld but 
also from their assumption that moral behavior was intimately linked to 
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mental health. They worked from the assumption that when moral stan-
dards  were restored and maintained, mental health ensued. They did not 
always agree on exactly how moral behavior affected mental health, but 
they did agree that it played a pivotal role.

The number of ministers who engaged in modern pastoral counseling 
prior to World War II was quite small, and the number who published 
on the topic even smaller. It is possible, nonetheless, to make some gen-
eral claims about the theory and practice of counseling prior to the 1940s
and to explore how that theory and practice illustrates the liberal moral 
sensibility. Methods  were eclectic but generally focused on creating a 
friendly, therapeutic relationship characterized by kindness and genuine 
concern. For the most part, early pastoral counseling addressed the con-
scious choices, wishes, and decisions of a fundamentally healthy (or re-
covering) population as opposed to one that had been institutionalized 
or diagnosed as mentally ill. At the same time, early ministerial coun-
selors  were expected to be aware of psychodynamics even though they 
did not engage in psychotherapy. Among ministers who wrote about 
counseling, there was an emerging consensus regarding the goals and 
strategies of counseling, even when they used very different words to de-
scribe their work. Some envisioned themselves engaged in “pastoral psy-
chiatry” or “pastoral psychotherapy,” while others referred to “counsel-
ing” or the “personal interview.”9 When it came to counseling goals prior 
to the war, some ministers talked of helping their counselees achieve 
“maturity,” while others encouraged “growth” or “adjustment.” The war 
would change therapeutic goals, as will be described in chapter 4.

Some of these differences derived from the kind of training each min-
ister had pursued. It is surprising, given the emphasis pastoral counselors 
placed on professional expertise, that until 1965 there was no standard-
ized, commonly agreed upon professional training for pastoral counsel-
ors. Some counselors, like Rollo May, who had studied with Alfred Adler 
in Vienna, sought specialized training. Others, like John Sutherland 
Bonnell, whose father administered a hospital on Prince Edward Island, 
learned by observing. Still others learned how to counsel from endless 
hours spent writing verbatims or case studies to be submitted to CPE 
supervisors and in the seminars that  were part of their CPE training. 
Eventually, some pastoral counselors sought formal degrees in clinical 
psychology to augment their seminary education. In the 1930s, however, 
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few, if any, of the degree programs in clinical psychology offered train-
ing in counseling. The lack of standardized training in counseling char-
acterized all of the counseling disciplines at the time.

Ministerial counseling, like other kinds, was rooted in Progressive era 
reform, but it was also connected to the Social Gospel. An emphasis on 
counseling was consistent with Protestant thinking that placed a pre-
mium on individual salvation and religious experience. In fact, ministers 
saw a logical connection between what they  were already doing as clergy 
and the kind of counseling they did based on psychological principles. 
For them, their work with individuals was just as much intended to bring 
in the Kingdom of God through relieving emotional suffering as was 
settlement  house work through relieving social suffering. Ultimately, 
their counseling practice exhibited the liberal assumption that the world 
could be remade through the principles of psychological science and the 
efforts of trained professionals and through the strenuous moral effort 
of individuals.

Pastoral Counseling Theory

One of the most important early works on counseling was written by 
Rollo May. May’s work and early career illustrate not only some of the 
most important points of early counseling theory and practice but also 
the interdisciplinary nature of the activity, the fl uidity of professional 
categories, and the shared heritage of the counseling disciplines. May 
published his seminal work on counseling in 1939, even though his ex-
perience and training at that point  were rather limited. He went on to 
earn a Ph.D. in clinical psychology at Columbia University in 1949.
Later, along with Carl Rogers, Gordon Allport, and Abraham Maslow, 
he played a pivotal role in establishing the new fi eld of humanistic psy-
chology and is better known as a psychologist than a minister. In the late 
1930s, however, May differed little in background, education, and expe-
rience from his ministerial peers. The product of a Protestant, small- 
town, midwestern environment, he graduated from Oberlin College in 
the 1930s and then spent three years in Greece teaching En glish. While 
abroad, he traveled to Vienna to study with Alfred Adler, a key contribu-
tor to modern personality theory. After returning to the United States, 
he served as student advisor for undergraduates at Michigan State Col-
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lege, in the  mid-1930s. From there he went on to earn a master’s degree 
in divinity from  Union Theological Seminary and spent a summer in 
clinical pastoral education. He subsequently sought ordination as a Con-
gregationalist minister and, in 1938, accepted a position as a minister at 
a New Jersey church.10

In the introduction to his book, May claimed that he had found him-
self called on repeatedly to offer counsel, despite his lack of formal train-
ing; so he addressed his book to all professionals who, like himself, found 
themselves engaged in counseling by virtue of their position rather than 
their training. This was the exact cohort of ministers, teachers, social 
workers, and psychologists who  were exploring the theories, methods, 
and practice of counseling and  were fi nding themselves forced to defi ne 
what they  were doing in contrast to psychotherapy.

Most counselors in the 1930s, (religious and otherwise) saw the act of 
giving advice or guidance as the very essence of counseling. In his intro-
duction to May’s book, psychologist Harry Bone, who ended up acting 
as friend and con sul tant to a number of fl edgling pastoral counselors, 
expressed this perspective in his description of counseling as “the prac-
tice of helping by advice, counsel, guidance, sympathy, and encourage-
ment, both informally (friend to friend) and professionally (priest to 
communicant, doctor to patient, teacher to pupil).”11 This tendency to 
see counseling as a kind of friendship in which the counselor gave advice 
was pronounced among the clinically trained who  were predisposed to 
think in these terms as a result of their experience in CPE programs.

More to the point, most early counselors believed that they offered 
advice in the interest of helping the counselee solve a specifi c problem 
rather than for the purposes of healing mental illness. The problems that 
counselees presented to their pastors varied widely. In the early counsel-
ing literature, however, pastoral counselors tended to group those prob-
lems according to what they perceived as the most important identifying 
characteristic of the problem. As a result, all the variety of human prob-
lems  were frequently assigned to one or more of a handful of categories, 
most often, fear, anxiety, feelings of inferiority, guilt, sex, child rearing, 
physical illness, or religious problems. Ministers’ attempts to categorize 
their counselees’ problems relied partly on the psychological literature 
(including psychoanalytic) of the day and partly on the ministerial tradi-
tion. Ministers had, historically, visited the sick and counseled with their 
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parishioners who had spiritual problems. Fear and guilt  were familiar 
ministerial territory, but much of what early pastoral counselors had to 
say about these topics was fi ltered through their new understanding of 
psychological principles.

Rollo May’s account of “George B” is a good example of the way early 
counselors used psychological principles to interpret a counselee’s prob-
lem. George came to May complaining of “a general unhappiness in 
college.”12 George, in May’s judgment, suffered from ner vous ness, ten-
sion, and sleeplessness and displayed an attempt to dominate those 
around him by “reforming” them; he complained that his girlfriend was 
too frivolous, his roommate took too long getting ready for bed, his 
athletic coaches drank beer, and that the college Christian group was not 
active enough.13 May observed that George was on his way toward neu-
rosis or a “ner vous breakdown.” As May saw it, George did not need 
medical attention, but he did need to address, with the aid of a counselor, 
what May described as his “personality diffi culties” if he expected to 
solve his problems.

May concluded that George suffered from “exaggerated ambition” 
fed by an inferiority complex. From May’s perspective, George’s inferior-
ity complex originated in his birth order; he was the second child and his 
older sibling was a sister who had attended the same college and was 
quite successful. According to May, second children, especially boys 
with an older female sibling,  were exceptionally prone to developing ex-
aggerated ambition. May argued that George’s critical attitude and re-
forming zeal came from a desire to put his own ego on top, as a means 
to satisfy his ambition for success. Over a period of several months, May 
helped George to recognize his personality fl aws (although May was not 
clear on how he accomplished this). Ultimately, George overcame his 
inferiority complex by becoming more involved in school activities. Once 
he became more involved and began to enjoy a mea sure of success in his 
social life and receive praise from his peers, his need to criticize others 
decreased. In May’s view, when George confronted his inferiority com-
plex, his other problems  were solved.

The kinds of problems that ministers emphasized when they wrote 
about counseling depended on their background, training, and reading. 
Since the fi eld of psychotherapy, much less counseling, was in no way 
standardized in the 1930s, ministers’ attempts to conceptualize their 
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counselees’ problems frequently relied on fairly eclectic sets of theories 
and practices. For instance, May’s fascination with the inferiority com-
plex probably came from the time he spent studying Alfred Adler, who, 
when he broke with Freud, developed his own theory of personality, one 
that relied heavily on an understanding of the inferiority complex as 
crucial. On the other hand, May also drew on the writings of at least 
four other highly infl uential thinkers, (all of whom  were Europeans)—
Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Otto Rank, and Fritz Kunkel. Kunkel is prob-
ably the  least- known of the three. He wrote a book called Let’s Be Nor-
mal! (1929) that pastoral counselors seemed to have found appealing, 
given that it appeared in a number of pastoral counseling bibliographies.

Presbyterian minister John Sutherland Bonnell was among those who 
cited Kunkel, but his background and training differed from May’s in 
important ways; while there  were some similarities in the way he under-
stood his parishioners’ problems, there  were also important differences. 
Bonnell, much more than May, was rooted in the Protestant “cure of 
souls” tradition. That is, he saw his duties as a counselor in terms of his 
duty as a pastor to address the spiritual needs of his parishioners. On the 
other hand, although he had not participated in a clinical training pro-
gram, he had personal experiences that mirrored those of the clinically 
trained minister. Bonnell was a Canadian who spent the latter half of his 
adult life in New York City as pastor of the Fifth Avenue Presbyterian 
Church, beginning in 1935. In addition to publishing a book on counsel-
ing titled Pastoral Psychiatry (1938), which was one of the earliest at-
tempts to deal systematically with the minister’s work as counselor, Bon-
nell broadcast a radio program called “National Vespers” from Radio 
City Music Hall in New York City for nearly thirty years. He saw him-
self as engaged in “the cure of souls,” by which he meant alleviating 
human emotional suffering by using the “personal interview,” or, as he 
titled his book, “pastoral psychiatry.”

Beginning at about age ten, Bonnell had spent weekends on Prince 
Edward Island with his father, who served as supervisor of Falconwood 
Hospital, an institution for the mentally ill. Bonnell’s father was not a 
medical doctor, but he was responsible for the daily operation of the 
hospital, which required a great deal of interaction with the patients. The 
younger Bonnell grew up observing his father’s methods for dealing with 
patients and modeled his own behavior on that of his father. In 1910, at 
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the age of seventeen, he became an attendant, or nurse’s aide, at the hos-
pital, and stayed in the position for a couple of years. His duties  were 
similar to those assumed by trainees in the clinical pastoral education 
programs of the 1920s and ’30s. He even attended lectures presented to 
the nurses by the medical superintendent.14 Bonnell then went on to serve 
in World War I, complete a divinity degree in Nova Scotia, and work in 
several Canadian parishes before arriving in New York City at the age of 
forty- two.

The book he published shortly after beginning his pastorate in New 
York gives a good indication of how he conceptualized his task as coun-
selor. He began by establishing that his work was primarily spiritual in 
nature. He distinguished his own task from that of the physician or psy-
chiatrist, contending, “My resources and goals are primarily spiritual”; 
and he underlined the extent to which his task was to aid God in the 
solving of problems: “I seek God’s help with the problem at hand.”15 At 
the same time, he emphasized the importance for the minister of being 
well read in psychology and psychiatry. His views echoed those of May 
in that he saw his primary task as problem solving, but they diverged 
from May in that he placed a much higher value on the minister’s obliga-
tion to serve as spiritual counselor.

Bonnell pointed out that it was not necessarily easy to persuade pa-
rishioners to admit that they had a problem. The real challenge, then, for 
the minister was “to be alert to human need,” so as not to miss the op-
portunity to help individuals with their problems. Bonnell cited an ex-
ample from his own experience of how careful listening could make a 
difference. He told the story of a young man who was a newspaper re-
porter working on an article about clergy who offered personal counsel-
ing. When the reporter called for an appointment to see Bonnell, he 
presented himself as someone in need of counseling. Upon arrival, he 
admitted that he had made the appointment under false pretenses and 
really just wanted to interview Bonnell for the newspaper article. Bon-
nell, however, concluded that the young man really did have something 
else on his mind; so when the interview was fi nished and the reporter 
rose to leave, Bonnell invited him to stay, asking him if he was happy in 
his job as a reporter. When the young man assented, Bonnell pressed, 
“But are you really happy within?” The young man responded by pour-
ing out his heart. According to Bonnell, the young man then found both 
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God and an answer to a problem that before the interview he had be-
lieved was “beyond solution.”16

In the rest of his book, Bonnell laid out a series of other problems 
that he believed  were just as susceptible to solution through the ministra-
tions of the psychologically minded pastor. Included among them  were 
fear, feelings of inferiority, sexual diffi culties, child rearing, guilt, and 
physical illness. To describe those problems, he moved easily between the 
language of religion and the language of psychology, because, for Bon-
nell, the line between spiritual problems and psychological problems was 
fuzzy. For instance, in a chapter titled “Humiliation and Pride,” Bonnell 
proposed that the religious term “humiliation” was synonymous with 
the psychological term “inferiority.” The solution, he thought, was to 
cease comparing oneself to others (the source of both humiliation and 
pride) and to submit oneself instead to the judgment of God. Bonnell of-
fered as an example the case of “Mr. Blain,” an actor who came to see 
Bonnell after hearing his radio program. Mr. Blain suffered from intense 
feelings of “inadequacy and unworthiness.” After a bit of conversation, 
Bonnell told Blain he would have to give up comparing himself to others, 
and he pointed Blain to the Bible (Galatians 6:3, 4), telling him that God 
“rates you according to the mea sure in which you utilize the powers that 
He has given  you—not according to what you are or will be, but by what 
you might be.”17

Bonnell explained to Blain that when he submitted himself to God’s 
judgment he would have to let go of his false pride and in doing so would 
become a “perfectly normal” man and would be susceptible to neither 
pride nor humiliation because he would no longer be concerned about 
comparisons between himself and others. This was, in Bonnell’s view, 
true Christian humility. The actor indicated his willingness to submit 
himself to God’s judgment, and the interview ended in prayer to that ef-
fect. As in the case of the young man described by Rollo May whose 
problems resolved after he addressed his inferiority complex, Bonnell’s 
Mr. Blain found his life completely transformed. He wrote to Bonnell 
several weeks after the interviews and said, “My life is altogether differ-
ent and I’m sure that it will continue so.”18

At the heart of this kind of counseling was a par tic ular notion of 
human nature. It was rooted in an  early- twentieth- century Progressive 
ideal that had been shaped by the philosophies of William James and 
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John Dewey. Most early pastoral counselors maintained a cheerful opti-
mism regarding the capacity of human beings to make wise choices. The 
fl y in the ointment was Freudian theory. Freud’s theories raised the spec-
ter of powerful unconscious drives that subverted the human will and 
made human freedom of choice problematic. Most pastoral counselors 
were reluctant to dismiss Freud out of hand, recognizing the enormous 
infl uence he wielded among American psychiatrists, but they  were 
equally reluctant to let go of the idea that human beings had a free will 
that could be exerted in the interest of right, good, or wise choices. As 
they saw it, it was this ability to choose that distinguished human beings 
from the animals, transforming them into moral beings. When Rollo 
May claimed, “every personality problem is a moral problem,” he was 
expressing the view common among early pastoral counselors that any
problem in which individuals could exercise their wills was a moral prob-
lem and that, because personality problems could be solved by an exer-
cise of the will, they, too,  were moral problems. In the view of many 
ministers, Freud’s claim that human beings  were at the mercy of uncon-
scious drives over which they had no control undermined the possibility 
of moral action. It was important for the clergy to maintain their view of 
human freedom, because they considered morality their par tic ular realm 
of expertise and, hence, their entrée into counseling.

As a strategy intended to help them to avoid what they perceived as 
the excesses of orthodox Freudians, most pastoral counselors remained 
resolutely eclectic in their methods and theories, acknowledging the ex-
istence of unconscious drives while privileging the power of the human 
will as a means of protecting their own notions of moral and ethical re-
sponsibility. To do so they relied much more heavily on the emerging fi eld 
of social psychology than on psychoanalysis, psychiatry, or academic 
psychology. Perhaps none of the early pastoral counselors so clearly il-
lustrates this view as does Charles Holman. Like Bonnell, Holman came 
from the cure of souls tradition and wrote one of the early treatises on 
the subject; his was entitled The Cure of Souls: A  Socio- Psychological 
Approach, published in 1932. He then elaborated on some of those ideas 
in a book published in the late 1930s titled The Religion of a Healthy 
Mind. In both books he portrayed human beings as fully capable of 
choosing between right and wrong. Holman asserted that human beings 
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were capable of establishing a “hierarchy of values” and of choosing 
those values “consciously” and “rationally.”19 In Holman’s view, the 
fully integrated “personality” or “soul” (and he used those two terms 
interchangeably) was the one “who, to a large extent, consciously chooses 
his way. He creates his own hierarchy of values. He selects the aspects of 
experience to which he will pay attention. He is  self- directive.”20 Hol-
man argued that the struggle to make good choices was itself a moral 
struggle and that each individual could and, indeed should, “take him-
self in hand.”21

It was not that Holman did not recognize the possible infl uence of 
unconscious drives. It was more that he did not want to reduce human 
beings to a single desire, such as hunger or sex, a shortcoming he attrib-
uted to Freud and his followers. In his discussion of human desires, Hol-
man relied much more on American psychologists, such as John Dewey 
and his ideas about the importance of the social group in shaping human 
behavior, William James and his theory regarding the formation of “hab-
its,” and the social psychologists who referred to “the wish” (referring to 
a complex bundle of traits including drives, urges, impulses, and hungers 
to which our values have become attached) rather than “the drive” or 
“the instinct,” which Holman saw as an oversimplifi cation. In Holman’s 
opinion, the framework used by Dewey, James, and their colleagues al-
lowed for a more complex understanding of human behavior.

Holman did describe Freud’s theory of the unconscious in some detail 
but observed that some psychologists did not believe that the uncon-
scious actually existed. Holman conceded that, at the very least, human 
beings had a tendency to avoid anything unpleasant and to push it to the 
edge of consciousness. He concluded that, even if unconscious drives did 
exist, they did not have to be determinative nor did human beings have 
to be subject to their own cowardice. It was, in Holman’s view, possible 
to free oneself from unconscious forces and from one’s habit of avoiding 
reality, through a strengthening of the will (rather than through the psy-
choanalysis that Freud would have recommended).22 Holman recom-
mended a number of strategies for strengthening the will including main-
taining physical and mental health, pursuing a broad range of “worthy” 
interests, paying attention to the consequences of one’s actions, and pur-
suing “suitable” fellowship with other Christians. He noted, too, that 
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ministers could contribute to strengthening of their parishioners’ wills by 
reminding them that “in their upward striving effort” they “share the 
will and purpose of God.”23

The strengthening of the will was to occur, of course, in the interest 
of making good or wise choices, which raises a question: What consti-
tuted a “good” or “wise” choice? Even a cursory reading of books and 
pamphlets from the 1930s suggests that pastoral counselors defi ned 
“good” choices in terms of conventional white,  middle- class, Protestant 
morality. As a rule, pastoral counselors discouraged premarital sex, adul-
tery, being or taking a mistress, lying, and stealing. Charles Holman, 
strongly infl uenced by the Social Gospel, occasionally reminded his read-
ers that economic sins  were as egregious as sexual  sins—that American 
society had an obligation to its poor and  dispossessed—but, for the most 
part, pastoral counselors focused on individual indiscretions rather than 
social ills. Unlike their contemporaries in the holiness and fundamen-
talist movements, pastoral counselors did not view drinking, dancing, or 
smoking as especially offensive, although occasionally, probably in def-
erence to their Social Gospel roots, they made a nod in the direction of 
temperance.

It made sense that Protestant ministers would promote Protestant mo-
rality, especially with regard to sexuality. They  were themselves, for the 
most part, the product of white,  middle- class, Protestant families. But it 
also made sense because pastoral counselors  were convinced that choos-
ing to live an immoral life resulted in emotional distress. Charles Hol-
man, for instance, concluded that failure to make a conscious effort to 
strengthen the will and make wise choices could result in a  whole host of 
diffi culties, ranging from fear, worry, and instability to ner vous break-
down and utter defeat. Holman offered as an example the story of the 
young man who had, during his college days, indulged in drugs, drink, 
and illicit sex. Holman argued that because the young man gradually 
cared less and less for the opinion of others and increasingly only about 
his gratifi cation, he eventually ended up on the streets “panhandling.” 
Holman contended that many people who had given up the fi ght to save 
themselves—had given up moral effort or attempts to strengthen their 
will—had ended up in the insane asylum.24 This was similar to Boisen’s 
argument regarding functional mental  illness—that some mental illness 
did result from a progressive degradation of the will.
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For early pastoral counselors, the worst effects of an immoral life 
could only be avoided by confession and repentance. Refusing to confess 
a sin was as sure a path to emotional ruin as the refusal to make a moral 
effort. John Sutherland Bonnell devoted a chapter to illustrating the ways 
in which refusing to confess a sin could lead to emotional distress. He 
began with the story of a woman, a German immigrant, who had come 
to see him suffering from intense anxiety. She had been to see at least 
twenty doctors in the preceding three years and had spent the last twelve 
months attending a free psychiatric clinic before coming to see Bonnell. 
The woman suffered from a large number of phobias. She feared that her 
sister would tell her husband’s Jewish employers that they  were German 
and that her husband would lose his job as a result. She feared her own 
death and that of her husband. She suffered palpitations when the door-
bell or the telephone rang and was a virtual prisoner in her home, unable 
to use public transportation or even to go out for a short walk. She was 
meticulously honest, worrying about small details such as whether she 
had been accurate to the minute when telling someone the time of day. 
Her husband had converted to Christianity, and, when confessing past 
sins, had admitted to her that he had been unfaithful. As a result, her 
anxiety had increased. Eventually, Bonnell uncovered the illicit affair the 
woman had engaged in with her  brother- in- law, who had since died. Ac-
cording to Bonnell, once the woman had fully confessed and accepted 
God’s forgiveness, she was completely cured of her fears and her relation-
ships with her husband and her sister  were restored.25

Bonnell believed fi rmly in the emotionally debilitating effects of un-
confessed sin, and, using a story similar to the one Holman told about 
the young man who ended up on the streets panhandling, he argued that 
it was possible to reach a point of no return. This story was of a woman 
who came to see him suffering intense anxiety as a result of her decision 
to conceal from her husband the son she had given birth to before she 
married him. For twenty years she had kept the secret from her husband 
while maintaining a correspondence with her son through a third party 
in order to keep her identity and whereabouts hidden from her son. By 
the time she came to see Bonnell, she had begun to suffer episodes of 
psychosis and paranoia, believing that someone in Hollywood knew 
her story and was weaving it into the movies they made. She believed, 
too, that songs she heard on the radio incorporated her story and that 
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strangers on the bus  were talking about what she had done. According to 
Bonnell, she was unable to accept forgiveness because she had waited too 
long to make her confession and “the repressed sense of guilt had done 
irreparable damage to her mind.” In the end, she was institutionalized.26

Goals of Early Pastoral Counseling

If an immoral life could cause emotional distress and in some cases 
psychosis, as pastoral counselors believed, then a moral life could con-
tribute to mental health. Pastoral counselors did not agree, however, on 
exactly what constituted a moral life, what it meant to be mentally 
healthy, or how the two  were connected, only that they somehow  were. 
They used a variety of terms to describe mental health, including “matu-
rity,” “growth,” and “adjustment.” While these terms did not mean pre-
cisely the same thing, they  were intimately related and they shaped the 
goals of much early counseling, or interviewing.

Holman talked most often of “adjustment,” arguing that in order to 
become “free,  wholesome, complete persons,” human beings had to go 
through a “constant pro cess of adjustment to changing  life- situations,” 
and he concluded that “in effec tive, inadequate adjustment spells sickness 
of soul.”27 In the best adjustments (as opposed to maladjustments) the 
individual would “face the facts” and deal with life’s situations “wisely 
and purposively.”28 Other early counselors stressed the ability to grow as 
a marker of and contributor to health, both physical and mental. Richard 
Cabot, Anton Boisen’s mentor, and Russell Dicks, who, together with 
Cabot, oversaw the development of the clinical pastoral education pro-
gram at Massachusetts General Hospital and had developed the verba-
tim as part of the training program there, accented the importance of 
growth. Their defi nition of growth had much in common with Holman’s 
ideas about adjustment and  self- realization. Earlier, Cabot had played a 
vital role in establishing hospital social workers as a part of the medical 
team at Massachusetts General and envisioned something similar for 
ministers. Cabot had a fairly hierarchical understanding of the relation-
ship among medical doctors, social workers, and ministers, and he ex-
pected that social workers and ministers would answer to the authority 
of the doctor. He also dismissed Freud’s theories entirely, as well as any 
functional understanding of mental illness (a stance which had led to his 
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break in the early 1930s with Boisen and Dunbar). In Cabot’s view, the 
cause of mental illness was organic or  physiological—something that 
could be cured with drugs or with somatic therapies. As a result, he had 
little patience with psychological therapies and even less with ministers 
who engaged in any kind of psychological counseling. Instead, he argued 
that ministers should bring the resources of their tradition to the hospital 
to facilitate healing and “growth.” Despite Cabot’s objections to ministe-
rial counseling, his ideas about the clergy’s obligations to sick people 
played a pivotal role in the early thinking of both clinical educators and 
pastoral counselors.

By growth, Cabot meant something quite specifi c, and he outlined his 
views on the connection between religion and growth in a 1934 article 
titled “Spiritual Ministrations to the Sick.” Cabot argued that the min-
ister’s job was to meet the spiritual needs of the hospitalized patient by 
fi nding that person’s “growing edge” and fostering growth.29 Cabot’s 
meta phor of the “growing edge” was taken from biology. Biologists had 
discovered that it was possible to grow human tissue in a laboratory in 
the same way that it was possible to grow fungus or bacteria, and that it 
was possible to see the “growing edge” of that tissue under a micro-
scope.30 From there, Cabot argued that each person was a child of God 
and, as a result, had within him or herself a “general plan of develop-
ment” that he or she was meant to follow. Cabot asserted that the people 
following the plan could be recognized because they  were “growing 
more and more intimate with God, as a basis for intimacy with every-
thing  else in the universe.”31 The minister’s job was to provide an envi-
ronment in which growth could occur. To accomplish this end, Cabot 
argued, the minister had to fi nd the patient’s growing edge by “good 
listening” and then “nourish” growth by encouraging love for others, 
learning (about virtually anything), enjoyment of beauty (music, litera-
ture, drama), and ser vice to others.32 For Cabot, the opposite of growth 
was a slide into loneliness, fear of death, and a bitter and grudging spir-
it.33 A “good” choice in this framework was anything that facilitated 
growth or “intimacy with the divine spirit of the world.”34

Cabot and Dicks elaborated on these themes and refi ned their defi ni-
tion of growth in The Art of Ministering to the Sick, the book they 
published together in 1936. In this book they defi ned growth in terms 
of what it was not, maintaining that it was not simply “enlargement,” 
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(i.e., getting bigger) or simply changing. Growth sometimes involved 
letting go of attitudes or beliefs from childhood. It always required that 
the individual “not turn away from reality.” The concern with facing 
reality echoes Holman’s claim that proper adjustment required facing 
life’s problems realistically. In addition, Cabot and Dicks argued that 
growth never led to  self- destructive attitudes or behavior. If an individ-
ual had become increasingly bad tempered or deceitful, he or she was not 
growing.

Cabot and Dicks emphasized the importance of the human will and 
the ability of human beings to  choose—in this case, to choose growth. 
Of course, the ability to choose made growth a moral issue. Cabot had 
not fully conceptualized the opposite of growth in his early writings, but 
in The Art of Ministering to the Sick, he and Dicks argued that the op-
posite of growth was “degeneration.” Degeneration resulted from “a re-
fusal to grow,” which Cabot and Dicks described as a “mixture of lazi-
ness and  self- deceit” that was “the essence of evil in the moral sense. 
Growth . . .  connotes all that is morally good and all that is morally 
good must appear as growth.”35 Cabot and Dicks claimed growth as the 
“ethical absolute” and argued that growth was achieved through “love, 
learning, beauty, ser vice, and suffering well borne.” They defi ned the 
“good life” as “growing, not toward a goal but in powers [emphasis in 
original] such as sympathy, courage, honesty, perspective, tenacity, 
knowledge.”36 Posing a hypothetical challenge to their own position, 
they asked whether their defi nition of growth had anything to do with 
religious or spiritual growth. Their response was that the best evidence 
of a truly religious life was not necessarily found in right doctrine or the 
proper use of Christian terminology but in a “certain quality of thought 
and action” in which the individual grew in the powers they had listed.37

According to Cabot and Dicks, these individuals sought to “do the will 
of our Father,” even if they did not articulate that goal in specifi cally 
Christian terms, and gave evidence of a “will to learn, to treat men as 
men and not as means, and to kill  self- deceit.”38 The minister’s opportu-
nity during times of illness was to encourage through spiritual resources 
this kind of growth.

For Dicks and Cabot the moral act was choosing growth. The choice 
for growth was a choice for health. And no fi gure played a greater role 
in growth than the minister. While Dicks and Cabot may have taken a 
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less direct route in connecting the moral life and mental health, they, as 
much as Holman or Bonnell or May, saw a causal relationship between 
the moral life and mental health and granted religion a key role in foster-
ing both. Early pastoral counselors  were a little messy in their use of 
language, but the implication was clear: morally upright people who led 
spiritually rich Christian lives  were growing, mature, and  well- adjusted, 
mentally healthy individuals. These convictions about the connection 
among mental health, morality, and religion led to a more complicated 
understanding of salvation. This expanded understanding of their duty 
toward their charges was what distinguished the religious counseling in 
the 1930s from that which the clergy had always done. With a few no-
table exceptions, counselors in the previous century had focused pri-
marily on the state of the counselee’s soul and its potential for life after 
death and had relied on psychology only as it related to the goal of secur-
ing the parishioner’s salvation. In contrast,  twentieth- century pastoral 
counselors cared as much about saving their a person from an emotional 
hell as from a literal hell. The new counseling literature made little men-
tion of salvation in the sense that a  nineteenth- century Protestant minis-
ter might have understood it and instead, in terms familiar to anyone 
who had taken a quarter of clinical pastoral education, focused on reliev-
ing emotional suffering and restoring counselees to mental health.

Counseling Methods

Early pastoral counseling theories resulted in a directive style of counsel 
that ranged from gentle prodding to more aggressive confrontation akin, 
in style if not in content, to the confrontation of the reluctant Mrs. E by 
Ichabod Spencer described in the Introduction. Among those with a 
more aggressive style, it appears that no one took control of the coun-
seling session more effi ciently than John Sutherland Bonnell. Whenever 
Bonnell thought he had identifi ed his counselee’s problem, he leapt in 
with some help. In the same case example with which he illustrated the 
ill effects of refusing to confess  sin—the  long- ill woman who eventually 
confessed an adulterous affair with her  brother- in- law—Bonnell’s style 
of counseling is well illustrated.

To bring her to the point of confession, Bonnell confronted her and 
told her that people who  were obsessed with the truth  were usually 
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hiding something. He said to her, “Come now . . .  be frank and tell me 
about that lie that you have been living.” When she denied any such lie, 
Bonnell pressed on. He said, “What is there that your sister knows about 
you which your husband does not?” Still she declined to confess. Bonnell 
responded by asking her if she had not felt the urge to confess and gain 
peace of mind when her husband had confessed his wrongdoing. When 
she acknowledged that she had, Bonnell played his hand: “How many 
years ago was it, six or seven, when the improper relationship between 
you and your  brother- in- law commenced?” “Between six and seven,” she 
said.39 By Bonnell’s account, a confession pressed from the reluctant 
counselee resulted in healing.

Rollo May was only slightly less confrontational and claimed that 
the pastor ought to direct the course of the conversation so as to “pierce 
to the heart of the problems.”40 May did not hesitate to interpret his 
counselees’ behavior for them. For instance, he gave the account of a 
man, “Mr. Bronson,” who came for counsel because he could not work 
productively. After listening to the man, May interpreted his behavior 
for him. Because of his Adlerian training, which stressed the importance 
of the inferiority complex, May’s interpretation followed familiar lines. 
He began by suggesting to Mr. Bronson that he was tremendously ambi-
tious and explained that ambition usually came from an inferiority com-
plex. May explained that Bronson’s sense of inferiority came from his 
position as the second child, a situation that was exacerbated because the 
fi rst child was a girl. May concluded that Mr. Bronson’s fear of failure 
and “distrust of life” illustrated his fundamental feelings of inferiority.41

Almost before they had begun, however, pastoral counselors found 
themselves questioning the effi cacy of their methods. Bonnell included 
an example that seems, upon fi rst examination, to be out of character. A 
young woman came to Bonnell and told him that a man she knew had 
offered to support her if she would be his mistress. She asked Bonnell 
what she should do. Bonnell declined to give her advice and instead asked 
her what she thought was the right course. She expressed anger at his 
refusal to advise her but then concluded her session with a clear and 
unequivocal statement of her own values. “If I went with this man I should 
feel I had turned my back upon God and broken his commandments. I 
don’t feel they are just orders imposed from without. For years I have felt 
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there is something within me that responds to the moral standards of the 
Bible. . . .  I don’t want a relationship with any man upon which I cannot 
ask God’s blessing.”42 Bonnell believed that in this case, by refusing to 
give advice, he had strengthened her in her conviction to do right.

In retrospect, Bonnell’s method with this young woman seems to fore-
shadow the direction of postwar pastoral counseling. In the wake of 
tremendous social and cultural change that came with the war, pastoral 
counselors began to embrace the ideas of psychologist Carl Rogers and 
changed their counseling methods. While the prewar style had suited 
very well the Progressive ideal of transforming society through strenuous 
moral effort, the postwar liberal ideal, which celebrated autonomous 
individuals and people’s ability to transform themselves, required a new 
method and a new professional context for pastoral counseling.
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chapter four

From Adjustment to Autonomy

There are many new developments in the fi eld of clinical psychol-

ogy, particularly in the area of counseling and psychotherapy, 

which are of interest to ministers. . . .  For their part psychologists 

and psychiatrists need to do more profound thinking about the 

problem of values which is so deeply involved in all of their work. 

Here the thinking of minister and theologian should be of help.

—carl rogers, quoted in pastoral psychology

World war ii changed pastoral counseling theory and practice 
substantively. The war served to make the study and practice of 

psychology more visible, more accessible, and more desirable to Ameri-
cans, and this societal change benefi ted pastoral counselors im mensely. 
Clinical education and Boisen’s psychology of religion continued to be 
important, but they  were, in some ways, overshadowed temporarily by 
the counseling boom.1 Faced with the immediacy of war time problems, 
clergy interested in counseling sought easily accessible, practical meth-
ods of counseling and found them in the work of psychologist Carl 
Rogers, who advocated a kind of therapy that he called “non- directive” 
and “client- centered” and that stressed client “autonomy” and minimized 
counselor authority. Rogers proved to be an important ally for pastoral 
counselors, along with Rollo May and Gordon Allport. All three  were 
psychologists with religious backgrounds or sympathies who subse-
quently played a critical role in establishing a “third force” in American 
psychology called humanistic psychology. As the fl edgling pastoral coun-
seling movement grew, its proponents sought to foster additional profes-
sional alliances (in a strategy reminiscent of the CPE found ers) with key 
fi gures among the  neo- Freudians, including Karen Horney, Erich Fromm, 
and Harry Stack Sullivan. Drawing on work of both Freud and Rogers, 
then, clergy began, in the context of war time exigencies, to defi ne more 
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clearly and carefully the boundaries of their theory and practice. In do-
ing so, they found themselves redefi ning the liberal ideal.

War time Counseling

As it was for so many Americans, World War II was a pivotal moment 
for pastoral counselors. A war time alliance with the federal government 
gave pastoral counselors a higher public profi le. The psychological disci-
plines gained unpre cedented visibility as the U.S. military used psy-
chology in a multitude of ways, from screening draftees for “military 
fi tness” to writing propaganda meant to convince its enemies to surren-
der.2 More than that, however, the war created a demand for counselors, 
because  Americans—both those in the military and those on the home 
front—encountered a host of situations unfamiliar to them and went 
looking for guidance. There seemed to be not nearly enough psychia-
trists, psychoanalysts, and newly minted clinical psychologists to meet 
the demand. Clergy who had been interested in counseling prior to the 
war  were convinced that the social dislocation created by World War II 
offered them a tremendous opportunity to establish the legitimacy of 
their new endeavor and  were quick to recognize a possible niche for 
themselves.3

Some CPE supervisors, in contrast, hesitated to answer the call to 
counseling quickly. They held on to prewar notions about the obligations 
of clinically trained  ministers—that they served best when they referred 
their parishioners to another professional, applied their religious insights 
effectively, and listened patiently and kindly to their parishioners’ trou-
bles. As a result of this restraint, war prompted no signifi cant changes to 
the content and training methods in most CPE programs.4 Even so, clini-
cal educators, in order to recruit students for the program, tapped into 
ministers’ concerns about whether they would be able to meet these war-
time needs, and promised that CPE training would make them better 
prepared to do so. The Council for Clinical Training (CCT) pamphlet ad-
vertising clinical programs available for the summer of 1942 offered a 
challenge to its readers, asking them if they  were ready to “calm the dis-
abling anxieties of those whose husbands and fathers have gone to war” 
and “to resolve the fears and confusion of your people in the face of a 
world gone mad?”5 The same pamphlet carried a testimonial from an 
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army chaplain who claimed that clinical training had helped him both 
personally and professionally, underlining the utility of clinical educa-
tion for both parish ministers and potential army chaplains without any 
claim to teaching counseling skills.6

Clinical educators, usually so savvy about advancing their interests, 
may have made a strategic error in not altering their curricula, since the 
greatest war time opportunities seem to have been for ministers who 
knew how to offer effective counsel to their parishioners, could teach 
others the rudiments of counseling, and  were willing to cooperate with 
the federal government in its war time efforts. Pastoral counselors  were 
welcomed on two fronts, the Offi ce of the Surgeon General, and as part 
of a USO project jointly sponsored by the YMCA and Federal Council of 
Churches’ Commission on Religion and Health. The war time con sul tant 
for the Neuropsychiatric Branch of the Offi ce of the Surgeon General 
was William Menninger. Menninger, his brother Karl, and their father, 
Charles, had established the Menninger Foundation in Topeka, Kansas, 
in the early 1920s to provide psychiatric care to the mentally ill and offer 
psychoanalytic and psychiatric training for health care professionals. All 
three Menningers supported the authority of psychiatrists, especially 
with regard to the practice of psychotherapy, so they  were not sympa-
thetic to the movement afoot among some clinical psychologists to offer 
psychotherapy. And, at least initially, during William Menninger’s ten-
ure with the Offi ce of the Surgeon General, clinical psychologists  were 
limited to conducting diagnostic tests.7 But William Menninger, who 
saw pastoral counseling as something that was qualitatively different 
from psychotherapy, did support pastoral counselors’ efforts to promote 
their work.

Pastoral counseling also received considerable impetus as a result of a 
joint venture launched in June of 1943 under the auspices of the USO by 
the Commission on Religion and Health and the Army and Navy De-
partment of the YMCA. Together they or ga nized counseling seminars 
for parish ministers and YMCA and USO staff around the country in a 
fascinating, and seldom acknowledged, experimental  union of church 
and state. In some ways it was a natural alliance. The USO (United Ser-
vice Organizations) had incorporated early in 1941 at the instigation of 
President Franklin Roo sevelt to meet the recreational needs of  on- leave 
ser vicemen. And while the or ga niza tion had an ostensibly secular pur-
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pose, its member  organizations—the YMCA, the YWCA, the National 
Catholic Community Ser vice, the Jewish Welfare Board, Travelers’ Aid, 
and the Salvation  Army—were religious groups or historically sympa-
thetic to religious endeavors.

Seward Hiltner, then executive secretary of the Commission on Reli-
gion and Health, played a key role in arranging the sessions. Hiltner, of 
course, had gotten his start in clinical education, serving as executive 
secretary of the CCT in the  mid-1930s. By the time war began, however, 
he had managed, with his ambitious nature and  sharp- edged personality, 
to alienate most of his former friends in that quarter and had begun to 
turn his attention and ambitions to counseling, exercising his consider-
able infl uence this time through the commission. Although his peers 
frequently found him overbearing (and his enemies  were not above com-
paring him to Hitler), the programs he participated in seemed almost 
invariably to thrive. In the fi rst year of the joint counseling training pro-
gram, 2,150 people enrolled in the seminars. Those enrolled included 
parish clergy, USO professional personnel, armed forces chaplains, and 
social workers. Invitations to the seminars  were also extended to Red 
Cross workers, civilian YMCA and YWCA secretaries, doctors, and 
nurses, although it is not clear how many from each of these groups actu-
ally attended. In addition, special sessions  were offered to USO vol-
unteers.

The seminars  were intended to provide participants with a rudimen-
tary understanding of “the art of counseling and listening” and  were led 
by some key fi gures in the clinical pastoral education movement who 
had gained some experience in pastoral counseling during the prior de-
cade.8 Carroll Wise, who had taken over the clinical training program at 
Worcester State Hospital when Boisen went to Elgin State Hospital in the 
mid-1930s, and Russell Dicks, who had helped Richard Cabot establish 
the CPE program at Massachusetts General Hospital at about the same 
time, participated as seminar leaders. Charles Holman, who had begun 
to write extensively about pastoral counseling before the war, and Roy 
Burkhart, a parish minister who went on after the war to establish a 
comprehensive counseling program at the community church he pas-
tored in Ohio, offered additional sessions. The seminars  were held at USO 
centers all over the United States, from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, to Battle 
Creek, Michigan, with Holman, Dicks, and David Eitzen, a General 
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Conference Mennonite and a professor at the University of Southern 
California School of Religion, doing the largest share of the work. In ad-
dition to conducting the seminars, these leaders also “spoke to commu-
nity groups, gave radio addresses, newspaper interviews, met with vol-
unteers, visited military camps and Naval Stations and conferred with 
USO staff about their par tic ular problems.”9

The seminars addressed many issues, ranging from the importance of 
understanding human personality to the familiar theme of interprofes-
sional cooperation. At fi rst glance, the notes from pre sen ta tions by Hol-
man and Eitzen seem to suggest that the content of the seminars was still 
fi rmly rooted in prewar pastoral counseling practice. The kind of advice 
given to ministers and USO workers about how to approach counseling 
echoed prewar concerns about “adjustment,” the necessity of facing prob-
lems realistically, the importance of highlighting the possibility of for-
giveness for “moral failures,” and the centrality of properly exercising 
the human will for the social good.

Carl Rogers and  Non- Directive Counseling

At the same time, however, some of what seminar leaders recommended, 
especially when considered in conjunction with other pastoral counsel-
ing publications from the period, suggests that a critical  shift—one tied 
to changing war time circumstances and the infl uence of the USO’s direc-
tor of counseling ser vices, Carl  Rogers—had begun. Rogers was one of 
three fi gures who substantially infl uenced pastoral counseling and then 
went on after the war to be identifi ed as pivotal thinkers in the human-
istic psychology movement. Rogers, Harvard social psychologist Gordon 
Allport, and Rollo May, the Congregationalist minister whose 1938 book 
The Art of Counseling had set the early standard for pastoral counseling, 
all shared small town, midwestern, Protestant origins. Like May, Rogers 
had started out studying for the Master of Divinity degree at  Union 
Theological Seminary. He eventually abandoned his divinity degree to 
pursue studies in psychology at Columbia University and then accepted 
a position at the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children in 
Rochester, New York, in the society’s Child Study Department. There he 
began to work on a new method of counseling, in part because of his 
dissatisfaction with the practice of the time, which he deemed “direc-
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tive.” Dissatisfi ed as he may have been with counseling practice, Rogers 
certainly fi tted more clearly into that tradition, along with psychiatric 
social workers, ministers, and vocational guidance counselors, than into 
the tradition of experimental psychology. By his own account, while the 
rest of his profession busied itself studying the “learning pro cesses of 
rats,” he developed his ideas about the nature of effective therapy with 
people.10

At the beginning of the war, Rogers, with his religious background 
and interest in counseling, appeared to be an ideal choice for USO direc-
tor of counseling ser vices. The intent of USO leaders in sponsoring the 
seminars and cooperating with the Commission on Religion and Health 
had been to make sure that the men and women who visited the USO 
clubs received the kind of guidance they needed, particularly on religious 
matters. According to the fi nal report for the project, YMCA leaders, at 
least,  were  well- satisfi ed with the extent to which the seminars “brought 
the religious nature of USO into clear perspective for community leaders, 
the staff of the Clubs, and the chaplains.”

Rogers, however, was by this point less interested in religion than in 
advancing his ideas about counseling, or, as he had begun to call it, “psy-
chotherapy”; and  clergy—his former  cohort—seemed the perfect allies 
for the project. Rogers’s using the terms “counseling” and “psychother-
apy” interchangeably was intentional and signaled a challenge to psy-
chiatrists and psychoanalysts who had in previous de cades claimed sov-
ereignty in that realm. War time promised increasing opportunities for a 
wide variety of professionals to counsel returning veterans, and Rogers 
positioned himself to take full advantage of the boom. Three of his 
works, Counseling and Psychotherapy (1942), Counseling with Re-
turned Ser vicemen (1946), coauthored with John Wallen, and Client- 
Centered Therapy (1951) provided the cornerstone for both war time 
and postwar pastoral counseling. A handful of other works, publicized 
through the efforts of the Commission on Religion and Health, formed 
the core of advice literature for war time ministerial counseling and in-
cluded basic instruction on method and theory.

Rogers’s theory contained implicit assumptions about the sanctity of 
personal choice, the dangers of excessive authority, and the importance 
of personal expression, and it represented one of the earliest articulations 
in religious circles of what would become the postwar liberal moral 
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sensibility. In his work, Rogers dismissed any counseling method that 
relied upon advising, exhorting, reassuring, or interpreting problems in 
ways that intellectualized them, arguing that these approaches either 
drove  strong- willed counselees away or made dependent people more so.11

The best counseling, according to Rogers, created a situation in which 
counselees could gain insight into themselves, take “positive steps” in 
light of that understanding, and move toward “growth, health, and ad-
justment.”12 While growth, health, and adjustment  were familiar terms 
from the prewar discussions about counseling goals, they took on new 
meaning in the context of Rogerian therapy. In contrast to prewar pas-
toral counselors, who had routinely offered advice, guidance, or direc-
tion to their counselees and worked consciously to strengthen the coun-
selee’s will to make wise or good choices, Rogers argued that the best 
way to encourage growth, health, and adjustment required exactly the 
opposite approach, something he called “non- directive” therapy.

In this kind of counseling, the counselor allowed counselees to choose 
the topic of discussion, raise the questions they felt  were important, in-
terpret their own behavior, and express themselves in any way they 
wished. Rogers advocated a counseling relationship characterized by 
warmth, responsiveness, and rapport between the counselor and the 
counselee, or “client,” as opposed to one that highlighted the authority 
of the counselor. In fact, the most crucial element in the Rogerian coun-
seling relationship was “permissiveness,” especially with regard to the 
expression of emotion. Ideally, counselees in such a relationship could 
freely express the most hostile feelings without fear of a negative reaction 
from the counselor. This would free them, Rogers argued, from pressure 
or coercion—free them from the counselor’s aims. In Rogers’s judgment 
this was entirely appropriate, because clients had a right to select their 
own “life goals, even though these may be at variance with the goals that 
the counselor might choose for [them].”13 More to the point, Rogers sug-
gested, such a method encouraged  self- understanding, and from self- 
understanding or “insight” came the right kind of growth.

Echoes of the Rogerian ideal appeared in much of the war time advice 
literature for pastoral counselors but perhaps most notably in a 1945
pamphlet by Charles Holman in which he outlined procedures for con-
ducting workshops for “clergy, chaplains, USO workers, and workers 
in industrial and student personnel” interested in learning to counsel.14
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Holman was one of those counselors who had most thoroughly exhibited 
the Progressive moral sensibility so characteristic of prewar counselors. 
He had resisted the biological determinism of Freud and had insisted 
on the freedom of the will, the human ability to make moral choices, the 
effi cacy of strenuous moral effort, and the minister’s obligation to en-
courage and facilitate that effort. But by the war years, Holman had 
softened his view on Freud and had allowed Rogerian theories to reshape 
his view of counseling methods.

Evidence of Rogers’s infl uence, or that Holman and Rogers  were at the 
least reading the same books, talking to some of the same people, and 
encountering some of the same counseling dilemmas, can be found in 
Holman’s 1943 seminar talks. Even as he expressed some sentiments that 
sounded compatible with his prewar views, Holman simultaneously rec-
ommended counseling strategies more obviously in line with Rogers’s 
approach. He suggested, for instance, that the counselor maintain a “non-
condemnatory attitude,” not try to “force help” on people, and seek to 
cultivate “rapport” and “a relationship of confi dence and trust.”15 Hol-
man’s pamphlet “A Workshop in Pastoral Counseling” showed an even 
more marked Rogerian infl uence. For one thing, the foreword was writ-
ten by Rogers, in his capacity as USO director of counseling ser vices. For 
another, Holman used Rogers’s Counseling and Psychotherapy (1942) as 
one of the fi ve texts for the workshop. In overall structure, the workshop 
design demonstrated the Rogerian re sis tance to authority. First, Holman 
recommended or ga niz ing the workshops without an instructor to “give 
authoritative answers.”16 Instead, he suggested selecting a facilitator, 
who would not participate but would serve to keep the group on task and 
making good progress. He suggested, further, that a secretary record the 
narrative of the group discussions and synthesize the material into a fi nal 
report, under the assumption that discussion would yield a body of 
knowledge with practical signifi cance. In addition, while Holman rec-
ommended specifi c discussion topics and included guide questions for 
discussion, he also allowed for the possibility that the group might gener-
ate its own questions, which he called “marginal” topics, and encour-
aged group members to add more sessions if necessary to address these 
topics.

Holman’s recommended approach resembled the approach of clinical 
pastoral educators in that it was based on discussion of case studies and 
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a written narrative, but it was less authoritarian in that no theological 
supervisor or medical doctor served as fi nal authority and it worked on the 
assumption that each member of the workshop could make a viable con-
tribution by thinking critically. In fact, commenting on the bibliography 
for the workshop, in which he had included books with “confl icting 
views,” Holman said, “Uncritical ac cep tance of any par tic ular point of 
view is not advised. Rather one’s reading should stimulate him to think 
through the problems involved, in order that he may reach conclusions 
of his own.”17 The learning pro cess Holman deemed appropriate for the 
workshops mirrored the pro cess Rogers advocated for counseling.

Holman proposed that the fi rst session of the workshop be devoted to 
defi ning counseling, and in his own defi nition of counseling he made the 
Rogerian framework apparent. He held to the prewar notion that coun-
seling was essentially problem solving, but he stated quite fi rmly that any 
decision about a solution to the problem “must, at the last, be the coun-
selee’s own.”18 Further, he divided counseling into two types, “directive” 
and “non- directive,” and used “therapeutic” as a synonym for “non- 
directive.” These distinctions clearly came from Rogers, and Holman 
had not embraced them a de cade earlier. Under the umbrella of directive 
counseling, Holman placed educational and vocational guidance, where 
he thought advice based on intelligence or aptitude tests might be offered 
appropriately. In contrast, Holman argued, therapeutic counseling aided 
the individual in achieving insight and  self- understanding, and advice 
was inappropriate.19

If Holman’s understanding of counseling technique had been shaped 
substantially by Rogers, his understanding of human nature owed more 
to Freudian theory or to the fi eld he referred to as “depth psychology.” 
In the books he wrote prior to the war, Holman had distanced himself 
from Freud’s ideas about drives and the unconscious, observing that 
some psychologists questioned the existence of the unconscious and that 
Freud’s theories regarding human instinct  were reductionist. In the work-
shop pamphlet, he held to some of those earlier notions and built his 
bibliography for the section about human nature on two older works, his 
own Cure of Souls (1932) and J. A. Hadfi eld’s Psychology and Morals
(1925). And yet, he also began to introduce Freudian terms, using, for 
example, “drives” and “instincts” interchangeably with “passions” and 
“impulses,” the terms he had once preferred, and acknowledging more 
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fully the power of “the unconscious level of the psychic life.”20 More 
to the point, in the  YMCA- USO seminars he had presented, he advised 
looking to the “ ‘depth’ psychologists” to understand human motivation. 
He poked gentle fun at people who  were afraid to acknowledge that the 
“highest and noblest experiences of life are built” on “organic hungers 
and appetites” and “the wild, impulsive passions,” by telling the story of 
a little girl who brought a note from home to her physiology teacher that 
read “ ‘I don’t want my Mary to learn no more about her insides.’ ”21

Freudian Theories, Rogerian Methods

It makes sense that Rogers and Freud moved to the forefront simultane-
ously in pastoral counseling theory, especially if Freud’s theories are un-
derstood in the context of the history of science and the advancement of 
rational thought. World War II, and especially Hitler’s Germany, had 
raised the specter of irrational behavior on a global scale. Some religious 
liberals looked to Reinhold Niebuhr’s theological realism and neo- 
orthodox Christianity, which reaffi rmed the sinfulness of human nature 
as an explanation for what appeared to be unexplainable. Other liberals 
looked to Freud, whose theory of the unconscious likewise provided an 
explanation for “a world gone mad” but did not consign the  whole world 
to the asylum. To understand Freud’s contribution in these terms, how-
ever, required interpreting his theory of the unconscious in a par tic ular 
way. It meant seeing Freud as part of the larger Enlightenment and the 
humanistic project in which pastoral counselors saw themselves engaged. 
In this view, Freud’s theory of the unconscious did not propose that hu-
man beings  were irrational (even though what happened in the uncon-
scious realm was beyond the control of the conscious or rational) but 
precisely the opposite. In this understanding of Freud’s theory, the un-
conscious had a structure, one that could  be—if the scientifi c method 
were applied  judiciously—mapped, documented, comprehended, and even 
healed when it had gone awry.

Of course, alternative readings of Freud suggested exactly the oppo-
site, that human life was deeply rooted in biological drives or instincts 
that  were neither rational nor comprehensible by reasonable adults, drives 
that either found proper expression or  were repressed very early in child-
hood only to reappear at the most inopportune moment in adulthood. 
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Worse, Freud’s theory seemed to say that not just some but most of the 
human race lived at the mercy of these wild, unruly, and little under-
stood unconscious drives. At best, in this interpretation, everybody was 
a little bit neurotic and no one ever fully escaped the consequences of his 
or her unconscious confl icts. It was this interpretation of Freud’s ideas 
about human nature that troubled clergy, and had done so ever since they 
fi rst experimented with counseling methods in the 1930s. On one level, 
Freud’s ideas about the unconscious  were acceptable, especially if they 
were not examined too closely. They seemed to echo the apostle Paul’s 
sentiments when he lamented, “I do not understand my own actions. For 
I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate.”22 At the same 
time, to grant the unconscious too much power suggested that human 
beings had no control over the choices they made; and if this  were true, 
then what was to become of sin? What had been bedrock to pastoral 
counselors before the war, however, remained so after: human beings 
had a choice about how they lived their lives. Orthodox Freudianism 
implied (even if it was not what Freud had intended) a sort of relentless 
biological determinism that pastoral counselors resisted.

A new generation of Freudian analysts, the  neo- Freudians, who in-
cluded Karen Horney, Erich Fromm, and Harry Stack Sullivan, softened 
Freud’s biological determinism and challenged the orthodox Freudian-
ism that continued to predominate in many circles in postwar America. 
In contrast to orthodox Freudians, the  neo- Freudians believed that so-
cial, cultural, and environmental factors contributed to the construction 
of human personality as much as did biology. Most  neo- Freudians incor-
porated into their perspective a much more optimistic view of human 
nature and argued for the possibility of shaping personality even after 
the individual had reached adulthood. The earliest expression of these 
views came from Karen Horney, who challenged Freud’s biological de-
terminism fi rst in a pop ular work entitled The Neurotic Personality of 
Our Time in 1937 and then in 1939 in the more scholarly New Ways in 
Psychoanalysis. Horney had come from Berlin to Chicago in the early 
1930s and there had encountered and begun to incorporate into her psy-
choanalytic theory so cio log ical and anthropological insights that would 
receive fuller treatment in the two later books.23 Her work was greeted 
as an affront by orthodox Freudians for its challenge to the “instinctiv-
istic roots” of psychoanalysis.24 Pastoral counselors did not fully engage 
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Horney’s ideas until after the war, but they had begun to read her work 
and include it in their bibliographies and reading lists in some CPE pro-
grams. Those same bibliographies, however, also included books by Karl 
Menninger, who was an orthodox Freudian and another of Horney’s 
outspoken opponents in this period.25

Pastoral counselors seemed little concerned with these arguments 
about the legitimacy of the  neo- Freudian view within Freudian circles. 
The problem for pastoral counselors was that, while  neo- Freudian expla-
nations of human nature made sense, their therapeutic methods  were 
diffi cult to apply and fraught with danger, even for analysts who  were 
extensively trained. Moreover, psychoanalytic methods  were not partic-
ularly useful in the kind of counseling in which most clergy engaged. 
Although some ministers did seek psychoanalytic training, few could 
afford to expend either the time or the money necessary to pursue the 
kind of training they would have needed to apply Freud’s theories effec-
tively. In subsequent years the notion that psychoanalytic therapy was 
long and arduous work that sometimes took a lifetime moved from con-
ventional wisdom to cliché in American culture and art. Certainly in the 
context of war time America, securing psychoanalytic training seemed 
problematic to ministers, especially in the face of the pressing problems 
of returning soldiers and their families. While pastoral counselors recog-
nized the importance of Freudian theory for understanding human be-
havior  generally—sometimes a soldier said one thing when he really 
meant something  else—they did not see themselves as engaged in psycho-
therapy for the purpose of healing mental illness. Instead, ministers saw 
themselves as offering counsel to people who  were fundamentally well 
but who needed help solving specifi c problems that had arisen from their 
circumstances. The war time accounts of clergy are fi lled with examples 
of specifi c problems. As these ministers saw it, the young “woman war 
worker” who found herself alone, far from home, and romanced by and 
attracted to a married man wanted to fi gure out a solution to her prob-
lem not to plumb the depths of her psyche. Similarly, the soldier disfi g-
ured by his war injuries and afraid to go home needed comfort and sup-
port, not therapy.26

Rogerian methods, in contrast to those of Freud or the  neo- Freudians, 
were more easily accessible and more quickly applied to problem solving. 
Rogers’s approach was, quite simply, more familiar. It is true that Rogers 
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resisted the notion that counseling or psychotherapy should be about 
solving specifi c problems, arguing: “The individual and not the problem 
is the focus. The aim is not to solve one par tic ular problem but to assist 
the individual to grow [Rogers’s emphasis] so that he can cope with the 
present problem and with later problems in a better integrated fashion.”27

At the same time, Rogers assumed that anyone who had undergone Ro-
gerian therapy would be better able to solve problems, and his method 
appealed to pastoral counselors on that level. Then too, the method Rog-
ers outlined was more immediately usable by ministers, because it did 
not require delving into the counselee’s past as did psychoanalysis. In-
stead, Rogerian therapy revolved around the relationship between coun-
selor and counselee and relied upon practices that paralleled the patient, 
friendly listening that many pastoral counselors  were accustomed to. 
Rogers’s method was intended, of course, to be more sophisticated, and 
he thoroughly examined the nature of the counseling relationship and 
the practices associated with counseling, reproducing transcripts from 
electronically recorded interviews to illustrate his points. This was an-
other aspect of Rogers’s method that was familiar to some pastoral coun-
selors, who may not have used electronic recordings but who had written 
either extensive case studies or verbatim reports while enrolled in CPE 
training.

Putting Rogerian therapy and psychoanalytic theories together re-
sulted in an expanded notion of autonomy in which the individual was 
encouraged to free  him- or herself, not only from the undue infl uence 
of the counselor, but also from previously unrecognized or unacknowl-
edged motives or attitudes. Two pastoral counselors in par tic ular ex-
plored the confl uence of Rogerian therapy and psychoanalytic principles 
in their war time publications.28 The fi rst, Congregationalist minister 
Rollo May, had already made a contribution to the counseling literature 
with the 1939 publication of the Art of Counseling. May’s work had al-
ways been more psychoanalytically inclined than that of many of his 
fellow counselors. He had, after all, studied with Adler. The Art of 
Counseling had demonstrated clearly not only Adler’s infl uence but also 
that of other Eu ropean analysts, including Freud, Carl Jung, Otto Rank, 
and Fritz Kunkel. May had not, however, demonstrated any par tic ular 
concern for his counselees’ autonomy or any enthusiasm for anything 
that looked like Rogerian therapy. This suggests that there was not a 
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causal relationship between psychoanalytic theory and  non- directive 
therapy. At the same time, the two  were by no means mutually exclusive 
and could be mutually constructive, something Rogers acknowledged in 
Counseling and Psychotherapy and which was clearly illustrated in 
May’s 1943 pamphlet “The Ministry of Counseling.”29

In the same year May published his pamphlet on counseling, Presby-
terian minister Seward Hiltner published Religion and Health, a general 
exploration that began with the mental hygiene movement of the early 
twentieth century and included a chapter specifi cally on pastoral coun-
seling. While this was probably not the very fi rst use of the term “pasto-
ral counseling,” it did mark the point from which the term came into 
common use. Six years later, Hiltner published a book entitled Pastoral 
Counseling (1949), in which he explored in greater detail many of the 
themes that he had fi rst raised in 1943. In 1943 he was still executive 
secretary at the Commission on Religion and Health, but he was also 
working toward completion of his doctorate at the University of Chi-
cago. From 1950 through 1961 he was a professor of pastoral theology 
at the university during the years of the Federated Theological Faculty, 
and then, from 1961 until his retirement in 1980, professor of theology 
and personality at Princeton Theological Seminary.30 Although Hiltner 
was ordained as a Presbyterian minister, he spent relatively little time in 
the parish. Two years as a student pastor and two summers in clinical 
training while he was in divinity school  were his only practical experi-
ence. Nevertheless, he wrote prolifi cally and passionately on the subject.

Both Hiltner and May wrote from a Christian context, addressing 
particularly the concerns of the Christian minister. Both expected, how-
ever, that other counseling professionals could make use of the principles 
they described. At the time he wrote “The Ministry of Counseling,” May 
had left his position as a pastor and begun work on a Ph.D. in clinical 
psychology. At the end of the pamphlet, however, while he cited Rogers’s 
Counseling and Psychotherapy, he directed his thanks to Donald Beatty, 
Seward Hiltner, Russell Dicks, and Otis  Rice—all CPE  veterans—and 
Harry Bone, a clinical psychologist who taught classes at  Union Theo-
logical Seminary.

Hiltner and May argued that, for the minister, counseling should not 
be limited to the formal interview, but should be a part of all aspects of 
the minister’s work, from pastoral visiting to preaching, an idea that 
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echoed Harry Emerson Fosdick’s prewar stance regarding therapeutic 
preaching. They also agreed on three areas that  were potentially prob-
lematic for ministers: knowing oneself and not allowing one’s own “per-
sonality problems” to impede successful counseling, knowing the limita-
tions of one’s training and when to refer a counselee to someone  else, 
and knowing when to introduce religion, whether in the form of talking 
about God, reading the Bible, or praying. Both Hiltner and May con-
cluded that religious elements should be introduced only by the coun-
selee, which was entirely consistent with what they also came to believe 
about the importance of counselee autonomy.

For Hiltner and May, protecting the counselee’s autonomy was essen-
tial. Both men, in the context of describing the dangers of offering ad-
vice, underlined the extent to which offering advice or guidance under-
mined counselee autonomy. May insisted that “to take responsibility for 
another person’s decisions is to remove his autonomy.”31 As Hiltner 
phrased it, “the decisions which people make must be autonomous deci-
sions, that is, they must be made without coercion of any kind.”32 For 
May, taking away someone’s autonomy challenged a fundamental Chris-
tian principle, that “each person is responsible for  himself—to himself, 
to his fellow men, and to God.”33 For Hiltner, giving advice and violating 
counselee autonomy almost certainly led to counseling failure. Either the 
advice did not work and the counselee was angry or the advice did work 
and the counselee became more dependent and still could not solve his 
or her own problems.34 In Counseling and Psychotherapy, Rogers had 
described a similar phenomenon but referred to the “psychologically in-
depen dent” person rather than talking in terms of autonomy. Rogers’s 
par tic ular concern lay in the tendency of counselors to impose their own 
“socially approved” goals on the counselee.35

For May and Hiltner, the scope of autonomy went beyond freedom 
from coercion by other individuals to encompass freedom from uncon-
scious restraints. Both acknowledged the power of those restraints. 
May encouraged counselors to ask themselves (although not to ask their 
counselees), “What meaning underlies the problem which the counselee 
brings?”36 Hiltner, similarly, instructed that the pastor should be care-
ful not to conclude that the fi rst statement of the problem was the “real 
problem.”37 To get at the real problem and fi nd the underlying meaning 
required establishing “rapport” with the counselee or parishioner and 



From Adjustment to Autonomy 101

allowing him or her “talk it out,” while avoiding the temptation to ex-
plain or interpret even if the counselor believed he or she recognized the 
“real” problem. May even suggested a kind of active listening that could 
advance through a series of “eloquent and encouraging grunts,” in the 
words of May’s mentor, psychologist Harry Bone, terms that echo histo-
rian Crane Brinton’s disparaging caricature of  non- directive therapy. 
Theoretically, such an approach led the counselee to “know himself and 
to help himself” (May’s emphasis) or, in the term both Hiltner and Rog-
ers used, to gain “insight.”38 As Hiltner noted, “Insight cannot be given; 
what the counselor does is to set up the conditions so that there is a 
chance that it may come.” And with insight came growth, both spiritual 
and emotional, development “as an autonomous person,” and the ability 
to make good decisions and wise choices.39 Rogers concluded, “If the 
individual has a modicum of insight into himself and his problems, he 
will be likely to [choose his life goals] wisely.”40 For pastoral counselors, 
at least, this marked a shift away from the prewar counseling strategies 
in which the counselor worked to strengthen the counselee’s will and in 
which “wise” choices  were clearly defi ned by the counselor and by social 
or cultural norms. In Rogerian infl uenced counseling, the counselor 
worked to free the counselee’s will, and the counselee defi ned the wise 
choice for  him- or herself.

The necessities of war opened up possibilities for pastoral counseling 
practice and led pastoral counselors to think more systematically about 
their theory and practice. When pastoral counselors adopted the meth-
ods of Carl Rogers, their goals changed; unlike before the war, when 
they had viewed giving advice as a key aspect of their ministerial obliga-
tion, they saw the dangers of too much advice and began to stress the 
importance of preserving the counselee’s autonomy. The embrace of Ro-
gerian methods was defi nitive for postwar pastoral counseling and sig-
naled the beginning of a shift from a kind of religious liberalism in which 
moral instruction created a better society to a stance in which moral 
instruction undermined the possibility of a good society, since the freely 
choosing individual was the necessary ingredient to a good society and 
a good life.
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chapter fi ve

Democracy and the Psychologically 
Autonomous Individual

And as for the “non- directive” therapy, in which the counselor 

merely grunts from time to time to prove to the counseled that he 

is still awake, one feels that even the philosophic anarchists of the 

Enlightenment  were not that thoroughly convinced of the natural 

goodness of man.

—crane brinton, a history of western 

morals, 1958

In retrospect, pastoral counselors seem to have embraced a 
view of human nature that was impossibly optimistic given the world-

wide war that raged around them. It would be easy to accuse them of 
being naïve and foolish, but it would not be fair. Pastoral counselors 
adopted their views about the possibility of human autonomy and its 
centrality to human existence not in spite of what they saw around them 
but because of it. Displaying a liberal moral sensibility, they believed that 
human beings could choose freedom and that it was imperative that they 
did so. As they saw it, to conclude otherwise imperiled both democracy 
and Christianity and opened the door to fascism. For many pastoral 
counselors and their allies, the war underscored the dangers of highly 
authoritarian societies such as fascist Germany. In response to their fear 
of totalitarian forms of government, they articulated one of the founda-
tional ideas of the postwar liberal moral  sensibility—that the psychologi-
cal autonomy of the individual and the freedom to pursue  self- realization 
and personal gratifi cation  were key characteristics of the morally ma-
ture, emotionally healthy individual and  were also central to a successful 
democracy. In the de cade after the war, and in response to their 
middle- class constituency, postwar pastoral counselors increasingly 
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conceptualized autonomy or freedom in such a way that it was both 
generalized—that is, understood in terms other than the narrowly 
political—and also personalized— understood in terms of personal rela-
tionships and personal gratifi cation.

Personal Autonomy and the Challenge to Fascism

Postwar pastoral counselors  were undoubtedly infl uenced in their views 
by the extent to which they  were engaged in ongoing conversation with 
German émigrés, both fi guratively and literally. For instance, during the 
war years, Hiltner, May, and Rogers participated in a study group called 
the New York Psychology Group that also included theologian Paul 
Tillich and psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, both émigrés from Germany.1

Fromm laid the theoretical groundwork for the importance of the autono-
mous,  self- realizing individual, detailing the po liti cal implications of psy-
chological autonomy, its historical framework, and its value as a weapon 
against fascism, in a 1941 book entitled Escape From Freedom. Many of 
his contemporaries, and historians subsequently, considered Fromm a 
neo- Freudian because of his sharp criticism and revision of many of Freud’s 
core ideas. Fromm resisted the designation and throughout his career 
expressed a deep ambivalence about Freud’s ideas.2 Fromm, a phi los o-
pher, social psychologist, and cultural critic, settled permanently in the 
United States in the early 1930s. He began a romance with Karen Horney, 
which lasted a little over a de cade and in which the exchange of ideas was 
such that it is impossible to say who infl uenced whom. The relationship 
ended badly. Fromm ultimately allied professionally with Clara Thomp-
son, Harry Stack Sullivan, Janet Rioch, and Frieda Fromm- Reichmann 
to establish the William Alanson White Institute of Psychiatry.3

Fromm’s antireligious sentiments complicated his relationship with 
pastoral counselors, but the ideas he expressed in Escape From Freedom
nevertheless became central to pastoral counseling theory and practice 
in the 1950s.4 Despite his reluctance to be considered a  neo- Freudian, 
Fromm began his book by laying out the principles upon which he op-
posed Freud; he noted that his views held much in common with those 
of Karen Horney and Harry Stack Sullivan, the other two fi gures most 
frequently associated with  neo- Freudianism.5 Fromm’s purpose was to 
counter Freud’s biological determinism by explaining both how human 
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beings made choices and why they made the choices they did make. To 
that end, Fromm presented a complex picture of human nature that took 
into account both biology and a diverse mix of social, cultural, and his-
torical factors. He opposed the orthodox Freudian notion that human 
“inclinations”  were “fi xed and biologically given,” asserting instead that 
they  were the result of “the social pro cess which creates man.”6 At the 
same time, Fromm was careful to note, lest he be grouped with the be-
haviorists, that human beings  were not simply a product of their environ-
ment; they shaped their environment too: “But man is not only made by 
history—history is made by man.”7 Specifi cally, as Fromm saw it, “man’s 
energies,” such as the drive for fame and success or the drive to work, 
became the “productive forces molding the social pro cess”8 (Fromm’s 
emphasis). Still, even as he recognized the power of social psychology, 
Fromm acknowledged that certain fundamental needs like hunger, thirst, 
sleep, and the need to  belong—needs that could be understood collec-
tively as the drive for  self- preservation and that  were rooted in physiolog-
ical  needs—“formed the primary motive of human behavior.”9 It was the 
drive to belong and the fear of being alone that complicated the modern 
conception of freedom.

Fromm maintained that freedom could leave individuals feeling iso-
lated and alone and that, in their drive to meet the need to belong, they 
sometimes willingly relinquished their freedom. To illustrate the way in 
which psychological factors had po liti cal implications, Fromm pointed 
to modern fascism. He argued that “economic liberalism,” increased po-
liti cal democracy, greater religious autonomy, and more personal free-
dom had created a situation in which fascism could fl ourish. Having 
freed themselves from traditional authority and become “individuals,” 
modern human beings had found that freedom left them feeling alone 
and powerless.10 Seeking to overcome the feeling of aloneness, they 
elected to submit their will to an authoritarian fi gure they believed would 
make them feel a part of something powerful. In Fromm’s view, there 
was no better example of this dynamic than Hitler’s Germany.11

Fromm was not implying that greater freedom caused fascism. He was 
suggesting, however, that there was more than one response to freedom. 
He argued that human beings could choose love and productive work as 
one way of meeting their need for meaning and belonging, instead of 
seeking security in ties that would “destroy [their] freedom and the in-
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tegrity of [the] individual self.”12 In the fi nal section of the book, titled 
“Freedom and Democracy,” Fromm concluded that if freedom  were 
understood in a positive sense as the freedom to realize the self “fully and 
uncompromisingly” and “to achieve full realization of the individual’s 
potentialities,” rather than as something alienating, then democracy 
would fl ourish. In fact, Fromm claimed, real freedom was possible only 
if society took as its “aim and purpose” the “growth and happiness of 
the individual.”13 He even went so far as to say that government had a 
specifi c obligation in this realm, noting, “Democracy is a system that 
creates the economic, po liti cal, and cultural conditions for the full devel-
opment of the individual.”14

Social psychologist Gordon Allport followed a similar line, further 
exploring the connections between democracy and the psychologically 
healthy or “mature” personality (who had much in common with Fromm’s 
fully realized individual). For Allport, too, the individual’s ability to 
make wise choices free from social pressures and authoritarian control 
was crucial. Well respected by his peers, Allport had studied in Germany 
in the early 1920s and made his name in the fi elds of social psychology 
and personality theory prior to World War II, serving as president of the 
American Psychological Association in 1939. Allport was the third fi gure 
who would later be considered a found er of humanistic psychology, and 
the one most closely allied with pastoral counseling. Like Carl Rogers 
and Rollo May, Allport was the son of a midwestern Protestant family. 
Unlike Rogers and May, however, and somewhat ironically, he never pur-
sued a divinity degree yet was the most conventionally religious of the 
three, remaining steadfast in his religious commitment, which eventually 
led him to Boston’s Church of the Advent and Anglocatholicism. Allport 
published both scholarly and devotional works relevant to religion.15 He 
spent most of his academic career at Harvard and so did not have the 
same kinds of connections to the New York German émigré community 
that May and Rogers did, but he had strong ties to Germany from the 
years he had spent studying there, and he played an important role on a 
committee the APA created to help German psychologists escape Hitler’s 
Germany. So, it is no surprise that he devoted some of his writing to 
explaining the phenomenon of fascism.

In his war time and postwar writing, Allport explored various aspects 
of the mature personality, deeming such individuals crucial to the steady 
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advance of democracy, Christianity, and science.16 Allport’s initial articu-
lation of these ideas came, while the war still raged, in a 1944 article in 
Commonweal, a journal of religion, politics, and culture published for 
and by Catholic laypeople. He later wrote an entire book devoted to the 
subject, The Nature of Prejudice (1954), which was, and continues to be, 
widely infl uential among civil rights advocates. In the 1944 article, titled 
“The Bigot in Our Midst,” Allport decried the rise of bigotry, which was 
to him the single greatest evidence of an immature personality. Allport 
repeatedly made two important associations. The fi rst was that bigotry 
was a kind of emotional immaturity in which the individual fi xated at an 
adolescent stage of development. At this stage, he argued, individuals 
needed to have “their backbone on the outside,” by which he meant that 
they needed a strong authority telling them what to do. At this stage, too, 
they  were easily led by authority, and because they felt a need to be part 
of an “in- group,” they tended to scapegoat anyone who was different. 
Second, Allport identifi ed bigotry, with its tendency to scapegoat, as fas-
cism, and he cited Hitler’s Germany as the best example of a society in 
which this sort of personality thrived.

In contrast, in the mature personality, said Allport, the backbone was 
“on the inside.”17 Mature individuals  were able to make good choices on 
their own without a clearly defi ned authority structure and  were not 
given to exclusivity. They  were tolerant of diversity and not threatened 
by it. These characteristics, he believed,  were the essence of democracy. 
To Allport’s way of thinking, excellent exemplars of both tolerance and 
democracy  were his own cohort of Christians and scientists. In “The 
Bigot in Our Midst,” Allport was very clear that bigoted Christians 
should not be considered Christians at all, and in his postwar publica-
tions he argued that Christians who went to church and called them-
selves religious but who  were really going to church for the security of 
fi tting in tended to be more prejudiced. In Allport’s view, they  were, at 
best, immature Christians.18 In line with what Fromm had argued ear-
lier, Allport contended that the purpose of demo cratic society was to 
allow the potential of all people in a diverse society regardless of “class 
or kind” to “reach fruition.”

The arguments of Fromm and Allport  were compelling for pastoral 
counselors in that they tied politics to a concept that pastoral counselors 
held as  foundational—that human beings and their society would only 
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be transformed one individual at a time and from the inside out. More-
over, Fromm and Allport articulated a connection between autonomy 
and the success of both Christianity and democracy that pastoral coun-
selors found appealing. Freedom, and more of it, would be the salvation 
of the postwar world.

Postwar Professional Growth

The boom in pastoral counseling, and in psychological counseling gener-
ally, continued after the war. In the immediate postwar era, the demand 
for professionals trained to counsel skyrocketed as Americans returned 
from war much more willing than in the past to believe that psychologi-
cal counseling could provide solutions to their problems, relieve their 
emotional suffering, and even improve the quality of their lives. Pastoral 
counselors shared in the postwar psychology boom, because when 
Americans went looking for psychological help after the war, they  were 
as likely to seek the help of their minister as they  were to seek that of a 
psychologist or psychiatrist. Early Gallup polls indicate that among 
Americans who desired psychological counseling, 42 percent turned to 
their minister fi rst. In par tic ular,  middle- class white Americans sought 
the help of pastoral counselors.19 William Whyte, in his classic so cio log-
ical study of the American suburb, The Or ga ni za tion Man (1956), detailed 
the struggles of suburban ministers exhausted by the demands placed on 
them by their parishioners who wanted psychological counseling.20

The postwar counseling boom resulted in a realignment between 
pastoral counseling and clinical pastoral education, as the momentum 
shifted, for the time being, to counselors. Clinical educators’ continued 
ambivalence about pastoral counseling was particularly ironic given how 
much CPE teaching methods in the 1920s and 1930s had inclined train-
ees toward the practice of pastoral counseling and how many of the new 
leaders of the pastoral counseling movement had gotten their start in 
CPE. Granted, most CPE programs continued after the war to devote at 
least some portion of each quarter to counseling methods, but that did 
not mean that CPE leaders shared the enthusiasm for the subject dis-
played by some of their students.21 To their way of thinking, too many 
young ministers fresh out of seminary and with only a few hours of clini-
cal training under their belts  were setting up offi ce hours and offering 
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counsel to their parishioners. At the fi rst National Conference on Clini-
cal Training in 1944, parish minister Henry Lewis, a CPE supporter, 
expressed his dismay over the comment from one clinical education 
graduate and newly minted parish minister who told Lewis that as a re-
sult of his CPE training, “he now had four  one- hour interviews each 
week with four different parishioners on their personality problems and 
hoped to have more.”22 Lewis was not the only one to bemoan the trend, 
but in the face of war time experiences, pleas for a return to the original 
intentions of CPE fell on deaf ears.

Anton Boisen’s continuing call for a scientifi c study of religious expe-
rience received even less attention and clearly deviated from the primary 
objectives of both clinical pastoral educators and pastoral counselors 
after the war. He continued to publish throughout the 1940s and re-
mained active in clinical education. Fred Kuether, then executive director 
of the Council for Clinical Training, maneuvered Boisen into quitting the 
chaplaincy and directorship of the CPE program at Elgin State Hospital 
and accepting a position as “educational con sul tant” for the council. 
Boisen took his new job seriously and delivered a scathing report at the 
end of his fi rst year, criticizing CPE programs for moving away from his 
original vision and becoming overly enamored of counseling and the 
personal interview. Boisen complained that one supervisor “was quite 
frank in saying that he was not interested in the  case- write- up, but only 
in the technique of interviewing.” Boisen saw too much emphasis on 
Freudian  theories—trying to “explain George Fox in terms of toilet 
training”—and not enough “co- operative inquiry,” by which he meant 
the development of a research agenda and signifi cant reading list and 
reference library for each of the programs. Perhaps most distressing to 
Boisen was the number of trainees undergoing psychoanalysis or some 
form of Reichian analysis.23 But Boisen’s ideas sounded quaint to his 
peers—a holdover from the  nineteenth- and  early- twentieth- century Pro-
gressive reform  era—illustrating the ways in which the liberal moral sen-
sibility had begun to shift. Boisen’s ongoing interest in the psychology of 
religion seemed ill fi tted and irrelevant to the newly discovered interest 
in the autonomous individual. The winds would have to change again 
before Boisen’s ideas would enjoy a re nais sance.24

Leaders of the emerging pastoral counseling movement took a view 
that differed from Boisen’s and from that of the majority of their peers 
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in CPE. In their view, the heart of the pastor’s job was to be neither a 
scientist, as Boisen understood it, nor a member of the health care team, 
as CPE supervisors would have it, but a counselor, whether in the private 
interview or in the application of counseling principles to all ministerial 
duties. Clergy who  self- identifi ed as pastoral counselors still engaged in 
a conversation with scientists and in scientifi c research, but they did so 
to develop more effective counseling and a better understanding of their 
counselees and of themselves. It was this view that predominated in post-
war debates about the parish minister’s professional duties, particularly 
among those ministers who  were attempting to move counseling to the 
center of the parish minister’s professional identity.

Pastoral counseling advocates elaborated their conception of pastoral 
counseling in a 1954 interprofessional conference on psychotherapy and 
counseling held under the auspices of the New York Academy of Sci-
ences. Representatives from the fi elds of medicine, psychology, social 
work, counseling and guidance, and the ministry gathered to explore 
areas of mutual interest. Reports from each of the fi ve professional groups 
were published in the Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, and 
excerpts of the clergy group’s report  were also published in Pastoral Psy-
chology. The clergy’s report, written by Wayne Oates in consultation 
with other members of the Commission in the Ministry, highlighted the 
unique contribution of the minister as counselor and stressed the value 
scientifi c insights could have for pastoral counseling and the importance 
of “scientifi c criteria of evaluation” in judging the effectiveness of pasto-
ral counseling.25 The authors of the report also addressed the distinction 
between counseling and psychotherapy, called for more research in the 
area of the psychology of religion, encouraged mutual cooperation among 
the counseling professions which would involve secular professionals re-
ferring clients to ministers as often as ministers referred parishioners to 
a psychologist or psychiatrist, and pointed out the need for more training 
opportunities even as they resisted the idea of a specialized fi eld in pas-
toral counseling, noting, “The creation of a specialty of counseling among 
ministers, a subprofession, so to speak, is highly undesirable.” Training 
as a counselor was intended to make a minister not less “but more a man 
of God to those who come to him for counsel and guidance.”26 Pastoral 
counselor Paul Johnson, in the published discussion of the fi ndings, quib-
bled a bit with Oates’s strong opposition to specialization and compared 
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the parish minister to the general practitioner, arguing that clergy needed 
as much counseling training as possible for use in their parish, although 
not as much as would be needed by someone who wanted to be “the full-
time pastoral counselor, the institutional chaplain, or the teacher of other 
pastors.”27

While the commission’s report made some attempt to defi ne pastoral 
counseling and delineate its boundaries, in reality, pastoral counseling 
continued to resist easy defi nition. In the twenty years after World War 
II, ministers who  self- identifi ed as pastoral counselors continued to prac-
tice as they had before the war, without formal licensing procedures, 
standardized training, a professional or ga niza tion, or even a clear defi ni-
tion of counseling. They practiced their craft in a variety of settings, 
serving as parish ministers, hospital chaplains, seminary faculty, and 
staff members at a growing number of in depen dent counseling centers. 
They hailed from a variety of Protestant denominations, but the majority 
held membership in one or another of six denominations: Presbyterian 
Church in the U.S.A., the Methodist Church, the Protestant Episcopal 
Church, the Congregationalist Christian Church, the Baptist church 
(both Southern and American), or the Lutheran church (Evangelical, 
United, and Missouri Synod). Other denominations, including General 
Conference Mennonites, the Church of the Brethren, and Unitarian- 
Universalists,  were represented in smaller numbers.28

Ecumenical and only loosely or ga nized until 1965, pastoral counsel-
ors  were, more than anything  else, a community of discourse tied to-
gether by two professional  journals—The Journal of Pastoral Care, which 
began publication in the  mid-1940s, and Pastoral Psychology, which be-
gan publication in 1950—and an eclectic mix of educational opportuni-
ties and  how- to books published in  ever- increasing numbers by the lead-
ers in the fi eld. As a consequence, and not surprisingly, levels of expertise 
varied widely. Almost any minister who had read a few articles in the 
professional journals or taken an eve ning class in psychology could, and 
sometimes did, call  him- or herself a pastoral counselor, while, at the 
same time, some of the leading fi gures in the movement had pursued 
extensive psychoanalytic training.

In an ongoing irony, even as chaplain supervisors persisted in dis-
counting the role of CPE in training pastoral counselors, many ministers 
continued to get their start in counseling in clinical pastoral education 
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programs where they read the counseling literature. A 1962 study, The 
Churches and Mental Health, indicated that of the 235,000 active Prot-
estant parish ministers in the United States, between 8,000 and 10,000
had pursued clinical training and had, as a consequence, been exposed 
to the basic principles of counseling. In addition to CPE, ministers who 
wanted to learn about counseling could choose from a widening array of 
seminary programs and in depen dent seminars. In 1954 alone, there  were 
thirty- fi ve seminars, institutes, and lecture series offered on pastoral 
counseling. Seventy theological schools, located from Philadelphia to 
Sioux Falls, South Dakota, provided courses in pastoral psychology and 
counseling. Forty seminaries listed clinical experience and courses in 
psychology in their cata logues. Seven seminaries awarded graduate de-
grees in pastoral theology, pastoral counseling, clinical psychology, or 
“guidance.”29 In 1965, the American Association of Pastoral Counselors 
(AAPC) was founded. That year, the annual directory, “Opportunities 
for Study, Training, and Experience in Pastoral Psychology” in the jour-
nal Pastoral Psychology listed more than double the 1954 offerings. 
Seminaries offering course work leading to degrees in pastoral theology, 
pastoral care, or pastoral counseling had more than qua dru pled.30

Despite the growth of opportunities, little standardization of training 
occurred in the fi rst two de cades after World War II. The seminars, lec-
tures, and workshops available through institutes, hospitals, councils of 
churches, and seminaries varied in content and length, ranging from one 
day to two semesters. The majority employed readings, discussions of 
case studies, and lectures. Some workshops, such as those administered 
by the Hudson River Counseling Ser vice, covered interviewing and coun-
seling technique. A very small number of programs included supervised 
experience; the Greater Newark Council of Churches, through its De-
partment of Social Welfare, advertised “special supervised clinical expe-
rience for clergy in family and marriage counseling.”31 Among seminar-
ies and theological schools, only a handful provided supervised fi eldwork. 
As late as 1965 many pastoral counselors still gained much of their 
knowledge about counseling from reading about it. Pastoral Psycholo-
gy’s editors, clearly assuming that clergy would gain a signifi cant portion 
of the information they needed from reading, included extensive bibliog-
raphies in each annual directory. In addition, much of what they pub-
lished had a practical bent; two regular features of the journal, “Readers’ 
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Forum” and “The Consultation Clinic,” allowed readers to raise ques-
tions and receive answers from specialists. For instance, the March 1956
“Consultation Clinic” raised the question of how to keep rec ords in 
counseling situations. The three respondents, Rollin Fairbanks, Samuel 
Southard, and Aaron Rutledge had all served at one time or another as 
directors of counseling centers. All three gave detailed, practical advice 
on everything from the length of patient interviews to the appropriate 
size of index card for recording counselee information.32

Some of the training available was quite extensive, although many 
ministers lacked the time and resources to take advantage of that train-
ing. The  Merrill- Palmer School in Detroit provided counseling ser vices 
to the community, collected data for ongoing research, and offered coun-
selor training to “graduate and postdoctoral students from such fi elds 
as psychology, social work, sociology, medicine, theology, and religious 
education.” The school was affi liated with more than forty colleges and 
universities and credit earned at the school could be applied to a master’s 
or doctoral degree at those universities. The training consisted of a mini-
mum of ten months of  full- time study over three terms and included 
both graduate seminars and supervised counseling experience. The coun-
seling sessions  were electronically recorded with the permission of the 
client so that the “counselor- in- training” could use the recordings to im-
prove his or her counseling skills. In the interest of “self- understanding,” 
counselors- in- training  were also expected to participate in weekly coun-
seling sessions as counselees. The program followed a format with which 
many CPE graduates would have been familiar. The school’s director, 
Aaron Rutledge, prior to his employment by  Merrill- Palmer, had, ac-
cording to the school’s promotional literature, served as “pastor, army 
chaplain, chaplain . . .  of general and mental hospitals, supervisor of clin-
ical training, Director of Guidance in a University, and . . .  at Merrill- 
Palmer . . .  as marriage counselor and leader of the counseling ser vice 
and the training programs.” Rutledge’s employment history and Merrill-
Palmer’s curriculum illustrate the state of the fi eld at the time. The 
school’s program, designed to attract trainees from across disciplines, 
implies that counseling training had not standardized in any of the re-
lated disciplines.33

In the immediate postwar era pastoral counselors continued to culti-
vate their alliance with the  neo- Freudians, reading widely from their 
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works and maintaining good working relationships with them. For in-
stance, several key fi gures in the pastoral counseling movement supple-
mented their divinity school training and clinical pastoral education 
with psychoanalytic training at the William Alanson White Institute for 
Psychiatry. Among these  were James Ashbrook, a Baptist minister and 
seminary professor, and Howard Clinebell, a Methodist minister and 
seminary professor.34 Institute member Clara Thompson contributed oc-
casionally to Pastoral Psychology, and both she and Erich Fromm  were 
honored as the journal’s “Man of the Month,” or, in Thompson’s case, 
“Woman of the Month.” Fromm’s commendation came in September of 
1955 after publication of The Sane Society, which was named the Pasto-
ral Psychology Book Club selection of the month. Harry Stack Sullivan 
had enjoyed the honor a year earlier when he published The Psychiatric 
Interview. Despite her break with fellow  neo- Freudians at the White 
Institute, Karen Horney continued to be much admired by pastoral coun-
selors, served on the editorial board of Pastoral Psychology, and was 
honored posthumously in the May 1953 issue of the journal. Still others 
integrated  neo- Freudian theories into pastoral counseling textbooks they 
wrote. In one extended discussion of human nature in his book Pastoral 
Counseling (1949), Seward Hiltner returned repeatedly to Horney and 
Rank to illustrate the interplay between biological drives and cultural 
imperatives in the making of human personality. Hiltner also noted 
that his understanding and explanation of human nature had benefi ted 
greatly from discussions with Erich Fromm.35 In defi ning human nature 
as it related to counseling, Hiltner ranged widely through the works 
of cultural anthropologists Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead and so-
cial psychologists George Herbert Mead, John Dewey, Gordon Allport, 
and Gardiner Murphy, as well as the Freudians, both orthodox and 
revisionist.36

In the postwar years, Rogers’s method likewise retained its popular-
ity. Despite frequent criticism from his peers in the fi eld of psychology 
that he was not scientifi c enough, Rogers had risen in the ranks of his 
profession to be elected president of the American Psychological Associa-
tion in 1946.37 Pastoral counselors embraced his ideas to an even greater 
degree in the years immediately after World War II. After 1945 any min-
ister who read the professional journals regularly or who had some mini-
mal level of training in counseling had been exposed to the work of Carl 



114 helping the good shepherd

Rogers. While an outspoken minority resisted Rogerian ideas, one sym-
pathizer declared in 1950 that Rogerian therapy had become “the touch-
stone of counseling perfection.”38 Four pivotal works written by pastoral 
counselors in the late 1940s and early 1950s addressed Rogers’s ideas 
extensively: Seward Hiltner in Pastoral Counseling (1949), Carroll Wise 
in Pastoral Counseling (1951), Wayne Oates in The Christian Pastor
(1951), and Paul Johnson in Psychology of Pastoral Care (1953). Al-
though all four declared reservations about Rogerian therapy, they all 
included Rogers’s ideas about  non- directive therapy in their books, which 
then became the primary textbooks for most pastoral counseling pro-
grams. For his part, Rogers contributed some original pieces to the jour-
nal, Pastoral Psychology, and its editors regularly reprinted his most 
important works. During his years at the University of Chicago and the 
university’s counseling center, Rogers infl uenced the research and train-
ing of clergy affi liated with the center. H. Walter Yoder went on to es-
tablish a highly regarded counseling program at his Congregational 
church in Michigan. Rogers and Russell Becker co wrote an article on the 
clergy and  client- centered therapy for the inaugural issue (1950) of Pas-
toral Psychology. And Rogers’s work provided the theoretical and re-
search design framework for the study conducted by Colston and Hiltner 
about the context of pastoral counseling.

The Liberal Moral Sensibility: Human Potential 
and the Personalization of Freedom

The embrace of Rogerian theory and methods had specifi c consequences. 
Postwar pastoral counselors who looked to Rogers as their guide aban-
doned the prewar stance of encouraging counselees to make realistic 
adjustments to their situations and to lead morally conventional lives. 
Instead, they embraced a broad notion of limitless  freedom—an abun-
dance theory of  personality—in which they assumed that autonomous 
individuals, freed from restraints and without obstacles in their path, 
would move toward more fully realizing all of their “potentialities.” In 
this context, pastoral counselors reconceptualized the moral ideal and 
sought to encourage the development of “mature” or “self- realizing” 
individuals who possessed insight into their own behavior, cultivated 
emotionally intimate relationships with family and friends, “integrated” 
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many activities without being too  single- minded about any par tic ular 
task, and made decisions without being unduly infl uenced either by un-
conscious factors or the persuasion of other people.39 In practice, Rog-
erian pastoral counselors focused on freeing counselees to make their 
own choices and solve their own problems, theoretically moving them 
toward  self- realization. Rogerian pastoral counseling was characterized 
by its Protestant framework and by an increasingly personalized idea of 
freedom.

To say that in the context of personal counseling freedom became 
more personalized sounds like a redundancy. Counseling had always 
been personal, its focus on “work with individuals” and their problems, 
rather than on systems or social structure. But counseling prior to the 
war clearly had a social end. The Deweyan idea of  self- realization, for 
instance, assumed that the individual recognized his or her social obliga-
tions. Holman’s proposals for strengthening the will  were for the pur-
pose of creating a better Christian. While freedom and democracy  were 
considered admirable principles, none of the prewar counselors, pastoral 
or otherwise, imagined that freedom applied to every aspect of the indi-
vidual’s personal life, any more than they imagined that economic free-
dom meant that business could proceed unrestrained. In the 1930s they 
were Social Gospel Progressives living in the midst of an economic de-
pression. Theirs was a culture of limits and they  were the heirs of a 
Progressive ideal that had sought to relieve suffering and inspire social 
responsibility.

In the context of World War II, pastoral counselors had interpreted 
psychological freedom or autonomy in po liti cal terms, as a necessary 
response to fascism; but as concerns about fascism waned, pastoral coun-
selors became less explicitly po liti cal. At war’s end they  were not clearly 
anticommunist and tended to frame their politics in terms of a general 
and diffuse commitment to democracy. What is very clear, however, is that 
in a postwar culture of abundance in which the problems of a suburban 
middle class seemed to dominate, they interpreted freedom in the widest 
possible sense. Perhaps the best meta phor for their theory of psychologi-
cal autonomy comes from classical  nineteenth- century liberalism: post-
war counselors applied what amounted to a free market theory to the 
emotional and personal lives of their counselees, in the belief that the 
emotional market, given the right circumstances, would  self- regulate.
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Allowing counselees to come to their own conclusions and make their 
own mistakes was central to this theory. In his 1949 Pastoral Counsel-
ing, Hiltner demonstrated how not to proceed, describing the diffi culties 
of a certain “Mrs. Godwin.” While her husband was away at war, Mrs. 
Godwin had gone to a party, gotten drunk, and slept with another man. 
When her husband returned home from war, she told him the truth, and 
he left her. Distraught, Mrs. Godwin sought the counsel of her minister. 
She explained to him that she had repented and confessed and that she 
believed there  were extenuating circumstances, among them that she 
had been lonely, did not love the man she had slept with, and would not 
have been unfaithful had her husband not volunteered to go to war in the 
fi rst place. She insisted that she had done the best she could under the 
circumstances and that her husband was wrong to leave her.40

Hiltner’s analysis pointed to the futility of violating the counselee’s 
autonomy. According to Hiltner, the minister responded to Mrs. God-
win by saying: “I agree with you. You did a wrong thing, but so far as 
it’s humanly possible, you did your part to make it right. And I can see 
you’re truly sorry. I think I’d better go around and talk to that young 
man. Don’t you think I should?” The minister did talk to the husband; 
Hiltner reported that in response to the pastor’s lecture, Mr. Godwin 
asserted his “legalistic” stance with even greater determination. In Hilt-
ner’s opinion, the minister had failed in his dealings with the Godwins 
because he had “no real faith in the young woman, [and] no respect for 
her capacity to handle the situation if given some help and understand-
ing.” Hiltner concluded that the minister’s actions not only implied dis-
respect for Mrs. Godwin but that no one gained anything from them: 
Mrs. Godwin’s marriage was not restored to her, she gained no insight 
into herself, and Mr. Godwin remained set in his opinion.41

Carroll Wise described how a  non- directive approach freed the coun-
selee to make the right choice by telling the story of a young man who 
came to see him after having been to a series of counselors all of whom 
had recommended the same course of action. The young man lived with 
his parents, and each of his previous counselors believed that the only 
solution was for the young man to move out. After a series of interviews 
in which Wise applied a  non- directive method, the young man concluded 
for himself that he did, indeed, need to move out. The young man de-
cided, as a result of the counseling, that he would quit his job, move out 
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of the  house, and cease trying to change his father. In Wise’s view, for 
this young man, the decision to take action came as a natural conse-
quence of his gaining a greater sense of control in his life.42 Making the 
choice for himself made it possible for him to act.

In matters of where to live, how to get along with one’s family, whether 
to marry, what career to choose, or whether to accept or decline health 
care, the counselee’s choices  were sacrosanct in the  non- directive approach. 
Even when the counselee demanded advice, guidance, or moral judg-
ment, the good counselor was supposed to decline. The young man who 
came to his minister and demanded a book that he and his wife could 
read together that would explain to her “how a wife ought to look after 
her husband,” the young woman considering going against doctors’ ad-
vice and checking herself out of the hospital, and the unwed mother who 
prefaced her confession with a statement of her own worthlessness all 
were to be offered the same respect, the same warm relationship, and the 
same opportunity to work out their own salvation. And what if the pa-
rishioner chose something other than what the minister viewed as best? 
Theoretically, the Rogerian pastoral counselor defended the “counselee’s 
right to go to hell if he wants to” and rejected “the right of one person or 
a few people to order and control the lives of others.”43

Part of what made this approach possible for pastoral counselors was 
the religious context in which they  were working at the time. At least 
some of them believed that they did not need to fear the consequences of 
such radical freedom because God was at work in the world and in hu-
man beings. When pastoral counselors talked about allowing individuals 
to tap into their inner resources, they did so believing in the power of the 
Holy Spirit. As Southern Baptist pastoral counselor Wayne Oates ex-
pressed it:

This is the genius of the  client- centered principle of counseling: it 

leaves the responsibility for the solution of the problem with the 

person who brings it, and provides a permissive and warmly personal 

atmosphere in which he can objectively work through to a satisfac-

tory solution. Religiously stated, it is the careful observance of the 

principle of autonomy of the individual personality before God, and 

a confi dent trust in the lawful working of the Holy Spirit “both to 

will and to work for his good plea sure” in the life of the person.44
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Carroll Wise framed it in terms of “resources” available for “healing” of 
the personality and somehow connected that to the life and work of 
Christ, although he did not explain precisely what he meant.45

In any case, the relationship between pastoral counselor and coun-
selee was embedded in another relationship, that of pastor and parishio-
ner. Rogers, of course, argued that it was impossible to sustain a counsel-
ing relationship if the counselor exercised any kind of authority over the 
counselee. And Rogerian pastoral counselors  were not claiming any kind 
of moral authority over their counselees. They did, however, see the re-
lationship as powerful. As Wise argued, the Protestant minister did not 
grant absolution or forgiveness in the same sense as did the Roman Cath-
olic priest, but in a counseling relationship, as a model of God’s love, acted 
as a “mediator of the grace of God through a living relationship.”46 Rus-
sell Dicks claimed that participating in a loving relationship with the 
minister turned the parishioner or counselee toward God and taught the 
individual to “believe and trust the universe” again even in the face of 
suffering.47 Equally important, counseling, as these early pastoral coun-
selors envisioned it, was a part of the life of the church as a  whole. For-
mal counseling, pastoral calls on persons at home, preaching, and even 
church administration could be conducted using  non- directive principles. 
Under these circumstances, freedom did not look like an abyss.

Rogerian pastoral counselors likewise located  self- realization in a ma-
trix of Christian relationships and faith, arguing that Christian love and 
marriage provided ideal settings for  self- realization. As one contributor 
to the journals described it, marriage gave men and women the “chance 
to fl ower [and] to achieve . . .  their most noble potentialities.” Foster 
Williams, a Methodist minister from Buffalo, New York, noted that 
marriage was one of the best avenues for individuals to “develop” their 
“unique and best potentialities.” Later in the same article he asserted 
that, “self- realization is found only by entering into a real relationship 
with others.”48 Pastoral counselors and their allies  were not necessarily 
naïve about the diffi culties marriage engendered. Frequently, in the same 
breath in which they celebrated marriage, they acknowledged its poten-
tial pitfalls. For instance, psychiatrist Volta Hall, the same contributor 
who had described marriage as an opportunity “to fl ower,” stressed that, 
for any marriage to succeed, the individuals had to bring a certain level 
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of maturity to the relationship in the fi rst place. She observed trenchantly, 
“Marriage . . .  is not for the weak, the stupid, or the immature.”49

Pastoral counselors offered a similar rationale for viewing sex as a 
means for  self- realization. They argued that the sexual relations of a mar-
ried couple not only gratifi ed their physical needs but acted as a “bond 
of understanding between them,” a “visible sign of an invisible commit-
ment,” “an outward and visible symbol of communion,” and a means to 
expand “personal relatedness between them.”50 Pastoral counselors then 
took their argument one step further. They asserted that the sexual rela-
tions between married Christians cemented the relationship of those two 
people not only to each other, but also to God. In fact, theologian Reuel 
Howe argued that sex between a Christian husband and wife became an 
instrument of salvation. It became, in Howe’s words, “an instrument for 
the realization of the fullness of being.”51

Pastoral counselors linked the personal to the po liti cal, arguing that 
marriage and family  were essential to the success of democracy. Specifi -
cally, they argued that the right kind of marriage provided a practice fi eld 
for democracy. For instance, Roy Burkhart, a minister, argued that it 
was in the home that Americans developed the character and the “inner 
voice” they needed to be wise citizens of a republic. Anthropologist Mar-
garet Mead, another occasional contributor to Pastoral Psychology,
maintained that Americans learned demo cratic practices by watching 
the relationship between their parents. Marriage counselor Leland Fos-
ter Wood insisted that Americans could facilitate world peace if they 
learned “brotherhood” at home. Gordon Allport argued that marriage 
provided the ideal venue for achieving the maturity one needed to be a 
good citizen of a democracy.52

Pastoral counselors’ views on autonomy,  self- realization, and democ-
racy, as well as marriage and family,  were undoubtedly shaped by their 
increasingly  middle- class constituency. Postwar pastoral counseling case 
studies suggest that most of the people they counseled  were white, mid-
dle class, and, of course,  Protestant—businessmen,  house wives, and pro-
fessionals, and members of an upwardly mobile, prosperous,  blue- collar 
population that counted itself among the new middle class. Counseling 
had been the privilege of this group, as evidenced most clearly in the 
work of prewar pastoral counselors such as May, Holman, and Bonnell. 



120 helping the good shepherd

In clinical programs, however, where many ministers prior to the war 
had gotten their fi rst taste of counseling, they had encountered a much 
more religiously, ethnically, socially, and racially diverse population, be-
cause the programs  were in state hospitals, general hospitals, prisons, 
and child guidance institutions.

After the war, as the number of pastoral counselors grew, as counsel-
ing moved more fully into the parish, and as Americans became more 
psychologically sophisticated in general, the  middle- class bias became 
more pronounced. Ministers continued to seek clinical training and to be 
exposed to a more diverse population. Pastoral counseling professional 
literature, however, increasingly focused on the parish and parish prac-
tice, with its much more homogeneous population. Some evidence sug-
gests that there was simply more demand for counseling from  middle- class 
church members than from other quarters of the population. Sociologist 
William Whyte in The Or ga ni za tion Man (1956) documented an “un-
usually heavy demand among suburbanites for personal counseling” 
from their ministers.53 Whyte characterized the suburban population as 
primarily young, and he implied that the stresses associated with rearing 
a family and establishing a career created the demand for personal coun-
sel. Whyte noted the cases of one minister who was especially pop ular as 
a counselor and broke under the strain, and another who had to take on 
an assistant to help with his counseling load. Logic supports Whyte’s 
claims.  Middle- class parishioners could afford, fi nancially and in other 
ways, the luxury of counseling and the pursuit of  self- fulfi llment. While 
few of the leading pastoral counselors acknowledged it, the pursuit of 
personal autonomy required that one’s fundamental needs had already 
been  met—enough to eat, shelter, and a bed to sleep in.

Although the evidence is slippery  here, it is possible to argue that there 
is a causative connection between the shift from a social adjustment 
theory to a theory of personal freedom and the middle class becoming 
more important to pastoral counselors. A social adjustment theory, with 
its implications for social control and its stress on the counselee’s social 
obligations, had made sense in the prewar Progressive  mind- set that fo-
cused on moral uplift, not only for the middle class, but also, and chiefl y, 
for the poorer and working classes. While no postwar pastoral counselor 
articulated this view explicitly, the assumptions  were implicit: a healthy, 
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well- educated, white, Protestant, middle class could be trusted to make 
the best use of freedom.

The problem was that sometimes those  middle- class parishioners made 
choices that their ministers did not like. It was one thing to talk about 
sex within marriage as a means to  self- realization and another thing to 
look the other way when marriages in their parish broke apart as a result 
of adultery. For the small group of pastoral counselors who had resisted 
Rogers’s  non- directive therapy from the  outset—because they thought it 
usurped ministers’ traditional moral  authority—accepting divorce with-
out comment was not an option. They understood the regulation of mar-
riage, divorce, love, and sex as part of the church’s historic role and re-
minded one another frequently of that role. By the  mid-1950s, Rogerian 
pastoral counselors  were starting to feel pressure, not only from their 
peers but also from their parishioners, to reexamine the implications of 
their theory. As a result, Rogerian pastoral counselors  were forced to 
rethink the ways in which the autonomous self was located in the matrix 
of relationship.
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chapter six

An Ethic of Relationships

One brief way of describing the change which has taken place in 

me is to say that in my early professional years I was asking the 

question: How can I treat, or cure, or change this person? Now I 

would phrase the question in this way: How can I provide a 

relationship which this person may use for his own personal 

growth?

—carl rogers, “becoming a person,” 1956

D iscussion of the relative merits of Rogerian methods domi-
nated the postwar pastoral counseling literature and was driven 

mostly by the worrisome nature of Rogerian theories. Even though the 
earliest advocates of Rogerian therapy and the ethic of  self- realization 
had tried to frame them in Christian terms, tying them to familiar themes 
such as marriage and democracy and the action of the Holy Spirit, talk-
ing so much about  self- realization and autonomy made some pastoral 
counselors uncomfortable. It sounded selfi sh and it put them in an awk-
ward  position—non- directive therapy undermined their moral authority 
and, not surprisingly, they did not necessarily want to let go of that au-
thority. The argument about the legitimacy of Rogerian therapy played 
out most prominently in the context of a discussion about marriage, di-
vorce, and sex. It was a logical beginning point for the discussion, since 
marriage had been claimed by Rogerians as the ideal context for self- 
realization and was also historically a subject on which which ministe-
rial authority had been undisputed. Champions of the  non- directive 
method painted the consequences of directive therapy in baleful terms, 
while more directive counselors complained that  non- directive therapy 
did not work. The majority of pastoral counselors struggled to fi nd some 
middle ground that more often than not led them to a style of counseling 
that bordered on the manipulative.
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To combat the sense that too much autonomy was dangerous and to 
remodel their relationship to their parishioners without returning to pre-
war moralism, pastoral counselors began to explore in greater detail the 
signifi cance of the therapeutic relationship and then to articulate an 
“ethic of relationships.” They relied particularly on the theology of Mar-
tin Buber and Paul Tillich. Both placed authentic relationships at the 
center of their thinking. In the evolving liberal moral sensibility, the in-
dividual’s needs continued to be paramount and the individual’s freedom 
to make choices remained sacrosanct; but in this newly developing ethic 
of relationships, the individual was also responsible for how those choices 
would affect other people.

Marriage and Ministerial Authority

Discussion of the role of ministerial authority in counseling centered on 
marriage, divorce, and sex for a number of reasons. Perhaps most obvi-
ously, everyone was talking about marriage in the 1950s. Academic and 
public discourse in general buzzed with talk about the soundness of mar-
riage in the United States and the social utility of marriage. Given their 
ongoing concern about professional status, pastoral counselors could 
hardly ignore the discussion. The drive to promote marriage originated, 
among both pastoral counselors and their secular colleagues, in part 
because the institution seemed to be under assault. Two facets of 1950s
life led pastoral counselors to believe that the institution of heterosexual, 
monogamous marriage needed to be defended. First, they pointed to 
Alfred Kinsey’s two works on human sexuality. Almost every article 
that pastoral counselors wrote about sex in the 1950s, especially early 
in the de cade, began with a reference to the Kinsey Report. One pasto-
ral counselor devoted an entire book to the subject.1 Kinsey suggested 
that married Americans  were much more sexually active in illicit and 
adulterous relationships than anyone had ever imagined. Pastoral coun-
selors did not dispute Kinsey’s fi ndings, but they did fear that his data 
would be used by the average American as a rationale for sexual license 
and that adulterous relationships would undermine the very founda-
tions of American marriage.2 Second, ministers perceived, as did many 
social analysts of the period, a rise in the number and social acceptabil-
ity of divorce.3
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Even if their professional colleagues had not been worried about mar-
riage, divorce, and sex practices, however, the topic would have been 
important to pastoral counselors because they saw the oversight of these 
areas as one of their traditional responsibilities. And  here it becomes ap-
parent why a discussion of marriage might engender a discussion of min-
isterial authority. An assortment of articles reminding ministers of the 
church’s historic role in regulating marriage, divorce, love, and sex ap-
peared regularly in the journal Pastoral Psychology, and most of the 
how- to books published for pastoral counselors took a similar stance.4

Not incidentally, most pastoral counselors took the Bible as their starting 
point and believed that it provided ample evidence that the church (and 
by extension the minister) had a mandate to foster and preserve mar-
riage. Thus, when theologian Carl Michalson argued for the importance 
of marriage because it was “the continuous analogy for the deepest rela-
tion in life, the relation between God and man,” he pointed to the Old 
Testament, with its meta phor of Israel as the bride of God, and to the 
New Testament, with its similar image of the church as the bride of 
Christ.5 Given these assumptions, pastoral counselors thought it was 
logical to claim what they perceived as their historic right to offer their 
parishioners guidance and direction on these matters.

The Promise of  Non- Directive Therapy

When pastoral tradition encountered the  self- realization ethic, a host of 
troubling questions arose: What was to be done when the parishioner, in 
search of  self- fulfi llment or personal gratifi cation, exercised the very au-
tonomy Rogerian pastoral counselors celebrated and chose to divorce or 
to pursue an illicit affair? If happy marriage provided the ideal avenue to 
self- realization, how could divorce—the antithesis of marriage—also 
provide a means to  self- realization? And where did the pastoral coun-
selor’s primary obligation lie? Was it to promote marriage or to promote 
autonomy? What direction or advice was the pastoral counselor permit-
ted to offer in the context of  non- directive therapy? The answer to that 
last question, of course, was “None.” Pastoral counselors found them-
selves in a situation in which their authority was being challenged in an 
area where it had once seemed unassailable.
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Almost every pastoral counselor experienced some degree of ambi-
valence with regard to the new theory and method. Attitudes toward 
non- directive counseling among pastor counselors generally fell along a 
spectrum. At one end  were those with the least ambivalence, chief among 
them Seward Hiltner and Carroll Wise, who championed the counselee’s 
autonomy. They launched an aggressive campaign to convince other 
ministers that the counselee’s autonomy was paramount and that the 
non- directive method was the ideal approach to counseling. They couched 
their argument for a  non- directive method in terms of professional sur-
vival, a familiar strategy for those who had come to counseling through 
CPE. When it came to questions of marriage and sex, this group tended 
to be more tolerant of counselees who chose to divorce.

While  non- directive ministers  were willing to renounce their own au-
thority on moral matters, they  were not suggesting that their parishio-
ners seek advice elsewhere. They clearly opposed advice of all sorts and 
resisted the idea that consulting the right “expert” (whether minister or 
psychiatrist) would solve a counselee’s problems. As a corollary, they 
argued against both a specifi c standard of Christian behavior that could 
be enforced by the minister and a specifi c standard of “normal” behavior 
that might be enforced by a psychiatrist or psychologist. This made 
sense, given their conviction that the “inner resources” of the counselee 
were more reliable than the advice of the best expert. Any sort of judg-
ment or evaluation made by the minister or the psychiatrist was rendered 
useless in this view.6

In order to persuade their colleagues to adopt the method they be-
lieved would most effectively protect counselee autonomy and respect 
the counselees’ inner resources,  Rogerian- infl uenced pastoral counselors 
focused on the problems associated with offering advice or direction. As 
the centerpiece to their argument, they argued that World War II had 
changed Americans’ moral standards and that American clergy had to 
respond effectively or lose their constituency. They pointed specifi cally 
to young men who  were far from home and young women whose hus-
bands  were gone from home for long periods of time, both of whom 
found themselves sometimes in situations that caused them to rethink 
their moral and ethical standards.7 Non- directive counselors insisted 
that, in the wake of such changes, American churchgoers would resist 
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old- fashioned moralizing and avoid pastoral counseling if they thought 
they  were going to get a  lecture—no matter how desperate they might be 
for help.8 They believed that, in order to entice parishioners to seek min-
isterial counsel, ministers would have to avoid the kind of counseling 
that one minister described as a combination of “ordering, forbidding, 
exhortation and exposition, cheering up and reassurance [and the] use of 
moral and religious authority.”9 Otherwise, as parish minister Samuel 
Miller predicted in a 1948 article in the Journal of Pastoral Care, they 
would fi nd themselves perceived by their parishioners as “dominating,” 
possessed of little insight into themselves, and “conventional” in their 
views.10 Non- directive counselors  were convinced that, in a postwar cli-
mate of moral contingency, a directive approach would result in dwin-
dling numbers of parishioners.

Proponents of  non- directive counseling framed their argument against 
directive counseling not only in terms of its professional consequences 
for ministers but also in terms of its consequences for counselees. They 
asserted that directive counseling almost always sent the intimidated pa-
rishioner scampering from the room and could be a roadblock to spiri-
tual and emotional growth and even, in some cases, a threat to the physi-
cal  well- being of the counselee. Most  non- directive counselors opposed 
directive counseling because they believed that its methods prevented the 
counselee from achieving insight, personal growth, and  self- realization 
specifi cally by undermining the possibility for full  self- expression. Coun-
selees unable to express themselves fully would never be able to tap into 
their inner resources and, hence, resolve their diffi culties, or so the argu-
ment went.  Non- directive counselors insisted that even if the counselor 
happened to stumble onto the “right” interpretation of the counselee’s 
behavior or the “right” advice, the result would be a counselee who was 
overly dependent upon the counselor, again blocking  self- realization. En-
couraging dependence on the counselor violated counselee autonomy and 
constituted yet another failure in the eyes of  non- directive therapists.11

Some counselors argued that, at its worst, the directive methodology 
was dangerous and could have irrevocable consequences for a counselee’s 
life, especially when the counselor attempted to force a par tic ular stan-
dard of behavior on a distraught human being. To impress upon his read-
ership the dangers of a directive method, Earl H. Furgeson, parish min-
ister at  Harvard- Epworth United Methodist Church and later faculty 
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member at Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, D.C., described 
in somewhat melodramatic terms the case of a man who sought counsel 
from a minister regarding a divorce. He received the proper lecture from 
his minister about the evils of divorce and the position of the church on 
the matter. The man then went home, killed his wife, his two children, 
and himself.12

Those pastoral counselors who  were least ambivalent about the non- 
directive method refused to allow the specter of divorce to undermine the 
principle of counselee autonomy or the importance of  self- realization as 
a counseling goal. While they decried the necessity of divorce, they ac-
knowledged that occasionally it represented the best option. The work of 
Seward Hiltner illustrates the ideas of those pastoral counselors who 
persisted in seeing the goal of  self- realization as crucial. In a 1952 article 
titled “The Protestant Approach to the Family” (as elsewhere in his 
work), Hiltner stated unequivocally that the “personal fulfi llment” of 
the individuals in a family was paramount. As an example, Hiltner 
pointed to the alcoholic father who provided fi nancially for his family 
but not emotionally and hinted that divorce might be the only way to 
protect the members of the family.13 Hiltner, and those who shared his 
beliefs, argued that each marriage had to be considered individually, that 
some of those marriages  were redeemable and others  were not, and that 
sometimes divorce was necessary for the parties’ emotional growth and 
at other times divorce had just the opposite effect. The context of the 
individual situation needed to guide the counselee’s decision. This ap-
proach suggests the moral fl exibility that resulted from placing the em-
phasis on the individual’s needs. In a framework in which individual 
autonomy, the counselee’s inner resources, and  self- realization  were pri-
mary, ministerial authority and the minister’s obligation to regulate 
marriage  were deemed less important. The more committed a pastoral 
counselor was to these Rogerian goals, the less likely he or she would be 
concerned about ministerial authority. Carroll Wise was another outspo-
ken advocate of the  non- directive method. When he described marriage 
counseling, he insisted that successful pastoral counselors gave their 
counselees “complete freedom” to arrive at their own solutions even if 
that meant they chose divorce.14 Wise seemed little troubled by ques-
tions about a ministerial obligation to regulate marriage and discourage 
divorce.
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The Problems of  Non- Directive Therapy

The spectrum of views among pastoral counselors regarding non- 
directive counseling ranged only from those who embraced Rogerian 
ideals eagerly to those who acknowledged their value but  were less en-
thusiastic. Very few pastoral counselors in the 1950s opposed  non- directive 
counseling completely. The majority of them struggled to fi nd a middle 
ground on the subject. These counselors argued that the  non- directive 
method was not the only legitimate approach to counseling, and they 
resisted indiscriminate application of the new method while refusing to 
dismiss it completely. These doubters  were clearly on the defensive— 
responding to the promoters of the new method rather than drawing the 
boundaries of the debate.

One diffi culty for those who  were ambivalent about the new method 
was the  all- or- nothing approach taken by its advocates, the more zealous 
of whom proposed carry ing the “counseling attitude” (by which they 
meant the principles of the  non- directive method) into every aspect of the 
minister’s work. Many ministers believed that applying  non- directive 
theories to every situation would prevent them from offering moral in-
struction even outside the counseling setting. Even strong supporters of 
the  non- directive approach, like Earl Furgeson, wondered how average 
parish ministers could reconcile their role as preachers, in which they 
sought to bring “sinners to conviction and repentance,” with their role 
as counselors, in which they  were expected to accept their counselees 
without judgment.15 More troubling still  were purists among the non- 
directive pastoral counselors who discouraged introducing religious re-
sources, such as prayer, during the counseling session except at the insti-
gation of the counselee. Protestant ministers saw prayer as their fi eld of 
expertise and wondered at the legitimacy of a counseling approach that 
limited its use.

Many doubters of the approach resisted the ban on offering advice in 
the interest of counselee autonomy. They insisted that directive counsel-
ors also respected their counselees’ autonomy, that sometimes parishio-
ners came to their ministers seeking advice, and offering advice was not 
necessarily wrong. Unlike their  non- directive counterparts, who feared 
that counselees would fl ee if they  were given too much advice, these pas-
toral counselors feared that their parishioners would go elsewhere if their 
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ministers refused to give advice. Moreover, they worried that if those 
parishioners did go elsewhere, they would get  poor- quality advice. They 
believed that some social science professionals  were equating statistically 
normal behavior with morally acceptable behavior. In a 1948 editorial, 
Journal of Pastoral Care editor Rollin Fairbanks listed works he consid-
ered guilty of such an attitude. Among them  were Kinsey’s report on 
male sexuality and Robert Frank’s book Personal Counsel.16 The con-
cern was that people would look to these secular sources to guide their 
moral decision making. Specifi cally, some pastoral counselors worried 
that  non- directive counseling failed to give counselees a distinctively 
religious perspective on moral issues. Fairbanks, who feared that pasto-
ral counselors had allowed themselves to be infl uenced too much by 
secular thinking, wondered, “What, then, is our pastoral canon: happi-
ness or ‘adjustment,’ or obedience to a revealed theocratic norm of be-
havior?”17 Fairbanks’s call to adhere to a divinely ordained standard of 
moral  behavior went largely unheeded by advocates of the  non- directive 
approach.

Those ministers who sought to preserve what they saw as their voca-
tional obligation to promote a “theocratic norm of behavior” and simul-
taneously to meet their new obligation to promote parishioner autonomy 
recommended a new role for the counseling minister. In a 1947 article in 
which he explored the relationship between minister and psychiatrist, 
Fairbanks suggested that the pastoral counselor might serve legitimately 
and effectively as a “moral expert” rather than a moral authority. For 
those who echoed this idea, the distinction between moral expert and 
moral authority was crucial. Fairbanks viewed the moral expert as some-
one who knew a great deal about what constituted moral behavior and 
about what the church considered acceptable but did not necessarily give 
advice in the manner of more directive counselors. In his 1951 book, The 
Christian Pastor, Wayne Oates, a leader in the Southern Baptist pastoral 
care movement, made a distinction between the two approaches when he 
suggested that there was a difference between pastoral counselors who 
“spoke with authority,” which meant their opinion was respected be-
cause they knew what they  were talking about, and the kind of counselor 
who told people how they ought to live.18

In his article, Fairbanks offered an example of what he envisioned as 
the role of the moral expert. He described the case of a woman who was 
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referred by her psychiatrist to her minister because she insisted that she 
wanted a divorce but could not obtain one because her church opposed 
such action. The psychiatrist believed that her therapy could not prog-
ress unless she talked to a minister. In the course of two interviews, her 
minister informed her that in some cases her church did permit divorce. 
According to Fairbanks, once she understood her church’s position, she 
“discovered” that she was using her church laws to disguise her own 
ambivalence about seeking a divorce.19 In Fairbanks’s view, the minister 
had not exercised his moral authority, because he did not tell the woman 
whether she should divorce. Instead, he acted, in essence, as an inter-
preter of the church’s standards of Christian behavior.

Unlike their  non- directive counterparts, these pastoral counselors did 
not think their parishioners  were deserting traditional moral standards 
as a result of World War II. Rather, they saw parishioners wanting to 
maintain what they viewed as Christian standards and desiring the aid 
of their ministers in that task. In another illustration Fairbanks offered, 
a recently married couple had gone to a psychiatrist because they  were 
unable to consummate their marriage. The psychiatrist told them that 
the wife was hostile toward men and recommended that the husband 
seek sexual satisfaction outside of the marriage. Because of their reli-
gious beliefs, the young couple deemed such an action unacceptable, and 
so they approached a minister, assuming that he would provide counsel 
that would not violate their moral standards. The minister met their 
expectations and agreed with them that the psychiatrist had erred.20

Many of the ministers who took the middle ground to which Fair-
banks and Oates gave voice  were practicing parish clergy who under-
stood the complexities of everyday existence but who  were also funda-
mentally orthodox in their theology and their understanding of ministerial 
obligations. They saw divorce as a challenge to God’s law and to the 
historic teachings of the church, but they realized that the realities of life 
sometimes required a more forgiving and fl exible stance. These pastoral 
counselors relied upon an eclectic mix of counseling methods, and they 
preferred avoiding the divorce question entirely whenever possible. To 
that end, they combined the  non- directive approach with guidance and 
advice and advocated a kind of counseling intended to guide and educate 
so that counselees could then make wise choices for themselves.21 They 
assumed that individuals who  were thoroughly prepared for marriage 
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would be less likely to  divorce—a view shared, not incidentally, by some 
of their parishioners. In a 1959 issue of Pastoral Psychology, the editors 
published a letter from a disgruntled parishioner who complained bit-
terly of his pastor’s failure to offer premarital counseling and who found 
himself, as a result, trapped in a marriage that was, he declared, “a tragi-
cally poor match.”22

In their attempt to walk a fi ne line between ministerial authority and 
counselees’ autonomy, these occupants of the middle ground sometimes 
resorted to a style of counseling that can only be described as manipula-
tive. In their least subtle approach, pastoral counselors cheerfully maneu-
vered their counselees into choosing the “correct” course or maintaining 
the “right” attitude. Lutheran minister Luther Woodward, in a 1950
Pastoral Psychology article, suggested that the counselor make “seem-
ingly casual suggestions” or offer “diagnostic” information to the coun-
selee. The aim, of course, was to avoid an openly directive stance even 
while encouraging the counselee to abide by the standards of the minister 
or to accept the minister’s interpretation of the situation.23

Premarital counseling provides an example of a more nuanced ap-
proach to the same end. The work of Roy Burkhart, pastor of the First 
Community Church in Columbus, Ohio, illustrates the technique of pas-
toral counselors who appreciated the virtues of the  non- directive method 
but  were reluctant to abdicate their role as moral arbiter. Burkhart’s 
strategy involved designing a program for his church that helped him to 
follow members of his congregation in every aspect of their lives.24 The 
couple who married at First Community entered a “Mr. and Mrs. Club” 
immediately. Upon expecting their fi rst child, they enrolled in a Tuesday 
night fellowship group of expectant parents and participated in group 
therapy that gave them access to a wide variety of community profession-
als, including doctors, psychiatrists, and social workers. In addition to 
classes offered especially for couples, Burkhart’s church provided prayer 
circles,  house churches, and personal counseling upon request. All these 
activities, including Burkhart’s Sunday morning sermons, focused on 
fostering marriage and family life.25 In this way, Burkhart could support, 
in principle, the idea that counselees should be free to make their own 
choices; but because his parishioners  were so thoroughly educated to his 
way of thinking, he could rely on them, in times of marital crisis, to make 
choices of which he would approve.
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Several of the major fi gures in the pastoral counseling movement 
shared Burkhart’s ideas about the importance of a thorough premarital 
education for marriage. Paul Johnson, a Methodist seminary professor 
at Boston University School of Theology, played a prominent role in the 
growth of clinical pastoral education in the Northeast and helped to 
found one of the fi rst in depen dent pastoral counseling centers. Johnson 
advocated “lifelong” preparation for marriage and stressed the impor-
tant role that parents and the church community played in teaching chil-
dren how to love, which, in Johnson’s view, was the best preparation for 
marriage.26 Johnson, like Burkhart, believed that the most effective pre-
marital counseling was preceded by comprehensive premarital education 
conducted by family, minister, and church community. He insisted that 
a few hours of premarital counseling just prior to the wedding  were 
insuffi cient.27

Embracing a comprehensive plan of premarital education did not re-
quire a  wholesale desertion of the  non- directive method. In fact, pre-
cisely the opposite was true. To consider their premarital counseling a 
success, most pastoral counselors believed they had to devote some time 
to allowing the couple to just talk. Most ministers assumed that the 
gentle and permissive atmosphere created by  non- directive methods was 
most likely to elicit a discussion that would lead a couple to a greater 
understanding of their own expectations and behavior. Pastoral counsel-
ors assumed that this kind of open discussion allowed their counselees 
to learn some of the skills they would need for a successful marriage. For 
instance, when Foster Williams described the ideal premarital counseling 
program, he argued that good premarital counseling (i.e.,  non- directive) 
should teach the couple how to talk “freely, without strain” to each 
other, to face their relationship “realistically,” and to develop problem- 
solving techniques.28

Because of the way they framed their discussion of premarital coun-
seling, however, pastoral counselors perhaps hid from themselves the 
extent to which they  were still acting as moral arbiters in the lives of their 
parishioners. For one thing, they used the terms “premarital counseling” 
and “premarital education” interchangeably and acted as if the informa-
tion they provided to prospective couples was entirely neutral. The infor-
mation that they believed could legitimately be supplied in a premarital 
interview included everything from instruction with regard to the church’s 
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understanding of marriage to sex education.29 Most pastoral counselors 
agreed, too, that the minister should at least mention topics such as fi -
nances,  in- laws, and children.30

The clergy hoped that premarital counseling would resolve the appar-
ent contradictions between the demands of a  non- directive approach and 
the more traditional demands of the minister’s role. Instead, the same 
dichotomy that appeared elsewhere occurred in premarital counseling. 
Pastoral counselors who  were more directive in their approach tended to 
give greater prominence to the minister’s role as premarital instructor, 
and ministers who  were more  non- directive tended to stress the impor-
tance of allowing the couple to “just talk.” We see the per sis tence of this 
dichotomy especially well illustrated in a 1952 issue of Pastoral Psychol-
ogy in a monthly feature called “The Consultation Clinic,” in which 
subscribers submitted questions for publication in the column and spe-
cialists in the fi eld of pastoral counseling attempted to provide answers. 
The May 1952 issue addressed a letter from a parish minister who was 
clearly bewildered by the implications of the  non- directive method. Con-
gregationalist minister Richard Zoppel of Bridgeport, Connecticut, 
wrote, “It would be interesting to me to know how your readers or Ad-
visory Board use  non- directive counseling in  pre- marital talks with 
young people. . . .  So often I fi nd myself ‘telling’ them what they should 
do. I am wondering if others fi nd this a problem.”31

Two of the respondents represent opposite ends of the spectrum. At 
the time, David Mace was a professor of human relations at Drew Uni-
versity. Mace was  British- born and spent his early professional life as a 
Methodist minister in En gland before coming to the United States. A 
substantial portion of Mace’s career was devoted to the study of mar-
riage, sex, and family and to counseling in that fi eld. From 1960 to 1967,
he was executive director of the American Association of Marriage and 
Family Therapists, before going on to a position at Wake Forest College 
as professor of family sociology. He published both academic and pop u-
lar pieces including contributions to Women’s Home Companion, Mc-
Call’s Magazine, and Reader’s Digest.32 Russell Becker, ordained in the 
United Church of Christ and, at the time, a member of the Federated 
Theological Faculty at University of Chicago, offered contrasting advice. 
Becker had completed a Ph.D. in theology at University of Chicago in 
the late 1940s and worked at Carl Rogers’s counseling center while 
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completing a dissertation on the implications of Rogerian theory for a 
“Christian Doctrine of Man.” Becker moved from University of Chicago 
to a position as professor of psychology at Kalamazoo College, in Michi-
gan, and later became minister of pastoral care at Glenview Community 
Church before going, in the early 1960s, to Yale Divinity School as as 
associate professor of theology.33

Both authors rejected a strictly authoritarian approach to counseling, 
but Mace stressed the importance of the minister’s “knowledge, experi-
ence, and conviction,” while Becker promoted the importance of the 
minister’s attitude, calling for one of “ac cep tance, understanding, and 
warm personal interest.” Mace responded to Zoppel’s question by sug-
gesting that Rogerian therapy was not always appropriate. Ideal condi-
tions for  non- directive counseling  were when the counselee approached 
the therapist with a problem he or she wished to solve. Premarital coun-
seling, in Mace’s judgment, did not meet these basic characteristics. For 
one thing, the minister initiated counseling, and, for another, premari-
tal counseling did not address a specifi c problem. According to Mace, 
this freed the counselor to use an entirely different  approach—one that 
stressed instruction and guidance and the minister’s role as representa-
tive of the church. Mace thought that the minister should begin by mak-
ing certain that the couple understood the demands of marriage and the 
nature of Christian marriage. He argued that counselors could offer ad-
vice and instruction, if they did so in a manner that was “sweetly reason-
able and persuasive” and did not press the minister’s views upon a resis-
tant couple.34 Mace shared with many pastoral counselors a concern that 
if the minister did not give guidance and instruction, the message of the 
church would be lost. Worse,  non- directive therapy raised the specter of 
a constantly shifting standard for moral behavior. To ministers like 
Mace, respecting the parishioner’s opinion in a  non- directive approach 
seemed to imply that if the parishioner chose to challenge the church’s 
standards, the minister had no recourse but to agree.35

Russell Becker, on the other hand, in answer to the question raised by 
Zoppel, suggested that the principles of  non- directive therapy  were sound 
and useful even when the minister gave guidance or instruction.36 The 
central principles of  non- directive therapy, according to Becker, required 
that the counselor maintain a “deep and reverent confi dence in the re-
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sources for  self- responsible living which are providentially available to 
all” and that the minister view each parishioner as “a person in his own 
right, [who] has a frame of reference or perspective on things which is 
uniquely his own.”37 Describing the implications of this perspective for 
the counseling session, Becker indicated that when he counseled couples 
who  were about to marry, he began by expressing his own belief in the 
importance of marriage and in the importance of talking about potential 
trouble spots. He then raised a specifi c issue such as housing or money 
handling. Once he had raised the issue, however, he allowed the “locus 
of responsibility” to shift to the couple. That is, he allowed the coun-
selees to take the discussion in the direction they deemed necessary.
Becker did not ignore the importance of the minister’s role as guide and 
advisor. He encouraged counselors to raise questions about “the wife 
working,  money- handling, children, contraceptive information, varia-
tion in sexual expectations of the male and female, difference in tem-
peraments, relationships to the  in- laws, church relationship, and so on.” 
He saw a greater danger in ministers’ attempting to force their view on 
counselees than in failing to adequately defend the interests of the church 
or to enforce standards for moral behavior. As a result, he emphasized 
respect for the counselee’s opinion to a greater degree than did counsel-
ors such as Mace.38

The Pervasiveness of  Non- Directive Therapy

While it is perhaps too strong to say that advocates of the  non- directive 
method won the debate, it is not too much to say that the principles they 
promoted had become fi rmly embedded in the pastoral counseling the-
ory and practice by the end of the 1950s. Pastoral counseling literature 
about divorce counseling reveals the nature and extent of the trend. Early 
in the 1950s, pastoral counselors rarely considered divorce except in the 
context of discussions about premarital counseling, and then almost al-
ways in terms of prevention. By the end of the de cade, however, pastoral 
counselors  were devoting more time to discussing divorce counseling than 
premarital counseling. In those discussions, pastoral counselors seemed 
to have accepted divorce as a reality and to focus on addressing strategies 
for meeting the needs of divorced Christians. The entire September 1958
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issue of Pastoral Psychology explored how to provide effective counsel-
ing and a welcoming church environment for those Christians for whom 
divorce had become an inescapable reality.

More to the point, however, pastoral counselors in their discussion of 
divorce tended to highlight the importance of that warm and accepting 
environment upon which  non- directive therapists placed such a pre-
mium. After nearly a de cade in which  non- directive therapy had played 
a role in their thinking, pastoral counselors  were little tempted to resort 
to admonishment or calls for repentance from their counselees, as had 
John Sutherland Bonnell in the prewar years. Bonnell himself had made 
a remarkable shift that further underlines the extent to which non- 
directive principles had made inroads, even among the ministers most 
likely to cling to what they saw as their historic obligation to be moral 
arbiters. Bonnell, the pastor at Fifth Avenue Presbyterian Church in New 
York, who had in his 1938 book Pastoral Psychiatry described his enthu-
siastically directive approach to counseling, wrote an article printed in 
the September 1958 issue of Pastoral Psychology about counseling di-
vorced and divorcing parishioners. The tone was considerably more sub-
dued than his earlier work, perhaps the result of two de cades of facing 
the realities and practicalities of parish life. In any case, Bonnell began 
by pointing out that saving a marriage was not the only or even the pri-
mary objective of the counseling pastor. He then listed what he viewed 
as the priorities of the counseling pastor, starting with providing the 
counselee with the opportunity for insight and  self- understanding and 
moving toward reintegrating the parishioner into the life of the church.39

The Ethic of Relationships

Parallel to and simultaneously with their ongoing discussion of the limits 
of autonomy and the minister’s role, pastoral counselors had been en-
gaged in another  discussion—about ways to mitigate the effects of un-
limited autonomy without returning to the moralism of an earlier day. 
The conversation resulted in a rethinking of the meaning of Christian 
community. It began, however, as a discussion about the importance of 
the therapeutic relationship. Initially, Rogerian pastoral counselors had 
argued that it was the free expression of feelings and emotions that 
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healed counselees. Consequently, they stressed the necessity of using 
proper technique to elicit the counselee’s real feelings. This concentration 
on method in turn led to the criticism that  non- directive counselors cared 
more about proper technique than about the counselee. In response to 
their critics,  non- directive counselors acknowledged that good technique 
did not necessarily yield the best results, and they insisted that the coun-
selee could experience healing only when a loving relationship had been 
established between counselor and counselee.40 In a 1952 book devoted 
almost exclusively to a discussion of fl aws in technique, Seward Hiltner 
stated that technique was not enough. The counselor was not, as Hiltner 
phrased it, a “mere bit of machinery,” nor was the counselee. Indeed, 
Hiltner claimed that counseling was not a pro cess at all but an “interper-
sonal relationship” in which two people concentrated on “clarifying the 
feelings and problems of one.”41

Perhaps the most thorough articulation of the centrality of the thera-
peutic relationship came from another of the central fi gures in the growth 
of pastoral counseling, Carroll Wise.42 Wise described the relationship 
between counselor and counselee as the “essential therapeutic element.” 
He explained that, because “faulty” relationships injured people emo-
tionally in the fi rst place, healing could only occur within a healthy rela-
tionship to a third person. Wise argued the traditional Rogerian position 
that counselees had to feel accepted and that once they felt accepted they 
had to feel free to express their thoughts and feelings without fear of cen-
sure. He reasoned further, however, that counselees who had expressed 
themselves openly could then believe that their counselor viewed them as 
equals.43 In Wise’s opinion, that experience of the relationship, rather 
than the simple expression of feelings or even the sense of  self- ac cep tance, 
served as a “potent curative force in [the counselee’s] personality.” Wise 
described the love he believed ought to develop between counselor and 
counselee as a “profound intangible Christian resource.”44

Wise saw that love between the counselor and counselee as a Chris-
tian resource because counselees who experienced the curative powers of 
a therapeutic relationship would evaluate themselves in positive terms, 
and individuals who could see themselves in a positive light would feel a 
concurrent sense of  wholeness between themselves and God. The neces-
sary foundation for experiencing  wholeness in a relationship with God, 
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he maintained, was fi rst to experience  wholeness in a relationship with a 
human being.45 In Wise’s opinion, the two experiences  were inextricably 
bound.

According to pastoral counselors, such a construction of the therapeu-
tic relationship had important implications for the parishioner’s relation-
ships to other people. Pastoral counselors turned to the ideas of scholar 
and cultural critic Martin Buber about the “I-Thou” relationship to bol-
ster their argument for the importance of a pastoral therapeutic relation-
ship. Buber believed that troubled relationships resulted when people 
treated one another as objects rather than as individuals who had their 
own experiences and needs, that treating people as a means rather than 
as an end caused broken relationships. Buber called for authentic rela-
tionships between individuals and God as a means to authentic relation-
ships between human beings.46 Pastoral counselors expected that when 
counselees experienced the I-Thou relationship (being treated as a “sub-
ject” or person, not an object or “thing”) in counseling, they would be 
able to apply it to other relationships. They theorized that people who 
had experienced God’s love in a counseling relationship and felt a resul-
tant sense of security could risk loving others and could afford to treat 
each friend and family member as a person rather than an object, as a 
“Thou” rather than an “It.”

Carroll Wise articulated a similar sentiment. He believed that experi-
encing love in counseling freed the counselee from those forces that in-
hibited the “natural” human capacity for love and affection. Once freed, 
counselees could love not only themselves but others.47 In a 1952 Pasto-
ral Psychology article, Wise clarifi ed what he meant by “love.” He did not 
see love as some vague, “mushy” feeling toward others but as a willing-
ness to take responsibility for the welfare of others. He believed that if 
parishioners knew what it felt like to be loved, they would, in turn, know 
how to love. He was convinced that pastoral counselors played a crucial 
role in teaching counselees what it felt like to be loved.

In this perception, the therapeutic relationship provided a starting 
point for moving the focus away from the counselee’s obligation to be-
have according to certain standards of behavior and toward the coun-
selee’s obligation to other human beings. Albert Outler, a theologian 
who spent the majority of his career at Southern Methodist University’s 
Perkins School of Theology, coined the term “ethic of relationships” to 
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describe the moral philosophy in which relationships  were the standard 
for behavior.48 Pastoral counselors used the phrases “ethic of relation-
ships,” also called the “ethic of responsibility,” and “responsible free-
dom” interchangeably. “Responsible freedom,” the term Seward Hiltner 
preferred to use, kept the counselee’s freedom central while restoring the 
concept of individual responsibility. What ever the term, the guiding as-
sumption in the ethic of relationships was that personal freedom had to 
be circumscribed by the needs of others. For instance, Hiltner, in the 
context of discussing Christians and sexuality, suggested that freedom 
was good only to the extent that individuals used their freedom to “ex-
pand personal relatedness.”49

In theory, ministers who subscribed to a theory of responsible free-
dom were supposed to worry not so much about their parishioners’ be-
havior as about how that behavior affected relationships. The most avid 
supporters of a  non- directive approach feared that espousing the ethic of 
relationships might be interpreted as an attempt to undermine counselee 
autonomy and to return to moralism. As a result, they devoted a fair 
amount of discussion to explaining how the ethic of responsible freedom 
differed from conventional Christian morality, and they went to great 
lengths to show that the ethic of relationships was the “true” morality. 
Proponents of responsible freedom argued that such an ethic could be 
distinguished from conventional morality because it derived from inside 
the individual rather than being imposed by society or the church. Seward 
Hiltner used Paul Tillich’s term “theonomy,” in which ethics originated 
from the individual’s relationship with God rather than from a law or 
code that was imposed from the outside. In his 1953 Sex Ethics and the 
Kinsey Report, Hiltner argued that theonomy was the fulfi llment of au-
tonomy.50 Theonomy, according to Hiltner, was the radical doctrine of 
Christian freedom. Christ freed the individual from the “desires of the 
fl esh” and from the law. And, in an Augustinian twist, Hiltner insisted 
that people who truly loved God could do as they pleased, because for 
these people true plea sure came from doing the will of God.51 Albert 
Outler, in Psychotherapy and the Christian Message (1954), expressed a 
similar idea in slightly different terms. He argued that when individuals 
responded “from the heart” to their relationship to God, “justice” be-
came not “an abstract calculation of rights” but a “constant and per-
sonal concern for the neighbor’s  well- doing and  well- being.”52
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Episcopal Theological School theologian Joseph Fletcher expressed a 
similar sentiment when he suggested that the ethic of responsibility dif-
fered signifi cantly from the “contractual” nature of conventional moral-
ity. Contractual morality assumed the attitude of, as Fletcher phrased it, 
“If you do something for me, I’ll do something for you.” In contrast, 
biblical  virtues—faith, hope, and  love—required nothing in return and 
assumed that human beings  were an “end” not a “means.” True biblical 
virtues, Fletcher observed, grew as the fruits of a  self- determining person 
capable of I-Thou relationships.53 Fletcher is probably best known for his 
writing on bioethics, beginning with Morals and Medicine (1954), and 
for his book on situation ethics published in the 1960s. The ideas for 
those books took shape in the context of pastoral counselors’ discussion 
of the ethic of relationships. However, Fletcher took those ideas in a di-
rection most pastoral counselors could not and would not go.

Buber’s I-Thou construction proved useful also for protecting the au-
tonomy of the counselee. If they viewed their counselees as subjects 
rather than objects, pastoral counselors would have to insist, as did 
Fletcher, that every individual should be viewed as a person of integrity 
with “a moral quality of his own.” Hence, counselees had rights: “the 
right to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ . . .  the right to  self- determination, the right to 
be themselves, to choose . . .  to be a Thou and not an It, a subject and 
not an object.”54 Moral decisions, Buberians insisted, should be based 
upon “self- decision” and “self- choice.” This was the familiar language 
of autonomy. Buber’s theology, however, assumed that the reference 
point for ethical decisions was the needs of others rather than the rights 
of the individual. In the ethic of relationships, people had a responsibility 
to care for one another, and love for others was the natural consequence 
of having learned to love and care for oneself.

In the framework of Buber’s ideas, treating other people as objects or 
as “Its” constituted moral failure or “sin.” Seward Hiltner described the 
nature of sin in Buber’s terms by using the example of illicit sexual rela-
tions. He suggested that the sin in a man’s lusting after a woman was in 
his failing to view the object of his lust as a  whole person. Lust, observed 
Hiltner, was the sin of “rejection of personal relationship.” It involved 
the “use” of a person as though she  were not a child of God.55 The theory 
of the ethic of relationships as developed by pastoral counselors restored 
the possibility of community among autonomous individuals.
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In articulating an ethic of relationships, pastoral counselors ad-
dressed the heart of the postwar liberal dilemma: How was it possible to 
maintain a sense of community, obligation, and personal integrity in a 
society where individual freedom was so important? It is a question that 
has become more pressing in recent years as American culture has in-
creasingly fragmented. In the early 1950s, however, when pastoral coun-
selors took up this question, they  were unlikely to fi nd secular sources 
echoing their concerns. Most pop ular discussions of community  were 
framed in terms of fears of homogeneity, which was seen as a threat to 
individuality, rather than in terms of creating a richer or better commu-
nity experience. Of course, one of the problems with community was 
that it was potentially regressive, threatening to limit the free choice of 
the individual. The ethic of relationships offered a refurbished ideal of 
relatedness.

Theology, then, rescued pastoral counselors from the worst implications 
of psychological autonomy. In the trenches of the parish, however, where 
theology had to be worked out, pastoral counselors had to deal with 
what their parishioners wanted and needed. Many of those parishioners 
were women, and issues concerning gender, as much as psychology or 
theology, shaped the direction of pastoral care and counseling.
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chapter seven

Gendered Moral Discourse

We have our individuality in relationship. Let us swallow this 

important and prickly fact. Apart from our connexions with other 

people, we are barely individuals, we amount, all of us, to next to 

nothing. . . .  And so with men and women. It is in relationship to 

one another that they have their distinct being.

d. h. lawrence, “we need one another”

On may 5, 1946, a  twenty- eight- year- old woman who suffered 
from tuberculosis was hospitalized so that part of her diseased lung 

could be removed. At the suggestion of a nurse, a young hospital chap-
lain went to visit the patient that very day. In one extended interview, the 
patient revealed to him details of her past that  were too painful and too 
intimate to tell anyone  else. She told him that from the time she was nine 
until she was sixteen, her stepfather had attempted to molest her sexu-
ally, that her mother refused to believe her reports of this, and that, as a 
result, the relationship between mother and daughter had been dam-
aged permanently. When she was sixteen years old, her stepfather died a 
hero’s death in a mining accident. She confi ded that his death had left her 
with a heavy and per sis tent burden of guilt: “I  can’t say that I’m not glad 
he is dead. I think that a person  can’t feel the way I felt about his death 
and still be saved. The Bible says that no murderer can get into the king-
dom. And it is as though I killed him myself, because I am glad that he 
is dead.”1

In the same interview, she told the chaplain about her life after she had 
left home: that she had divorced her alcoholic husband and then remar-
ried, that despite her newfound happiness she still felt guilty, because she 
believed that people who remarried after a divorce committed adultery. 
Turning to the chaplain, she asked, “Now what is right? Is it a sin to be 
remarried? If I am to be right with God, does that mean I would have to 
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tear down all that is good and right in my relation to D [her husband]?”2

Over a period of fi ve days, the young chaplain listened to the woman as 
she retold her story. Although she compared him to a priest listening to 
her confession, he did not believe her guilty or in need of absolution. 
Instead, he suggested that restoring her relationship with her mother 
might ease some of the distress she felt. He reaffi rmed the redemptive 
value of her new marriage, suggested that God accepted people at their 
point of need, and reinforced her belief that she had done all she could 
to redeem her fi rst marriage. On the 9th of May, she died, but she had 
gained some mea sure of peace. As did many of his peers in that era, the 
young chaplain had listened to his counselee without offering advice or 
moral platitudes and instead respected her ability to come to terms with 
her situation through her own inner resources and through the redemp-
tive power of healthy relationships.

Stories like this one, which Wayne Oates included in his 1955 book 
Anxiety in Christian Experience, formed the core of much of the writing 
about pastoral counseling. Many of the fi rst pastoral counselors had ac-
quired their counseling skills and knowledge in clinical pastoral educa-
tion programs that used case studies as their primary teaching tool, so 
these counselors  were accustomed to describing and analyzing the expe-
riences of their counselees. As a result, when pastoral counselors con-
structed their ethic of relationships, they based their thinking not only 
on theological concepts and psychological principles but also on what 
they  were learning in the counseling relationship. They did not necessar-
ily recognize or acknowledge the powerful infl uence their parishioners’ 
experience had on their counseling theory and practice, but that infl u-
ence nonetheless helped shape their thinking. The stories also tell those 
who read them something that pastoral counselors probably never in-
tended to reveal; they illuminate the liberal moral sensibility, including 
how pastoral counselors’ assumptions about gender differences shaped 
their understanding of men’s and women’s moral reasoning. When they 
reported counseling sessions, they tended to emphasize different behav-
ior for women than for men, but, for the most part, without being aware 
that they  were doing so. What emerged, as a result, was a clear (and 
probably unintentional) impression that women resolved moral dilem-
mas differently than men did. Revealed was a deeply gendered view of 
moral discourse in which they portrayed women’s moral decisions and 
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reasoning as embedded in a web of relationships and men’s moral deci-
sions and reasoning as acted out in the context of principles and stan-
dards meant to enhance their own freedom. Many pastoral counselors 
viewed both the autonomy that they associated with men and the respon-
sibility to relationships that they associated with women as critical to 
mature moral reasoning.3

Placing pastoral counselors’ assumptions about gendered moral rea-
soning in the larger context of the history of liberal moral discourse re-
veals two important characteristics of the liberal moral sensibility. First, it 
highlights the extent to which virtue and communitarian values had been 
feminized and consequently minimized in  nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century liberal moral discourse. Second, it shows the similarities between 
feminine and masculine moral reasoning as well as the differences. In 
this chapter, I explore pastoral counselors’ assumptions about gendered 
moral discourse, their embrace of a  gender- balanced ethic, and how his-
torians have addressed the place of gender in liberal moral discourse. 
Then I analyze the work of psychologists Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol 
Gilligan, whose research on adolescent moral development in the 1970s
demonstrated much of what pastoral counselors had claimed earlier 
about men’s and women’s moral discourse.

Constructing a Gendered Moral Discourse

Several themes and issues occurred repeatedly in the counseling tran-
scripts and case studies in which pastoral counselors depicted women 
confronting moral dilemmas. First, in almost every case the women  were 
presented as if they worried more about who might be hurt by their deci-
sion than about breaking rules or violating principles. Second, they  were 
portrayed as placing the needs of others ahead of their own. Third, women 
were described as primarily concerned about emotional intimacy and 
relatedness. Multiple cases  were reported of women who chose to protect 
others even when it meant violating their principles. In most of these 
cases, women fi rst admitted the validity of their principles and then of-
fered a rationale for violating them. Oates’s patient with tuburculosis 
acknowledged this tension between principles and relationships when 
she wondered whether, because remarriage after a divorce was a “sin,” 
she needed to sacrifi ce her good relationship with her second husband in 
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order to be in right relationship with God. In a similar case, Southern 
Baptist pastoral counselor Samuel Southard described a woman who 
chose to divorce her husband, even though she believed that divorce was 
wrong, because he abused their son. She observed, “I took it myself, but 
couldn’t bear to see him hit the boy.”4

In his 1949 classic on pastoral counseling method, Seward Hiltner 
included the case of “Sheila,” who consulted “Pastor Bendix” after hear-
ing him speak. Visible in Hiltner’s recounting of the case is a clear picture 
of Sheila’s moral reasoning. Sheila revealed to Pastor Bendix that she was 
pregnant and unmarried. She acknowledged that, by the standards of the 
church, she was guilty, and she expected the minister to be shocked. In 
her explanation, Sheila indicated that she loved the father of her baby 
very much and that he had wanted to marry her all along. In her judg-
ment, this mitigated her guilt somewhat. A real problem would arise, she 
thought, if the pregnancy forced her to drop out of secretarial school. She 
did not care much about school, but her mother did. Because Sheila’s 
younger brother had tangled with the law, their mother had invested all 
her hopes in Sheila, who worried that her mother would be upset if she 
quit school. According to Hiltner’s understanding of Sheila, the correct 
alternative had to be one in which no one  else would be hurt.5

A de cade later, Southern Baptist pastoral counselor James Lyn Elder 
told the story of “Helen Jacks,” for many of the same reasons Hiltner had 
told Sheila’s story. Miss Jacks demonstrated the same sort of moral rea-
soning as had Sheila. Upon arriving at her pastor’s offi ce, Miss Jacks 
confessed immediately that she had become involved with a married 
man. She had come to see her pastor because she felt a growing convic-
tion that the affair was wrong. Like Sheila, Miss Jacks gave a nod in the 
direction of what she perceived as traditional Christian morality and 
social convention. She admitted a sense of wrongdoing that she attrib-
uted to a fear that her family would discover her improprieties and cen-
sure her. Most of all, she worried that her relationship with the man 
might damage his children, that the time her lover spent with her took 
away from his relationship with them.6 Both Hiltner and Elder high-
lighted their counselees’ willingness to disregard conventional mores as 
long as no one was being hurt by their behavior.

These women’s stories also illustrate the second recurring theme in 
pastoral counseling accounts of female moral dilemmas, women placing 
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the needs of others ahead of their own. In fact, Sheila had so completely 
subordinated her own needs that we never hear her express her own true 
desires. She indicated that her fi ancé wanted her to marry him and that 
her mother wanted her to fi nish school, but we never fi nd out what Sheila 
wanted. It is not clear whether Sheila never said what she really wanted 
or Hiltner never bothered to mention her desires in his account, but the 
resulting impression is that everybody’s desires but her own mattered to 
Sheila. In Elder’s account of Miss Jacks, on the other hand, Miss Jacks 
admitted that the thought of ending the relationship frightened her be-
cause the affair had given her the fi rst “real happiness” she had experi-
enced in a long time. Ultimately, however, Elder depicted Miss Jacks as 
subordinating her own needs to what she saw as the more important 
demands of the relationship between a father and his children.

The stories of Sheila and Miss Jacks represent a familiar scenario in 
pastoral counseling  transcripts—women portrayed in terms of their obli-
gations to other people. They  were described as part of an  ever- widening 
circle of responsibility that included husbands, children, mothers, fa-
thers,  mothers- in- law and  fathers- in- law, friends, fellow parishioners, 
and professional colleagues. Several transcripts report cases of a female 
parishioner who went to her minister for counsel about an el der ly parent 
who seemed to be making unreasonable demands. Other stories told of 
distraught daughters who sought the help of ministers because of “de-
manding” mothers who would not allow them to do as they wished.7

There is a multitude of stories in which women sought the aid of a coun-
selor when sons or daughters had problems. In many pastoral counseling 
accounts, women’s sense of obligation extended beyond the immediate 
family. Included are tales of women who took on the troubles of cowork-
ers as if they  were their own. Paul Johnson described a case in which a 
counselee admitted that she took other people’s problems “too seriously.” 
“Mrs. N” was so concerned about a woman that she worked with that 
her husband said, “Why do you carry everybody’s troubles on your shoul-
ders like that? You don’t have to do it!” According to Johnson, Mrs. N 
perceived herself as having no other choice.8

Pastoral counseling accounts suggest that, for many women, the guid-
ing principle in the pro cess of choosing right from wrong was what would 
sustain the relationships involved. The exception to that rule came in the 
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arena of marriage, where the quality of the relationship clearly mattered. 
Pastoral counselors portrayed emotional intimacy as a central concern 
of women, the third recurring theme in their depiction of women’s moral 
reasoning. The way pastoral counselors described it, women’s desire for 
emotional intimacy frequently overrode other concerns. Women who op-
posed divorce in principle frequently reconsidered that position when 
they found themselves married to men who failed to meet their emo-
tional needs. “Mrs. Keating” told her counselor, “It would be so much 
easier to make a decision one way or the other if John ran around with 
women, or got drunk, or did anything except what he does  do—just 
withdraw himself.” Even though her husband had committed no tradi-
tionally egregious acts, it appeared that Mrs. Keating was on the verge 
of leaving him, because he did not connect emotionally with her. She 
seemed to be saying that she wished he would behave in a manner that 
the church deemed “sinful,” then others might agree that she was justi-
fi ed in leaving him. She clearly doubted her own judgment that a man’s 
inability to love was suffi cient cause to end a marriage, and yet she stood 
ready to do precisely that.9

The inverse was also true. “Mrs. Reede” had suffered considerably 
because of her husband’s infi delities, and yet she expressed reluctance to 
end the relationship. In her judgment, the emotional benefi ts of being in 
the relationship exceeded the distress caused by his unfaithfulness. Fi-
nancial security was not her concern; as a professional social worker 
who earned a good income, she could have afforded to leave him. It ap-
peared, however, that she stayed in the marriage because she believed 
that her husband was capable of emotional intimacy.10 For both Mrs. 
Reede and Mrs. Keating conventional moral standards  were subordi-
nated to the need for emotional intimacy. Pastoral counseling case stud-
ies and transcripts suggest that, for women, emotional intimacy was the 
most important feature of marriage, and the partner who failed to sus-
tain emotional intimacy forfeited his or her right to that relationship. 
Returning to the story of Miss Jacks, who was involved in an affair with 
a married man, we see the point well illustrated. Miss Jacks indicated to 
her counselor that she would have been unwilling to engage in an illicit 
affair if the relationship between her lover and his wife had been good. 
Because she believed that the relationship between her lover and his wife 
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was poor, she felt justifi ed engaging in what the church viewed as adul-
tery.11 In essence, Miss Jacks implied that the wife who failed to sustain 
a relationship forfeited her claim to it.

When pastoral counselors reported on counseling sessions in which 
the counselee was a man, a  whole different emphasis emerged. First, 
pastoral counselors’ accounts of male counselees show them talking more 
frequently in terms of standards and principles than did their female 
counterparts. At the same time, the men openly challenged the authority 
of the minister more frequently than did women. Secondly, pastoral 
counseling transcripts and case studies focusing on men show them in-
terpreting moral dilemmas in an abstract sense rather than in terms of 
the specifi c needs of others. Finally, pastoral counseling depictions of 
men show them embracing freedom and autonomy as their moral im-
perative and viewing family and friends as obstacles to good behavior.

Pastoral counseling accounts of men portrayed them as expressing 
their moral dilemmas in terms of the pressure on themselves to uphold 
standards in the face of a temptation to engage in immoral behavior, yet 
they  were resistant to ministerial and church authority and inclined to 
assert their ability to defi ne moral behavior for themselves. Unlike women, 
who in pastoral counseling reports seemed to simultaneously acknowl-
edge and ignore the demands of the church, the men seemed to think that 
they had to either accept and adhere to or reject the church’s standards. 
For instance, one young man came to see his minister after cheating on 
an exam. Even as he wondered aloud what purpose would be served by 
confessing, he used the counseling session to work up enough nerve to 
take what he perceived as the right action.12

Accounts of male behavior suggested that men did not frame their 
moral dilemmas in terms of who would be hurt, as women did, but 
rather in terms of whether they themselves had met their obligations and 
duties to the principles they believed in. In the case of the unmarried and 
pregnant Sheila, we see the differences clearly illustrated. Hiltner por-
trayed Sheila as indifferent to standards of behavior or even whether she 
had done her duty or met her obligations. Rather, she worried whether 
her boyfriend loved her and whether her mother would be hurt if she did 
not fi nish school. When we compare that to Hiltner’s account of the case 
of “Mr. Bolton,” a married man caught in an extramarital affair with his 
secretary, we see some important differences. Mr. Bolton excused his 
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behavior on the grounds that he did not “love” the woman with whom 
he was involved nor did she love him and that he had sought sex outside 
of marriage because his relationship with his wife was poor. In other 
words, Mr. Bolton believed that he had not promised his lover anything 
he could not deliver and that his contract to his wife was no longer bind-
ing because of the poor quality of the relationship.13 As Hiltner told the 
story, Mr. Bolton was convinced that he had met all his obligations and, 
hence, did not need to feel guilty. He never asked himself whether Mrs. 
Bolton had been hurt by his  behavior—at least Hiltner never indicated 
that he did. Instead, Hiltner’s report showed a man whose obligations, 
rather than the needs of others, provided the reference point for self- 
evaluation of his behavior.

While pastoral counselors did not attribute to men the same concern 
for others needs that they found in women, neither did they suggest that 
men were oblivious to the opinions of other people. Specifi cally, they 
repeatedly returned to the male concern about what other people thought 
of them and about the extent to which they mea sured up to some unspo-
ken standard. But the men’s concept of “other people” was always ex-
pressed in the abstract, never as specifi c people, such as their wife, their 
minister, or coworkers but rather the community in an abstract sense. 
For instance, “George Thomas” told his minister that he wanted people 
to admire and respect him, but he worried that they neither liked him nor 
accepted him. He wanted to be a “leader” but feared he was not. Mr. 
Thomas cared about what other people thought of him, but he did not 
describe his diffi culties in terms of specifi c people.14

Similarly, pastoral counselors rarely described their male counselees 
as expressing the same sense of responsibility for other people that they 
saw women displaying. By contrast with the rec ords about female coun-
selees, there are almost no accounts of men approaching their ministers 
about refractory sons or daughters or domineering parents. An occa-
sional minister mentioned a male parishioner who came for marital 
counseling, but almost all of these cases involved men who hoped the 
minister would correct a diffi cult wife who was not fulfi lling her duty. 
The case of “Mr. Hay” is a good example. According to Mr. Hay, the 
trouble would begin at breakfast when his wife would announce that she 
wanted to eat out that night because she would be too tired to cook after 
returning home from work. Inevitably, an argument would ensue between 
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them. Mr. Hay had already approached another minister for advice, and 
by the time he consulted the second, he and his wife  were barely speak-
ing. The  then- desperate Mr. Hay asked the minister for a book that he 
and his wife could read together that would explain to her how “a wife 
ought to look after her husband.”15

Unlike the rec ords for female counselees, in which women are por-
trayed as considering emotional intimacy to be crucial to marriage, tran-
scripts for male counselees rarely describe a man as desirous of greater 
emotional closeness with his wife. In fact, in many accounts, the men 
seem to have viewed relationships as secondary or unavoidable diffi cul-
ties. Their language implies that they wanted their personal problems 
solved not as a road to greater intimacy with other people, but as a road 
to freedom. If we take pastoral counseling case reports at face value, we 
would have to conclude that a signifi cant number of white, male Protes-
tants in the  mid- twentieth century shared the assumption that if they 
could only fi x or solve their relationship problems, they would be free.

The case of young “Tom Jarrett,” who came to see his minister re-
garding a career problem, illustrates this phenomenon.16 Tom’s father 
wanted him to graduate from high school and join the family insurance 
business. Tom, however, wanted to go to college to become a journalist. 
He was certain his father would be angry if he told him about this desire. 
In the end, Tom decided that, while he disliked upsetting his father, he 
really had to do what ever he thought was best for himself. He drew an 
analogy between his own life and the life of Christ, “You know, I just 
thought of  it—isn’t this something of the same problem Christ faced 
when he started preaching? His family  wasn’t too sold on the idea,  were 
they?” Tom noted that Christ did what he thought was best, and ulti-
mately his family acknowledged the validity of his choice. Like many 
other male parishioners portrayed in pastoral counseling accounts, Tom 
based his choices on what he perceived as “right” and believed it was his 
duty to take the consequences of living by  principle—even if that meant 
the destruction of a relationship.17

While male counselees seemed to present their problems as vocational 
or religious, that did not mean that they did not talk about relationships. 
In fact, sometimes going to their minister about a religious problem or 
career question allowed them to admit that what they really needed to 
talk about was their relationships. For instance, Mr. Awkright told his 
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minister that a passage from the Psalms that he had been reading had left 
him feeling “depressed.” His wife had recently died, but when he sought 
counsel it was not about feelings of grief, at least not explicitly. By the 
end of the session, however, based on their discussion of the scripture 
passage, Mr. Awkright had realized that, although he had been praying 
for God to help him with his grief over his wife, he had refused to turn 
to his friends for emotional support. He admitted that he had isolated 
himself from his friends and needed to restore those relationships if he 
expected to recover.18 Carroll Wise recounted the story of a young man 
whose story has interesting parallels to that of Mr. Awkright. This man 
approached his minister for counseling because the sermon of the previ-
ous Sunday had “disturbed” him. He decided shortly after counseling 
had commenced that the sermon had distressed him so much because it 
unconsciously reminded him of his father, with whom he had a diffi cult 
and unresolved relationship. While this man came to his pastor with an 
ostensibly religious problem, he then turned his attention to a damaged 
relationship.19

The ethic of relationships that pastoral counselors articulated in the 
mid-1950s mirrored the concerns that they regularly attributed to their 
female counselees. Concern about the needs and feelings of others when 
making decisions and about fostering emotional intimacy fi t perfectly 
with pastoral counselors’ talk about the “I-Thou” relationship and “true” 
Christian morality. In contrast, the approach to moral reasoning that 
they attributed to their male counselees is more compatible with pastoral 
counselors’ ideas about autonomy and  self- realization.

The Consequences for Counseling Practice

By 1965, the words associated with the concept of responsible freedom 
had become thoroughly embedded in the language used by pastoral 
counselors to analyze cases. The assumptions that accompanied an ethic 
of relationships had surprising consequences for the practice of pastoral 
counseling. Pastoral counselors clearly wanted their parishioners to fi nd 
a balance between personal autonomy and their obligations to relation-
ships, between taking care of themselves and taking care of others. The 
gendered subtext persisted. To their male counselees they emphasized 
learning the skills of relationships and taking responsibility for those 
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relationships. To their female counselees they stressed the importance of 
self- fulfi llment and caring for themselves.

In 1959 Wayne Oates published a collection of articles intended for 
the novice pastoral counselor. The collection included an account by 
Samuel Southard of a divorced business woman who had gone to see her 
minister about a problem. A man had proposed to her, and she wondered 
if it would be right to marry him, citing concern about her son from the 
previous marriage. Probing a bit further, the minister discovered that 
the woman felt guilty about the way her marriage had ended, because she 
had been forced to commit her husband to a psychiatric hospital. He had 
abused both her and her son; fearing that her husband was damaging 
their son emotionally, she had divorced him. She commented, “I’ve often 
thought that love would have cured him. But I did love him.” She added, 
“Also, I was near the breaking point. I  wasn’t any help to my boy or to 
myself.”20 She believed that, in light of the advice of doctors, she had 
done the best she could. Nevertheless, she felt guilty because she had 
been taught that divorce was wrong.

The minister responded by validating her choice to do what was best 
for her son and herself. He acknowledged that she had an obligation as 
a wife to her husband but indicated that she also had an obligation as a 
mother to her son and as a person to herself. He reaffi rmed that she had 
done all she could to make the situation right. The pastor suggested that 
her moral choices needed to be made with reference both to her own 
needs and to those of others. Further, he suggested that the son had needs 
that outweighed those of the husband. She had to make her moral choices 
based on a hierarchy of personal needs that included her own.21

Pastoral counselors who took a less directive stance than did the 
Southern Baptist minister just described shared the same commitment to 
helping their counselees balance the claims of relationships with self- 
interest. The Mrs. Reede mentioned above, concerned about her mar-
riage to an unfaithful husband, was a participant in a 1961 study by 
Seward Hiltner and Lowell Colston. Early in counseling she expressed 
fear that the emotional distress caused by her cheating husband made her 
unproductive in her professional life. As counseling progressed, she re-
ported that the emotions precipitated by her unfaithful husband  were no 
longer undermining her productivity. She commented that she felt “cre-
ative and alive” at work. As to her husband, Mrs. Reede concluded that 
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she could leave him or stay with him, but she no longer felt compelled 
in her choices by emotions over which she had no control.22 She decided 
to stay.

Hiltner and Colston saw Mrs. Reede’s counseling as a thoroughgoing 
success, but not because she stayed with her husband. They acknowl-
edged that some might take issue with her choice. They posited two 
imaginary critics, one who thought that she should leave her husband 
because he was “systematically unfaithful” and the other that she should 
stay with him because marriage was undertaken “for better or worse.” 
Hiltner and Colston rejected both perspectives as forms of “coercion.” 
When they made that comment, they  were, in classic  non- directive form, 
reaffi rming Mrs. Reede’s right to make her own choices.23 At the same 
time, they suggested that Mrs. Reede’s love for her husband and reluc-
tance to leave him  were legitimate guiding principles in the decision- 
making pro cess. They believed that she should not have to sacrifi ce her 
relationship with her husband in order to consider herself free. Rather, 
they believed that as a result of counseling in which Mrs. Reede learned 
about herself and her husband, she could return to the marriage fully 
cognizant of the diffi culties awaiting her. She could as legitimately leave 
him, fully aware of the consequences of her choice both for him and for 
herself. Hiltner observed, “Personal freedom of this responsible kind is, 
we believe, the essence of personal morality.”24 By responsible freedom, 
Hiltner and Colston meant that nothing could coerce or compel Mrs. 
Reede because she understood both her own and her husband’s actions. 
More importantly, Hiltner and Colston believed that if she truly under-
stood her own motives, Mrs. Reede could legitimately choose to stay 
with her husband. Clearly, Hiltner and Colston  were still deeply commit-
ted to protecting the autonomy of counselees, especially women, but they 
had restructured the way they talked about decisions to accommodate 
their counselees’ concern about relationships.25

When pastoral counselors encouraged their female counselees to ex-
plore freedom, autonomy, and  self- fulfi llment and, at the same time, af-
fi rmed their choice to maintain any ties they viewed as legitimate, they 
provided both a context for women to rethink their relationships to oth-
ers and a tool for women to extend the control they exercised over their 
lives. One example illustrates the way in which counseling provided a 
context in which women could resolve the tension between in depen dence 
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and dependence. “Sharon Troy,” a counselee in the Hiltner/Colston 
study, went to see a counselor because she could not decide whether to 
marry her fi ancé. While Miss Troy did not want to sacrifi ce herself on 
the altar of others, she was reluctant to end a relationship even if it was 
a threat to her in depen dence. She perceived herself as rigid, infl exible, 
and unimaginative. She perceived her boyfriend as possessing the oppo-
site qualities and feared that if she married him, she would become too 
dependent on him. In her second interview, she explained to the coun-
selor: “For a long time I’ve disliked the idea of getting married because I 
don’t like the role of a  house wife and a mother. I thought of it as very 
dull, boring, and routine. And I thought that not having enough ambi-
tion or stimulation within  myself—once I got married and was further 
handicapped by the responsibilities of a wife and a  mother—I would just 
fall into this shapeless mass that knew no more than to hang up the wash 
and cook supper.”26 Her boyfriend agreed that she should not be depen-
dent on him. In the course of counseling, Miss Troy focused on being less 
passive, not on whether to marry. As she felt more confi dent and less 
passive, she felt less frightened of the marriage role. After counseling, her 
worries no longer gave her a “terrifi ed  feeling—you know, that every-
thing is just rolling in on me and if I make the step in the wrong direction 
about something the bottom’s going to fall out.” Ultimately, Miss Troy 
married, but she did so having reconciled her doubts. In one of her last 
interviews, she described herself this way: “I’m still riding along feeling 
very good, very capable and confi dent. . . .  I can’t feel that I’m cured. 
I don’t even know what I would be cured of. But it’s just that I have a 
different feeling than I had when I fi rst started.”27 She entered the mar-
riage only when she no longer saw it as a risk to her self and her in depen-
dence.

Coming at gendered moral behavior from both sides, pastoral coun-
selors nodded approvingly when women made choices that promoted 
their own in depen dence, and they made a concerted effort to convince 
men to take on responsibility for emotional intimacy in relationships. In 
the early literature, pastoral counselors who  were concerned about pro-
tecting the autonomy of the counselee sometimes recommended that the 
pastor approach erring male parishioners gingerly. For instance, in his 
1949 book Pastoral Counseling, Seward Hiltner, when he recounted the 
story of Mr. Bolton (the man involved in an affair with his secretary), 
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suggested a number of strategies for approaching men such as Bolton 
without scaring them away.28 But Hiltner grew increasingly intolerant of 
men who abdicated their emotional responsibilities to wives and family. 
And he was not alone.

In May of 1955, the editor of Pastoral Psychology published portions 
of an encounter between a minister and an erring parishioner. A married 
man named Mr. Van was caught by his minister, Pastor Mix, in the church 
gymnasium in a compromising position with the church secretary. Mr. 
Van apparently felt no remorse for his behavior and became very defen-
sive when confronted by Pastor Mix. All of the pastoral counseling spe-
cialists who commented on the case criticized Pastor Mix severely for 
adopting an attitude toward Mr. Van that they considered condemning 
and judgmental. They insisted that Mr. Van should not be browbeaten 
for his sin, even though each of the commentators stressed that Mr. Van 
had clearly erred. The responding howl from  rank- and- fi le ministers was 
deafening. In subsequent letters to the editor, subscribers wrote to ex-
press their dismay over Mr. Van’s behavior and lack of remorse. They 
criticized Mr. Van because they feared he had caused his wife and chil-
dren great damage and emotional pain, and they criticized Pastor Mix 
because they believed he had failed to meet his responsibilities to Mr. 
Van’s family.29 This story illustrates the growing re sis tance among pas-
toral counselors to a kind of counseling that allowed the celebration of 
human freedom and autonomy to be interpreted as license to abrogate 
responsibilities to spouse and children.

Liberal Moral Discourse, Gender, and History

Placing pastoral counselors’ gendering of moral discourse in historical 
context helps to explain the history of liberal moral discourse and the 
liberal moral sensibility. In some ways it would appear that pastoral 
counselors  were doing something new and different by incorporating the 
feminine perspective into their moral theory, but they  were also simply 
part of a larger trend in liberal moral discourse in which virtue, com-
munity, and relationships  were considered the purview of women. His-
torians of liberalism have largely ignored this reality and instead have 
wondered plaintively what ever happened to virtue ethics and communi-
tarian values in liberal thought.
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Historian James Kloppenberg, in a series of essays collected in a single 
volume entitled The Virtues of Liberalism (1998), argues that the con-
cept of civic virtue associated with early republican values all but disap-
peared in the nineteenth century as a result of the liberal emphasis on 
free market and individual rights. He documents various attempts to 
restore virtue or a sense of obligation to community to liberal discourse. 
Kloppenberg contends, for instance, that early in the twentieth century 
both Max Weber and John Dewey had called for something akin to an 
ethic of responsibility. Weber actually used the phrase “ethic of respon-
sibility,” arguing that individuals should choose values based on “accu-
mulated social experience” and should commit to accepting “responsi-
bility for consequences of [their] actions.”30 Similarly, Dewey talked in 
terms of the “moral democracy” that proceeds upon “free and open 
communication,” “reciprocal relationships and the sort of interaction 
that contributes to mutual benefi t.”31 Both of these social scientists 
clearly believed that individual  freedom had to be worked out in a social 
context. For the most part, however, liberal thinkers worried that too 
much emphasis on obligation to community risked association with so-
cialism or communism rather than democracy. Most historians have 
been unable to account suffi ciently for the failure of liberal thinkers to 
articulate an adequate theory of community and virtue ethics. (“Virtue 
ethics” refers to the practice of defi ning ethical behavior in terms of vir-
tuous acts, as did Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas.)32

Many historians of liberalism have failed to recognize the extent to 
which, by the time Dewey and Weber  were writing, virtue had become 
feminized as a result of the rise of industrial capitalism. This lack of 
recognition has resulted, in large part, from a failure to address suffi -
ciently the scholarship of women’s history. In contrast, most women’s 
historians are thoroughly familiar with the narrative in which virtue was 
channeled into the domestic sphere, privatized, and sexualized, so that 
women could be granted the responsibility of rearing children who would 
then become virtuous citizens.33 The feminization of virtue, however, 
meant that virtue was also devalued. When women brought virtue to the 
public sphere in the middle to late nineteenth century, under the guise of 
social  house keeping, they had to defend its worth. Men who joined them 
in settlement  house work or in the spreading of the Social Gospel had to 
defend their  masculinity—the call for a “muscular” Christianity in this 
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period was not an accident. Women’s social activism in the Progressive 
era was driven to a large extent by the assumptions that women  were 
more virtuous sexually than men and more caring, particularly for 
other women and for children.34 At no point did liberal theorists attempt 
to reintroduce or redefi ne virtue or commitment to community as mas-
culine characteristics. That was, however, precisely what pastoral coun-
selors  were doing. Or rather, it was the practical implication of imple-
menting a theory of responsible freedom that balanced the demands 
of autonomy and relationships. In this approach, morally mature men 
were expected to accept their responsibility to relationships, and women 
were expected to face the abyss of freedom and claim the privileges of 
autonomy.

Gilligan, Kohlberg, and the Per sis tence of Gendered 
Moral Reasoning

To fully understand what happened to the liberal moral discourse in the 
twentieth century, it is necessary to jump over the 1950s, when theolo-
gians wrote most extensively about the ethic of relationships, to examine 
the study of liberal moral reasoning in the 1960s and 1970s. Two preemi-
nent educational psychologists explored moral reasoning among chil-
dren and adolescents in order to understand the principles that guided 
moral decision making. Their research ended up highlighting the same 
kind of gendered moral discourse so evident in the pastoral counseling 
literature. Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan made groundbreaking 
contributions to psychological research on moral development. Gilligan’s 
work in the early 1980s brought attention to the issue of gender in a way 
that no one had before.35 Kohlberg, writing in the 1960s and 1970s, ar-
gued, based on studies of male populations only, that human beings pro-
gress through stages in their moral development, and in the highest stage 
manifest a kind of moral autonomy in which they make moral decisions 
guided entirely by “the universal principles of justice, of the reciprocity 
and equality of human rights, and of respect for the dignity of human be-
ings as individuals.”36 In the 1970s and early 1980s, Gilligan, a colleague 
of Kohlberg’s at Harvard, conducted a series of studies based entirely on 
female populations and concluded that women tended to make moral 
choices based not on abstract principles of justice (what Gilligan called a 
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“justice ethic”) but on an “ethic of care,” in which women asked not what 
was right but who would get hurt.37

Gilligan criticized Kolhberg’s moral development scale, arguing that 
it was  gender- biased and that, mea sured on Kohlberg’s scale, women 
never reached moral maturity. In fact, on Kohlberg’s scale, many women 
never moved beyond stage three. This was the heart of the argument 
between Kohlberg and Gilligan. As Gilligan saw it, because women used 
a different set of moral principles to guide their moral reasoning, they 
scored lower on Kohlberg’s scale. Kohlberg insisted that the justice prin-
ciple was the best and most universal way to approach moral dilemmas. 
In other words, his theory was prescriptive as well as descriptive. Gilli-
gan was not interested in prescribing a universal ethic. In her view, how-
ever, Kohlberg had set up an essentially male model of moral reasoning, 
claimed it to be universal, and then judged women as wanting.

Gilligan and Kohlberg emphasized the differences in their theories, 
but the two theories actually had much in common. Both assumed that 
the morally mature individual was guided by principles rather than rules. 
Kohlberg highlighted the principles of justice, fairness, and human rights, 
while Gilligan highlighted the principles of compassion and responsibil-
ity to relationships. Both saw the best principles as being “self- chosen” 
(Kohlberg’s word) rather than imposed by some authority, whether so-
cial or religious. Hence, both assumed that their subjects engaged in a 
kind of moral reasoning that was more sophisticated than just following 
the rules out of a fear of punishment. Finally, both recognized that most 
individuals felt some sort of obligation to other people. For Kohlberg that 
obligation was met by pursuing justice and equal rights for all people. For 
the women in Gilligan’s study, that obligation was met by taking care of 
others and by maintaining a network of relationships. In both cases, the 
morally mature individual cared about others, the one in more abstract 
terms ( justice), the other in more personal and specifi c terms (compas-
sion or care).

In the Kohlberg and Gilligan studies, we hear the same language that 
had permeated pastoral counselors’ discussions of moral decision mak-
ing a de cade earlier. While both Kohlberg and Gilligan acknowledged 
that individuals, whether male or female, frequently moved back and 
forth between the two moral perspectives, neither saw an integration of 
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the two perspectives as necessary or valuable. Neither Kohlberg nor Gil-
ligan embraced a  gender- balanced ethic in quite the way pastoral coun-
selors did. It is diffi cult, moreover, to draw a straight historical line from 
pastoral counselors to Kohlberg and Gilligan. There is no evidence that 
either psychologist considered works of pastoral theology as part of their 
research, and neither saw religion as critical to moral reasoning, even 
though for many Americans religion had historically played an integral 
role in their understanding of right and wrong.38 Neither psychologist 
documented the religious affi liation of their subjects. Gilligan simply did 
not include religion as part of her research, and for Kohlberg, those 
whose moral reasoning was based on the authority of religious tradition 
or religious revelation scored lower on his scale of moral development. 
Both might have discovered a signifi cant connection between religion 
and moral reasoning had they explored that question. This may be espe-
cially true of Gilligan, for her subjects included young women who at-
tended the elite women’s undergraduate institutions of the northeast and 
had a high likelihood of having been exposed to mainline or liberal Prot-
estant thinking.

Even though no evidentiary line runs from the work of pastoral coun-
selors in the 1950s to the work of Kohlberg in the 1960s and 1970s and 
Gilligan in the 1980s, there is still a connecting thread: they share a com-
mon language in which ethics are based on principles rather than on 
rules and in which we fi nd the very heart of the postwar liberal moral 
sensibility. The story of “Mrs. Wright” from the Colston and Hiltner 
study of the late 1950s is an example of the kind of moral reasoning 
pastoral counselors  celebrated—that of an autonomous individual in 
relationship with others who made choices based on general principles of 
justice and caring. Mrs. Wright initially presented her problem as a dif-
fi culty between herself and a  seventeen- year- old niece who had come to 
live with her recently. When she started to talk, however, she spent a 
signifi cant portion of the session describing a legalistic Christian up-
bringing that had led her to believe in the superiority of a Christian way 
of life and its principles. As a result of her upbringing, she believed she 
had a duty to uphold and enforce certain values such as the “family struc-
ture in our society.”39 As counseling progressed, Mrs. Wright abandoned 
her narrowly construed code of behavior, and she came to recognize the 
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possibility of more than one correct way to behave. At one point, she 
commented that the Bible confused her, because “to be a Christian I’m 
supposed to believe that this is divine, that this comes straight from God. 
And it bothers me that I seem to see that there is a life that can be just as 
good without it, provided we would know how to structure it. . . .  as a 
child I was taught—that this [the Bible] is the absolute, this is it. There is 
no deviation. And then to discover that this is not true, that there are 
other ways that are equally as good and could be better . . . .”40

Mrs. Wright found the possibility of relative truth to be “shattering.” 
At a crucial moment in the counseling, however, she decided to fi nd out 
why she felt the need to defi ne things “as black and white.”41 She began 
by discarding the need for absolutes in her dealings with her niece and 
resolved “genuinely to listen.” She entered her niece’s “frame of refer-
ence” and concluded that she did not need to stand in judgment. Mrs. 
Wright commented that she was able to refrain from judging her niece 
because she had come to understand that “many of us do things at a 
certain time [because we have been] infl uenced by our life experience.”42

Near the close of her counseling experience, Mrs. Wright indicated that 
she believed she had reached a new level in her relationship to God—
something akin to a conversion experience, despite the fact that she had 
previously doubted the reality of others’ conversion experiences. Her re-
stored relationship to God did not lead her back to a legalistic religion. 
In fact, in a  follow- up interview, she told her counselor that she wanted 
“to understand the pro cess of being related to God, without demanding 
that some authority line this out for her.”43 Mrs. Wright was able to envi-
sion a relationship to God and to other people that allowed both herself 
and the people she loved to be free.

Pastoral counselors came closer than anyone to a moral language that 
was  gender- balanced. In their writing they brought together the two 
sides of the liberal moral tradition, the feminine ethic of community and 
relatedness and the masculine ethic of autonomy and  self- realization, but 
without returning to the kind of moralism they so distrusted. Neither the 
liberal thinkers who preceded them nor those since have come as close to 
envisioning such an ethic. But the moment was fl eeting. The history of 
liberal moral discourse demonstrates the power of individual autonomy 
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as icon and symbol. So it was, perhaps, to be expected that when pastoral 
counselors took up the banner of women’s equality, they did so almost 
entirely in the traditional masculine language of rights, challenging the 
domestic ideal and arguing for the rights of women to autonomy and 
self- realization.
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chapter eight

The Language of Rights and 
the Challenge to the Domestic Ideal

If I  were permitted to express a bold suggestion, I would say that 

psychotherapy and the experiences of pastoral counseling have 

helped to reintroduce the female element, so conspicuously lacking 

in most Protestantism, into the idea of God.

—paul tillich, “the impact of pastoral 

psychology on theological thought,” 1960

It was a curious turn to the story of pastoral counseling and the 
liberal moral sensibility. After working very hard to articulate an ethic 

of responsibility that would be responsive to the interests and desires of 
their female parishioners, pastoral counselors failed to see the implica-
tions of that ethic for their politics. Very early in the 1950s they took up 
the banner of women’s  causes—much earlier than one might expect given 
the common historical narrative of women’s experience in the 1950s. But 
when they took up that banner and made their case for women’s equality, 
they did so almost exclusively in the language of autonomy and freedom, 
which was, of course, the masculine language of rights. How did it hap-
pen that pastoral counselors ended up making their argument in classical 
liberal terms rather than by taking ideas about an ethic of relationships 
into the po liti cal arena? Once again pastoral counselors’ discussion of 
love, marriage, sex, and divorce provides a fruitful beginning point for 
examining their views. The discussion in pastoral counseling literature 
suggests that certain familiar presuppositions underlay the rejection of 
the domestic ideal and the negative assumptions about women that typi-
cally accompanied it. Specifi cally, an examination of the postwar discus-
sions in pastoral counseling suggests that ideas about autonomy and self-
realization, about the signifi cance of the female perspective, and about 
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the part of culture and society in shaping human personality worked 
together to broaden pastoral counselors’ understanding of women’s role 
and their nature and to lay the groundwork for an argument for women’s 
rights.

Rethinking Gender

Pastoral counselors’ views on Rogerian therapy and on autonomy and 
self- realization seemed to correlate with they way they viewed gender 
roles. Apparently, ministers who could entertain the possibility that au-
thority vested in the individual rather than in themselves as clergy or in 
the church as institution could also accept with greater equanimity their 
parishioners’ choice to live outside the pa ram eters of socially prescribed 
roles. For instance, Seward Hiltner, who by the early 1950s was on the 
faculty at Princeton’s Presbyterian seminary and serving as editorial con-
sul tant for Pastoral Psychology, was one of the most outspoken advo-
cates of both Rogers’s  non- directive therapy and women’s equality. Hilt-
ner opened the May 1953 issue of the journal, which happened to be 
devoted entirely to the “women’s role,” with a scathing editorial in which 
he complained bitterly about the circumstances that prevented women 
from making a “contribution” to the fi eld of pastoral psychology. Hiltner 
condemned the “club” or fraternity mentality among ministers that made 
them reluctant to welcome female clergy; he criticized denominations 
that refused to place women in the parish as ministers; he objected to the 
assumption that a woman who married would voluntarily end her pro-
fessional career; and he urged women to take matters into their own 
hands by pursuing advanced degrees.1

The work of Ralph Eckert, a marriage counselor from Riverside, Cali-
fornia, and an occasional contributor to Pastoral Psychology, illustrates 
the connection between counselors’ methods and their views on gender 
roles, but from the other end of the spectrum. Eckert claimed he had 
tried  non- directive marriage counseling but found it did not work, by 
which he meant that sometimes his counselees chose to divorce. Eckert 
assumed that divorce was always wrong and that the counselor knew 
what was best for the counselee. As a result, he had turned to something 
he called “action- oriented counseling.” His example of one case where 
he succeeded in preserving a marriage by this method reinforces the 
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impression that ministers who  were most rigid about their own author-
ity  were most rigid in their understanding of gender roles. In a June 1961 
article, Eckert reported with satisfaction the case of a “brilliant profes-
sional woman” who, given a “clue” from Eckert that it was her own 
“dominating” nature that was destroying her marriage, decided to give 
up her job, become pregnant, and take on the duties of a minister’s wife 
in order to bolster her husband’s sagging ego and thereby save her mar-
riage. Not only did Eckert intervene, but he did so in a way intended to 
make certain that the woman accepted her wifely duties.

The pastoral counselors who  were most ambivalent about their own 
authority and about parishioner autonomy tended to be the most am-
bivalent about gender roles. Roy Burkhart, pastor of the First Commu-
nity Church in Columbus, Ohio, whose comprehensive counseling and 
premarital education program illustrated so well the doubts some pasto-
ral counselors had regarding  non- directive counseling, showed evidence 
of similar ambivalence about gender roles. A fi rst reading of Burkhart’s 
interpretation of the Bernreuter Personality Inventory, which he recom-
mended as a tool for marriage counseling, suggests that he had very clear 
ideas about what constituted acceptable behavior for men and women.2

For instance, he argued that if the “boy”  were  self- suffi cient, dominant, 
and extroverted, problems in the marriage would be minimal. Con-
versely, he suggested that if the “girl”  were dominant and  self- suffi cient, 
she would have to change if she wished to help her husband fulfi ll his role 
in the marriage. Burkhart argued that the minister should assist the girl 
“to adapt herself creatively to the boy’s recessive nature.”3 He apparently 
assumed a world in which the man played the role of breadwinner and 
leader and the woman the role of homemaker and follower. He even re-
marked at one point, “When a girl marries a boy, she marries his life 
work and all that goes with it,” implying, of course, that she had no life 
work of her own.4

The evidence seems to suggest that Burkhart promoted a par tic ular 
domestic ideal that subordinated women’s needs to men’s, but a second 
interpretation is possible. He seemed to be very clear about his beliefs: 
“If either one is dependent it is better that it be the wife.”5 The wording 
of this sentence is crucial, however. It implies the possibility of a mar-
riage in which neither party is dependent. Later in the same article, Burk-
hart indicated that it was not only possible, but preferable. He observed, 
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“Some men like a dependent wife, a ‘clinging vine,’ but the man who is 
most secure prefers a woman who is an individual in her own right, who 
can stand on her own two feet and take her place by his side.”6 Burk-
hart’s disdain for any man who preferred a dependent wife is evident. 
He implied that a mature man would choose a wife he could treat as an 
equal. Of course, he failed to explore what it would mean for church and 
society if women truly  were treated as equals. His ideas are signifi cant 
because they are representative of much of the literature of the late 1940s
and very early 1950s. On the one hand, Burkhart clearly spoke in ste reo-
typical terms about men’s and women’s roles. On the other hand, he har-
bored suspicions that those ste reo types  were inadequate, damaging, and 
at odds with what he believed about the importance of  self- realization 
and personal autonomy.

Some evidence, then, suggests that ministers who thought individual 
autonomy was important  were less given to gender stereotyping. It was 
not true of all; believing in freedom and autonomy did not have to yield 
a change in attitudes toward women. After all, two centuries earlier, 
Enlightenment thinkers had, for the most part, excluded women from 
their vision of po liti cal and economic freedom (as had the found ers of the 
United States) by arguing that women  were different from men and hence 
not entitled to the same rights. Two other ingredients  were necessary 
before general talk about autonomy by pastoral counselors could be trans-
formed into specifi c talk about autonomy for women. First, these coun-
selors had to be convinced that women’s opinions and perspective de-
served respect and attention. Second, they had to believe that women had 
a right to autonomy in the same way that men did. And, indeed, both of 
these phenomena did occur.

As noted earlier, most pastoral counselors did take the concerns of 
their female parishioners seriously and moved those concerns to the center 
of pastoral counseling theory and practice. It took the addition of the 
third and fi nal element, however, to transform the narrative and change 
the way some pastoral counselors thought and talked about women. 
Postwar pastoral counselors became convinced that social, cultural, and 
environmental factors shaped human personality more than biology did. 
This view was consistent with much that they encountered in the work 
of the  neo- Freudians like Horney and Fromm who challenged the bio-
logical determinism of Freud. Having fi rst rejected the assumption that 
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biology was destiny, pastoral counselors  were more willing to accept as 
a corollary that gender roles  were culturally rather than biologically de-
rived. When pastoral counselors accepted the idea that women’s nature 
was shaped by more than their ability to bear children, they found them-
selves less able to justify the practice of gender stereotyping.

These three  factors—an ongoing commitment to individual autonomy, 
a respect for the power of their female constituency, and a growing con-
viction that culture rather than biology determined human personality—
provided the ground for some pastoral counselors to dismantle their nar-
row understanding of women. As a result, early in the 1950s, a subtext 
started to appear in pastoral counseling literature, in which some pasto-
ral counselors and their secular colleagues began to reject the practice of 
limiting women to a domestic life, to view their female parishioners in 
broader and more positive  terms— so much so that women became hero-
ines of the counseling  narrative— and, eventually, to make explicit argu-
ments for women’s social, po liti cal, and economic equality. Throughout 
the 1950s, those pastoral counselors who supported a broader under-
standing of women’s role and nature did so almost always by voicing 
some combination of the three  elements—the right to autonomy, the im-
portance of the female perspective, and the infl uence of cultural forces 
on human  personality—in defense of their position. To the extent that 
they stressed these concepts, they subverted the older domestic ideal and 
moved beyond negative and rigid depictions of women.

A Critique of the Domestic Ideal

Plenty of evidence suggests that the domestic ideal of male breadwinner 
and  stay- at- home wife and mother persisted in pastoral counseling lit-
erature. Of course, pastoral counselors did not use the term “domestic 
ideal,” but, in the early days of both Pastoral Psychology and the Journal 
of Pastoral Care, more than one contributor stressed a woman’s accept-
ing her wifely role as crucial to marital success. For instance, in 1950 the 
editor of Pastoral Psychology published a fi ctional account in which the 
female characters represented all of men’s worst nightmares. In this 
scenario, lovable Jim was seduced by working woman Patsy. The story 
implied that Jim never would have succumbed to temptation if his 
wife, Mimi, had not been so caught up in her “club work” or, for that 
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matter, if Patsy had not been there in the workplace to tempt him. The 
subtext suggested that when women accepted and performed their do-
mestic role they saved themselves and their husbands from the scourge 
of adultery. Around the same time, psychiatrist Erich Lindemann pub-
lished his analysis of marital discord in the Journal of Pastoral Care.
Lindemann assumed that a successful marriage required that the wife 
give up career and education to follow her husband wherever he went. 
Lindemann confessed sympathy for the plight of the married woman. 
Although he acknowledged that sex roles  were culturally rather than 
biologically derived, he accepted those roles and reinforced them, even 
going so far as to suggest that children  were essential to any “real” 
marriage.7

Among pastoral counselors, however, the sort of  one- dimensional un-
derstanding of women’s nature that we see in the story of Jim and Patsy 
and in Lindemann’s understanding of marriage roles was actually rela-
tively rare. The counternarrative, with its challenge to domesticity, 
emerged early in the de cade and gained strength as it progressed. In its 
inaugural year, 1950, Pastoral Psychology raised the issue of women’s 
domestic duties by publishing a reprint of Margaret Mead’s article “What 
Is Happening to the American Family?” Not surprisingly, Mead’s work 
did not challenge explicitly the division of labor into spheres in which 
women  were homemakers and men  were breadwinners. She did, how-
ever, suggest that conditions of modern life made homemaking less re-
warding than it had ever been before and that it was unfair to expect 
women to take on that role without asking them whether they wanted to. 
Mead appealed to her reader’s sense of justice by pointing out that the 
United States was a country that prided itself on freedom of choice in 
matters of vocation. To underline her point, she asked the reader to 
imagine a man answering the question, “What are you going to do?” by 
saying he wanted to be a lawyer unless he got married, in which case he 
would have to live on a farm for the good of the children. Mead argued 
that most married women would choose to stay home if they had a 
choice, but that they did not want society to take their choice for granted. 
She suggested a  two- fold solution. First, married women should not be 
expected to devote themselves wholly to homemaking, nor should they 
be stigmatized for choosing to work outside the home. Second, fathers 
should be more involved in parenting. In one sense, neither suggestion 
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appears especially radical, but both challenged the very heart of capital-
ist  culture—the father as breadwinner. The vision of mother as wage 
earner, with her own money, her own interests, and her own life, and 
father willingly active in the domestic sphere countered the dominant 
paradigm.8

Three years later, in the same 1953 issue in which Seward Hiltner 
condemned attempts to prevent women’s entry into the professions, psy-
choanalyst Clara Thompson challenged the domestic ideal in much more 
systematic and explicit terms. She understood, as would Betty Friedan a 
de cade later, that Freud’s biological determinism provided the essential 
framework for the domestic ideal.9 Thompson challenged Freud’s idea 
that “a woman is a castrated man, and [that] most of her troubles arise 
from resentment of this,” arguing that the theory of penis envy left the 
therapist with nothing to do but “to make the woman reconciled to her 
fate and to make her willing to accept certain compensations for her 
lack of manly assets,” eventually accepting “a child as a compensation 
for the lack of a penis.”10 In reality, Thompson argued, women’s sense 
of inferiority resulted not from their lack of penises (i.e., from their bio-
logical  make- up) but from living in a society that denied them equality 
of opportunity socially, po liti cally, and eco nom ical ly while simultane-
ously devaluing the only work open to  them—that of mother and home-
maker. Thompson suggested that “a feeling of futility,” common among 
middle- class and formerly professional women who  were confi ned exclu-
sively to the home, resulted from limitation of their choices, and she in-
sisted that assumptions about women’s biological nature drove them to 
assume a role that society valued little. The solution, in Thompson’s 
view, was to reject the idea that biology was destiny and offer women 
real choices with regard to family and career. She posited that American 
women should not have to sacrifi ce either one.

Mead, Hiltner, and Thompson all drew upon the same pool of as-
sumptions when they argued that women should not be limited to a do-
mestic life. For one thing, all three assumed that women should have 
autonomy, especially with regard to their choice of career. Hiltner, more 
than Mead or Thompson, advanced the idea that women had a special 
contribution to make and that society was diminished when it limited 
women’s contribution to the domestic sphere. Thompson, to a greater 
extent than Hiltner or Mead, assumed that gender roles  were shaped by 
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culture and openly challenged the assumption that a woman’s ability to 
bear children destined her for life at home.

Obviously, none of these authors offered a clear, coherent, and sys-
tematic challenge to the domestic ideal. All saw the home as uniquely 
feminine and assumed that women did not want to lose their right to stay 
home if they so chose. And yet their work did have a subversive effect on 
that ideal. The subversive nature of the counternarrative can only be 
understood if the work of individuals is located in the context of the 
larger conversation about human personality that was going on at the 
time. Margaret Mead’s work is a good example of this. Mead has never 
been the darling of American feminism, in part because of the thorough 
drubbing she took at the hands of Betty Friedan in a chapter of The Femi-
nine Mystique entitled “The Functional Freeze and Margaret Mead.” 
Friedan argued convincingly that Mead’s work, specifi cally her book 
Male and Female, served to reinforce the part of the feminine mystique 
that assumed that biology was destiny. But Friedan also conceded that 
Mead’s work could be read with quite a different interpretation: “She 
might have passed on to the pop ular culture a truly revolutionary vision 
of women fi nally free to realize their full capabilities. . . .  She had such a 
vision more than once.”11 Friedan concluded that Mead’s challenge to the 
domestic ideal was less important than her contribution to the feminine 
mystique. Friedan was right on one level: every time Mead slipped to-
ward biological determinism, she encouraged a very narrow understand-
ing of women’s nature. But Mead’s work and life, taken as a  whole and 
located within the context of a larger discussion with other social scien-
tists about personal autonomy, come to mean something  else. This was 
true, too, of pastoral counselors and their colleagues in sociology, psy-
chology, and anthropology. No matter what their intention or the de-
tours they might have taken, wherever they maintained a commitment to 
personal autonomy, a respect for individual women, and an allegiance 
to the idea that human personality was culturally derived, they moved—
albeit erratically, tortuously, and frequently oblivious of the destination— 
toward a vision of women’s equality and away from a vision of female 
domestic bliss.
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Heroines of the Narrative

The middle of the de cade saw not only a challenge to the domestic ideal 
but an increasing reluctance to portray women in negative or ste reo-
typical terms. The earliest contributors to pastoral counseling journals 
tended to describe women in terms of pathology or weakness. In one 
1950 fi ctional drama (similar to the story of Jim and Patsy), husband 
Allan accused wife Ginny of being “neurotic,” “childlike,” and “illogi-
cal.” The play was printed with commentary by two  well- known pasto-
ral counselors and a psychiatrist, none of whom came to Ginny’s defense, 
of course.12 In fact, the tone of some the literature in those early years 
bordered occasionally on hostility toward women. Perhaps the most ob-
vious examples of this can be found in the work of Russell Dicks, who in 
1936 had coauthored The Art of Ministering to the Sick with Richard 
Cabot. Dicks also wrote a book about pastoral care and counseling in 
1944 that remained pop ular in clinical pastoral education programs 
throughout the 1940s. The latter book went through several editions, 
but the earliest gives a good indication of Dicks’s  mind- set. At one point 
or another, Dicks trotted out almost every ste reo type associated with 
women at the time. He peopled his works with clinging, neurotic, obses-
sive women who manipulated their environment through their physical 
appearance and unplanned pregnancies. Dicks even attributed the “thou-
sands” of problems experienced by “psychoneurotics” discharged from 
military ser vice to emotionally immature mothers, an attitude consis-
tent, by the way, with much of the pop ular secular literature.13

Dicks’s work also provides one of the best examples of the way in 
which images of women  were eventually transformed. Because Pastoral 
Work and Personal Counseling went through several revisions, we can 
see very clearly the change in Dicks’s language and in his attitudes to-
ward women. For instance, in the fi rst edition of his book, Dicks de-
scribed his encounter with a young woman who had decided to divorce 
her husband in order to pursue a career as a writer. Exploring the nature 
of the woman’s relationship to her husband, Dicks asked her about the 
couple’s sexual relations. He came close to accusing her of being sexually 
manipulative. When she indicated that the sexual relationship in her 
marriage had never been satisfactory, Dicks charged her with being frigid 
intentionally in an attempt to force her husband to divorce her. In the 
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1949 revised edition, Dicks modifi ed his analysis and admitted that he 
had been “too judgmental.” This assessment of his own behavior implies 
that he was beginning to question his authority to judge the woman. His 
analysis of her decision to leave her husband shows the same signifi cant 
shift. In the fi rst edition, Dicks declared that the young woman had made 
a mistake in leaving her husband before her children  were grown, imply-
ing that her obligations as a mother should have taken pre cedence over 
her desire for a career. In the 1949 version, he repeated his opinion but 
added the comment “or maybe it  wasn’t a mistake. Who can say!” So, as 
early as 1949, some pastoral counselors  were challenging the assumption 
that a woman’s responsibilities as a mother should determine all her 
choices.14 By the 1963 revised edition, Dicks had removed the example 
from the book and, in addition, had edited from his book almost all of 
the language that described women in terms of pathology.15

Dicks’s transformation was the most thoroughgoing among leaders in 
the movement, but others underwent similar changes. Even Seward 
Hiltner began to revise his views. For example, in his 1950 book The 
Counselor in Counseling, Hiltner tended to see domineering, controlling 
mothers as the culprit in a remarkable number of the case studies he 
described. By the 1959 publication of his book The Christian Shepherd,
however, Hiltner was celebrating women’s special talents for psychology 
and urging ministers to tap the hidden resources of the “wise,” middle- 
aged women of their congregations.16

While no one called explicitly for an end to gender stereotyping, evi-
dence suggests that there was at least a growing awareness that women 
were being portrayed in narrow and unfair terms. Journal of Pastoral 
Care editor Rollin Fairbanks wrote most of the book reviews for the 
journal in the 1950s, and his concerns emerge clearly in his reviews. In a 
1956 review of Kinsey’s report on female sexuality, Fairbanks lamented 
the fact that Kinsey’s report on male sexuality had been given so much 
more attention and publicity than the report on female sexuality. Even 
though he wished that most Americans had paid more attention to Kin-
sey’s fi ndings about women, he believed that the report would have been 
even more valuable if women themselves had done the research and writ-
ing. In a departure from much of the literature, Fairbanks recognized 
the urgent need for women to have the right to speak for themselves: 
“Only when more women speak and write for their own sex will we have 
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a balanced and accurate body of knowledge about one of the most im-
portant of human relationships.”17 In a 1958 review of Frank Caprio’s 
The Sexually Adequate Female, Fairbanks was sharply critical of the 
book because of its “regrettable masculine bias which infers that wom-
an’s primary raison d’etre is to gratify the sexual needs of her man.”18

Fairbanks’s reviews suggested not only that he respected women and 
their point of view but that he believed they had a right to an autono-
mous existence. Once again, familiar themes repeated themselves: the 
importance of personal autonomy, the value of women’s perspective, and 
the conviction that a woman’s biology should not control her destiny.

Simultaneously, two remarkable changes occurred that probably  were 
linked to pastoral counselors’ willingness to see women in a more posi-
tive and less narrowly defi ned role. Most obviously, women began to 
appear as heroines in counseling narratives rather than as villains. Most 
surprisingly, male pastoral counselors began to talk about embracing for 
themselves characteristics they defi ned as “feminine.” At the very least, 
pastoral counseling literature evidenced, by the late 1950s and early 
1960s, considerably more sympathy for women’s concerns than it had 
immediately after World War II.

In the 1930s and 1940s, narratives of counseling encounters portrayed 
women as the source of family, marital, and social troubles and sug-
gested that in order for those troubles to be resolved, the woman would 
have to change. In the early 1940s, in his book Getting Down to Cases,
Charles Holman described intervening on behalf of his male counselee 
“John,” who was willing to do anything to save his marriage except cook 
and clean. Holman saw this as a reasonable position and encouraged 
“Maybelle,” a woman with a master of fi ne arts degree, to rescue the 
marriage by accepting the domestic responsibilities of cooking and 
house keeping.19 In his book Religion and Health around the same time, 
Seward Hiltner attributed the problems of his client “Mary” to a domi-
neering and overprotective mother and discounted the effect that a fre-
quently absent and emotionally distant father might have had on her 
emotional development.20 In general, not only did men fare better in 
prewar counseling narratives than did women, they also, apparently, 
fared better in the counseling session. Initially, pastoral counselors 
seemed to approach their male parishioners with greater deference and a 
greater desire to avoid offending them. For instance, both Seward Hilt-
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ner and Wayne Oates included in their early works about counseling 
accounts of philandering husbands and accompanied those accounts 
with guidance for approaching these men in a way that would not intimi-
date them or scare them away.21

By the late 1950s and early 1960s, however, the counseling narratives 
that pastoral counselors constructed more often depicted men either as 
problems or as peripheral fi gures, while women  were portrayed as cen-
tral characters, more highly skilled at solving emotional problems than 
were their male counterparts. For instance, Seward Hiltner character-
ized “Mr. Coe” as a  drug- addicted,  mother- dependent, unreliable per-
son who had so little insight into himself and his behavior “as to be 
frightening.”22 “Mrs. Coe,” on the other hand, who had faced her inner 
demons and taken control of her life by leaving her abusive husband, 
appeared as the heroine. Elsewhere, Hiltner stated explicitly that women 
were just better at understanding themselves psychologically than  were 
men.23 Knox Kreutzer’s 1959 account of “Marion Farad’s” psychological 
and spiritual transformation treated Farad’s husband as a peripheral 
fi gure—weak, ineffectual, and almost irrelevant.24 And in 1961 when 
Lowell Colston and Seward Hiltner published the results of their re-
search comparing counseling in a religious setting with that in a secular 
venue, they drew a group portrait of strong women taking steps to change 
their own lives by ending abusive relationships, confronting philandering 
husbands, and acknowledging their own autonomy.25

Much of the work that saw women as heroines and men as problems 
did not necessarily challenge the domestic ideal, but it did avoid the  pitfall 
of portraying women as pathological and as a problem to be solved. 
Instead, men became the problem. Irving Sands, a medical doctor and 
occasional contributor to the Journal of Pastoral Care, illustrated this 
point in his discussion of men’s and women’s roles. Sands deplored the 
male practice of escaping to the golf course on Saturday mornings while 
the female was forced to stay home and care for the children. He ob-
jected, likewise, to the “weekend automobile culture” and encouraged, 
instead, family activities centered in the home. Sands saw the home 
as symbolically female and the car as symbolically male, and he wanted 
the feminine to triumph.26 Similarly, when the editors of Pastoral Psy-
chology in 1955 published the account of a man who had committed 
adultery and suggested that the minister should not be too judgmental of 
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this man, a general howl arose from  rank- and- fi le pastoral counselors, 
who believed that the adulterous man needed to be held accountable for 
behavior that had probably damaged his wife and family emotionally. 
None of the objectors suggested that he needed to be handled gingerly or 
with undue respect in order to retain him as a member of the church. The 
claim of wife and family to justice seemed to be a higher priority.27

More telling than pastoral counselors’ willingness to portray women 
sympathetically was their interest in embracing the feminine for them-
selves. Some went so far as to acknowledge that the new model of min-
istry that pastoral counselors had promoted was based on a feminine 
model of being. In one of his books on pastoral care, The Christian 
Shepherd (1959), Seward Hiltner pointed out the importance of feminine 
characteristics for ministers, especially pastoral counselors. He began by 
explaining that masculinity and femininity  were culturally constructed. 
The feminine, according to Hiltner, was linked in American culture to 
introspection, tenderness, humility, and “subjective knowledge.”28 He 
defi ned subjective knowledge as the “pro cess by which we attempt to 
[enter] understandingly [into] the frame of reference of another person.” 
The masculine, on the other hand, was linked in American culture to a 
life of action rather than introspection and to objective or scientifi c 
knowledge rather than intuitive knowledge. In Hiltner’s judgment, femi-
nine subjectivity was essential as a counterbalance to masculine objectiv-
ity, especially for the Christian minister engaged in pastoral counseling. 
Objective knowledge alone was inadequate, because it could not provide 
the “tender and solicitous concern that is always the essence of Christian 
shepherding.”29 Possessing objective or masculine knowledge only con-
stituted a real danger for counselors. According to Hiltner, ministers who 
concentrated only on the objective circumstances of their parishioners’ 
lives and not on how people felt about their own lives risked misusing the 
knowledge they had gained. The result, Hiltner believed, would be an 
attempt by the minister at social  control—an effort to remake the coun-
selee in the image of the counselor. Essentially, Hiltner was arguing that 
the  so- called feminine characteristics  were necessary to a noncoercive 
ministry that would respect the inner resources of the counselee. James 
Ashbrook, a Baptist minister and seminary professor, in a 1963 Pastoral 
Psychology article, went even further. Drawing on the work of Margaret 
Mead and Carl Jung, he argued that people could not be fully human 
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unless they recognized and accepted both the masculine and the femi-
nine within themselves. The implications  were clear: the man who was 
afraid to face and cultivate the “feminine” qualities within himself risked 
failing to live up to his full potential.30

The Argument for Women’s Equality

Ashbrook was part of a new generation of scholars who had begun to 
address the question of women’s equality more systematically. These 
young men (and they  were still mostly men, despite all the talk about 
women), who came to study with Wayne Oates in Louisville or Seward 
Hiltner in Chicago or Paul Johnson in Boston, understood more com-
pletely than did their teachers the implications of the psychological, so-
cio log ical, and anthropological theories they encountered in the class-
room. In par tic ular, as they confronted the assumption that gender 
characteristics  were culturally rather than biologically derived, one ques-
tion became unavoidable: if biology was not destiny, how could Ameri-
can society justify the limitations it placed upon women? In response, 
this generation of pastoral counselors argued, in classic liberal terms, for 
the expansion of women’s roles. That is, they argued for the right of the 
individual female to equality of opportunity.

In a series of Pastoral Psychology articles edited by Southern Baptist 
minister and pastoral counselor, Samuel Southard, pastoral counselors 
examined the implications for both men and women of changing sex 
roles. (It is important to note that all of the contributors used the term 
“sex roles” in a manner very much akin to current use of the term “gen-
der roles.”) Three of the articles in that series articulated, in unequivocal 
terms, something that looked very much like the liberal feminist posi-
tion. William Douglas, an assistant professor at Boston University School 
of Theology, Lester Kirkendall, a family life professor at Oregon State 
University, and James Ashbrook all addressed questions about women’s 
equality in very similar terms.31 Douglas’s article, published in June of 
1961, illustrates the basic arguments very well. Douglas launched his at-
tack against sex discrimination at the same point as Betty Friedan would 
when she wrote The Feminine Mystique. He attacked the domestic ideal 
that limited women to domestic pursuits, subordinated them to men’s 
authority, and left them feeling bored, frustrated, and stymied at every 
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turn. He accused Protestant denominations of participating in the con-
struction of that ideal and of sending the message that “woman as wife 
and mother deserves respect and protection, but woman as leader, au-
thority, and spokesman defi es both Nature and Scripture.”32

Douglas recognized that the domestic ideal was grounded in assump-
tions about women’s biological nature. Hence, to the argument that 
women’s biology suited them for nothing but childbearing, Douglas re-
sponded by arguing that sex differences  were “more a matter of culture 
than biology.”33 Citing the work of Margaret Mead and Carl Jung, 
Douglas argued that masculinity and femininity  were culturally defi ned 
points on a continuum rather than rigid, biologically determined catego-
ries, observing that “even if we could [his emphasis] distinguish the 
‘feminine temperament,’ we would fi nd some who  were biologically male 
with ‘more’ of it than some who  were biologically female.”34

Because his audience was largely Christian, Douglas offered a fasci-
nating parallel argument about the Bible. Douglas seemed to be arguing 
that in the same way that sex characteristics  were cultural artifacts, the 
apparently clear biblical mandate for silencing and subordinating women 
was also a cultural artifact that should be discarded. Douglas suggested 
that the mandate was less clear if the text  were read with more careful 
attention paid to “the intention of Scripture as a  whole,” as well as to the 
cultural and practical context of specifi c passages. For instance, he ar-
gued that the Bible, as a  whole, encouraged equality of the sexes and the 
“mutual” (his emphasis) submission of men and women. He pointed to 
specifi c scripture that seemed to support this, such as Genesis 1:27, in 
which the creation story is told in a way that suggests that “God’s image” 
included both male and female. Douglas concluded his argument by re-
calling the practice of the early church, in which women exercised con-
siderable control before the authority of men became institutionalized in 
the Roman Catholic Church. Douglas challenged his readers to consider 
this evidence and with it the possibility that the church, when it called for 
the subordination of women, might have misinterpreted scripture and 
“falsely deifi ed the patriarchal perspective of Middle Eastern culture.”35

Implicit in Douglas’s argument was the assumption that if women 
were not biologically different (other than the ability to bear children), 
then no argument could be made for their inherent inferiority. By impli-
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cation, he seemed to be arguing that if women  were not inherently infe-
rior and the Bible did not specifi cally limit their sphere of contribution, 
then they ought to be offered the same opportunities as  were men. Based 
on these assumptions, Douglas argued that the “proper goal” for women 
should be “equality of opportunity” (his emphasis) granted upon the 
basis of individual merit. Hence, the basic challenge facing the church, as 
he saw it, was, “Can we see women as individuals with talents and dedi-
cation, rather than as members of a class automatically assumed to be 
inferior and defective?”36

As the capstone of his argument, Douglas offered the possibility of a 
sort of communal  self- realization, maintaining that only if the church 
gave women equal standing would it realize “the potential inherent in 
the body of Christ.”37 In fact, he contended that “God’s purposes” could 
not be completely accomplished without granting women equal status. 
Douglas implied that if the church expected to succeed and to do the 
work of God in the twentieth century, it would have to stop limiting 
women to a domestic life and offer its female constituency access to 
power and authority.38 Like those who had preceded him, Douglas 
appealed to the importance of individual autonomy, the power of cul-
ture in shaping human personality, and value of incorporating a female 
perspective.

Not all pastoral counselors embraced the argument for women’s 
equality or attempted to abandon gender stereotyping. In a 1957 Pasto-
ral Psychology article on Christian love in the home, Vere Loper articu-
lated the  middle- class, domestic ideal with a vengeance.39 Loper spent 
his entire career in the parish ministry, primarily serving as minister of 
the First Congregational Church in Berkeley, California. His discussion 
of gender roles and the wife’s obligation to her husband illustrates the 
potentially regressive nature of an ethic of relationships and hints at why 
pastoral counselors interested in women’s equality made their argument 
in terms of women’s rights rather than in terms of human obligation to 
relationships. In his article, Loper began by recommending that the wife 
be “careful of her appearance knowing that her husband takes joy in her 
attractiveness,” reminding his readers that “Bibles keep homes together, 
but red dresses have their importance.” He urged the wife not to save the 
disciplining of children for her husband in the eve ning but instead to 
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make the “homecoming a source of joy to her husband.” Loper instructed 
the husband, for his part, to express his love with material  gifts—a new 
dress or a “jewel” on the occasion of the wife giving birth, for instance. 
Loper also reminded the husband to be aware that his wife sometimes 
needed relief from home and children. He did not, of course, propose 
that the husband should dry dishes, run the vacuum, or bathe the chil-
dren. Instead, he encouraged the husband to be “sensitive and respon-
sive” to his wife’s “social needs, [and] her desire for friends,” by which 
he apparently meant that husbands should take their wives out to dinner 
occasionally. In Loper’s understanding of the relationship between the 
sexes, women  were primarily wives, mothers, and ornaments to their 
husbands. Men  were breadwinners and providers. More important, 
Loper explicitly rejected the primacy of individual rights. He argued that 
Christian partners should not think about their relationship in terms of 
“rights and privileges” but in terms of making their “loved one happy.”40

In this we see the problems with an ethic of relationships illustrated. If a 
woman’s moral decisions  were to be made with regard to the needs of her 
husband, and he expected the  house to be vacuumed, the children well 
disciplined, dinner ready, and his wife attractively dressed each day when 
he arrived home from work, maintaining autonomy and pursuing self- 
realization became diffi cult for women.

It is important not to overstate the feminist quality of pastoral coun-
seling literature. Clara Thompson, William Douglas, and James Ash-
brook, who led the way among pastoral counselors in thinking about 
women’s equality, all felt they had to make excuses for early feminists, 
whom they portrayed as strident, hostile, and too eager to be like men. 
Psychologist Ruth Hartley, in her 1961 contribution to the series on mas-
culinity and femininity, went even further, devoting most of her article 
to reassuring men that women did not really want equality or power. 
Presumably because she believed that many men felt threatened by the 
impending changes, Hartley concluded by suggesting that changes in sex 
roles could best be facilitated by strengthening the egos of male chil-
dren.41 Another contributor to the series, psychologist Aaron Rutledge, 
insisted that the fewer the distinctions between male and female, the 
greater the possibility of healthy relationships. At the same time, how-
ever, he peopled his discussion of sex roles with references to nagging, 
possessive, overbearing women.42 It must also be noted that pastoral 
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counselors did little in the real world to advance the cause of women’s 
equality. It is one thing to articulate an argument for women’s equality 
on paper and another to take up po liti cal action or even to welcome 
women as equals into professional ranks. Women did enter seminaries 
and theology and divinity schools in ever increasing numbers beginning 
in the  mid-1960s. In disproportionate numbers, women who entered 
seminary chose to study pastoral care and counseling, but they contin-
ued to fi nd themselves blocked from the pulpit and from professional 
advancement.

Despite their best intentions to envision equality for women, pastoral 
counselors found themselves falling prey to many of the ste reo types of 
the day. And while they fl irted with a truly original theory of women’s 
equality, they  were never able to fully articulate that theory. As with 
liberal thinkers before them, pastoral counselors clung to a highly indi-
vidualistic understanding of freedom and equality, one that celebrated 
feminine characteristics but took shape around the notion that those 
characteristics  were culturally constructed and that the best argument 
for women’s equality had to be based on an argument for women’s right
to that equality, as well as on the fundamental sameness of women and 
men. In a liberal po liti cal framework, that was the only argument that 
made sense. Arguing for difference repeatedly opened the door to treat-
ing women differently and as less than men. And yet, the expanded no-
tion of what it meant to be human that came from pastoral counselors’ 
discussion of gender roles continued to percolate through the literature 
as they began to rethink their own role in the parish in the early to 
middle 1960s.
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chapter nine

Resurrection of the Shepherd

Psychotherapy is defi nitely antimoralistic. It avoids command-

ments because it knows that neurotics cannot be healed by moral 

judgments and moral demands. The only help is to accept him 

who is unacceptable, to create a communion with him, a sphere of 

participation in a new reality. Psychotherapy must be a therapy of 

grace or it cannot be therapy at all. There are striking analogies 

between the recent methods of mental healing and the traditional 

ways of personal salvation. But there is also one basic difference. 

Psychotherapy can liberate from a special diffi culty, religion shows 

to him who is liberated and has to decide about the meaning and 

aim of his existence a fi nal way. This difference is decisive for the 

in depen dence as well as the cooperation of religion and 

psychotherapy.

—paul tillich, ministry and medicine 

in human relations (1955)

Gender persisted as an important and formative theme in pastoral 
counseling. In the early 1960s, pastoral counselors began to rethink 

their theological heritage and reclaim theological language after nearly 
two de cades of relying more heavily on psychological language. The role 
they chose for themselves was caregivers, a choice that owed much to 
what they saw as the feminine perspective and led them to talk more 
often of pastoral care than pastoral counseling. In one sense they had 
never abandoned their theological roots, and so talking about returning 
to or revisiting their theological origins is perhaps not entirely accurate. 
But a concern for reframing their psychological discoveries in theological 
terms certainly moved to the forefront in the late 1950s. Their renewed 
interest in the theological framework derived in part from the explicitly 
religious concerns expressed by a constituency that was made up primar-
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ily of people who saw themselves as parishioners rather than counselees. 
The religious concerns of their parishioners prompted pastoral counsel-
ors to reexamine the meaning of redemption, the importance of Chris-
tian community (koinonia), and their own role as ministers, most of 
them still stubbornly refusing to return to their prewar understanding of 
ministerial authority. Their choice to emphasize the importance of rela-
tionships and caregiving helped them to avoid some of the pitfalls secular 
counselors encountered in the early and middle 1970s, when the latter 
came under fi re from cultural critics such as Christopher Lasch and Rob-
ert Bellah for promoting a fundamentally selfi sh world view. It also 
moved clergy who  self- identifi ed fi rst as pastoral counselors toward 
greater specialization and professionalization, and this shift made coun-
seling less a task of every parish minister and more a task of specialists 
who practiced in a context other than the parish.

The Importance of the Parishioner

Part of the impulse to reconsider the role of the minister came from pa-
rishioners. While ministers’ worries about counselee autonomy, ques-
tions about the effi cacy of  non- directive therapy, and the articulation of 
an ethic of relationships dominated the professional discussion, parish-
ioners’ worries about explicitly religious issues ran as a subtext through 
that discussion. Parishioners viewed their ministers as mediators of their 
relationship with God, and they wanted pastors who served as repre-
sentatives of a transcendent God. While many counselees accepted the 
idea that they ought to make their own moral choices without the inter-
vention of a minister,  sometimes—when they had broken their own ideal 
of themselves and somehow violated their relationship with others or 
with  God—they wanted absolution. In other words, even though most 
of the parishioners whom pastoral counselors described in their case 
studies seemed not to believe that absolute standards for right and wrong 
existed, they still sometimes did things about which they felt guilty. Then 
they counted on the relationship between minister and God. For in-
stance, one young woman called her minister because she felt desperate 
and suicidal. When she met with the minister, she told him that she was 
pregnant and did not know whether the baby’s father was her husband 
or her neighbor. She said to the minister, “My sister keeps telling me that 
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it  wasn’t adultery, but it is, it is!” According to pastoral counselor Sam-
uel Southard, when she had confessed and felt accepted by her minister, 
she felt free to examine the disappointments in marriage that had led 
her to have an affair with her neighbor.1 For parishioners who had vio-
lated their own principles or ideals, the minister could serve as a media-
tor of forgiveness. So, for example, in response to one parishioner’s 
doubts about herself, the pastoral counselor emphasized the idea that 
God offered forgiveness. She responded, “I feel so much better talking 
to you about this. I never saw it in that light. I mean, that I didn’t have 
all the responsibility and that God does forgive people when they are 
divorced.”2

Parishioners seemed also to value their minister’s ability to perform 
the common religious rituals. Many came to their minister wanting and 
expecting the special rituals, beliefs, and traditions of the church to be 
applied to their situation. One woman requested communion from her 
pastor because she was about to travel many miles to undergo surgery 
from which she feared she would not recover.3 Others came to talk about 
becoming church members or about having their children baptized. 
Sometimes those decisions  were accompanied by considerable anxiety, 
and the person hoped the minister would offer some comfort, as in the 
case of the young woman who wanted to change her membership from 
the Roman Catholic Church to a Protestant denomination.4

Many parishioners responded positively when they received comfort 
and support. “Pastor Sellers” made a routine visit to the “Olsen” family, 
who had joined his church the previous Sunday. During his visit, he dis-
covered that, because of layoffs at the company where he worked, Mr. 
Olsen was working night shift after years of having a day shift job. He 
also discovered that Mr. Olsen’s el der ly mother lived with them and that 
her presence created great tension for Mrs. Olsen. Although Pastor Sell-
ers visited without telephoning fi rst and caught Mrs. Olsen in the middle 
of baking and with her  house in disarray, she expressed what appeared 
to be genuine gratitude for his visit and the prayer he offered at the end 
of the visit. The transcript of the visit indicated that when the minister 
fi nished praying, Mrs. Olsen was “wiping tears from her eyes.” She then 
said to him, “Thank you so much for coming today, Brother Sellers. I 
can’t tell you how much it has helped to talk with you.” Mrs. Olsen wel-
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comed both the visit and the prayer and considered herself much helped 
by these traditional functions of the minister.5

Most importantly and most frequently, parishioners looked to minis-
ters to help them understand their problems and to reaffi rm the validity 
of the religious experience. One pastor went to visit a hospitalized pa-
rishioner who was trying to decide whether to undergo surgery. The 
patient told the pastor that her faith had sustained her through many 
diffi culties. He replied, “It is wonderful to hear this. It has not been easy 
for you to achieve it.” In response she smiled and said, “You preachers 
really do know what we are up against, don’t you?” She then went on to 
tell him of her doubts and fears and how ultimately her relationship to 
both God and family had been strengthened through her illness. She 
clearly valued the pastor because he was a minister. With him, she ex-
pected to be able to frame the discussion of her suffering in religious 
terms, and she appreciated his understanding.6

Counselees  were especially grateful for the ministrations of clergy 
when they confronted grief, suffering, or death. Religion provided the 
framework for interpreting these situations. Parishioners tolerated con-
siderable ineptitude on the part of their minister if he at least fulfi lled his 
traditional functions. “Pastor Barton” rolled into his visit to the newly 
widowed “Mrs. Henshaw” like a runaway train.7 He warned her imme-
diately of the dangers of “self- pity,” suggested that her feelings of grief 
were wrong, and fi nished by urging her to live her own life and to avoid 
lavishing too much motherly love on her newly fatherless son. Mrs. Hen-
shaw was patient with Pastor Barton, despite his lack of ministerial fi -
nesse. She teased Pastor Barton a bit and suggested that in his honesty 
with her he operated with a “sharp knife.” He replied that truth was a 
“two- edged sword.” She admitted that she saw the dangers of  self- pity, 
did not want to run her son’s life, and had no doubts about her ability to 
live her own life or to support herself fi nancially. But then she very gently 
corrected Mr. Barton’s assumption that grief was something that could 
simply be laid aside. She said, “But it is going to take awhile to get over 
the feeling of emptiness.” Mr. Barton’s bulldozer style did not deter 
Mrs. Henshaw from attempting to interpret her grief to him. She ex-
pected him to offer her some framework in which she could understand 
what had happened to her. She said, “Tell me Mr. Barton, why do I 
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sometimes get confused about the meaning of life? The day seems 
complete—the  year—so much of nature seems complete. A caterpillar 
completes one cycle and becomes a butterfl y. But we never seem to com-
plete anything. . . .  Why isn’t the cycle of our lives ever complete?”

Mrs. Henshaw assumed that God placed people on earth to complete 
a task, and she could not understand why God would take them from 
earth before they had completed their task. She assumed that religion 
could provide her with answers and that Pastor Barton, no matter how 
he went about it, was the most likely person to interpret her situation for 
her. Before he left, Mrs. Henshaw thanked him for the “dignity” with 
which he had conducted the funeral ser vice for her husband. She also 
told him, “You have given me new purpose and courage.” She again 
teased him a little and said that should she fi nd herself “weakening,” she 
would call him and he could return with his “sword.” Again, the minis-
ter served as a representative of traditional religious values: Mrs. Hen-
shaw expected Pastor Barton to reaffi rm the traditional Christian prom-
ise that death had meaning.8

Pastoral Identity

The per sis tence of their parishioners’ desire that their ministers fulfi ll a 
traditional role prompted pastoral counselors to think about pastoral 
identity. Particularly in the late 1950s and early 1960s, some pastoral 
counselors began to wonder if, in their zeal to identify with the therapeu-
tic culture, they had sold their birthright for psychological pottage.9

Some wondered, in fact, whether their enthusiasm for Rogerian and 
Freudian principles had resulted in a pastoral counseling theory that was 
not especially Christian. There had always been dissenters from the Ro-
gerian model, as well as dire warnings about the dangers of appropriat-
ing Freudian theory.10 Increasingly, however, doubts had crept into the 
minds of even the most ardently Rogerian and the most loyally Freudian 
pastoral counselors. Critics continued their attack on secular theories 
at two familiar  points—Freud’s theory of the unconscious and Rogers’s 
theory of human nature. The most vitriolic of the criticisms of Freudian 
theory in this period came not from a pastoral counselor but from a 
psychologist. O. Hobart Mowrer’s book on the “crisis” in psychiatry and 
religion provoked widespread discussion among pastoral counselors. 
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Mowrer’s work was part of a larger antipsychiatry movement that in-
volved an intraprofessional critique of psychiatric theory and practice 
and that focused particularly on another familiar point of contention—
the etiology of mental illness.

Psychologists and psychiatrists in the movement, among them, in ad-
dition to Mowrer, Thomas Szasz and William Glasser,  were critical of 
the medical model of psychiatric diagnosis. Szasz called it the “myth of 
mental illness” in his 1960 book of the same title. Those who took this 
view rejected the notion that mental illness was an illness in the fi rst 
place and argued instead that emotional distress resulted from irrespon-
sible or immoral behavior, an unwillingness to “face reality,” in William 
Glasser’s terms, and the failure to make restitution. In his book, The Cri-
sis in Psychiatry and Religion (1961), Mowrer argued that, especially in 
the case of neurosis, thinking in terms of sin rather than sickness was the 
“lesser of two evils.”11 Mowrer was especially critical of pastoral coun-
selors for having embraced not just the medical model but specifi cally 
Freudian psychoanalysis. This combination, in Mowrer’s view, was deadly, 
because it relieved the counselee of any responsibility for his or her be-
havior. According to Mowrer, sometimes the counselee really was guilty 
of something and needed to confess and make restitution in order to re-
gain emotional equilibrium. These counselees, in Mowrer’s view, would 
get no relief from the kind of counseling offered by either pastoral coun-
selors or psychoanalysts.12

Mowrer argued that Freud’s theory of unconscious drives allowed in-
dividuals to avoid taking responsibility for their behavior. He insisted 
that sin caused mental illness, and he called for a return to a style of 
counseling that looked remarkably like that of John Sutherland Bonnell 
in the prewar years. While most of Mowrer’s ideas  were met with skepti-
cism and viewed by many pastoral counselors as too extreme, the ques-
tions Mowrer raised  were taken seriously and debated thoroughly.13

Most pastoral counselors expressed reluctance to join Mowrer in saying 
that the unconscious life was irrelevant and that all mental illness re-
sulted from poor moral choices. Many pastoral counselors thought that 
in some cases, at least, Freud was right: the behavior of some people re-
sulted from something other than conscious choice.14 Mowrer included 
Rogerian therapy under the umbrella of Freudian psychoanalysis, even 
though Rogers clearly did not consider himself or his method Freudian.15
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In some ways this was a con ve nient way to paint all of contemporary 
psychotherapy with the same Freudian brush. In reality, American psy-
chiatry and psychology, while heavily dominated by Freudian psycho-
analysis, had never been entirely psychoanalytic in its approach and had 
always been more diverse than Mowrer was willing to acknowledge.

While pastoral counselors in the early 1960s did not couch their 
critique of Rogers in Freudian terms, doubts about Rogerian therapeu-
tic technique continued to multiply and earlier concerns  were reiter-
ated. Early in the 1950s,  non- directive pastoral counselors had out-
numbered the doubters; but by the early 1960s, increasing numbers of 
pastoral counselors had doubts about one of the fundamental Rogerian 
assumptions—that, given the right climate, the individual would always 
make the best choice. Pastoral counselors  were fully aware that such a 
view required extreme optimism about human nature. They had never 
reconciled themselves to the Rogerian prohibition of any exercise of au-
thority in the counseling relationship. In 1958 in the “Consultation 
Clinic” section of Pastoral Psychology, Eugene Kreves, minister of the 
Lisle Congregational Church, in Lisle, Illinois, raised a familiar concern 
when he wrote to suggest that, “too much stress had been put upon Ro-
gerian technique” and, in a scriptural allusion, that refusing to give guid-
ance was similar to sending a hungry man away with a stone instead of 
bread.16 Invited to respond, Rogers simply disagreed with Kreves and 
declared that he would rather send the counselee away with “the nour-
ishing bread of  self- direction.”17 And yet, even as more pastoral counsel-
ors began to suggest that Rogerian therapeutic techniques might not be 
universally applicable, most pastoral counselors demurred from judging 
Rogers’s theory entirely wrong nor did anyone seriously consider a full- 
scale desertion of Rogerian method. All of the respondents to Kreves’s 
challenge  were generally supportive of Rogers and stressed the impor-
tance of an accurate understanding of his theories.18 Robert Elliott, an 
assistant professor of pastoral theology at Southern Methodist Univer-
sity, maintained that Rogerian principles had “powerful Christian impli-
cations.” As an example, he pointed to the “terrible freedom” God gave 
to human beings “to choose for or against him.” Elliott argued that in 
light of this freedom, given by God to everyone, Christians should re-
spect the “freedom and responsibility” of other people.19 Rogers’s prin-
ciples of counseling, according to Elliott, affi rmed each person’s “right 
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and responsibility . . .  to choose in and for his own life.” He also reaf-
fi rmed Kreves’s right to reject Rogerian methods: “If somebody is pres-
suring Mr. Kreves to use a counseling technique which forbids the pres-
suring of the counselee, then something is certainly haywire.”20

In any case, many pastoral counselors still feared being overly au-
thoritarian more than being permissive and still perceived the training 
they had received in seminary as authoritarian. Lutheran pastoral coun-
selor William Hulme told the story of listening to his fellow ministers 
complain about the dangers of Rogerian therapy until one man stood up 
and observed, “I am not a bit afraid that we will go off the deep end on 
nondirective  counseling—not with the seminary training we received.”21

He did not fear that ministers would ever become too permissive. Nev-
ertheless, more than one pastoral counselor would have agreed with the 
editorial in the summer 1958 issue of the Journal of Pastoral Care which 
called for its constituency to reexamine the traditional Christian basis for 
pastoral care and contended that ministers ought to consider at least the 
possibility of a legitimate,  non- neurotic, nonabusive clerical authority.22

A Return to the Language of Theology

In his book on counseling and theology, Hulme argued that Roger-
ians had to formulate a response to these criticisms. He believed that 
when the earliest pastoral counselors had “rejected” their own theolog-
ical heritage in favor of psychological principles, they had “confused” 
the average parish minister, who tended, in Hulme’s view, to be a “tradi-
tionalist.”23 As a solution, Hulme called for a return to using theo-
logical ideas rather than psychological concepts as the reference point for 
pastoral counseling theory. Hulme warned that if pastoral counselors 
did not address the place of theology in pastoral counseling, the counsel-
ing movement would become a “point of dissension within the church.24

Although pastoral counselors disagreed about the relative merits of 
Freudian and Rogerian theory, few would have dissented from Hulme’s 
assessment and prescription.

Dogged by criticism within their own ranks and facing a constituency 
that consistently expressed itself in religious terminology, Rogerian pas-
toral counselors did indeed return to the language of theology. They ar-
gued, however, that their identity crisis had occurred because of the way 
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they had used words.25 Knox Kreutzer, a pastoral counselor who worked 
at an in depen dent counseling center in Washington D.C., concluded that 
theology and psychotherapy had necessarily separate languages. He be-
lieved that when pastoral counselors had attempted to unite the two 
terminologies by defi ning terms that could be used interchangeably, the-
ology had been “defi ned away.”26 Kreutzer urged his colleagues to re-
member that psychotherapy dealt with questions that  were immediate, 
specifi c, and practical, while theology addressed questions of “ultimate 
meaning” and was expressed in abstract language.27 Pastor Douglass 
Lewis, describing something similar, stated that psychology and theol-
ogy might each have unique aspects that could not be expressed in the 
language of the other; and he argued that it was wrong to ask which was 
“true,” because each might speak the truth in the context of its own 
language. Lewis called for a “marriage” of the two disciplines in which 
each would maintain its own identity.28

Rogerian pastoral counselors resisted those who wished to restore 
ministerial authority or a commonly held standard of moral behavior, 
but they agreed that Christianity had a valuable tradition that ought to 
be preserved. They referred to that tradition as “classical” Christianity 
or as their “theological heritage.” Classical Christianity encompassed 
traditional beliefs in the transcendence of God, the authority of revela-
tion, and the divinity and historicity of a Christ who played a redemptive 
role in society.29 Classical Christianity claimed to offer insight into hu-
man nature and into the way the world worked. Even the most loyal 
Rogerians worried that both Freud’s and Rogers’s theories relegated such 
a religion to the realm of illusion. They framed their new answers to 
secular psychotherapies in familiar Christian terms.

In answer to Freudian determinism, pastoral counselors claimed a 
traditional Christian position that humanity was both free and deter-
mined.30 The most frequently cited scriptures on this account  were the 
Pauline Epistles, especially Romans 7. David Roberts was among the fi rst 
to discuss this topic, which he did in his Psychotherapy and a Christian 
View of Man (1950). Pastoral counselors continued to struggle with the 
implications of Freudian theory as they had from the outset, arguing that, 
while Freud’s theory of the workings of the human unconscious might be 
accurate, it should not be interpreted to mean that humans  were com-
pletely at the mercy of unconscious forces. At the same time, they in-
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sisted, no one was completely free from unconscious or deterministic 
infl uences either. Pastoral counselors argued that human beings could be 
held morally responsible only to the extent that they  were free, but only 
God could judge the extent of the individual’s freedom and, hence, the 
extent to which that individual could be held responsible for his or her 
behavior.31 If, indeed, only God could judge the extent of human free-
dom, then any attempts by community or minister to enforce certain 
standards of behavior  were wrong, or so the argument went. In a 1956
contribution to the Journal of Pastoral Care, pastoral counselor Howard 
Clinebell observed that forcing someone to obey the “ethical code of a 
par tic ular subculture” made that individual less  self- determining and 
so less moral.32 Truly moral behavior required  self- determination.

Likewise, in answer to the elements in Rogerian humanism that seemed 
to disregard evil in human nature, pastoral theologians attempted to 
articulate a theory of sin that did not pull them into the murky waters of 
moralism. In order to achieve this end, pastoral counselors defi ned sin as 
estrangement or alienation from God, rather than as specifi c deeds or 
even as the violation of someone  else’s rights.33 Baptist minister James 
Ashbrook, a frequent contributor to both Pastoral Psychology and Jour-
nal of Pastoral Care, insisted that sin was not a specifi c act but a state of 
“brokenness” in which the individual was separated from self, others, 
and God.34 Grace was the restoration to a relationship with God that, in 
turn, restored the sinner to a relationship with other members of the 
Christian community.

It was logical that at this point, fi nally, pastoral counselors began to 
address the work of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. One of the most 
prominent American theologians of the twentieth century, Niebuhr had 
skirted questions about psychology for most of his career. In contrast, 
Paul Tillich had addressed such questions specifi cally and had enjoyed a 
friendly and mutually constructive relationship with pastoral psycholo-
gists. Then, in 1955, Niebuhr published his book The Self and the Dra-
mas of History, and Perry LeFevre, who edited the Chicago Theological 
Seminary Register, invited Carl Rogers to review the book. Seward Hilt-
ner,  long- time pastoral con sul tant to Pastoral Psychology, and editor 
Simon Doniger decided that Rogers’s review would provide an ideal op-
portunity for a dialogue between Niebuhr and Rogers. In June of 1958,
Hiltner and Doniger published a chapter of Dramas of History and a 
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reprint of Rogers’s “provocative” review from the Register. They invited 
three scholars to comment on the review and Niebuhr’s chapter and in-
vited Rogers and Niebuhr to respond. Niebuhr, because of other com-
mitments, declined to participate. The three  respondents—Hans Hof-
mann, director of the Program in Religion and Mental Health at the 
Harvard Divinity School, Walter M. Horton from Oberlin College, and 
Bernard M. Loomer, professor of religion in the Federate Theological 
Faculty of the University of  Chicago—all focused almost exclusively on 
Niebuhr’s ideas.35 Hiltner was exasperated by their decision to do so and 
promised future articles in Pastoral Psychology that would address Rog-
ers’s position.

Pastoral psychologists’ problem with Dramas of History was Nie-
buhr’s understanding of human nature or, more precisely, of “the self.” 
The portion of the book published in Pastoral Psychology was the chap-
ter in which Niebuhr made the case that a Freudian understanding of 
human nature did not suffi ciently explain human sinfulness. In that chap-
ter, Niebuhr addressed the interrelationship of conscience, will, and “the 
self,” arguing that human beings always put themselves and their own 
interests fi rst, even when they appeared to be putting someone  else’s in-
terests fi rst. This tendency for “the self” to place its own concerns fi rst—
Niebuhr described it as “the bondage of the self to its  self”—was, in 
Niebuhr’s view, “original sin.” He concluded that “emancipation” could 
be achieved “only by ‘grace’ and not by the strength of one’s willing.”36

Niebuhr argued, further, that Freudian theory was inadequate because 
it explained human selfi shness in terms of a vestigial “infant  ego- centricity” 
instead of recognizing its centrality to human character, nature, and 
condition.37

Niebuhr’s ideas  were useful to pastoral counselors as they revisited 
questions about the sinfulness of human nature, but they  were not neces-
sarily central or formative. Rogers’s response illuminates the per sis tent 
divide between pastoral counselors and Niebuhr. Rogers’s diffi culties 
with Niebuhr  were partly intellectual and partly personal. For one thing, 
Rogers took exception to Niebuhr’s tendency to dismiss his opponents’ 
views with terms such as “absurd,” “erroneous,” “blind,” “naive,” “inane,” 
and “inadequate.”38 Rogers observed wryly, “It seems to me that the only 
individuals who come off well in the book are the Hebrew prophets, Je-
sus (as seen by Niebuhr), Winston Churchill, and Dr. Niebuhr himself.”39
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But the differences  were more than personal. Rogers faulted Niebuhr in 
two areas that Rogers considered  essential—his view of science and his 
view of human nature. With regard to science, Rogers observed that af-
ter reading Niebuhr’s book he found himself “offended by Niebuhr’s 
dogmatic statements and . . .  ready to turn back with fresh respect to 
the writings of science, in which at least the endeavor [Rogers’s empha-
sis] is made to keep an open mind.”40 According to Rogers, Niebuhr had 
rejected the determinism that he perceived in attempts by scientists to 
understand and explain human nature. Determinism was, in many ways, 
a code word for both Freudian theories and behaviorism. Rogers, of 
course, had trouble with both of these theories too, but he thought 
that Niebuhr was calling for “scientists” to abandon entirely attempts 
to fi nd “orderliness in man’s inner nature or in his outer behavior.” That 
is, Niebuhr appeared to be arguing that study of human nature fell out-
side “the realm which can be understood by empirical science.”41 Rogers 
was particularly aggravated by Niebuhr’s claim that human beings  were 
both determined and free and by his assumption that any kind of system-
atic, scientifi c examination of human experience led to determinism.

The nub of the problem for Rogers, however, came in Niebuhr’s view 
of human nature and consequently his view of sin, both of which stood 
in direct contrast to Rogers’s views. Rogers objected especially to Nie-
buhr’s “conception of the basic defi ciency of the individual self,” which 
in turn shaped Niebuhr’s understanding of sin. Niebuhr, according to 
Rogers, was “quite clear” in defi ning original sin as “self- love, pretension, 
claiming too much, grasping after  self- realization.”42 In response, Rogers 
pointed to his own experience of “more than a quarter of a century” as 
a psychotherapist, claiming that he had found precisely the opposite to 
be true: “In the great majority of cases, they [clients] despise themselves, 
regard themselves as worthless and unlovable.”43 Rogers stated unequiv-
ocally, “I could not differ more deeply from the notion that  self- love is 
the fundamental and pervasive ‘sin.’ Actually it is only in the experience 
of a relationship in which he is loved (something very close, I believe, to 
the theologians’ agape) that the individual can begin to feel a dawning of 
respect for, ac cep tance of, and fi nally, even a fondness for himself.”44

Niebuhr saw human beings as possessed of a free will. They  were not 
“determined,” either by their toilet training or by their environment in a 
behaviorist sense. Human beings could, as a result, be held responsible 
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for their actions. What limited human freedom, according to Niebuhr, 
was the “universal inclination” of human beings to selfi shness and self- 
love. He argued that their selfi shness was the “original sin” and that only 
“grace” could free them from their selfi shness.45 Rogers, likewise, believed 
that human beings had a free will, but he also believed that it was pos-
sible to scientifi cally examine, analyze, and generalize about human be-
havior. He did not believe that talking about the “structures of nature” 
obviated human freedom. He also did not believe that the natural condi-
tion of human beings was selfi shness and  self- love. Most people, he had 
concluded, did not love themselves enough, and he argued that only lov-
ing  relationships—the kind of love Rogers thought resembled agape
love—could help people love themselves. For Niebuhr, the path to redemp-
tion came with recognition of one’s sinfulness and subsequent repen-
tance. For Rogers, redemption came through loving, tender relationships.

Pastoral counselors’ refurbished defi nition of sin, in which sin meant 
broken relationships and redemption meant restoration of those relation-
ships, had more in common with Rogers’s defi nitions than with Nie-
buhr’s. Restoration of a relationship with God resulted in the restoration 
of relationships in general and provided the basis for a theory of Chris-
tian community. In late 1950s and early 1960s pastoral counseling litera-
ture, terms used to describe the Christian community proliferated: “a 
fellowship of the forgiven,” “koinonia,” “community of faith,” “commu-
nity of reconciliation,” “covenanted community.”46 For pastoral counsel-
ors, Christian community was unique because it promised a restored 
relationship with God. The new understanding of community differed 
from, but did not preclude, the understanding of community that had 
derived from the ethic of relationships. When pastoral counselors thought 
about themselves and their parishioners as sinners, however, it changed 
their understanding of relationships between people. The community of 
the redeemed that pastoral counselors had begun to describe by the early 
1960s differed theoretically from a community of individuals who sim-
ply cared for one another.

All the talk about sin raised the specter of  old- fashioned moralism, 
but Rogerian pastoral counselors resisted such conclusions. They argued 
that the moral imperatives to which Christians gave their assent should 
derive from their relationship to God, not from the demands made by the 
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community. Hence, even when pastoral counselors used traditional 
Christian terms like “revelation” or “truth,” they insisted that those words 
needed to be understood not as a code of behavior (like the Ten Com-
mandments) demanding obedience, but as a “confrontation of God and 
men in a living relationship.”47 Wayne Clymer, a professor of practical 
theology and a regular contributor to the Journal of Pastoral Care, ar-
gued explicitly that revelation was not a “truth,” a “philosophy,” or a 
“creed,” but a relationship with God.48

Rogerian pastoral counselors who objected to the  anti- Freudian sen-
timents of O. Hobart Mowrer did so because his ideas threatened a re-
turn to just the sort of moralism they dreaded. For instance, Chaplain 
Douglass Lewis insisted that Mowrer was only interested in a return to 
an objective standard of moral behavior. As a result, Lewis contended, 
Mowrer could “fi nd no place for the concepts of justifying grace, Christ’s 
atonement, or the Holy Spirit.” In contrast, Lewis argued, pastoral coun-
selors, as a group,  were loyal to the presupposition that Christ’s death 
and resurrection meant something, and they saw their parishioners si-
multaneously as sinful human beings and as people living under grace.49

While the language of theology presented certain diffi culties in that it 
could quickly become dead orthodoxy or result in traditional moralism, 
it also provided the language of Christian community: the “symbols of 
solidarity” and the “security of belonging.”50 Pastoral counselors increas-
ingly argued that “personhood” achieved by right relation to God could 
only be acted out in the context of the Christian community.51

The Counselor as Minister

Because pastoral counselors had reintroduced the concept of sin and 
hence placed the counselee “under both judgment and grace,” theoreti-
cally, the role of the counselor as minister (rather than as therapist) 
expanded.52 The counselee needed someone who had the authority to 
represent simultaneously God’s judgment and God’s mercy, or so the 
argument went. Pastoral theologian Homer Jernigan, a professor of pas-
toral psychology at Boston University, asserted, “The authority of judg-
ment and the authority of mercy are inseparably related in the redemp-
tive role of the pastor.”53 It was important that the new authority of the 
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minister not be mistaken for the old ministerial authority. Pastoral coun-
selors remained committed, at least in theory, to the protection of the 
parishioner’s autonomy and to the “phenomenological principle” in which 
the counselor attempted to enter the counselee’s frame of reference. Such 
a minister needed a special kind of authority. Charles Stewart, professor 
of preaching and pastoral care at a Denver seminary, argued that the 
authority of the pastoral counselor did not come from his ordination, the 
Bible, or from the “apostolic succession” but from his competence in 
relating to God and man and in his ability to be a channel of God’s heal-
ing power.54

If the minister was God’s channel and representative, counseling 
turned inevitably to what one counselor called “ultimate questions,” by 
which pastoral counselors meant spiritual matters.55 In fact, Seward 
Hiltner argued that the aim of the counselor should be, in the end, noth-
ing less than “salvation or redemption in the religious sense.”56 Most 
pastoral counselors  were quick to point out that addressing ultimate 
questions and attempting to restore the counselee to a relationship with 
God did not mean subordinating the counselee’s emotional needs to 
“evangelistic ends.”57 Nevertheless, the new wisdom held that as God’s 
representatives, parish ministers served as mediators who possessed ex-
pertise in the fi eld of “ultimate questions.”

Pastoral counselors continued to stress the importance of a loving, 
accepting counseling relationship as the central curative element. As 
Seward Hiltner noted, people who came to their minister expecting a 
rigid authority fi gure and found ac cep tance benefi ted the most from 
counseling.58 Pastoral counselors who stressed the healing power of 
the counseling relationship stressed its ability to make a “face- to- face” 
encounter with God possible. Earlier arguments had highlighted the im-
portance of learning how to love from an encounter with God, while 
later arguments in addition emphasized the signifi cance of recognizing 
and taking responsibility for one’s own sinful behavior.59 Pastoral coun-
seling theorists seemed to believe that healing came both from being 
loved and from the  self- knowledge that resulted from God’s judgment. 
Their arguments implied that the counselee could escape the pastor’s 
judgment but not God’s judgment nor the judgment of their own hearts.

Robert Bonthius gave the example of a female college student who 
had come to see him because she found herself overly disturbed by some 
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comments that had been made to her in three separate incidents. A for-
mer high school classmate had taunted her for failing to accomplish any-
thing that, in his estimation, justifi ed the title voted her in high 
school—“most likely to succeed.” Her religion professor had challenged 
a statement she had made in class, and she had felt humiliated by his 
challenge. A fundamentalist minister had questioned her faith because 
she could not point to a specifi c conversion experience, and he had then 
gone on to rail about higher education in general. According to Bonthius, 
the loving, accepting counseling relationship the young woman experi-
enced allowed her to look honestly at herself and to decide that she had 
perceived herself as worth something because she was pursuing her edu-
cation at an elite academic institution. When anyone challenged that 
perception of herself, she reacted strongly. She concluded that she would 
be less threatened by those who criticized her if she discarded the idea 
that she was better than others because of her education.

Bonthius argued that, in the counseling relationship, this young 
woman could encounter the “truth.” Like his counterparts, he defi ned 
“truth” as a “face- to- face” encounter with God. But since God did not 
have a physical manifestation, God’s presence had to be mediated through 
human fellowship. Bonthius believed that in a loving counseling relation-
ship individuals  were enabled to recognize the “evil” or “sin” in their 
lives. He defi ned sin as “living against reality.” While he acknowledged 
the diffi culties that the term “sin” raised in the minds of some pastoral 
counselors, he insisted that people had to be able to identify the part of 
the problem they had created themselves and that could be rectifi ed by 
themselves. According to Bonthius, only a loving, accepting relationship 
between counselor and counselee provided an adequate avenue to the 
self- knowledge necessary to recognize one’s own sins.60

Changing Counseling Goals

In the early 1960s, then, pastoral counseling theory was characterized 
by a commitment to four principles or goals. First, the pastoral counselor 
sought to help the individual to recognize his or her own responsibility 
or “sin.”  Self- awareness or a sense of “failure” or “sin” was the starting 
point on the road to health.61 Second, once  self- awareness and the end of 
estrangement from self had been achieved, the counselor sought to end 
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the estrangement or alienation of the individual from others and from 
God.62 Third, pastoral counseling sought the restoration of the individ-
ual to participation in the life of the church. And fi nally, pastoral coun-
selors sought to help the counselee make connections between the coun-
seling experience and religious experience. One extended example 
illustrates the application of these goals. In the fall of 1958, Knox Kreutzer 
presented a paper in which he detailed the events of a case he considered 
successful. Using the elements of his counseling relationship with the 
woman mentioned earlier named Marion Farad, he attempted to illus-
trate what he called the “theology of psychotherapeutic experience.” 
Marion Farad and her husband Donald approached Kreutzer for help 
after hearing him speak at their church. The Farads  were having trouble 
with their  fi fteen- year- old daughter, Evie, and the relationship between 
Mrs. Farad and Evie was deteriorating rapidly. The Farads insisted that 
the problems  were between Marion and Evie. As a result, Kreutzer 
elected to continue counseling with only Mrs. Farad. The thirty- three- 
year- old Mrs. Farad described herself as “depressed” and “guilty” because 
of her “failure as a mother.” Kreutzer described her manner as one of 
“meekness,” characterized by “sheepishness” and a “great deal of hesi-
tancy in her conversation.”63

Despite her initial reticence, Mrs. Farad detailed the events of her 
early life in an account that culminated in the confession that she had 
been pregnant when she married. Kreutzer indicated that Mrs. Farad 
reported that her husband had been only “mildly disturbed” at the dis-
covery that his fi ancée was pregnant, had declared his love for her, and 
had married her “gladly.” On the other hand, Mrs. Farad described her-
self as having been “humiliated” and “mortifi ed.” She admitted that she 
hated being pregnant and felt her pregnancy had “ruined everything,” 
because it prevented her from going to college as she had planned. Two 
later pregnancies had not provoked the same reaction. As she examined 
her feelings about her fi rst pregnancy, Mrs. Farad realized that some of 
her anger and resentment at Evie originated in those events. Kreutzer 
discovered after his counselee had confessed her premarital pregnancy 
that Mrs. Farad was very troubled that Evie was “boy crazy.” He sug-
gested that Mrs. Farad’s attempts to control her daughter’s life  were a 
reaction to what had happened to her fi fteen years earlier.
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As counseling continued, Mrs. Farad discovered that she had what 
Kreutzer described as “hedonistic” impulses that she wished to repress. 
She told Kreutzer about a neighbor whom she described as male, unem-
ployed, a Sunday school teacher at a local church, and very “attentive” 
to her. She wondered what Kreutzer thought of this situation, and he 
replied “this was the way Sunday School teachers tried to seduce wives 
across the street.” She expressed shock at Kreutzer’s interpretation, but 
it led to a further confession on her part. She admitted another incident 
with a neighbor who had come to remodel the basement of the Farad 
home. Mr. Farad, who traveled frequently with his business, was out of 
town. She admitted that on one occasion the neighbor had kissed her. As 
counseling progressed, she elaborated on the story. She indicated that she 
had gone into the basement to “watch him work.” When she turned on 
the Victrola for him, he asked her to dance and then kissed her. The same 
scenario occurred on several occasions, although Mrs. Farad indicated 
that the encounters had never gone beyond “light necking.”64

Kreutzer argued that as Mrs. Farad became more aware of and more 
comfortable with her “hedonistic” impulses, her relationship with her 
daughter and with her husband improved. She could, according to 
Kreutzer, “see her ambivalence toward her daughter as a function of her 
own problem.” That is, Mrs. Farad’s repressive relationship with Evie 
was a product of identifying with her fl amboyant and hedonistic daugh-
ter and an attempt to repress those hedonistic impulses in both of them. 
According to Kreutzer, Mrs. Farad’s insight into her impulses reduced 
the power they had over her, and her relationship with Evie improved. 
But there was another unforeseen consequence. As she became more 
comfortable with herself, she became less meek and more assertive. The 
change in her personality necessitated a change in her relationship with 
her husband. Mr. Farad was a man of “ordered” and mild temperament, 
and Mrs. Farad had “used” him, by Kreutzer’s account, as an “external 
conscience” in the control of her repressed impulses. Mr. Farad had 
taken his relationship with his wife for granted. According to Kreutzer, 
as a result of Mrs. Farad’s counseling, Mr. Farad “rediscovered” his wife, 
and a new relationship gradually evolved.

Kreutzer indicated that Mrs. Farad had used her church membership 
in a similar manner, relying upon the church to help her control impulses 
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she deemed unacceptable. As she proceeded in counseling, however, and 
found what Kreutzer called “her freedom and her power of being,” the 
church supported and encouraged her in her growth. Kreutzer used the 
example of Farad’s involvement in a study group at her church that was 
examining the ideas of Tillich. When she fi rst joined the group, she felt 
frustrated and inadequate. As counseling freed her from investing her 
energy in repression and gave her the freedom to assert herself, she grad-
ually lost her feelings of inadequacy in the context of the church.

The account of Mrs. Farad followed a basic progression, advocated by 
increasing numbers of pastoral counselors in the period between 1955
and 1965, that began with the counselees’ identifying the factors in their 
lives that contributed to poor interpersonal relationships. In Mrs. Farad’s 
case, her relationship to her own mother, unresolved hostility over her 
unplanned pregnancy, and an inability to accept certain of her own feel-
ings had led to unhappiness in her relationships with her daughter and 
her husband. Once she identifi ed her hidden impulses and was no longer 
effectively dissociated or estranged from herself, she could reestablish 
good relationships with her family members. In time, a better relation-
ship with her Christian community also developed, and they supported 
her in her newfound freedom.

For Kreutzer, pastoral counseling went further than its secular coun-
terpart. The goal of theologically defi ned pastoral counseling was not 
only to address the parishioners’ concrete and specifi c problems but to 
help parishioners determine the ultimate meaning of their experience. 
Kreutzer argued that analogy provided the method for relating psycho-
therapeutic language to theological language. Kreutzer believed that be-
cause the psychotherapeutic experience had occurred in the language of 
the “immediate,” it was his job as a pastoral counselor to “build appro-
priate analogical bridges” to the language of the ultimate, that of theol-
ogy. Kreutzer demonstrated the analogical method in relation to three 
concepts: freedom of the will, salvation, and faith. Kreutzer and Mrs. 
Farad discussed the analogy between what Paul described in Romans 
7:15, 24 (“I do not understand my own actions. For I do not what I want, 
but I do the very thing I hate . . .  Wretched man that I am! Who will 
deliver me from this body of death?”) and her inability to love Evie as she 
wanted to because of her own repressed hedonism. Kreutzer was not say-
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ing that they  were the same experience but that the two experiences 
were like one another.

Kreutzer conducted a similar conversation with Mrs. Farad about sal-
vation, based on Tillich’s  three- fold defi nition of  salvation—regeneration, 
justifi cation, and sanctifi cation. The pro cess began on Mrs. Farad’s part 
with the sense that something was wrong that sent her in search of help. 
Kreutzer argued that this was analogous to the “judgment of the Gospel” 
that challenged people to change their lives.65 Regeneration, as defi ned 
by Tillich, meant being “grasped in a relationship through which the 
saving, accepting power of the New Being” operated. Mrs. Farad indi-
cated that she had been “grasped” in her relationship with Kreutzer and 
that this had been a saving, accepting experience for her because of the 
ac cep tance she had received from Kreutzer when she confessed her most 
intimate experiences. The counseling relationship, as Kreutzer pointed 
out to her, was analogous to the experience of regeneration.

Justifi cation meant accepting that one had been accepted. In Tilli-
chian terms, Farad needed to understand that a being greater than her-
self had accepted those very feelings within her that she deemed unac-
ceptable. Regeneration and justifi cation restored the relationship and 
ended the estrangement of the individual from God. Kreutzer, using 
Tillich’s ideas, defi ned sanctifi cation as the pro cess in which the person-
ality was transformed, particularly in relation to the church. Kreutzer 
indicated that Mrs. Farad was aware of the transformation that had oc-
curred both in her family relationships and in her relationship to her 
community of believers and that she quickly grasped the analogy be-
tween that and sanctifi cation.

At Mrs. Farad’s instigation, she and Kreutzer discussed the meaning 
of faith. Again, Kreutzer relied on Tillichian models and defi ned faith as 
the state of being concerned ultimately about the “New Being in Jesus as 
the Christ.”66 He further described faith as the ability to accept oneself 
despite feeling unacceptable and as a state in which one has the courage 
through the power of the New Being to be oneself despite the threat of 
non- being. Kreutzer suggested that for Mrs. Farad admitting and recog-
nizing her hedonistic impulses was threatening in a way that was analo-
gous to the threat of  non- being and that her choice to reveal her inner self 
was an “act of courage.” Kreutzer argued that the loving relationships 
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that Mrs. Farad experienced as a result of counseling  were analogous 
to a state of faith.67

What did an analogous relationship between the psychological and 
the theological mean? Pastoral counselors never clearly articulated the 
connection. Kreutzer simply treated Marion Farad’s psychological and 
religious diffi culties as separate entities. He used her experience in rela-
tionships to help her understand her spiritual experience. The effect, 
however, was to split the work of counselor and minister. Treating the 
religious experience as analogous to, but different from, the psychologi-
cal experience raised the possibility that the person who did the psy-
chological counseling did not have to do the pastoral counseling and 
that pastoral counseling, in order to be called “pastoral,” did not have 
to  address psychological problems but did have to address “ultimate 
questions.”

Pastor as Caregiver

In essence, the triumph of theological language reconfi gured the mean-
ing of pastoral counseling. In the fi rst de cade after World War II, anyone 
who believed that counseling skills  were central to pastoral practice 
could legitimately be called a pastoral counselor. By the early 1960s, al-
though many clergy still viewed counseling skills as an important set of 
tools for the minister, those who had once argued that the counseling 
role was central to the parish minister’s role began to suggest alternative 
models. As a result, the professional literature began to focus less on 
“counseling” and “psychotherapy” and more on “pastoral care.”68 At this 
point the role of the “pastoral care specialist” moved to the center of the 
discussion. Pastoral care specialists carefully distinguished between 
the work of pastoral psychotherapy, pastoral counseling, and pastoral 
care. Psychotherapy involved addressing the parishioner’s unconscious 
diffi culties in an extended number of private interviews between pastor 
and parishioner. Pastoral counseling, likewise, involved formally sched-
uled interviews but was both less intensive and less extensive than psy-
chotherapy. Pastoral care encompassed all of the minister’s obligations 
for tending to the relationships within the Christian community. Most 
pastoral care specialists argued that, while it was helpful to understand 
the workings of the unconscious, there was almost no place in the parish 



Resurrection of the Shepherd 201

for the practice of psychotherapy. The new pastoral counseling theory 
had contributed to this shift by its emphasis on ultimate questions and 
religious experience.69

A series of practical diffi culties further cooled the parish minister’s 
enthusiasm for pastoral psychotherapy in par tic ular. First, more than 
one minister complained in letters or articles to the journals that inten-
sive therapy took extraordinary amounts of time. If parish ministers had 
even a few parishioners with whom they conducted psychotherapy, they 
did not have time to fulfi ll their other duties as minister. Part of the prob-
lem with methods described by pastoral counselors such as Knox Kreutzer 
was that they required the investment of large amounts of time in psy-
chotherapy before they could be applied. Kreutzer worked at an in depen-
dent counseling center and could afford to take as much time with a 
counselee as was required. Most parish clergy did not have enough time 
to invest in individual psychotherapy and still meet the other require-
ments of their offi ce. The question of what constituted adequate training 
for ministers who wished to offer psychotherapy persisted. As other 
counseling and psychotherapeutic professionals sought training, licen-
sure, and certifi cation, the lack of such standards for ministerial coun-
selors became more problematic.

Even among pastoral care specialists who still believed that the parish 
minister needed some counseling skills, the role of counselor diminished 
in importance. Pastoral care specialists viewed counseling as one effec-
tive tool to be used by the parish minister in a limited way to achieve 
limited goals. They argued that counseling ought to focus on specifi c 
problems or crises and address conscious rather than unconscious diffi -
culties. Pastoral care specialists argued that if after several interviews 
counseling pastors felt no progress was being made, they should refer the 
parishioner in question to a psychotherapist, because there was a signifi -
cant possibility that unresolved unconscious confl ict was getting in the 
way of resolution of the present diffi culties.70 In the 1960s, fewer parish 
ministers and pastoral care specialists than in the previous two de cades 
saw counseling as the point of reference for the rest of their professional 
activities or as the activity that defi ned the rest of their professional life.

Gradually, the professional reference point for ministers returned to 
one much more recognizable to the traditional seminary graduate than 
to someone in a secular counseling program. The “new” professional 
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model was of caregivers and professional bearers of burdens. Sheilah 
James Hawes, a se nior at Colgate Rochester Divinity School, contributed 
an article to the Journal of Pastoral Care in which she described how 
she believed the pastor ought to work when dealing with an unwed 
mother. Hawes urged pastors to discard any ste reo types they might hold 
regarding unwed mothers as “oversexed” or “morally inferior,” to famil-
iarize themselves with applicable community resources, to offer emo-
tional support, “genuine warmth,” and “honest respect” for the young 
woman, and to involve themselves in agencies designed to protect unwed 
mothers and their children. In other words, in her view, pastors had to 
rid themselves of their prejudices, know when to refer, maintain an ac-
cepting and forgiving relationship, and become involved in changing 
community structures, not just personal lives. In Hawes’s estimation, 
counseling skills  were important, but the minister’s primary job was to 
be a representative of the Christian community. The minister extended 
ac cep tance “based on this theological  assumption—that every human 
being is a brother deemed so loved by God that his son died on his be-
half.”71 In the context of the accepting relationship, the minister medi-
ated reconciliation to God, to family members, and to the larger Chris-
tian community. Ultimately, pastoral care specialists saw themselves as 
people who ministered to a congregation that was not sick, sinful, or 
even  self- realizing, but rather a congregation of the redeemed.

By contrast, in the late 1950s and early 1960s, clergy who still self- 
identifi ed as pastoral counselors had increasingly seen themselves as spe-
cialists and had begun to talk about the possibility of a professional or-
ga niza tion to oversee standardization of training for pastoral counselors 
and certifi cation of the growing number of pastoral counseling centers. 
In the 1961 annual directory published by Pastoral Psychology, Seward 
Hiltner submitted an extended and contentious letter to the editor op-
posing the call for “credentials” for pastoral counselors and “a national 
association of specialists in pastoral counseling.”72 Hiltner objected on a 
number of grounds, but, articulating his generation’s vision of pastoral 
counseling, he objected most strenuously to the notion that counseling 
was a specialty (“All ministers do counseling whether they call it that or 
not”) and that pastors might potentially have to answer to a governing 
body other than the church that ordained them (“The clergyman’s cre-
dentials as clergyman come from his ordination”). Three years later he 
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had lost the battle, as the fl edgling American Association of Pastoral 
Counselors (AAPC) took shape, but he continued to resist. In an article 
published in Pastoral Psychology in the spring of 1964, Seward Hiltner 
grumbled again, this time with a revised set of objections. He objected 
partly because the newly or ga nized AAPC did not devote enough of its 
attention to establishing training standards but instead spent its time 
delineating a hierarchy of membership. He objected particularly because 
the new association implied that the pastoral counselor could exist with-
out ties to the denomination or congregation and that the counselor 
would be paid by the counselee rather than by the church. It implied, in 
other words, that one could be a pastoral counselor without being a pas-
tor; pastoral counseling, he declared, was “an activity called ‘counseling’ 
carried on by a person called ‘pastor.’ ” Initially, Hiltner, the dean of 
pastoral counseling, refused to join the new or ga niza tion.73

Despite his objections to a specialization in pastoral counseling, Hilt-
ner probably did as much as anyone to end the era in which pastoral 
counseling was central to pastoral identity. In the 1950s he had published 
Preface to Pastoral Theology (1958) and The Christian Shepherd (1959). 
In both books, Hiltner drew heavily on the same principles that had in-
formed his counseling theory, but in neither book did he portray counsel-
ing as a point of reference for the pastor’s professional life. Both works 
depicted the pastor as a  caregiver—a mediator of loving interpersonal 
relationships, a symbol of God’s love, and a person who never judged or 
condemned. The characteristics Hiltner had once recommended for a 
good pastoral counselor he now encouraged in the good pastor.74

The leadership of the new generation of pastoral counseling special-
ists, however, fell to others. Howard Clinebell, an associate professor of 
pastoral counseling at Southern California School of Theology, played a 
crucial role in articulating the direction the movement would take. In the 
same issue of Pastoral Psychology in which Seward Hiltner had declined 
to join the new association, Clinebell, in a careful, reasoned manner (but 
with an occasional jab at Hiltner), laid out the origins, purpose, and di-
rection of the new or ga niza tion. He explained that the American Asso-
ciation of Pastoral Counselors had grown out of a conference of invited 
pastoral counseling center directors or ga nized by the American Founda-
tion of Religion and Psychiatry. At the conference in the spring of 1963,
representatives from 100 pastoral counseling centers agreed, nearly 
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unanimously, that there was an “urgent and inescapable need for some 
form of effective  self- regulation for  church- related counseling programs 
and of persons engaged in specialized ministries of counseling.” Accord-
ing to Clinebell, the newly formed or ga niza tion named among its pur-
poses establishing communication among members, setting standards 
for adequate training, providing certifi cation for counseling centers, en-
couraging interfaith cooperation, and fostering research “into the rela-
tionship between the behavioral sciences and religion and especially in 
the area of therapy and counseling.” The AAPC call for more research 
picked up on a concern that had been percolating through the profes-
sional literature throughout the previous de cade. The new AAPC in-
tended to situate itself in this tradition of scientifi c research. Clinebell 
noted, too, the importance for the AAPC of demonstrating the “unique 
contribution of the  minister- counselor” and certifi cation as a means to 
“protect the public from incompetence.”75

These pastoral counselors sought to professionalize their practice. 
While they did not immediately seek licensure, they did adopt much of 
the structure associated with other professionals in the behavioral sci-
ences and began to think and talk about themselves as therapists. In 
some ways, the move to professionalize shifted them away from the cen-
ter of the discussion about pastoral theology and ministerial identity. But 
it likewise helped to sustain their professional identity over the next forty 
years and into the  twenty- fi rst century.

In February 1970, the editors of Pastoral Psychology offered an extended 
refl ection on the future of the fi eld. The editors invited prominent theo-
logians, psychologists, doctors, and social scientists to comment on the 
topic “Pastoral Psychology: The Next Twenty Years.” The contributors 
were united in their assessment that the pastoral or religious aspect of the 
clergy’s work in psychology would dominate in subsequent years. For 
instance, the journal’s pastoral con sul tant, James Lapsley, in the opening 
editorial, said that the time had come to rename the fi eld “pastoral theol-
ogy.”76 Margaret Mead, who wrote the opening essay, “. . . As Seen by a 
Social Scientist,” predicted an end to the trend of the previous several 
de cades in which the secular sciences had dominated and pastors had 
focused on accumulating knowledge from the sciences to better under-
stand themselves and their parishioners. Mead anticipated an expanding 
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social agenda for ministers and a greater role for religion on more equal 
footing with the sciences.77 Wayne Oates looked for a more complete 
integration of counseling and clinical training into theological education 
and for, simultaneously, a stronger research agenda among clinically and 
psychologically trained ministers.78 Howard Clinebell reframed the ar-
gument for the uniqueness of pastoral counselors’ contribution (in con-
trast to secular therapists) and projected a growing demand for special-
ists in pastoral counseling and for pastoral counseling centers.79 The 
return to theological language and an emphasis on “ultimate” or reli-
gious concerns was seen as strengthening the relationship between theol-
ogy and the sciences. The direction pastoral counselors took did not 
satisfy everyone, however, and even as pastoral counselors  were strug-
gling to defi ne and expand the pa ram eters of their professional practice, 
another group of Christian therapists offered an alternative.
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chapter ten

Christian Counseling and the 
Conservative Moral Sensibility

The fact is this. Among the men who are pushing back the 

frontiers of human knowledge, there are devoted men of God who 

know and honor God’s Word. There are those in psychology, 

psychiatry and other professions who consistently use the Bible in 

their counseling. They attest that the Bible advances itself ahead of 

every generation and continues to be the most effective tool and 

remedy in the hands of any counselor.

—clyde narramore, the psychology of 

 counseling (1960)

In the early 1960s, as pastoral counselors moved toward a model of 
caregiving for the pastor and specialization for the pastoral counselor, 

a new kind of counseling began to take shape. Its proponents  self- identifi ed 
as evangelical, fundamentalist, or conservative Christians and referred 
to the counseling and psychotherapy they offered as Christian, in con-
trast to pastoral or secular counseling. In his important inaugural essay 
for the Journal of Psychology and Theology, editor Bruce Narramore 
explained the distinctive characteristics of “Christian psychology” and 
“Christian counselors,” challenging Christians who wished to counsel to 
approach the practice with the right attitude: “a respect for the complete 
inspiration and authority of the Scriptures,” “a commitment to the sci-
entifi c method and rigorous academic study,” “a personal commitment 
to Jesus Christ,” and “respect for both the Christian and the secular 
community.” The terms Narramore chose to use  were problematic, since 
other kinds of counseling, such as pastoral counseling,  were also Chris-
tian. Narramore did not say that pastoral counselors  were not Christian, 
but he did say that the liberal church had been too much infl uenced by 
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psychoanalysis, Carl Rogers, and existentialism, and he noted, “They 
have no hope of developing a biblically sound perspective of psychology 
since they have forsaken the authoritative teachings of the Scriptures.”1

Throughout this chapter I use the terms “Christian counselors” or 
“evangelical counselors” and “Christian counseling” because those  were 
the words these counselors used to describe themselves and the work 
they  were doing. I have elected to use their terms, but by doing so I do 
not mean to imply that I agree with Narramore’s assessment of pastoral 
counselors and liberal churches.

These Christian counselors  were concerned about what they saw as 
increasing secularization of American society and especially the secular 
and, in some cases antireligious, nature of psychological theories. They 
were particularly critical of the pastoral counseling movement, arguing 
that pastoral counselors  were too much in debt to secular psychology, 
particularly Rogers and Freud, and so  were failing to meet their pastoral 
obligations to their counselees.2 There was clearly some overlap of tra-
ditional pastoral counselors and the new evangelical counselors, since 
critiques of Rogers and Freud had appeared regularly in the pastoral 
counseling literature for nearly two de cades. But, for the most part, the 
evangelical critique of psychiatry and pastoral counseling came from a 
different social and cultural location. Christian counseling was domi-
nated by psychologists and psychiatrists rather than clergy. Because they 
already had established professional credentials, they did not worry 
much about the distinction between psychotherapy and counseling that 
had bothered pastoral counselors, who had been engaged in carving out 
a professional niche. But they did struggle to defi ne a distinctively Chris-
tian therapy, and during this pro cess the outlines of a shared conserva-
tive moral sensibility emerged. The liberal moral sensibility is illumi-
nated in contrast to it.

The Professional Context of Christian Counseling

At least one part of the professional context in which Christian counsel-
ing emerged was the antipsychiatry movement that was provoking so 
much discussion among pastoral counselors in the early 1960s. Unlike 
their pastoral counseling colleagues, however, a signifi cant number of 
evangelical counselors found the antipsychiatry movement appealing. 
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This resulted in part from their perception that most  non- Christian psy-
chiatrists ignored, discounted, or  were openly hostile to religion and re-
ligious values. Psychologist O. Hobart Mowrer and psychiatrist William 
Glasser  were not clergy, but they raised questions that Christian counsel-
ors found compelling. Mowrer’s critique of Freud’s ideas regarding the 
etiology of mental illness and William Glasser’s specifi c instructions 
about how to apply that critique in therapeutic settings combined in a 
particularly attractive package.

Glasser’s Reality Therapy, published in 1965 with a preface written 
by Mowrer, gave detailed guidance about how to challenge “the myth of 
mental illness” in the therapeutic setting. In the fi rst half of the book, 
Glasser laid out the basic concepts of reality therapy and explained how 
it differed from conventional therapy. The second half of the book was 
devoted to illustrating the practice of reality therapy in a variety of men-
tal health settings. One of the most important things about reality ther-
apy was that it offered an alternative to psychoanalysis, in much the same 
way that Rogers’s  non- directive counseling offered an accessible alterna-
tive for pastoral counselors. Reality therapy was not really systematic but 
instead was idiosyncratic and based on the needs of the client or patient. 
It was in some ways characterized by what one did not talk  about—the 
past or the origin of one’s problems. The patient was encouraged to talk 
about what he or she was doing rather than why he or she was doing 
something—to focus on behavior rather than on the feelings associated 
with that behavior or insight into the origin of that behavior. This meant, 
according to Glasser, that almost any topic was open to discussion, from 
sports to philosophy, so that the relationship or “involvement” between 
the therapist and the patient deepened. In the context of a warm and 
loving relationship in which the patient was respected, he or she could 
devise a plan for his or her life: face reality, take responsibility, and en-
gage in “right or moral behavior.” Glasser defi ned right or moral behav-
ior as “when a man acts in such a way that he gives and receives love, and 
feels worthwhile to himself and others.”3 Glasser acknowledged that this 
kind of therapy did not always make people “happy,” but he declared that 
it would give them a certain amount of peace and, although he did not 
use the word specifi cally, success. In the case studies Glasser included in 
his book, he described individuals achieving success in their work and in 
fostering stable relationships. One young man went to medical school, 
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while another completed multiple projects and was promoted even in the 
midst of recurring bouts of depression; one young woman lost fi fty 
pounds, and another gave up sexual promiscuity.4

Some evangelical counselors also turned to the work of Anton Boisen 
for their understanding of the etiology of mental illness. Mowrer played 
an important role in giving Boisen a higher profi le among these counsel-
ors than one might expect, given his social location within liberal Prot-
estantism. In his discussion of church, clergy, and psychology, Mowrer 
cited Boisen’s works frequently, including references to personal corre-
spondence with Boisen. In his chapter in The Crisis in Psychiatry and 
Religion (1960), entitled “Guilt, Confession, and Expiation,” Mowrer 
quoted Boisen extensively. In his collection Morality and Mental Health
(1967) he included an excerpt from Boisen’s Exploration of the Inner 
World (1936). References to Boisen subsequently appeared in the works 
of evangelical counselors. For instance, Gary Collins, in his book Search 
for Reality (1969), used Boisen’s defi nition of mental illness when he 
defi ned abnormality, noting the possibility, as Boisen had argued, that 
emotional illness could be caused by an individual’s failure to live up to 
his or her own expectations or standards.5 In some ways, the embrace of 
Boisen by the antipsychiatry movement and Christian counselors made 
sense. More than thirty years earlier, Boisen had also launched a critique 
of the psychiatric establishment that included a rejection of Freud’s ideas. 
At the same time, there  were signifi cant differences between Boisen and 
his new champions which they failed to recognize. Boisen, in contrast to 
many in the antipsychiatry movement, saw a more complicated psycho-
logical pro cess in which the struggle toward God and the perception of 
failure in that struggle caused the personality to disintegrate before rein-
tegrating. In Boisen’s model, simple confession did not necessarily lead 
to healing.

In some ways, the antipsychiatric movement had more in common 
with the kind of counseling advocated by John Sutherland Bonnell and 
Charles Holman, who in the 1930s had promoted pastoral counsel that 
drew a straight line from sin (especially unconfessed sin) to emotional 
distress and who advocated a strenuous moral effort as part of one’s 
mental hygiene. The language Glasser used in describing the counseling 
pro cess, in which the counselee had to “face reality” in order to succeed, 
echoes that of Holman in Cure of Souls, in which he too talked about the 
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importance of facing reality in the interest of making adjustment, or that 
of Cabot and Dicks, who argued in The Art of Ministering to the Sick
that growth required “not turning away from reality.” Most Christian 
counselors did not cite the cure of souls literature, perhaps because it was 
so fi rmly embedded in the liberal tradition.

Boisen’s work was probably more attractive because it also focused on 
the scientifi c study of religious experience and the integration of psychol-
ogy and theology rather than on pastoral  practice—an emphasis that 
appealed to the psychologists and psychiatrists who dominated in Chris-
tian counseling. Almost all of its leaders had psychology backgrounds, 
even if they, for one reason or another, subsequently took positions at 
seminaries, divinity schools, and schools of theology. For instance, Don-
ald Tweedie was a professor of psychology who started out at Gordon 
College and later moved to a position as director of the Pasadena Com-
munity Counseling Center, which was associated with the School of Psy-
chology at Fuller Theological Seminary. Fuller’s School of Psychology 
was founded with the specifi c purpose of providing a Ph.D. in clinical 
psychology that integrated a theological perspective rather than offer-
ing training in pastoral counseling or pastoral psychology.6 Clyde Nar-
ramore, one of the seminal fi gures in evangelical counseling, had a doc-
torate in education and came out of the guidance tradition. His nephew, 
Bruce, with whom he founded the Narramore Foundation, held a Ph.D. 
in psychology from the University of Kentucky. Paul Tournier, another 
infl uential fi gure, was a Swiss medical doctor. Gary Collins, who held a 
Ph.D. in clinical psychology from Purdue University and exercised a 
long- term and  wide- ranging infl uence on the movement, was on the fac-
ulty at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School for twenty years beginning in 
the  mid-1960s.

The dominance of counselors with doctoral degrees in psychology in 
the movement helps explain a number of of its characteristcs. First, there 
was almost no debate about the relative merits of counseling versus psy-
chotherapy. In the 1940s the question of turf and which professions could 
legitimately offer counsel and psychotherapy was still highly contested. 
In the intervening years, clinical psychologists had made a strong move 
to claim that territory for themselves. By the 1960s, ministers  were 
viewed increasingly as inadequately trained trespassers encroaching 
upon territory that rightfully belonged to psychologists. Among evan-
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gelical psychologists the question was not whether they should offer 
counseling or psychotherapy but how they would integrate the principles 
and practices of their faith with the principles and practices of their 
profession. The dominance of psychology Ph.D.s did not mean that 
evangelical and fundamentalist ministers without that degree  were not 
engaged in counseling. The result was sharp and occasionally bitter dis-
agreements between the two groups, disputes that escalated in the 1980s
over the issue of whether ministers ought to offer either counseling or 
psychotherapy.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the disagreements  were still rela-
tively minor. In fact, two parish ministers exercised signifi cant infl uence 
on Christian counseling and, probably not incidentally, represented the 
most conservative end of the spectrum. Tim LaHaye had no background 
or expertise in counseling or psychology and later moved on to other 
interests, but he claimed expertise in counseling on the basis of eigh teen 
years in the parish ministry, and he based his book, The  Spirit- Controlled 
Temperament (1966), on a handful of books and the lectures of leading 
Christian psychologists, especially Henry Brandt. Jay Adams, on the 
other hand, who also had signifi cant parish experience, had a fair amount 
of postgraduate seminary education, including exposure to clinical pas-
toral education and a period of training with O. Hobart Mowrer. Both 
LaHaye and Adams eventually came under fi re from their colleagues, 
LaHaye because he was not scholarly enough and Adams both for his 
methods, something he called “nouthetic counseling,” and for his com-
bative style.

Historian David Powlison details the criticisms leveled at Adams by 
other evangelical counselors in what Powlison terms a “jurisdictional” 
dispute. He rec ords evangelical counselors’ dislike for what they saw as 
Adams’s misinterpretation of both the Bible and secular psychologies 
(and his misunderstanding of the relationship between the two), his 
heavy- handed moral judgments and directive style, and, most impor-
tantly, his insistence that counseling was the special province of minis-
ters and lay people, while psychologists  were specifi cally excluded. Pow-
lison argues that evangelical psychotherapists won the jurisdictional war 
in the 1980s, while the in depen dent organizations for nouthetic coun-
seling that Adams established languished.7 In the late 1960s and early 
1970s, however, the battle had only just begun, and Adams was still very 
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much a part of the conversation. In spite of their differences, Adams and 
the evangelical psychotherapists shared a common moral sensibility.8

One other prominent fi gure in the evangelical counseling movement is 
important, because of the way his work illustrates two signifi cant trends 
in Christian counseling. John Drakeford, professor of psychology and 
counseling at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, established a 
thriving pastoral counseling training program based on the theories and 
methods of “integrity therapy.” Like Adams, Drakeford was familiar 
with both traditional pastoral counseling and clinical pastoral educa-
tion, was not a psychologist, and had studied with Mowrer, at which 
point he was exposed to the basic concepts of integrity therapy, a term 
he credited Mowrer with coining.9 Although Drakeford’s primary com-
mitment was to training ministers, his integrity therapy was built on 
group therapy and made extensive use of lay counseling. Both Adams 
and Drakeford emphasized the role of lay involvement in the counseling 
pro cess. Drakeford specifi cally credited Mowrer’s approach with re-
storing the minister to the counseling pro cess and opening the position 
of counselor to any “perceptive and interested” person who wished to 
help.10 In the jurisdictional battles within evangelical counseling, the is-
sue of lay counseling remained a contentious one; ministers tended to 
embrace it and the degreed psychologists viewed it with suspicion.

Drakeford’s association with the Southern Baptist denomination is 
also important. Historically, Southern Baptists had thrown their lot with 
clinical pastoral education and pastoral counseling. Both  were part of a 
larger trend among Southern Baptists, who had managed for de cades to 
maintain a quirky mix of southern progressivism and  old- fashioned 
evangelical fervor.11 In the 1970s, conservatives launched the historic 
“takeover” of the Southern Baptist Convention, which was fi rmly estab-
lished by the 1990s.12 The new leadership steered the denomination to-
ward alliances with other evangelicals rather than with the mainline 
denominations. In his affi liation with the antipsychiatry movement and 
his embrace of lay therapy, Drakeford represented the leading edge of the 
conservative groundswell within the Southern Baptist Convention.

Southern Baptists  were important to the emerging Christian counsel-
ing movement, but they did not predominate. Instead, neoevangelicals 
controlled much of the discourse of “Christian counseling.” Those con-
servative Christians who  self- identifi ed as neoevangelicals  were heirs to 
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the Calvinist fundamentalist tradition that had developed since the 1920s
and was characterized by a commitment to biblical inerrancy, dispensa-
tional premillenialism, and po liti cal and religious separatism. That 
movement had led to the founding of numerous new seminaries, colleges, 
churches, and parachurch organizations. Neoevangelicals tended to be 
more willing than their pre de cessors had been to make alliances with 
other evangelicals, including Pentecostal, Holiness, and Anabaptist Chris-
tians. And, as George Marsden has argued in Reforming Fundamental-
ism, by the middle to late 1960s, neoevangelicals controlled Fuller Theo-
logical Seminary, which was also the site of one of the earliest doctoral 
programs in Christian psychology.13 Fuller, along with Trinity Evangeli-
cal Divinity School in Illinois and Gordon Conwell Theological Semi-
nary in Boston, represented the heart of fundamentalist and neoevan-
gelical theological education, while Wheaton, Westmont, and Gordon 
Colleges played a similar role at the undergraduate level.14

As religious outsiders in their secular profession, evangelical psychol-
ogists, counselors, and psychotherapists  were intensely aware of the is-
sues of professional credentialing and scholarly legitimacy. They entered 
the fray at about the same time that traditional pastoral counselors  began 
to distance themselves from the parish and establish an in depen dent pro-
fessional existence (the American Association of Pastoral Counselors 
incorporated in 1964) and at about the same time that the lines between 
the various vocational  groups—clinical psychologists, psychiatric so-
cial workers, and guidance  personnel—were beginning to reify, fashion-
ing carefully delimited standards for accreditation or certifi cation.15 The 
context of professionalization helps to explain the uneasy relationship 
between the Christian psychologists and counseling clergy, whether 
mainline or evangelical. It meant, too, that evangelical Christians who 
wished to counsel needed secular professional credentials as well as their 
own professional organizations that  were recognized by secular institu-
tions such as the American Psychological Association (APA). They sought 
both.

For instance, Bruce Narramore, who had earned a Ph.D. in psychol-
ogy from the University of Kentucky, was instrumental in founding 
Christian doctoral education that became APA accredited. He was 
founding dean of Rosemead Graduate School of Psychology, which 
later merged with Biola University and oversaw the establishment of the 
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premier academic journal for evangelical psychologists, the Journal of 
Psychology and Theology. The administration at Fuller Theological 
Seminary followed suit, establishing a School of Psychology in 1965 and 
the Pasadena Community Counseling Center, which served the school’s 
research agenda, and hiring Donald Tweedie and Paul Barkman, both 
with Ph.D.s in clinical psychology.16 Wheaton College, the fl agship of 
neoevangelical undergraduate education, and George Fox University had 
established clinical psychology doctoral programs by the turn of the 
twenty- fi rst century. To underline the possibility of combining high pro-
fessional standards and committed faith, evangelical psychologists  were 
quick to point out past presidents of the APA who  were outspokenly 
Christian, such as Paul Meehl and Gordon Allport.

Evangelicals also launched a number of professional associations and 
related journals for counselors and psychotherapists, although they did 
not rely on those associations for accreditation or certifi cation, instead 
looking to the APA for validation. Rosemead’s Journal of Psychology 
and Theology focused on attracting both academic and professional 
readers. The Christian Association for Psychological Studies (CAPS), es-
tablished in the  mid-1950s, published the Journal of Psychology and 
Christianity with an eye on a similar market. The American Association 
of Christian Counselors (AACC), which, under the leadership of Gary 
Collins, in the 1990s grew phenomenally, published the more practically 
oriented Journal of Christian Counseling.

The Conservative Moral Sensibility

The individuals who came together, then, to establish “Christian counsel-
ing” included a diverse group of theologically conservative Protestants—
fundamentalists, neoevangelicals, the new evangelical alliance—and 
counted among their ranks Christian psychologists, psychiatrists, psy-
chotherapists, and ministers as well as a number of  old- style pastoral 
counselors hailing primarily from Southern Baptist and Evangelical Lu-
theran backgrounds. The outlines of this approach to counseling  were 
fi rst articulated in a handful of seminal works published between 1960
and 1975 that illuminate the contours of the conservative moral sensibil-
ity.17 In general, the central recurring issues in the evangelical counseling 
literature revolved around questions about the proper “integration” of 
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psychology and theology. More specifi cally, early members of this move-
ment devoted a signifi cant amount of print to exploring the apparent 
lack of interest in values and moral standards among secular psycholo-
gists, the authority of scripture in effective counseling, the power of God, 
the depth of human sinfulness, and the importance of all these concepts 
for the theory and practice of Christian counseling. In their discussions 
the conservative moral sensibility predominated and stood in stark con-
trast to the liberal moral sensibility.

Psychiatry and Values

Early practitioners of Christian counseling argued that secular thera-
pists, psychiatrists in par tic ular, did not pay enough attention to matters 
of values. What these Christian counselors meant by “values” ranged 
widely. It seemed to encompass not only questions of right and wrong but 
questions about human nature and specifi cally about whether human 
beings had a spiritual dimension that should be addressed as part of 
therapy. Donald Tweedie’s Logotherapy and the Christian Faith (1961)
is a good example of this critique. The book resulted from Tweedie’s 
interest in identifying psychological theories that  were compatible with 
Christian values. Tweedie had been a professor of psychology at Gordon 
College before moving to Fuller Theological Seminary and the director-
ship of the counseling center there. Earlier, on a sabbatical from Gordon, 
Tweedie had spent some time at the Vienna Polyclinic, where Viktor 
Frankl was the director of the neurological and psychotherapeutic de-
partment of the clinic, engaging Frankl in conversation, observing 
Frankl’s clinical activities, and reading his published works.18

Tweedie was looking for a psychological theory in which the spiritual 
dimension of human existence was accepted and valued, and he argued 
that Frankl’s logotherapy and existential analysis offered a viable alter-
native to what the rest of psychology was offering. In Tweedie’s judg-
ment, most modern psychology had been too much infl uenced by behav-
iorism, psychoanalysis, and a relentless empiricism that had resulted in a 
rejection of anything that even hinted at religion or metaphysics. Tweedie 
argued that one’s philosophy of human nature and whether one believed 
that human beings possessed a spiritual dimension  were critical. In his 
view, behaviorism was notoriously mechanistic. Psychoanalysis was 
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equally problematic given that Freud had written an entire book in which 
he had described religion as an illusion.19 From Tweedie’s perspective, 
scientifi c psychology refused to consider as valid anything that could not 
be mea sured in a laboratory, and this attitude had bred a generation of 
psychologists who at best saw the religious impulse as immaturity and 
at worst as mental illness. Psychology had, as Tweedie expressed it, 
“traded its birthright of philosophical  self- consciousness for the pottage 
of positivistic verifi cation.”20

Equally damning in Tweedie’s view was that psychology was not truly 
scientifi c in the fi rst place. Many of its presuppositions, he argued,  were 
just as much acts of faith as any religious belief, even as it claimed supe-
riority by virtue of being more scientifi c.21 As Tweedie saw it, secular 
psychiatrists—who  were the par tic ular object of evangelical distrust and 
disdain—had fi rst devalued values, then imposed their own values, ei-
ther implicitly or explicitly, on their patients.22

The Authority of Scripture

The values that members of the Christian counseling movement claimed 
as important they found in the Bible. In fact, the authority of the scrip-
ture was one of the most important guiding principles for these counsel-
ors; it shaped their theory and practice fundamentally, and it is pivotal 
to understanding the conservative moral sensibility. Without exception, 
Christian counselors called for a biblically based psychology and a thera-
peutic method guided by the authority of the scripture. While they all 
agreed on the centrality of the scripture, they disagreed about what that 
meant for the relationship between religion and science. The scientifi c 
method and biblical revelation sometimes  were pitted against each other. 
Jay Adams, for instance, stated very clearly at the beginning of his 1970
work, Competent to Counsel, that his book was not based on “scien-
tifi c fi ndings.” His book, he claimed, was “presuppositional.” That is, he 
worked from the presupposition that “the inerrant Bible is the Standard 
of all faith and practice. The Scriptures, therefore, are the basis, and 
contain the criteria by which I have sought to make every judgment.”23

Adams did not deny the importance of science. In fact, he claimed it as 
a “useful adjunct for the purposes of illustrating, fi lling in generaliza-
tions with specifi cs, and challenging wrong human interpretations of 
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Scripture.”24 Adams seemed to be arguing that it was acceptable to il-
lustrate biblical principles with scientifi c examples, but it was not accept-
able to illustrate scientifi c principles with biblical examples, because the 
latter would imply that science had a greater authority than the Bible, a 
view Adams rejected. To maintain that authority, Adams insisted that 
everything human beings needed to know about human nature and psy-
chology could be found in the Bible, and science served only to corrobo-
rate biblical principles.

Gary Collins, who was also representative of the conservative moral 
sensibility and placed a high value on the authority of the scripture, drew 
somewhat different conclusions about the relationship between science 
and religion. For a signifi cant portion of his career, Collins was a profes-
sor and chair of the Division of Psychology and Counseling at Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School. While Adams wanted to subordinate sci-
ence to religion, Collins wanted to put religion and science on an equal 
footing. More accurately, making an argument that was narrower and 
more easily defensible, Collins attempted to place Christian and secular 
psychotherapy on an equal footing. He argued that this could be achieved 
only by establishing a sound scientifi c and intellectual base for Christian 
counseling and by making a logical and rational case for the Christian 
view. He also argued, however, that to make the case for the legitimacy 
of Christian counseling it was necessary to recognize that both Chris-
tian and secular therapy began at the same  point—with a series of as-
sumptions that  were “unstated, unrecognized, and uncritically accepted 
by faith.”25 He pointed out that Christians had an obligation to “clarify 
[their presuppositions], to state them explicitly, to test them against the 
revealed words of scripture, to support them philosophically, and to pos-
tulate them as convincingly as we know how.”26

The difference in these two men’s social locations shaped their views 
regarding the scientifi c method. Adams, a Reformed clergyman, set the 
world of scholarship aside in a sphere separate from the world of faith. 
Collins, with a Ph.D. in psychology, called for the use of the academic 
apparatus, including “journals, books, lectures, and classroom discus-
sions,” to demonstrate the viability of a Christian framework.27 Collins 
was not saying that Christian psychologists ought to allow the Christian 
world view to be subordinated to the scientifi c world view. Instead, he 
was arguing that each Christian psychologist had an obligation to be an 
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“intellectual witness to  non- Christian psychologists” and to defend a 
biblically based psychology using terms and methods that secular psy-
chologists would understand. This, Collins argued, required using “care-
fully designed research techniques” and “solid data” to demonstrate the 
greater logic of theism compared to naturalism, the superiority of revela-
tion to empiricism, the desirability of a biblically based ethics, and the 
practicality of a life based on a relationship with a “loving and forgiving 
God.”28

The difference between Collins and Adams is well illustrated in their 
approach to the Bible and what they thought the Bible contributed to 
psychological knowledge and counseling methodology. Adams saw the 
Bible as defi nitive and the sole authority in all matters. Collins, while 
equally enamored of scripture and unwilling to limit the “power of the 
Word of God” in any way, was reluctant to say that Christians who had 
a Bible need never consult a psychologist. Instead, Collins argued that 
the Bible contained good examples of counseling as well as words of en-
couragement and comfort but was not the only source of psychological 
help.29

For those of a conservative moral sensibility, their beliefs about the 
authority of the scripture also had consequences for what they believed 
about moral standards. Regardless of where he or she fell on the spec-
trum of the conservative moral sensibility, each author seemed to see it 
as a duty to mention that moral standards  were objective. By “objective 
standards” they meant that there  were rules that had to be followed, 
rules that transcended time and place, rules that existed outside of sub-
jective experience. In his critique of the kind of psychology that focused 
on “adjustment,” for instance, Gary Collins argued that the Bible taught 
that God has “standards of right and wrong which go beyond culture” 
in contrast to a “culturalistic” view in which there was no “external stan-
dard of behavior.”30

Most simply, following objective moral standards meant that when 
the counselee faced moral choices, the Christian counselor was supposed 
to use the Bible as the starting point for guiding and instructing the 
counselee. Clyde Narramore, who, along with Paul Tournier, led the way 
in defi ning the basic character of evangelical counseling in the early 
1960s, devoted an entire chapter of his book, The Psychology of Coun-
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seling (1960), to “The Use of Scripture in Counseling.” Applying the 
scripture in this way was predicated on certain assumptions about the 
nature of the Bible which in turn led Christian counselors to assume that 
the Bible provided a clear and objective standard of behavior. For these 
counselors, affi rming the revealed and authoritative nature of scripture 
was essential.31 To claim the Bible as a guide for living, it was necessary, 
in their view, to establish the absolute authority and reliability of the 
Bible.

Narramore began his chapter on using scripture in counseling with an 
extended discussion of the power and nature of the Bible. He began by 
describing the transformative effect of scripture in the lives of two men, 
one a hydraulic engineer and the other a “top man of science” who while 
vacationing in the country “strolled into a nearby Bible conference . . . 
and invited Christ into his life.” In telling these stories Narramore made 
a number of assumptions that  were revealing of the conservative moral 
sensibility. When he claimed that the men  were “transformed by God’s 
Word,” he also claimed that God’s Word was “the same as the Living 
Word who had come from heaven [Jesus Christ]” to die for the sins of 
human beings. It was Jesus who transformed lives, and the Bible was 
powerful only to the extent that it was identifi ed with Jesus. Narramore 
went on to celebrate the Bible, claiming, “No sound technique or valu-
able discovery of science will ever be contrary to or complete without, 
the revelation of God’s Word” and that, no matter what human beings 
might say, the Bible remained “the objective and eternal Word of God.”32

The Bible was also, according to Narramore, a “glorious authority for life 
itself,” a “manual and guide book for our daily lives,” and, quoting Paul’s 
Second Epistle to Timothy, “God- breathed—given by His Inspiration—
and profi table for instruction.”33 Narramore included an appendix of 
Bible verses that could be used in counseling, grouping the verses under 
headings such as “anxiety and worry,” “comfort,” “sin,” and “tempta-
tion.” About half of the verses  were intended for giving comfort and 
encouragement. The other half  were to be used to direct, guide, and 
advise the counselee. Narramore included a separate listing of Bible 
verses intended to be used in “soul winning.”34

Probably no work so clearly illustrates the diverging paths of the lib-
eral and conservative moral sensibilities than Joseph Fletcher’s Situation 



220 helping the good shepherd

Ethics, published in 1966 just as the American cultural revolution was 
escalating. Fletcher was a se nior member of the clinical pastoral educa-
tion movement and had participated in the founding of the Graduate 
School of Applied Religion in the 1930s. In the 1950s, when pastoral 
counselors  were struggling to defi ne the “ethic of relationships” and the 
nature of “responsible freedom,” Fletcher had contributed signifi cantly 
to the debate. His publications in the 1960s represented the logical con-
clusion of work begun de cades earlier. Fear of and discomfort with situ-
ation ethics, a term Fletcher coined, was palpable in both pop ular and 
professional journals of conservative Christians. At the time he wrote 
Situation Ethics, Fletcher considered himself a Christian and believed 
that situation ethics  were not simply compatible with a Christian ethic 
but  were, in fact, the way Jesus himself made ethical decisions. Fletcher 
deviated from the conservative moral sensibility in two critical and fun-
damental ways. First, he insisted that the only absolute in human exis-
tence was love: “Love is a predicate . . .  the one and only regulative prin-
ciple of Christian ethics.”35 Everything  else, including the defi nition of 
good and evil and right and wrong, depended on the situation or the cir-
cumstances. There was, in other words, no objective standard for moral 
behavior. He dismissed rules and codes as legalism and moralism and a 
violation of love.

The second problem with Fletcher’s thinking, for conservative Chris-
tians, was his attitude toward biblical authority. While he quoted fre-
quently from the Bible, he did not consider himself a biblicist and cer-
tainly did not see the Bible as offering an objective standard for moral 
behavior. In Fletcher’s view, the fi nal authority in every moral decision 
had to be love, not the Bible. For Fletcher, moral decision making was 
grounded in something he called  neo- casuistry. Classical casuistry moved 
from individual cases to principles and rules. Fletcher embraced the old 
case  method—it echoed his own experience in the case study method 
used in  CPE—but rather than moving from cases to larger principles or 
rules, Fletcher considered each case in depen dently and made decisions 
about right and wrong depending on the situation. He was not above 
taking a shot or two at the legalists, moralists, and biblicists, accusing 
them of a kind of cowardice. He disparaged their need for rules and their 
unwillingness to take moral  risks—to risk being wrong or mistaken or 
to “sin bravely,” a phrase he borrowed from Martin Luther. Fletcher by 
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no means represented all liberal theologians of the era. What he did rep-
resent was the ethic of responsibility taken its furthest and perhaps logi-
cal  conclusion—the polar opposite of the conservative moral sensibility.

Christian counselors’ commitment to the authority of scripture also 
shaped their beliefs about gender. It was  here that the doctrine of biblical 
inerrancy and more specifi cally biblical literalism became pivotal. 
Margaret Bendroth in Fundamentalism and Gender argued that late- 
nineteenth and  early- twentieth- century arguments among evangelicals 
for women’s equality in the life of the church  were based on a “non- literal 
and thematic reading” of scripture that was rooted in “Wesleyan and 
perfectionist” Christianity.36 The problem for evangelical counselors in 
the latter half of the twentieth century was that neoevangelical domi-
nance in “Christian counseling” meant that a quite different approach to 
scripture prevailed.

In general, Christian counselors tended not to mention gender explic-
itly except where forced to. Their writing reveals the sort of gender ste-
reotyping that was common and generally accepted in those years, in-
cluding the use of the inclusive “he” to talk about human nature and a 
tendency to use examples from women’s experience to illustrate pathol-
ogy. Even among those whose thought fell on the more liberal end of the 
spectrum, the tendency was to assume that women’s problems revolved 
around home and  house hold and men’s problems revolved around work 
and achievement. And while none among them would have claimed to 
support the double standard in sexual behavior, examples of sexual dys-
function or misconduct tended to be drawn, again, from women’s expe-
rience. The image of Eve, the temptress, persisted.

When specifi c discussions of gender equality arose, Christian counsel-
ors turned to the  Bible—to a certain way of reading the Bible. This ap-
proach is best illustrated in an article printed in the Journal of Psychol-
ogy and Theology in the  mid-1970s. While the author’s views did not 
refl ect those of all Christian counselors, they did represent the views of 
some, particularly those who favored a literal reading of scripture and 
emphasized biblical inerrancy. The author was George W. Knight III, an 
assistant professor of New Testament at Covenant Theological Semi-
nary, who offered an interpretation from the perspective of reformed 
theology. Knight started by reaffi rming the “inspiration, inerrancy, and 
absolute authority” of the Bible. On this basis Knight argued that the 
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New Testament gave clear instruction regarding God’s order and the 
roles established by God, including the roles of men and women in the 
marriage relationship and the roles of men and women in church leader-
ship. Knight argued that, while the Bible clearly affi rmed the “spiritual 
equality” of men and women, it equally clearly affi rmed a hierarchical 
relationship between men and women in which women  were to submit 
to men as part of a larger hierarchy in which men submitted to Christ 
and Christ to God.37

Knight was careful to argue not only for a par tic ular view of scripture 
but also for a par tic ular approach to exegesis. He insisted that only those 
“didactic passages” that specifi cally addressed the relationship of hus-
bands and wives and the place of women in the church could be used to 
understand the roles of men and women. The subtext  here was that using 
the scripture to extract general principles regarding men’s and women’s 
roles was an improper and unacceptable approach to exegesis.38

Other views both of the scripture and of women’s roles percolated 
through the constituency. One disgruntled reader canceled his subscrip-
tion to the journal after the Knight article was published. The letter 
writer, Richard Nielson, described Knight’s work as an “offensive piece of 
twaddle” and his scholarship as “sophomoric.” Nielson was also quick 
to point out the inconsistency of treating the biblical discussion of wom-
en’s roles as normative and the discussion of slavery as situational. The 
editors responded in carefully neutral language that they had “attempted 
to publish articles on the role of women from various evangelical per-
spectives” and then gave the references for the other articles.39 One of the 
reasons Knight had written the article in the fi rst place was because the 
argument that there was a biblical basis for women’s equality had been 
gaining currency in evangelical circles. Knight pointed particularly to 
recent articles in Christianity Today, to a book by the journal’s editor, 
Harold Lindsell, called The World, the Flesh, and the Dev il (1973), and 
to a book by two women, Leeza Scanzoni and Nancy Hardesty, entitled 
All  We’re Meant to Be: A Biblical Approach to Women’s Liberation
(1974). Knight was most troubled by what he saw as a tendency among 
these Christians to argue that the scripture regarding women’s subordi-
nation was culturally relative and not “normative” for the present. In-
stead, Knight argued that the only portion of the New Testament that 
was culturally relative and meant to regulate existing conditions was the 
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teaching on the relationship of servants and masters. He apparently 
meant this as a preemptive strike against those who might accuse him of 
suggesting that the Bible supported slavery. Knight did not explain why 
this one par tic ular case was culturally relative and others  were not. In any 
case, his argument was framed to engage evangelicals who interpreted 
scripture differently than he did and who drew very different conclu-
sions, even as they took a “high” view of scripture.

The Journal of Psychology and Theology had earlier given equal time 
to Virginia Ramey Mollenkott. Mollenkott was a psychologist widely 
read in evangelical circles in the 1970s who spoke strongly in favor of 
gender equality. She and those who shared her views drew on scripture 
but with a broader and more contextual  reading—just the sort of reading 
to which Knight objected. Both kinds of evangelicals placed a high value 
on scripture, but they disagreed about how scripture should be inter-
preted. Those with the most literal interpretation of scripture represented 
one end of the spectrum of the conservative moral sensibility and had the 
most specifi c understanding of gender roles. In their view, the Bible was 
very clear about what women should and should not be allowed to do. It 
was, moreover, a moral issue for them; allowing or encouraging women 
to teach in defi ance of the Bible violated God’s law.

Evangelicals on the other end of the spectrum also placed a high value 
on scriptural authority, but they argued that scripture should be inter-
preted in its cultural context and read in terms of the larger principles it 
was conveying. This was no less a high view of scripture, and these evan-
gelicals  were every bit as orthodox in their theology and in their view of 
the transcendence of God, every bit as convinced that the Bible was the 
inspired word of God, but  were also convinced that human beings  were 
required to read and interpret the Bible with the aid of God’s Spirit. For 
evangelicals of this bent, to be evangelical meant to believe in the miracu-
lous and supernatural presence of the God in the world but not necessar-
ily to subscribe to a position of biblical literalism and inerrancy, which 
they regarded as the legacy of fundamentalism.

A Transcendent, Sovereign God

Christian counselors did tend to place a greater emphasis on the power, 
transcendence, and sovereignty of God than had their counterparts in 
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pastoral counseling. By the  mid-1960s pastoral counselors  were certainly 
talking more explicitly about God’s power to change lives, but not in the 
same language that their evangelical counterparts did and certainly not 
with the same emphasis on the miraculous and supernatural. Christian 
counselors’ beliefs about the nature of God, like their beliefs regarding 
the authority of scripture, had consequences for their theory and prac-
tice. Almost without exception, psychologists who  self- identifi ed as 
evangelical claimed belief in a transcendent, sovereign God who inter-
vened in human affairs and made change possible. Consequently, they 
also reaffi rmed the sinfulness of human nature and the absolute impos-
sibility of change apart from God. That is, they juxtaposed human help-
lessness with the power of God. These beliefs had important conse-
quences for counseling  theory—especially given what they believed 
about the etiology of mental  illness—and for counseling practice.

In par tic ular, the affi rmation of human sinfulness led to their criticiz-
ing the work of Sigmund Freud and Carl Rogers. In the view of Christian 
counselors, both men had advanced theories that undermined the con-
cepts of human sinfulness and personal responsibility. Mowrer had ar-
gued that Freudian and Rogerian approaches thus hindered healing and 
were in effec tive. To evangelicals it seemed that the views of Freud and 
Rogers also undermined God’s sovereignty, by challenging a biblically 
ordained hierarchy. Freud’s theory of the unconscious, in which mental 
illness resulted from unresolved instinctual confl icts, seemed to suggest 
that human beings  were sick not sinful and so could not be held respon-
sible for their behavior. This argument got much of its energy from 
Mowrer’s critique and was expressed most vociferously by Jay Adams. 
Adams argued that Freud sent individuals digging in their past in order 
to fi nd someone to blame for their inadequacies instead of squarely fac-
ing their sin, repenting, and attempting to conform to biblical standards.40

Adams complained, “The idea of sickness as the cause of personal 
problems”—an idea Adams attributed to  Freud—“vitiates all notions of 
human responsibility.”41 Evangelicals’ objections to Freud and psycho-
analysis  were strengthened by the fear that psychoanalytically oriented 
psychiatrists would, in the name of mental health, actively work to free 
individuals from their inhibitions, which would, in turn, transform them 
into “impulsive, irresponsible sinners.”42
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Much of Rogerian theory was considered equally problematic. Rog-
ers’s assumptions about the fundamental goodness of human beings 
were deemed overly optimistic and seemed to stand in direct opposition 
to what the Bible said about human nature. Both Freud and Rogers  were 
thus seen as circumventing, in different ways, what was for Christian 
counselors a  fact—human sinfulness. Freudian theory excused the indi-
vidual from responsibility for sin while Rogerian theory ignored or 
downplayed the presence of sin in the life of the individual.

For Christian counselors, this was as much a theological issue as a 
psychological one. Not all of them assumed that all mental illness was 
caused by sin. Nor did they assume that because they rejected much of 
Freud’s theory that they need necessarily reject the idea that some guilt 
was false and unnecessary. They struggled with how to distinguish be-
tween real, or true, guilt caused by breaking God’s laws and false guilt 
accompanied by a vague sense of discomfort and worry about having 
failed to meet one’s own or others’ expectations. Paul Tournier, the Swiss 
medical doctor who widely infl uenced early evangelical counseling, elab-
orated the terms of this debate in his book Guilt and Grace. Tournier 
aimed at a pop ular audience, and the book consisted of a collection of 
anecdotes drawn from his medical practice and personal experience. 
Bruce Narramore and Bill Counts took up the same themes in their book, 
Freedom from Guilt, also aiming for a pop ular audience but taking a 
more systematic approach to addressing the issue. In their book, Nar-
ramore and Counts argued that some of the diffi culties could be resolved 
by defi ning guilt more carefully. They divided guilt into four categories: 
“civil” or “legal” guilt, in which individuals broke the civil law and 
were guilty whether they felt guilty or not; “theological” guilt, which 
was caused by Adam’s fall and the sinfulness of human nature and caused 
separation from God, but which could be remedied by salvation; “psy-
chological” guilt, the feeling of guilt, regardless of whether the individual 
was truly guilty; and “constructive sorrow,” the term that Narramore 
and Counts preferred to “true guilt,” and which led to permanent change 
in the life of an individual.43 The distinction between true and false guilt 
was an important one because, from the perspective of Christian coun-
selors, the only kind of guilt that most psychiatrists acknowledged or 
addressed was psychological guilt, and they failed to ask whether that 
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guilt was legitimate. Evangelical psychologists, as well as many in the 
antipsychiatry movement, argued that true guilt needed to be addressed 
because, for some individuals at least, recognizing their own sinfulness, 
repenting, and making restitution led to emotional healing.

Similarly, although they rejected Rogers’s optimism about human na-
ture, they did not assume that there was nothing good about human 
beings, and they struggled to fi nd a balance between acknowledging 
human sinfulness and encouraging  self- esteem in their counselees. 
Narramore and Counts took up the question specifi cally: How was it 
possible to acknowledge one’s fallenness and maintain a good sense of 
self- esteem? Returning to their fourfold defi nition of guilt, Narramore 
and Counts argued that while individuals needed to recognize that they 
were indeed fallen, they also needed to recognize that they  were special, 
created in the image of God, and loved unconditionally by God. They 
argued, further, that salvation removed the theological guilt of individu-
als so that even if they sinned after they became Christians, that sin did 
not separate them from God or mean that God loved them any less. Ac-
cording to Narramore and Counts, this understanding of human nature 
explained all the evil in the  world—something Rogers’s theory failed to 
do—while avoiding “worm theology” which they saw as psychologically 
unhealthy.44

Some Christian counselors did agree with the secular antipsychiatry 
movement about the etiology of mental illness and, like Glasser and 
Mowrer, drew a direct line from sin to mental illness. Adams made this 
argument most forcefully, drawing examples from the time he spent 
working with Mowrer at Illinois. In chapter 3 of Competent to Counsel,
Adams argued that, with the exception of “organically generated diffi -
culties,” there was no mental illness, only sin and an unwillingness to 
face and confess that sin.45 To illustrate his point, he recounted the ap-
parently remarkable effect of confronting mentally ill people and requir-
ing them to tell the truth about what was bothering them. Adams gave 
the example of “Mary,” who would begin to scream and cry in therapy 
sessions when progress appeared imminent and who had been diagnosed 
as  manic- depressive. When her counselors ignored her tantrums and 
confronted her, telling her that they knew she was hiding something, she 
immediately quieted; and eventually she revealed her  secret—an adulter-
ous affair with a neighbor. “Steve” was a young man from a local college 
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whose diagnosis was catatonic schizo phre nia and who was uncommuni-
cative and unresponsive. His counselors treated him as if he understood 
every word they  were saying to him, and he very shortly began to re-
spond. In time, he admitted that he had feigned illness in order to avoid 
taking responsibility for having failed all of his university classes because 
he had spent too much time working on the school play.46 In his stories, 
Adams portrayed mentally ill people as impostors, not suffering emo-
tional distress caused by unconfessed sin but fabricating emotional dis-
tress to cover up sin. He generally agreed with Mowrer’s claims about the 
importance of facing, confessing, and making restitution for sin, but he 
disassociated himself from Mowrer because of Mowrer’s refusal to ac-
knowledge the existence of a transcendent God and of biblically based 
standards for moral behavior. Mowrer argued that moral standards de-
rived from doing what was best for the most people, which Adams con-
demned as “subjectivism.”47

For Christian counselors who saw a direct causal link between sin 
and mental illness, counseling could not proceed without fi rst securing 
the salvation of the counselee. LaHaye, Adams, and Clyde Narramore 
made this point explicitly, arguing that counselors who began by ad-
dressing the salvation of the counselee would see miraculous results.48

They understood the link between sin and healing in a manner roughly 
similar to Mowrer’s and Glasser’s. Unlike Mowrer and Glasser, however, 
the Christian counselors believed that healing came from God, not from 
the acts of confession and restitution.

Tim LaHaye described a successful counseling encounter with a young 
man who came to him angry and disgusted with his wife, who was under 
psychiatric care and was, in the husband’s description, “psychotic” and 
nearly impossible to live with. LaHaye, working from the principle that 
no real help could be offered to the young man unless he had accepted 
Christ, began by outlining the plan of salvation using a Campus Crusade 
for Christ tract called the Four Spiritual Laws that LaHaye’s sixteen- 
year- old daughter had been given at a training conference for that or ga-
niza tion. The results, according to LaHaye,  were nothing short of mi-
raculous. The young man, after fi rst claiming that he did not believe in 
Jesus, agreed to invite Jesus Christ into his life. Having done so, he wept. 
Then, although he had earlier spent an hour detailing all of his wife’s 
weaknesses, he told LaHaye that he now realized it was not, after all, his 



228 helping the good shepherd

wife’s fault, but that the problem was him. According to LaHaye, two 
months later the young man’s wife became a Christian and no longer 
needed psychiatric care.

The kinds of assumptions LaHaye and Adams made  were also implicit 
in the work of Tweedie, Collins, and even Clyde Narramore’s nephew 
Bruce, but these latter counselors  were unwilling to argue that the start-
ing point for all counseling was salvation. They  were no less convinced 
of the power of God and the necessity of the Holy Spirit to change lives, 
but they did not as a consequence believe that all mental illness was 
caused by sin. For instance, Gary Collins took a signifi cantly different 
view of the etiology of mental illness in his book, Search for Reality
(1969). Vernon Grounds, in the foreword to the book, praised Collins, in 
what sounded like a tacit rebuke of LaHaye and Adams, for his refusal 
“to endorse the uncritical, streamlined explanations which are prevalent 
in some  Biblically- oriented  circles—e.g., all emotional disturbance is at-
tributable to an individual’s sin; psychology and Christianity are irrec-
oncilable enemies; every valid answer to personality needs and problems 
is found only in the Word of God.”49

Collins was every bit as biblical in his approach as was Adams, even 
laying out his commitment to biblical inerrancy early in the book.50 He 
began his chapter titled “Why Do Christians Crack Up?” by acknowl-
edging that the cause of mental illness (or “abnormality”) could be in 
some counselees “strictly spiritual.”51 He also asserted that mental ill-
ness could be a problem, temptation, or trial “permitted” by God to build 
virtues such as patience or humility. In a turn of argument that sounded 
very much like Anton Boisen’s arguments about the morally sensitive 
individual (and Collins cited Boisen when defi ning abnormality), Collins 
pointed out that many Christians might appear abnormal by the stan-
dards of society or secular psychology. He cited sexual behavior in par-
tic ular, saying, “A  sex- obsessed and plea sure loving society has no place 
for a philosophy which says we should not make provision for the fl esh 
to fulfi ll the lust thereof.”52 Drawing on Erich Fromm’s work, Collins 
argued that in a sick society people could potentially share the same 
pathology.53 Finally, Collins suggested two other possible causes of men-
tal illness, ones that  were more familiar to the secular psychologist. First, 
something might have happened in the individual’s childhood to cause 
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mental illness later in life, and, second, the illness might be the result of 
a “physical malfunctioning.”54

Because of what he believed about the etiology of mental  illness—that 
some mental illness did not have a spiritual  cause—Collins did not as-
sume that an individual had to be “saved” fi rst before he or she could 
receive any effective psychological help. At the same time, he wanted to 
be clear that Christianity did offer the possibility of a life of “peace and 
power” that was “superior to every alternative.” And while, unlike Adams 
and LaHaye, he did not claim that Christian belief was the only path to 
emotional health and stability, he did insist that individuals who wanted 
a par tic ular kind of  help—that superhuman wisdom and divine strength 
that came from  God—did need to be saved before they could receive it.55

For the most conservative of the Christian counselors, like LaHaye, 
Adams, and Clyde Narramore, the counselor’s obligation did not stop 
with salvation. An ongoing transformation of the counselee’s life was 
necessary. In fact, this was what they regarded as the real work of Chris-
tian  counseling—helping the counselee to identify and confess sin and 
then develop spiritual practices meant to allow the Holy Spirit to work. 
LaHaye called this the  Spirit- fi lled temperament, and Adams referred to 
the pro cess as sanctifi cation, describing it as a “growth away from sin and 
toward righ teousness” in which individuals  were “transformed into the 
likeness of Christ.”56 LaHaye delineated the characteristics of the Spirit-
fi lled temperament and then the steps to be taken to achieve it, which 
included  self- examination, confession of all known sin, complete sub-
mission to God, a specifi c request to be fi lled with the Spirit, and an af-
fi rmation of belief by the individual that he or she had become fi lled with 
the Spirit. LaHaye cautioned against expecting a feeling or an ecstatic 
experience, and he distinguished between being fi lled by the Spirit and 
walking or “abiding” in the Spirit. The latter involved guarding against 
grieving the Spirit, repeating the fi ve steps to being  fi lled—multiple times 
daily if  necessary—and pursuing a plan of regular Bible reading, daily 
prayer, and yielding to the Spirit, witnessing, as well as making walking 
in the Spirit a “habit.”57

Jay Adams identifi ed a similar pro cess when he described sanctifi ca-
tion, contending that the Holy Spirit transformed lives through “the 
ministry of the Word, the sacraments, prayer, and the fellowship of God’s 
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people.” Given the power of the Holy Spirit, Adams wondered, “How 
can counseling that is removed from the means of grace expect to effect 
the permanent changes that come only by growth in grace?”58 In any 
case, in the same way that salvation was only possible through the power 
of God, so was the transformed life accomplished only through the 
power of the Holy Spirit. In this way of thinking, spiritual health and 
mental health  were intimately linked and  were sustained by daily con-
fessing of sin and living a life in the Spirit.

Clyde Narramore also advocated a plan of spiritual growth and for-
mation for Christians as a shield against mental illness and as a support 
of mental health. Narramore argued that, for a “great majority” of Chris-
tians, their problems  were spiritual and stemmed from “not letting Christ 
control their actions.” As an example, he pointed to the case of a woman 
who was grieving so severely over the loss of her only son that she con-
sidered suicide. Narramore observed that the woman had allowed her 
life to be centered on her son rather than on Christ. Her counselor, Nar-
ramore explained, focused on the woman’s spiritual state, and shortly 
after she rededicated her life to Christ “completely,” she began to recover 
her “mental and emotional  well- being.”59 Narramore’s plan for keeping 
Christ at the center of the individual’s life and thus encouraging mental 
health involved steps similar to those advocated by LaHaye and Adams; 
they included daily prayer, daily Bible reading, regular church atten-
dance, witnessing and personal testimony, and reading devotional “Christ-
centered” books.60

In this approach to the attainment and sustenance of mental health, 
confession was the centerpiece, both at the point of salvation and as part 
of the ongoing transformation. Confession was important both for its 
palliative effect and for its redemptive effect. It required, however, more 
than speaking aloud one’s sin. It also required repentance. Adams turned 
to the Bible for his thesis on confession, using a verse from Proverbs: “He 
who conceals his transgressions will not prosper: but he who confesses 
and forsakes them will obtain mercy.”61 Adams elaborated, highlighting 
the importance of both confessing and forsaking sin in order to enjoy 
relief and pardon. He pointed to the Epistle of James to make the case 
that physical suffering could be caused by unconfessed sin and that for 
this reason the church had a par tic ular role in healing. But Adams was 
careful to also point out that one did not confess just to be healed. Later 
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in the same chapter he described “true confession” as “repentance before 
God,” declaring, “It can never be but a technique by which one may ob-
tain relief from his misery or ‘makeup’ with another.” That is, the ulti-
mate goal was not the relief of suffering or even the restoration of rela-
tionships; it was the individual’s being right with God and admitting to 
God that he or she had violated God’s principles.62

In this we hear echoes of the prewar liberal moral sensibility. On one 
level, some of the Christian counselors’ assumptions did not differ that 
much from those of Charles Holman, who had recommended daily de-
votional practices as an aid to good mental hygiene, or John Sutherland 
Bonnell, who had described in vivid detail the power of confession. On 
another level, it was a  whole new animal, or rather, an animal revived 
from the nineteenth century and refurbished for the twentieth century. 
Earlier liberal ideas about the connection between sin and emotional 
distress  were based on an assumption of fundamental human goodness 
and a belief that earnest moral striving would pay dividends. While re-
pentance and redemption may have been implicitly accepted in the lib-
eral moral sensibility, they  were rarely taken up as central issues. They 
were assumed, rather than made explicit.

In the conservative moral sensibility, moral striving and outward 
manifestations of good or moral behavior  were meaningless unless one 
also assumed God’s power to transform and the individual’s helplessness 
to change  him- or herself. LaHaye specifi cally asserted that one of the 
causes of depression was “hypocrisy,” one example of which was at-
tempting to change oneself without the help of the Holy Spirit.63 Jay 
Adams went a step further, arguing that attempting to achieve change 
without the Spirit was a “rebellion against God,” because it assumed 
human autonomy and undercut the need for grace by assuming that 
human beings  were fundamentally good, and it resulted in “a legalistic 
works- righ teousness that will lead ultimately to despair since it divests 
itself of the life and power of the spirit.”64 Works by evangelical counsel-
ors conveyed a sense of the overmastering power of God that pastoral 
counselors did not have or did not express.

Not all Christian counselors placed such an emphasis on the absolute 
power of God in contrast to the absolute helplessness of human beings. 
Many of the same themes persisted but  were espoused less rigidly. Again, 
Gary Collins’s work is a good example. Collins invoked the Holy Spirit 
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almost as often as Adams or LaHaye but not with the same detail and 
specifi city. He did not prescribe exactly how to be fi lled with the Holy 
Spirit. Instead, as part of his discussion of how religious belief, and espe-
cially Christian beliefs, offered a healthy way to deal with problems, he 
quoted extensively from scripture, highlighting passages that illustrated 
the role of the Holy Spirit in encouraging, comforting, and teaching the 
believer. Collins framed the Christian life as one that involved a personal 
relationship with Jesus, the necessity of growth in that relationship, and 
the likelihood of both hardship and “supernatural power” to meet that 
hardship. Collins did not use the word “sanctifi cation,” but he was de-
scribing a pro cess similar to the one outlined by LaHaye and Adams and 
was claiming that this was the road taken by the psychologically sound 
and emotionally healthy individual.65 At the very end of his book Search 
for Reality, Collins again reaffi rmed his commitment to a biblical and 
spiritual approach to psychology, commenting, “It must always be re-
membered that psychology is a tool of the church. It is the Holy Spirit 
who convicts men of sin. The Holy Spirit and the Bible teach men and 
enable them to grow spiritually. In His work the Holy Spirit can and does 
use tools. Modern psychology might be one of these tools. If evangelicals 
carefully avoid over dependence on psychology, this exciting science of 
behavior can be a valuable aid both in our understanding of each other 
and in the work to which we have been called by God.”66 So, while the 
level of detail varied, the fundamental principles  were consistent through-
out the evangelical counseling literature of the period.

The conservative moral sensibility, with its ideas about the depth of 
human sinfulness and the power of God, also had a much more clearly 
defi ned sense of sin and a clearer sense of what needed to be done in order 
for a person to be delivered from that sin than did the liberal moral sen-
sibility. Sin came from refusing to yield control of one’s life to  Jesus—the 
insistence upon keeping self on the throne. In Bible tracts, Christian 
psychology, revival meetings, Youth for Christ, and C. S. Lewis’s writ-
ings, as well as a host of evangelical para organizations, this message was 
repeated. Only the death of self, only the yielding up of control to a 
greater power would result in change.

The moral sensibility associated with the “Christian counseling” move-
ment that emerged in the late 1950s and early 1960s incorporated a 
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handful of principles that stand in stark contrast to the principles associ-
ated with pastoral counseling, a contrast that deepened in the years be-
tween 1965 and the turn of the  twenty- fi rst century. For Christian coun-
selors’ beliefs about the authority of scripture, the transcendent power of 
God, and the sinfulness of human nature shaped their theory and prac-
tice in fundamental ways, leading them to stress the importance of ad-
herence to objective moral standards drawn from the Bible and of recog-
nizing the helplessness of human beings to change themselves without 
the intervention of God. In contrast, pastoral counselors’ emphasis on 
the importance of cultural context, human relatedness, and personal 
autonomy sound areligious. From the perspective of pastoral counselors, 
the views of these Christian counselors sound narrow, disrespectful of 
human need, and  moralistic—a return to the very approach they had 
worked so hard to escape. Placed side by side, the two perspectives seem 
to having nothing to say to each other. And yet, both sets of assumptions 
were deeply moral and deeply Christian. It is their proponents’ inability 
to recognize and respect the historical legitimacy of the others’ views 
that has made civil discourse between them nearly impossible in recent 
years.
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Epilogue

Howard clinebell was the quintessential post–World War II pas-
toral counselor. Tracing his intellectual development and the 

changes in his life over four de cades allows one to simultaneously trace 
both the history of pastoral counseling and the evolution of the liberal 
moral sensibility. In 1999, in response to a request from the editors of the 
American Journal of Pastoral Counseling, Clinebell recalled the greatest 
infl uences on his own understanding and practice of pastoral counseling, 
and the outlines of the liberal moral sensibility are illuminated in that 
account. Clinebell entered  Union Theological Seminary in 1947, on the 
eve of the publication of some of pastoral counseling’s seminal works. 
Books by Dicks, Hiltner, Wise, Johnson, and Oates followed one another 
in quick succession during the late 1940s and early 1950s. Clinical pas-
toral education broadened and strengthened its base. A multitude of 
training possibilities in seminaries, institutes, and seminars became avail-
able simultaneously to clergy and other professionals interested in pasto-
ral counseling. Clinebell rode that wave of professional development 
and, following found ers of the pastoral counseling movement like Hilt-
ner and Oates, helped shape the movement’s pa ram eters in subsequent 
years.

Like so many other pastoral counselors, Clinebell had come of age in 
a midwestern, small town environment and was the grandchild of farm-
ers. In the account of his life, he made explicit the connection between 
his early years on the farm and his later interest in “growth and pro cess 
theory.”1 While the rest of his colleagues did not consciously make the 
same connection, it is remarkable the number of them who shared a 
midwestern, rural, or small town childhood. Clinebell saw a causal rela-
tionship between his rural past and the psychological theories he em-
braced, and it was probably true that a rural past contributed an impetus 
for many young ministers to “make good” and achieve professional sta-



tus. The early concern of clinical educators to protect the status of parish 
ministers makes even more sense when one realizes that the majority of 
these ministers  were small town or farm boys in a rapidly urbanizing 
environment.

A tragic event early in his life shaped the rest of Clinebell’s career, and 
he read the event in an appropriately psychodynamic framework. When 
he was four years old, his younger sister died on her fi rst birthday. In 
retrospect, Clinebell recalled a period of “inappropriate guilt” that lasted 
into his adulthood and prompted him to pursue a career in the ministry.2

The psychodynamic framework that informed Clinebell’s interpretation 
of this early tragedy was particularly fashionable among counseling 
ministers at the time Clinebell took up the postgraduate study of pastoral 
psychology and counseling at seminary in New York City. His educa-
tion, as Clinebell recalled, “began to challenge and expand the horizons 
of my  Mid- Western provincialism.”3 While at  Union Seminary, he stud-
ied with theologians David Roberts and Paul Tillich and with the neo- 
Freudians associated with the William A. White Institute. Clinebell took 
seminars at the institute in a certifi cate program in applied psychiatry 
for the ministry that was administered jointly by Columbia University 
and  Union. He participated in seminars with Erich Fromm, Frieda 
Fromm- Reichmann, and Harry Stack Sullivan.4 Rollo May was also par-
ticipating in the seminars, although at that point not teaching at the 
institute.5

As with many pastoral counselors,  neo- Freudian theories profoundly 
shaped Clinebell’s thought but parish experience had an equally power-
ful infl uence. Clinebell worked his way through  Union serving as pastor 
in a Long Island church and there discovered, as he phrased it, that the 
“long- term, uncovering, reconstructive,  neo- Freudian approach, was not 
what most of my counselees wanted or needed.” Again like many fellow 
pastoral counselors, Clinebell continued to fi nd the psychodynamic ap-
proach useful for understanding some behavior that was otherwise un-
explainable but he began to look for alternative counseling methods. 
Infl uenced by Wise, Oates, Hiltner, and Johnson, he developed his own 
methods. By the late 1950s, having migrated west to California and spent 
some time as a minister of counseling for a large church and director of 
a pastoral counseling center, he accepted a  full- time position on the fac-
ulty at the School of Theology at Claremont. From his position there, he 
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reinterpreted and synthesized the work of the found ers in his book, Basic 
Types of Pastoral Counseling (1966).

Clinebell’s career illustrates the ambivalent relationship between clini-
cal pastoral education and pastoral counseling. Before going to New 
York for postgraduate studies, Clinebell studied at Garrett Biblical Insti-
tute, the Methodist seminary in Evanston, Illinois. Russell Dicks was 
working in the Chicago area at the time and teaching two courses in 
pastoral care and counseling at Garrett. Taking Dicks’s classes made 
Clinebell aware that he needed more training. Around the same time, he 
met Anton Boisen, who likewise much infl uenced his thinking, but Cline-
bell apparently did not enroll in CPE that year. So, while he acknowl-
edged the importance of CPE in shaping some of his ideas and he later 
enrolled in clinical training while in New York (1947-48 and again in 
1956-57), most of his practical training in counseling occurred in a much 
different milieu, one that was deeply embedded in the conversation pas-
toral counselors  were having with major proponents of the humanistic 
psychology movement.

That observation brings us to a noticeable omission from Clinebell’s 
professional genealogy. In describing his intellectual roots, Clinebell did 
not even mention Carl Rogers, who fi gured so prominently in the think-
ing of many pastoral counselors and who is identifi ed so absolutely with 
humanistic psychology. But this makes sense, too, if the basic narrative 
of the history of pastoral counseling and CPE is kept in mind. By the time 
Clinebell had accepted a position at Claremont and had turned to schol-
arly publication, pastoral counselors’ fascination with Rogers had faded. 
In fact, Clinebell’s Basic Types of Pastoral Counseling challenged Rog-
ers’s method explicitly. Given Clinebell’s appreciation of psychodynam-
ics, it is ironic that he did not recognize the extent to which his own ideas 
served as point and counterpoint to Rogers’s. Early in the book, Cline-
bell offered a “revised model for pastoral counseling,” one that he viewed 
as more suited to the parish ministry than was the older model, which he 
described aptly as “Rogers with a dash of Freud.” He claimed that he had 
no desire to dispense with the Rogerian method and intended to keep 
and incorporate its best attributes into the revised model, but he also 
intended to “recover the strengths of the  pre- Rogerian period.”

Clinebell was just a bit younger than the found ers of CPE or the very 
earliest pastoral counselors, and it was perhaps a combination of that age 
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difference and his personal psychology that made him much more will-
ing to acknowledge the infl uence of women on his professional life. As a 
young adult, Clinebell had studied philosophy at DePauw University and 
then earned a bachelor of divinity degree at Garrett, where he was greatly 
infl uenced by Georgia Harkness.6 His decision to pursue graduate stud-
ies in pastoral psychology and counseling resulted not so much from 
studying CPE but from the infl uence of Regina Westcott Wieman, who 
had written an important book with her  then- husband, Henry Nelson 
Wieman, called Normative Psychology of Religion as well as a book of 
her own called Family and Church. Clinebell mentioned, too, the impor-
tance of the work of Dorothy Walters Baruch, author of children’s books 
and pop ular books on childrearing for their parents, and Peggy Way’s 
infl uence on his thinking about psychotherapy, particularly the infl uence 
of “social context and justice issues on health and illness.”7

In the tradition of his Progressive forebears, Clinebell saw the implica-
tions of counseling for social change. As he described it, he became “in-
creasingly aware of the  hyper- individualism of Western thought, includ-
ing pastoral counseling” and moved toward a model of counseling that 
was more “holistic and more empowering of clients so that they could 
become agents who worked with others to lessen the social pathologies 
that  were breeding sickness in themselves and others.”8 By his account, 
his counseling method moved from an individualistic, intrapsychic focus 
to a focus on relationships: couples, families, and healing social systems. 
Continuing, as did many of his colleagues in pastoral counseling, to both 
counsel and teach, his shift toward a focus on social systems moved him 
toward a focus on healing the environment. He expressed himself most 
passionately about this in his book Ecotherapy, Healing Ourselves, 
Healing the Earth (1996). His focus on environmental awareness moved 
Clinebell toward greater global awareness. He saw and participated in 
an increasingly international pastoral care and counseling movement, 
including conventions of the International Congress on Pastoral Care 
and Counseling, which, he remarked, went beyond the “Western, male, 
white, and  middle- class origins” of the American pastoral care and 
counseling movement. He also joined the International Pastoral Care 
Network for Social Responsibility, which originated in the  mid-1980s
out of the American Association of Pastoral Counselors. Clinebell de-
scribed the Pastoral Care Network as made up of individuals committed 
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to “using our dual training (in theology and psychology) to help make a 
healthy, just and peaceful society, and a healthy natural environment the 
heritage of all the children of the human family.”9

Clinebell’s progression from intrapsychic to international concerns 
refl ects the expanding vision of religious liberals generally and pastoral 
counselors specifi cally and helps us to see why conversation between 
those of liberal and conservative moral sensibilities is so diffi cult. When 
we ask the fundamental questions, it appears at fi rst as if liberals and 
conservatives live worlds apart: How do we know how to live? In the 
liberal moral sensibility, we know how to live by studying human experi-
ence and the experience of other Christians; in the conservative moral 
sensibility, we know how to live by studying the Bible. What are the most 
important values? In the liberal moral sensibility, the primary values are 
relieving suffering and achieving human potential, autonomy, related-
ness, and community; in the conservative moral sensibility, the primary 
value is saving souls, in the belief that the best possible ser vice to any 
individual is to secure his or her salvation. How are we to live a “good” 
life and achieve high moral standards? In the liberal moral sensibility, we 
achieve high moral standards through a kind of Christian pragmatism, 
testing each decision against a variety of standards, including scripture, 
community, and individual conscience; in the conservative moral sensi-
bility, we achieve high moral standards by conforming to the image of 
God and through the working of the Holy Spirit. How do we decide the 
roles of men and women in society? In the liberal moral sensibility, gen-
der roles are defi ned by human beings and through a pragmatic evalua-
tion of human experience; in the conservative moral sensibility, gender 
roles are defi ned by the Bible and by the structure of authority articu-
lated there. It appears to be a divide that cannot be crossed.

On the one hand, a study of moral sensibility seems to indicate that 
liberals and conservatives have nothing to say to one  another—at least 
not anything civil. And yet, the historical record also suggests other pos-
sibilities. While this irreconcilability seems the case for the arguments of 
the likes of Joseph Fletcher and Jay Adams, who represented the far ends 
of the moral sensibility spectrum, in reality, most people live somewhere 
in the middle rather than on either end. When historian David Powlison 
tried to describe the response to Jay Adams’s nouthetic counseling and 
found himself creating an elaborate genealogy of “conservative conser-
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vatives,” “liberal conservatives,” “conservative liberals,” and “liberal lib-
erals,” he was illustrating this very phenomenon. Pastoral counselors and 
evangelical counselors, if they listen carefully when the other talks, hear 
the echoes of familiar ideas grounded not only in a shared religious heri-
tage but also in a shared intellectual heritage. Both are trying to map the 
territory between faith and science. That common ground is the starting 
point for civil discourse, not only for counselors, but perhaps also for 
anyone trying to talk across a great divide of moral sensibility.
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