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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study examines the licensed professional counselor’s personal spiritual 

development, and its impact on the decision to integrate client spirituality into plans for 

growth and change.  The data for the study was derived from the interviews of each 

participant (n=12).  Participants were asked to describe the culture, ideas, and influences 

that shaped their spiritual development, via values and beliefs, throughout their lives.  

The spiritual development of each participant was determined using Fowler’s Faith 

Stages (1981). The data from the interviews was then coded and analyzed using NVivo 

10 qualitative software.  Analysis of the data revealed that the spiritual developmental 

level of the participant did not always correlate with the decision to use the client’s 

spirituality as a resource for growth and change.  Results indicate that the impact of the 

licensed professional counselor’s spiritual development on efforts to integrate the client’s 

spirituality into a plan for growth and change mediates the effects of stages of spiritual 

development on the decision to introduce spirituality as a resource for growth and 

change.  This conclusion is supported by (Bandura, 1986; Freeman, Pretzer, Fleming, & 

Simon, 2004) who found that individual behavior in different contexts has been thought 

to be regulated by belief systems (cognitive schemas).  Ozorak (2005) also supports this 

conclusion finding that religious belief systems (schemas) organize new information and 

guide decision making, even outside of the religious context.  Thus, it appears that the 

counselor’s belief system influences and guides decision and meaning making about 

religion and spirituality in counseling and mediates the interaction between stages of 

spiritual development and the use of religious and spiritually sensitive interventions.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION  

When Donald Walker (Walker, 2012) speaks of the complex process of 

attempting to teach counseling students the process of integrating psychology and 

theology into a plan for clients, he describes it this way: 

The process of interdisciplinary integration between psychology  

and theology is akin to the process of describing an elephant as a blind man. In 

attempting to describe human nature, formulate ways to help hurting 

people, and understand ultimate truth, the disciplines of psychology and theology 

are presented with the challenge of speaking to each other about these 

matters from their unique vantage points, without the benefit of completely 

understanding the other discipline's point of view. (p. 136) 

 

This is important since, according to Cashwell, Bentley, and Yarborough (2007), 96% of 

persons living in the United States believe in God, 90% pray, 69% are church members, 

and 43% have attended church, synagogue, or temple within the past seven days.  

Cashwell, et al. (2007) are quick to point out, however, that these statistics cover only 

one spiritual practice (prayer) and do not account for those persons for whom expression 

of spirituality falls outside of organized religion.  They merely use these statistics as a 

logical extension of the idea that clients seeking counseling have a willingness to 

consider their spirituality as one aspect of their development and culture (Cashwell, et al. 

2007).  Furthermore, in a mixed methods study examining social justice commitments of 

counseling psychology, graduate trainees Beer, Spainerman, Greene, and Todd (2012) 

reported that students desired greater social justice training, including spirituality, than 

that which they had experienced in their programs. 
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 In discussing their Holistic Flow Model of Spiritual Wellness, Purdy and Dupey 

(2005) speak of a curiosity spanning the centuries, which dictates the individual’s 

propensity to wonder about that which they do not know.  “Ancient theologians, mystics, 

oracles, shamans, and witch doctors first discussed the concept, and since then, many 

leaders of organized religion and philosophers have claimed to know the nature of the 

spirit” (Purdy & Dupey, 2005, p. 95).  Even at that, Helminiak (2008) proposes that “on 

all fronts references to spirituality remain clouded in ambiguity.” (p. 162).   

 Helminiak (2008) asks what he considers to be important questions surrounding 

the study of spirituality.  “What exactly is spirituality?  What constitutes its inner 

functioning?  What are the norms or inherent requisites for its usefulness or validity?  

How does it relate to other facets of religion and to the challenge of human living overall, 

and to what extent is psychology even competent to study spirituality”  (p. 162)?  

Helminiak (2008) goes even further in making the bold claim that the spiritual needs to 

be separated from the divine in psychology due to the nonfalsifiable nature of God and 

other metaphysical entities or constructs.  In spite of disagreement as to exactly what 

spirituality is or means, or how it should be used in counseling, collectively, there is 

much agreement in the worlds of psychology and counseling that adoption of numerous 

principles from religious and spiritual traditions has proved to have a positive impact on 

health, well-being, and the quality of life (Plante 2008).  Johnson, Sheets, and Kristeller 

(2008) concur in an article which attempts to identify the dimensions of religion and 

spirituality by stating that “within the past decade, interest has exploded in the role of 

religiousness and spirituality as predictors of physical and mental health” (p. 745).   
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Statement of problem.    

 Weld and Eriksen (2007) reference sections A.1.a and A.4.a of The American 

Counseling Association Code of Ethics (2005), respectively, concerning the counselor’s 

ethical obligation to (a) promote the welfare of clients, and (b) avoid harming clients in 

the delivery of counseling services.  In doing so, Weld and Eriksen emphasize the 

counselor’s need to fully access the client’s spirituality, as well as his or her expectations 

about spiritual interventions in counseling (2007). 

A qualitative study by Crossley and Salter (2005) showed that therapists were 

reluctant to pursue the subject of spirituality in counseling, struggling with how best to 

respond, even when the client introduced the topic.  “Indeed, such was the confusion that 

some therapists described withdrawing from further discussion of spirituality beliefs or 

even adopting a general strategy toward not discussing spirituality altogether in therapy” 

( p. 87).  Practitioners report difficulties and confusion regarding how to work with 

spiritual difference, especially when clients’ spiritual beliefs are perceived as 

undermining their psychological well-being.  “When clients’ spiritual beliefs were 

perceived as psychologically unhelpful, therapists experienced a conflict between their 

ethical stance to respect the clients’ beliefs and their aim to enhance psychological well-

being” (Coyle, & Jackson, 2009, p. 86).   Yet Coursey and Lindgren (1995); Pargament, 

Swank, and Tarakeshwar (2005)  concluded that many clients actively want therapy to 

address their spiritual concerns but fear that therapists might try to undermine their 

beliefs or try to convert them to be more in line with the therapist’s own spiritual values.   
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Significance of the study. 

 Brawer, Handal, Roberts, and Wajda-Johnston (2002) point to research that 

suggests that most psychologists and counselors receive very little clinical training in the 

areas of spirituality and religion, and that this lack of training impacts the three domains 

that Sue and Sue, (2008) identify as critical to being a culturally competent counselor:  

The knowledge, awareness, and skills needed to work with a culturally diverse client 

population.  Furthermore, Magaldi-Dopman (2009) found that in spite of the number of 

years of experience, psychologists/counselors had significant conflicts with their own 

spiritual identities, including profound hurts and a general sense that their own 

spirituality had gone unexplored, which further interferes with the knowledge, awareness 

and skills necessary for working with clients’ religious and spiritual issues.  In this same 

vein, Maher and Hunt (1993) advised that counselors could not facilitate spiritual identity 

development in clients beyond their own working knowledge and understanding of 

spirituality. 

 Magaldi-Dopman’s (2009) and Maher and Hunt’s (1993) research also implies 

that counselors who are unsure or uncomfortable with the current state of their own 

spirituality will have the most difficulty broaching or dealing with the client’s spiritual 

issues.  This, in and of itself, seems sufficient to justify a closer look at the significance of 

the impact of a counselor’s own spiritual development when working with the spirituality 

of a client. 

Further justifying an exploration of spirituality in counseling, Smith and Denton 

(2006) discovered that spirituality and religious identity development are  integral parts 
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of an adolescent’s overall identity development, a finding that Good and Willoughby 

(2008) validate, echoing that adolescence is considered to be, by many researchers in the 

field, the most sensitive period of time for spiritual exploration and development.  

“During this ‘sensitive’ period, adolescents often experience anxiety about their beliefs, 

question their beliefs and take on new beliefs that are more compatible with their 

emerging personal worldview” (Magdali & Taylor, 2010, p. 383).  Given that the World 

Health Organization (WHO) (2008) predicted that within the next 10 years, psychiatric 

disorders in children and adolescents will be among the top five causes of disability and 

mortality worldwide, should we not be looking more closely at spirituality during this 

sensitive period of adolescence?   

 Even as Inhelder and Piaget (1958) were proposing some 50 years ago the idea 

that it was during this sensitive time of adolescent development that individuals begin to 

explore and challenge beliefs and traditions from their family of origin, fueled  

perhaps by cognitive abilities that led to more sophisticated ways of thinking, counselors 

and psychologists were still very far away from being willing to deal with the intensity of 

the demands of this spiritual/religious identity crisis (Magdali & Taylor, 2010).  In spite 

of the fact that adolescents are developing more sophisticated ways of thinking, Steinberg 

(2007) reminds the reader that executive functioning is not yet fully developed in the 

adolescent during this period of time when risky behavior is more common than in any 

other period of life.  Steinburg, Cauffman, Woodward,  Graham, and Banich (2009) 

delved further into this issue in a later publication stating: “As adolescents undertake the 

tasks of psychosocial and identity development, they are often experiencing high levels 
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of impulsivity and sensation seeking, a poorer future orientation than adults, and high 

susceptibility to peer pressure” (p. 383).   

Additionally Snodgrass (2009) reminds the reader that presenting problems, 

especially for older adults, often includes spiritual and existential concerns calling for 

knowledge of the spiritual when dealing with aging and end-of-life issues.  Through the 

aforementioned research, it is not difficult to conclude that spirituality is critically 

pervasive throughout one’s lifespan.   

Purpose of the study. 

The purpose of the current study is to determine in what ways the counselor’s 

own spiritual development impacts efforts to integrate the client’s spirituality into a plan 

for growth and change.  Specifically, participants will be asked to identify areas in which 

they feel their own spiritual development impacts how they approach spirituality as a 

potential resource for clients; the impact that their own spiritual development has on 

discerning spiritual issues that are important to address in counseling; and how cognizant 

they are of their own spiritual values and beliefs when approaching the spiritual 

orientation of the client.  Specific examples will be requested. 

Research Questions. 

The main research question will focus on participants’ own spiritual development, 

in part structured around Mueller’s (2010, see Appendix A) comparison of current 

developmental models.  The counselor’s own spiritual development will then be overlaid 

on Fowler’s spiritual development model (see Appendix B), after which its impact on 

efforts to integrate the client’s spirituality into a plan for growth and change will be 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

7 

 

explored.  Participants will be asked to describe the culture, ideas, and influences that 

have shaped their spiritual development, via values and beliefs, through the years.  

Another question will focus on attitudes and perspectives towards spirituality.  

Participants will be asked to describe the nature and importance of their current stage of 

spiritual development, the impact of both clients’ and their own attitudes toward 

spirituality on therapeutic process and outcome, and their consideration of and training in 

the area (Crossley & Salter, 2005).   

 

Definition of Terms. 

1. Existential therapy:  An adaptation of an existential intervention known as the 

Experiential Focusing Method, which aids clients in integrating their 

spirituality and religious experiences, inasmuch as many clients have 

difficulty finding their own spirituality due to negative religious experiences 

from childhood (Hinterkopf, 1994).  

2. Faith Development Theory:  A cognitive structural model, outlining seven 

stages of faith through which individuals may pass as their ways of meaning- 

making become more complex and comprehensive (Parker 2011). 

3. Human Development:  Erikson’s psychosocial theory of human development 

across the life-span which includes ego development, autonomy, and self-

awareness (Conn, 1993; Fowler, 1981, 1994). 

4. Multicultural Competence: The knowledge, awareness, and skills needed to 

work with a culturally diverse client population (Sue & Sue, 2008). 
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5. Participants:  Participants in this study will be currently Licensed Professional 

Counselors who have actively practiced counseling within the past 12 months 

and do not claim to practice from an exclusively religious perspective (i.e. 

faith, religious, or spiritual bases). 

6. Religion:  Beliefs and practices of an organized institution (Sawa, 2004) 

whose chief concerns are: (a) Belief in a claim to salvation, (b) A one-faith 

tradition based on the acceptance of some form of metaphysical or 

philosophical reality (e.g. an idea of heaven or hell), and (c)  Religious 

teachings, dogma, rituals, prayers and so on (Purdy & Dupey, 2005). 

7. Spirituality:  An awareness of a being or force that transcends the material 

aspects of life and gives a deep sense of wholeness or connectedness to the 

universe (Myers & Sweeney, 2005).  

8. Faith:   For his definitions of spirituality and religion, Fowler conceptualized 

religion as a cultural expression of faith, thus having a reciprocal relationship, 

with faith being the more encompassing term for Fowler and almost 

interchangeable with spirituality (Frame, 2003; Griffith, & Griffith, 2002).  

For Fowler (1981), it is the structures as a way of knowing and constructing 

one’s own experiences of the world that defines one’s faith  rather than a set 

of beliefs (Parker, 2011).  Much like Adler, Fowler believed these structures 

are inherent in human interactions and, therefore, shape how individuals 

interact with the self and the world (Parker, 2011). 
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9. Spiritual Identity Development Theory:  Includes Myers, Sweeney, and 

Witmer’s (2000) Wheel of Wellness; Myers and Sweeney’s (2005) The 

Indivisible Self:  An Evidence-Based Model of Wellness; and Fowler’s (1981) 

Five Faith Stages. 

10. Spiritually Integrated Cognitive Behavioral approach:  An adaptation of 

traditional cognitive behavior therapy specifically designed to include 

spirituality (Snodgrass, 2009).   

11. Spiritual Wellness:  “A continuing search for purpose and meaning in life; an 

appreciation for depth of life, the expanse of the universe, and natural forces 

which operate a personal belief system” (Gill, Minton, & Myers, 2010, p. 

293). 

12. Supervision:  A developmental model for supervision of religious and spiritual 

issues that parallels the development theories of Kholberg (1976) (moral), and 

Fowler (1981) (faith). 

 

Limitations of the Study. 

One could argue that one limitation of this qualitative inquiry is geographical in 

nature.  Unlike the positivist approach, in which the researcher seeks participants 

randomly, rather than purposefully, all of the participants in this study will be from the 

same, generally socially conservative area, in which beliefs about spirituality are fairly 

and consistently from the Judeo-Christian perspective.  For the purposes of this study, 

spirituality will be much more broadly defined or all inclusive, the idea being that 
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spirituality is a phenomenon relative to the client and counselor as individuals rather than 

a presupposed set of religious standards or ideas.  The validity, therefore, for the context 

of this study will be embedded with the data derived from the setting, which should 

supply the reader with an in-depth description showing the complexities of the processes 

and interactions involved.  This should, in turn, be more convincing to the reader 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 

 Another possible limitation of this research design has much to do with 

participant’s potentially narrow view of spirituality.  In western culture, specifically in 

North America, spirituality tends to be seen as having a definite beginning for the 

individual, as in the case of a bar mitzpha for those of the Jewish faith, a Catechism for 

those of the Catholic faith, or the baptism, symbolizing the “washing away of the sins,” 

of the repentant sinner in need of a savior, in the evangelical Christian faith.  This study 

aims to look beyond the ceremonial symbols and behaviors associated with the religion 

of spirituality and into the heart of humans as spiritual beings.  Not that these symbols 

and behaviors will be dismissed, as they are important parts of most individuals’ 

spirituality, but that spirituality will be recognized as a natural part of all humanity, no 

matter how it is expressed or interpreted.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This section reviews relevant literature in order to demonstrate gaps in available 

research concerning the personal spiritual development of licensed professional 

counselors and its impact on the counselors’ ability to effectively aid clients in utilizing 

their own spirituality as a resource for growth and change.  The literature review will also 

explore spirituality in counseling as an underutilized resource for licensed professional 

counselors who do not claim to deliver services from a specific religious or spiritual point 

of view.  The literature is divided into the following subsections: 

Further evidence from the review of literature will be presented in order to: 

1. Establish that most individuals consider spirituality to be an important part of their 

lives.  

2.  Provide the foundation for the inclusion of spirituality as a resource for clients in 

counseling, at a competent level, as outlined in the ACA Code of Ethics (2005).  

3. Explore historical perspectives on attending to spirituality as a component of overall 

well-being.  

4. Establish justification for the inclusion of spirituality in counseling.   

5. Ground the study in well-established spiritual developmental models, in particular, 

Myers and Sweeney’s (2005) the Indivisible Self: An Evidence-Based Model of 

Wellness, for which spirituality is considered essential.  
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The Indivisible Self model will be described in detail along with relevant 

literature supporting, documenting, and explaining the aforementioned relationship 

among spirituality, spiritual development, multicultural aspects of spiritual competency 

and spirituality as a resource for clients.  Further grounding the study as a clear and 

reasonable foundation for spirituality and its connection to mental health and wellness 

will be an explanation of Mueller’s (2010) spiritual developmental model, which will be 

utilized to both establish connections between human developmental and spiritual 

developmental stages and also to aid in developing questions on which the research 

design will be built.   

Historical perspectives on spirituality in counseling 

 In the field of counseling as well as psychology, spirituality has not always been 

considered a concept that was worthy of inclusion within its tenets.  Certainly neglectful 

if not antagonistic toward the issues of spirituality and religion, pioneers such as Freud 

and Ellis reserved broaches of these topics for those they considered neurotic, deluded, or 

at least not as psychologically healthy as they should be (Plante, 2007).  Even in the 21
st
 

century, it is not difficult to find literature that echoes the sentiments of Freud 

proclaiming that “God is dead,” as zoologist David Barash discovered in his review of 

the recent rash of books that make various cases that the divine is a delusion, or that 

belief in the great originator is a deviant form of human maladaptation (Hoare, 2009).  

 Juxtapose these views with the cognitional theory of theologian Bernard 

Lonergan, who hypothesized that “humans are not from the genus animal, but more 

accurately spirit, differing only from pure spirit by being ‘enfleshed’” (Sawa, 2004, p. 
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331). In doing so, one begins to see a stark  line of demarcation between theorists such as 

Ellis and Freud, who dismissed the spiritual aspects of mental health as delusional, and 

modern multicultural theorists such as Arredondo who, on behalf of The Association for 

Multicultural Counseling and Development, promotes the idea that “the culturally 

competent counselor is one who respects clients’ religious and/or spiritual beliefs and 

values, including attributions and taboos and who not only respects indigenous helping 

practices but also is not averse to seeking consultation with spiritual healers”  (Evans, 

2003, p. 163). 

 In order to better understand critical points at which spirituality, as a topic for 

counselors to consider in their practice, began to emerge in the literature, Powers (2005) 

compiled data, running in increasingly shorter spans of time as its prevalence increased. 

The topic first emerged between 1930 and 1939 in the form of three articles, one being in 

pastoral care-related literature.  For each block of time, Powers (2005) noted the number 

of publications that emphasized pastoral care, which were exponentially more prominent 

in the earlier blocks of time.  According to Powers, this was possibly due to the fact that 

the terms spirituality and religion, were more synonymous with each other than current 

data suggest.  According to Power’s (2005) data, the first significant upsurge in 

publications concerning spirituality and counseling was in the time-block from 1970 to 

1979 with 114 related pieces of literature (11 on pastoral care) versus the 1960 to 1969 

time block which included only 11 related articles with 10 being in the area of pastoral 

care.  Due to ever-increasing interest in the subject, Powers (2005) had to reduce spans of 

time to only five years beginning with the 1980-1985 time-span.  The final span, 2000-
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2004, produced 332 articles, 75 books, 124 chapters, and 73 dissertations, with 68 being 

in the realm of pastoral care. 

 Historically, elements of an individual’s spiritual life have been subsumed under 

the concept of religion.  As we emerged into the 21
st
 century, however, research in the 

area of religion began to reclassify many of its variables and concepts as more spiritual 

than religious (Moberg, 2010).  Due to a very complex overlap between the phenomena 

of religion and spirituality, researchers began to ask themselves whether spirituality was 

just another word for religion and, if not, could the two be separated for research 

purposes (Moberg, 2010).    In reviewing current models of spiritual development, 

including those of Peck, Kahn, Myers, Fowler, as well as those of Purdy and Dupey it 

appears that, at least as they relate to multicultural counseling, the field has become very 

decisive in its separation of spirituality and religion, as the term religion is mentioned in 

these models only as a beginning point for spiritual exploration or as a means by which 

spirituality manifests itself (Moberg, 2010).  

  In the Holistic Flow Model of Spiritual Wellness, which will be examined later, 

Purdy and Dupey (2005) chose to differentiate between religion and spirituality by 

focusing on what they deem the chief concerns of each.  According to Purdy and Dupey 

(2005), religion has three chief concerns:  

1. Belief in a claim to salvation.  

2. A one faith tradition based on the acceptance of some form of metaphysical or 

philosophical reality (e.g. an idea of heaven or hell).  

3. Religious teachings/dogma, rituals, prayers and so on.   
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According to Purdy and Dupey (2005), spirituality is concerned, primarily, with what 

they term qualities of the human spirit, which include love, compassion, patience, 

tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, and sense of responsibility.  Furthermore, Sawa 

(2004) wrote that: “while spirituality is quite personal, religion, which has its root 

meaning in a ‘rebinding together,’ refers to the beliefs and practices of an organized 

institution” (p. 412).   

 Myers (1990) defined spiritual wellness as “a continuing search for purpose and 

meaning in life; an appreciation for depth of life, the expanse of the universe, and natural 

forces which operate a personal belief system” (Gill, Minton, & Myers, 2010, p. 293).  

Myers and Sweeney (2005) defined spirituality as “an awareness of a being or force that 

transcends the material aspects of life and gives a deep sense of wholeness or 

connectedness to the universe” (p. 293).  What follows is a comprehensive definition of 

spirituality provided by the Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in 

Counseling (ASERVIC, 1998), which perhaps best encompasses the parameters of the 

proposed study: 

Spirit may be defined as the animating life force, represented by such images as 

 breath, wind, vigor, and courage.  Spirituality is the drawing out and infusion of 

 spirit in one’s life.  It is experienced as an active and passive process.  Spirituality 

 is also defined as a capacity and tendency that is innate and unique to all persons.  

 This spiritual tendency moves the individual toward knowledge, love, meaning, 

 peace, hope, transcendence, connectedness, compassion, wellness, and wholeness.  

 Spirituality encompasses a variety of phenomena, including experiences, beliefs, 

 and practices.  Spirituality is approached from a variety of perspectives, including 

 psychospiritual, religious, and transpersonal.  While spirituality is usually 

 expressed through culture, it both precedes and transcends culture. (para. 3-4) 
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Sawa (2004) spoke to the transcendent nature of spirituality when he theorized 

that the spirit is not material but transcends both space and time in its ability to create 

both a consciousness, through reflection, and self-consciousness, through the reflection of 

the created conscious.  As evidence of the transcendent in human nature, Sawa (2004)  

elaborated on the transcendent  spiritual values of attraction to goodness, beauty, and 

truth in human consciousness, believing that “the human person is self-actualizing 

through a search for meaning, and this meaning is found in creative, aesthetic, and 

transcendent values” ( p. 410). 

Westley (1988), in his book titled The Theology of Presence, referenced Plato’s 

belief that matter is totally distinct from spirit, as well as Aquinas’ view that human 

beings are the lowest order of spirits needing matter to perfect ourselves as spirit.   

The work of the spirit is knowing, understanding, and loving. All attempts at 

purely spiritual knowing and loving are futile and wrong-headed.  Presence 

envelopes the other in caring concern, it is not only ‘being there,’ it is not even 

only ‘being there with,’ it is both these and most importantly ‘being there for.’  

Presence creates a freeing space, a nurturing ambiance, a solidarity, communion, 

a connectedness without which spirits shrivel, become impotent, and eventually 

stagnate. (p. 11)   

 

Sawa (2004), in continuing the discussion of presence or being, proposed that 

presence also creates the space for healing to occur due to the inclusive nature of the 

relational, the transcendent, and the cosmic, which when in harmony with one another, 

lead to self-actualization.  In Sawa’s view, one must recognize all three elements in order 

to address the whole person; the future of the cosmic for its creativity, the future of 

relational for its harmony and the future of transcendence for its truth.  
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  According to Sawa (2004), when the intended future oriented direction of these 

elements is interrupted, a perversion occurs:   

We value truth, goodness, and beauty.  When our intention for the transcendent is 

blocked or aberrant, we get into the negative domain of the occult.  When our 

need to relate is perverted, we fall into social disarray.  When creativity is 

perverted, we are unfulfilled.  (p. 411) 

 

In attempting to understand the history of spiritual development as it relates to 

counseling over the past decade, various models for spirituality and religion have 

emerged in association with human development, but none have recurred so frequently as 

Erikson’s developmental theory of life crisis and stages (Tate & Parker, 2007).  Erikson’s 

developmental model has perhaps been used most frequently in describing spiritual issues 

faced at each stage, what possible spiritual issues might arise at each stage, what optimal 

spiritual development might look like at each stage, and how one might revisit unresolved 

psychosocial conflict through spiritual experiences (Tate & Parker, 2007).  Integral to 

Erikson’s concepts of the mature, adult identity is the spiritual element and corresponding 

values, practices, and principled behaviors that accompany it (Hoare, 2009).  Given this, 

it is clearly important to consider how the father of the ego-identity construct 

conceptualized spirituality within the identity framework (Hoare, 2009).   

 During a period of adolescence, which Erikson identified as a period of   

“Wanderschaft” (wanderings), he was influenced by philosophers and theologians such 

as Kierkegaard, Lao-Tse, Nietzsche, Kant and Goethe as well as New Testament biblical 

passages (Hoare, 2009).  Erikson was also inspired by the revisionist thought of 

individuals like Martin Luther and Mahatma Gandhi, whom he saw as having the ability 
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to lift their identity conflicts and spiritually principled beliefs that drove their identities to 

such a scale that they were able to change history (Hoare, 2009).  Fundamental to the 

adult identity that houses spiritual belief, Erikson believed that as humans develop, 

childhood morality evolves into adult ethical conduct and concern for others, and that 

faith was essential to human wholeness and ego vitality (Hoare, 2009).   

 Erikson conceptualized development in each stage as competing tensions by using 

the term versus as in identity versus role confusion.  By using this term, Erikson was able 

to demonstrate the intrinsic conflict that he saw in these opposing tensions (Hoare, 2009).  

As Erikson himself began to age, and as he observed those around him, he realized that 

“as the ego perceives more palpably its future nonexistence, many if not most adults 

conceive of living on in some spiritual form beyond their one concrete, temporal, spatial 

location” (Erikson, 1980, p. 188).  Erikson saw this belief of living on as necessary to 

countering despair in later life and the sense of self as a spiritual being, as crucial to adult 

vitality in a mature identity (Hoare, 2009).  

 No less influential than Erickson’s conceptualization of life crisis stages, was Jean 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development stages (sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete 

operational, and formal operational stages)  characterized by qualitatively different 

modes of thinking as individuals pass from infancy to adolescence (Piaget, 1970).  One 

main criticism that has befallen Piaget’s theory of cognitive development, however, is 

that it failed to address the nature of cognitive changes in adulthood (Cartwright, 2001).   

Central to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development was the idea that “advances in 

cognition are domain general, not dependent on individual experience, and can occur at 
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any point in the lifespan” (Cartwright, 2001, p. 213).  However, some modern theorists 

(Bidell & Fisher, 1992, Karmiloff-Smith, 1991, Stinnot, 1998), disagreed with this 

original Piagetian premise, believing that cognitive development was domain specific,  

and while it may occur at different rates at any point in the lifespan, it always occurs 

within particular domains rather than across domains (Cartwright, 2001).  This is vital to 

understand when applying recent conceptualizations of cognitive development to spiritual 

development because as Cartwright (2001) explained, an individual’s level of cognitive 

development constrains his or her understanding of the relation between humanity and an 

external power.    

 Kiesling, Sorell, Montgomery, and Colwell (2008), in researching the spiritual 

self, noted that while there have been significant advancements in the study of identity 

development over the past several decades, most of it is grounded in Erikson’s (1950, 

1963, 1968, 1975) psychosocial theory of lifespan human development, little attention 

has been focused on understanding the individual’s sense of his or her spiritual self in the 

adult years.  Poll and Smith (2003) appeared to echo these thoughts when discussing 

spiritual identity development by pointing to evidence that suggesting that spiritual well-

being was not only vital in the healthy identity development of adolescents, but also 

critical to healthy identity in adults.   Researchers also indicate that spiritual development 

in elderly individuals helps in maintaining a sense of continuity in their lives as they deal 

with age related changes (Poll & Smith, 2003).  

  Kiesling and associates (2008) qualitatively analyzed and rated 13 spiritually 

devout men and 15 spiritually devout women ages 22 to 72 in order to examine the 
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structure and content of adult’s spiritual identity.  Using semistructured interviews 

through means of the Role-Related Identity Interview (Busch-Rossnagel, Montgomery, & 

Sorell, 2006), similarities and differences between and within spiritual identity groups 

were observed.  Not only did the study confirm that role-related spiritual identity is 

important in constructing ego identity, it also was consistent with Erikson’s views on the 

relevance of spirituality and religion for ego development (Kiesling, et al., 2008).  In 

addition, content, structure, and emerging themes derived from the Kiesling and 

associates study indicated that all individuals, regardless of their religious or nonreligious 

beliefs, experienced spirituality in both unique and common ways (Kiesling, et al., 2008).  

Furthermore, the researchers concluded that “in a world today where people continue to 

divide themselves on religious grounds, spirituality can be a unifying force and an 

essential part of human dimendios that needs to be developed from early childhood” 

(Kiesling, et al., 2008, p. 382).  

 Predating Erikson’s study of identity development were the philosophical and 

psychological observations of William James concerning the development of the spiritual 

self.  Unlike the motivating tensions in Erikson’s developmental theory, the focus of 

James’ identity development centered on two aspects of the self:  the I and the me (Poll & 

Smith, 2003).  According to James, there is one I but various me’s.  The I functions 

consciously and objectively and creates these various me’s which include the material 

me, the social me, and the spiritual me (Poll & Smith, 2003).  The material me is made up 

of the body and things that surround the body like clothing, homes, families and 

possessions, while  the social me consists of who I surround myself with as well as how 
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those around me respond to me.  The spiritual me, according to James, is the true, 

intimate, ultimate, and permanent me which I seek (Poll & Smith, 2003).  Considered the 

highest level of self-organization and more advanced than the material me or social me, 

the spiritual me is the axis around which identity development occurs, with the  I 

constructing the various me’s and organizing them around the central spiritual self (Poll 

& Smith, 2003). 

Though James preceded Erikson in his philosophical, religious, and spiritual 

views on identity development, his views, opinions, and life experiences were by no 

means discarded.   Concerning William James’ lecture series in 1901 and 1902, titled The 

Varieties of Religious Experience, Erikson and Erikson, (1997) noted:  “ It is hard to 

think of another text that better expresses the numinous, advocating separateness 

transcended and of distinctiveness confirmed’’ (Erikson, & Erikson, 1997, p. 114).  

Erickson and Erickson further validated James’ theory by pointing out that not only did 

James resolve the generativity versus stagnation crisis of adulthood found in Eriksonian 

theory, but also the crisis of old-age integrity versus despair, which ultimately leads to 

wisdom.   

 “Popular imagination might like [William] James to be viewed as a solitary 

pioneer, but he can be seen as a man demonstrating loyalty that can be traced spiritually 

through three generations” (Bridgers & Snarey, 2003, p. 337).  In their later writings, 

Erikson and Erikson (1997) emphasized what they called ritualizations, or a kind of 

informal, yet prescribed, interplay repeated between persons at meaningful intervals and 

in recurring contexts, thus affirming the numinous or envicting of a deity, which James 
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promoted.  Additionally,  Erikson and Erikson (1997) assigned the strongest traditional 

claim on cultivation of the numinous to the social institutions of religion and art, fields 

that “curiously reflect the life work of the two eldest James brothers, William’s work in 

the psychology of religion and Henry’s acclaim as a literary artist” (Bridgers & Snarey, 

2003, p. 338). 

Not unlike Erikson’s “Wanderschaft,” James experienced what he called 

“Walpugis,” which in German tradition was the night before Halloween when all the 

demons and spirits of the dead were released. James described the experience in a letter 

to his wife suggesting the feeling was as if all the gods of nature-mythology were holding 

a meeting in his breast with the moral gods of inner life (Bridgers & Snarey, 2003).  

James left the experience with a renewed sense of mission and began to write what would 

become The Varieties of Religious Experience.  It was during this time that James began 

to suffer from permanent heart damage due to physical overexertion and began to become 

concerned about his own generativity, which Erikson later described in mapping out his 

theory of development as the fear of not being able to pass along what you have gained in 

this life to the next generation, or as Erikson called it, “generativity versus stagnation” 

(Bridgers & Snarey, 2003).  Erikson later described this obligation to generative care or 

interactions between generations as an essential component of development in the life 

cycle (Bridgers & Snarey, 2003). 

Spirituality as a competency in counseling 

 Within their competencies, the Association of Multicultural Counseling and 

Development (AMCD), a Branch of the American Counseling Association, stipulates that 
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multiculturally competent counselors deliver their services relevant to human diversity 

which includes gender, spirituality, religion, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic 

background (Davis, Lambie, &  Miller, 2008).  In addition, the Association for Spiritual, 

Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling (ASERVIC) advocates the integration of a 

client’s spiritual beliefs within the counseling process in order to maximize the 

achievement of counseling goals (Davis et al. 2008).  In 2001, the Council for 

Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP), in revising 

its standards, added a spirituality program requirement to the multicultural standards area 

(Steen, Engels, & Thweatt, 2006).   

In 2004, the American School Counselor Association (ASCA) officially 

recognized religious/spiritual identity and appearance (standard E.2.d) as a critical part of 

a school counselor’s ethical obligation for students’ developmental and academic success  

(Davis, Lambie, &  Miller, 2008).  ASCA’s position statement on multicultural 

counseling and ethical standards for school counselors calls for professional school 

counselors to work with students in an appropriate cultural context.   When working with 

African American students, for example, this might involve “the counselor’s recognition 

and consideration of religious and spiritual themes embedded in students’ narratives, 

conceptualization of problem situations, goal development, self-regulatory skills and 

orientation toward problem resolution” (Thomas, 2008, p. 2). Data indicated African 

American adolescents maintain higher baseline rates of religious and spiritual activities 

and beliefs than do their non-African-American peers (Thomas, 2008).  
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Endorsed by ASERVIC, a group of ACA members met in Belmont, North 

Carolina in 1995 at a gathering called the “Summit on Spirituality” (Young, Frame, & 

Cashwell, 2007).  Subsequently, four other meetings were held during ACA and 

Association for Counselor Education and Supervision (ACES) conferences in order to 

address the infusion of spirituality into counseling (Cashwell, et al., 2007). As a result, 

505 ACA members completed a questionnaire based on the nine spiritual competencies 

that evolved from these meetings. These competencies include:   

1.  A counselor should be able to explain the relationship between religion and 

spirituality, including similarities and differences.   

 

2.  A counselor should be able to describe religious and spiritual beliefs and 

practices within a cultural context.   

 

3.  A counselor should engage in self-exploration of his/her religious and spiritual 

beliefs in order to increase sensitivity, understanding, and acceptance of his/his 

belief system.   

 

4.  A counselor should be able to describe his/her religious and/or spiritual belief 

system and explain various models of religious/spiritual development across the 

life span.   

5.  A counselor should demonstrate sensitivity to and acceptance of a variety of 

religious and/or spiritual expressions in the client’s communication.  

 

6.  A counselor should identify the limits of his/her understanding of a client’s 

spiritual expression and demonstrate appropriate referral skills and general 

possible referral sources.  

 

7.  A counselor should assess the relevance of the spiritual domains in the client’s 

therapeutic issues.   

 

8.  A counselor should be sensitive to and respectful of the spiritual themes in the 

counseling process as befits each client’s expressed preferences.   
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9.  A counselor should use client’s spiritual beliefs in the pursuit of the client’s 

therapeutic goals as befits the client’s expressed preferences (Cashwell, et al. p. 

52). 

  

Part of the interest in having the ACA members rate the importance of the nine 

competencies developed at the Summit on Spirituality, was based on research conducted 

by Young, Cashwell, Frame, and Belaire (2002) on 94 CACREP- accredited programs. 

These programs not only indicated support for the nine competenices but also indicated 

that only 46% of respondents felt that they were prepared or very prepared to integrate 

spirituality into their teaching and supervision.  Based on these results, Young, Frame, 

and Cashwell (2007) set out to investigate the level of support among ACA members for 

the spirituality competencies in hopes of providing a baseline on ACA members’ current 

perceptions of their competence in addressing spiritual issues in counseling.  They did so 

by developing the following research questions:   

1.  How important do respondents believe the proposed competencies are to 

effectively address spiritual and religious issues in counseling?   

 

2.  How well prepared are respondents to address spiritual and religious issues in 

counseling by practicing in accord with the proposed competencies?   

3.  Do respondents believe they need additional training to address spiritual and 

religious issues in counseling? (American Counseling Association, p. 48) 

  

For the first question, the competencies received overall support from the sampled 

ACA members, indicating greater than moderate support for each of the nine 

competencies.  For the second question regarding the preparedness of respondents to 

practice in accordance with the competencies, 53% agreed or strongly agreed that they 

could do so, while 27.9% marked the neutral response and 15.6% either disagreed or 
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strongly disagreed (Cashwell, et al. 2007).  The final question, directed at respondents 

who felt unprepared to practice in accordance with the competencies, indicated that 21% 

of these respondents felt that they needed additional training in order to be competent in 

infusing spirituality into their practices (Young, Frame, & Cashwell, 2007)  “The 

requested support included workshops, seminars, education on various religious and 

spiritual orientations, focused readings, greater knowledge of referral sources, case-based 

training, greater self-awareness, and understanding of fundamentalists beliefs” 

(Spirituality and counselor competency: A national survey of American Counseling 

Association members, p. 49). 

Regarding the treatment of highly religious clients, Richards and Potts (1995)  

expressed concern over the possible inappropriate or ineffective use of spiritual 

interventions when failing to assess a client’s spirituality.  Furthermore, Richards and 

Potts (1995) warned of the dangers of making assumptions about the client’s religious 

beliefs and values simply because the client and the counselor belonged to the same 

religion.  Gonsiorek, Richards, Pargament, and McMinn (2009) echoed the sentiments of 

Richards and Potts when discussing spiritual competence as it relates to common spiritual 

or religious values held in kind with the client.  “Asserting that one’s personal ethnicity, 

gender, health or ability status, or sexual orientation automatically creates professional 

competence with these issues is erroneous. . . This erroneous assumption also trivializes 

religious and spiritual concerns as an area of true expertise” (p. 386).  In referencing the  

Gonsiorek, et al. (2009) article mentioned above, Richards (2009) added that, in his view, 

all psychologists are obligated to incorporate spirituality into their practices in order to 
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ensure the competence of their service.  Richards (2009) also agreed with the Gonsiorek, 

et al. (2009) belief that competence in the services that counselors provide are a  

fundamental ethical requirement, and further supports this belief by constructing what he 

terms “a brief list of religious-spiritual self-evaluation minimal competency” questions:  

 1.  Do I have the ability to create a spiritually safe and affirming therapeutic 

 environment for my clients? 

  

2.  Do I  have the ability to conduct an effective religious and spiritual assessment 

 of my clients? 

  

3.  Do I have the ability to use or encourage religious and spiritual interventions, 

 if indicated, in order to help clients access the resources of their faith and 

 spirituality during treatment and recovery? 

  

4.  Do I have the ability to effectively consult and collaborate with, and when 

 needed, refer to clergy and other pastoral professionals? (Richards, p. 389) 

 

While Richards admitted that these questions were neither empirically derived nor 

comprehensive, he believed that it would be ideal if all psychotherapists could respond to 

them affirmatively.  

Ethical concerns in the use of spiritual interventions 

 In the spirit of promoting the welfare of clients and avoiding harm, Genia (2000) 

listed four reasons that explicit spiritual interventions might run counter to the welfare of 

the client:  “(a) lack of spiritual training in working with spiritual techniques, (b) possible 

violations of laws related to the separation of church and state, (c) iatrogenic 

consequences for more seriously disturbed individuals, and (d) use by therapists who do 

not nurture their own spiritual lives” (p. 218).   
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In addressing the avoidance of harm in promoting the welfare of clients, Taylor 

(2002) brought the counselor’s attention to what is dubbed harmful faith.  For some 

clients, mental health issues may manifest themselves through religious means, such as 

compulsive prayer (Taylor, 2002).  These individuals may have a religious addiction that, 

for example, involves dogmatic rules that affect their relationships when violated, 

resulting in abuse toward a partner or spouse (Taylor, 2002).   Furthermore, an 

uninformed clinician might actually harm a client’s progress or even set a client back by, 

for example, engaging in prayer with the client whose religious addiction is accompanied 

by compulsive prayer (Taylor, 2002).  Weld and Eriksen (2007) concurred with Taylor 

by elaborating that “any intervention is contraindicated that encourages clients to adhere 

to a harmful faith in ways that interfere with attention to their central problems” (p. 128).  

In fact, specific problems having to do with spiritual issues are listed in the Diagnostic 

and Statistical Manual used by psychiatrists and counselors in diagnosing patients (Weld 

& Eriksen (2007).  

 A qualitative study by Knox, Catlin, Casper, and Schlosser (2005) posited that the 

times when clients felt that the discussion of religious and spiritual issues was  unhelpful 

were when they felt that their therapist was passing judgment on them, reflecting the 

counselor’s lack of awareness of religious and spiritual issues.  Sue and Sue (2008) have 

reminded us on numerous occasions that when significant cultural differences exist 

between the counselor and the client, as seems to be the case with counselors and 

spiritual/religious issues of clients, multicultural awareness and sensitivity are 

exponentially important.  Accordingly, Magdali and Taylor (2010) concluded that 
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“research supports the importance of self-awareness competencies, in that increased 

sensitivity and understanding by the clinician of her or his own belief system will 

improve the quality of therapeutic services” (p. 385).     

 In a review of the Gonsiorek, et al. (2009)  article mentioned in the section on 

competency, McMinn (2009) specifically commented on the section of Gonsiorek’s 

article titled What to Name it and Whether to Bill.  Since clergy cannot bill for their 

services, it is crucial that any spiritual interventions used in a billable practice be clearly 

nonbiased and based on the needs of the client lest the counselor should be accused by a 

third party payer of charging for religious services.  Basically, McMinn (2009) felt that, 

though Gonsiorek et al. (2009) made a perfectly valid point when distinguishing between 

services that are psychological in nature and those that are religious, “there are many 

gradations between the anchors that Gonsiorek provided, making the demarcation 

between psychological interventions and religious services quite challenging” (p. 393). 

 In support of the worth, dignity, potential, and uniqueness of people within their 

own social and cultural context, the preamble to the ACA Code of Ethics (2005) asserts 

that counselors should:  “actively attempt to understand the diverse cultural backgrounds 

of the clients they serve and explore their own cultural identities and how these affect 

their values and beliefs about the counseling process” (Section A).  One could argue this 

certainly includes the spiritual life of the client.  Even before the latest revision of the 

ACA Code of Ethics, Richards and Potts (1995) asserted that “those who would exclude 

all spiritual perspectives and interventions from psychotherapy are in danger themselves 

of violating [ACA’s] ethical principles regarding respect for human diversity” (p. 169).  
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Furthermore, Richards and Potts, in the aforementioned exclusion of a client’s spirituality 

in the counseling process, asserted that this exclusion demonstrates not only a lack of 

empathy, but also a lack of competency in utilizing clients’ spiritual resources.  The 

Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Programs (CACREP) was even 

more specific when they specified that such multicultural competencies include counselor 

sensitivity to spiritual values (Weld & Eriksen, 2007).   

 No doubt there are a host of legitimate fears that might accompany the inclusion 

of the client’s spiritual beliefs in the counseling process.  To this end, Ingersoll (1994) 

suggested that counselors first affirm the importance of clients’ spirituality and attempt to 

enter client worldviews with vocabulary and imagery that are congruent with the client’s 

faith experiences.  Genia (2000) suggested that secular counselors in particular might 

want to research different religious values, beliefs, and practices in striving to understand 

how these issues could be integrated with psychological theory and counseling practice. 

 As Evans (2003) explained, developing multicultural competence is difficult and 

painful, as it involves unlearning ideas, attitudes, and behaviors that promote 

misunderstanding and bias.  Fukuyama and Sevig (1999) compared the development of 

multicultural competency to a journey in which an individual is seeking to develop 

spiritually.  “Counselors need to have attained significant spiritual maturity to effectively 

assist clients in their own spiritual journeys.  Understanding spiritual identity 

development is an important part of spiritual maturity” (p. 164). 
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Wellness and spiritual identity development 

 For a perspective on how counseling research has attempted to infuse spirituality 

into plans for wellness during the last decade, this section of the review will look at the 

transformation of Myers, Sweeney and Witmer’s (2000) theoretically-based Wheel of 

Wellness into Myers and Sweeney’s (2005) The Indivisible Self: An Evidence Based 

Model, taking special note of spirituality’s position in each.  For the purpose of contrast, 

this section will also examine Purdy and Dupey’s (2005) Holistic Flow Model of 

Spiritual Wellness, which is much more existential.  While these models viewed 

spirituality as critical to overall wellness, they contributed little to the understanding of 

one’s own personal spiritual development.  For that perspective, the section will review 

Fowler’s (1981) Five Faith Stages of development, followed by Mueller’s (2010) Faith 

Stages and Human Development, which aligns Fowler’s (1981) faith stages with the 

developmental theory of Erikson, Piaget, and Kohlberg. 

Wheel of Wellness Model. 

           Initially developed by Witmer and Sweeney and later revised by Myers, Sweeney 

and Witmer (2000), a wellness model called the Wheel of Wellness, based on aspects of 

diversity and self-direction,  “proposed a holistic model of wellness and prevention over 

the lifespan and summarized a broad array of  literature from multiple disciplines 

supporting the elements of the model” (Myers, et al., 2000, p. 251).  In particular “we 

encourage our clients to view the model as a round sphere or globe, with spirituality in 

the center.  If one’s sense of spirituality is healthy, the middle of the sphere is round and 

full and provides a firm foundation or core for the rest of the components of wellness.  If  
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one’s sense of spirituality is somehow flat, the rest of the sphere cannot be firm and 

round” (p. 258).  Furthermore, Myers et al. (2000) stated at the time, “only one current 

model is based in counseling theory, that being the Wheel of Wellness, first introduced in 

the early 1990’s and later modified to incorporate new findings relative to issues of 

diversity and self-direction” (p. 252).   

Though each part of the wheel is certainly worthy of its own explanation, the 

primary reason it is discussed here is because of the model’s unique placement of 

spirituality at its core.  For the purposes of their model, Myers, Sweeney, and Witmer 

(2000), defined spirituality,  Life Task 1,  as “an awareness of a being or force that 

transcends the material aspects of life and gives a deep sense of wholeness and 

connectedness to the universe” (p. 252).  In Life Task 1, the authors made a distinction 

between the broad concept of spirituality, which represents one’s own personal beliefs, 

and what they termed religiosity, defined as a narrower concept referring to institutional 

beliefs and behaviors of individuals.   

Originally, the Wheel of Wellness contained five tasks:  (a) spirituality, (b) self-

regulation, (c) work, (d) friendship, and (e) love  (Myers, Sweeney, & Witmer, 2000).  

Resembling a wagon wheel, with spirituality acting as the hub, this model built out 

toward the rim of the wheel, which encompassed global events.  However, research from 

the factor analysis of over 3,000 people who took the Wellness Evaluation of Lifestyle 

inventory, WEL (1998), indicated emerging factors not formerly seen in the original 

model, which was based solely on reviews of literature  (Myers, et al., 2000).  Hattie, 

Myers, & Sweeney (2004) reported on a series of studies concerning the development 
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and validation of the WEL, based on a large database.  “In the current study, exploratory 

and confirmatory factor analyses of the items and scales revealed 5 primary factors of 

well-being (Creative, Coping, Social, Essential, and Physical) and 1 superordinate factor 

identified as ‘Wellness’” ( p. 82).  Ultimately, the results of these studies lead to the 

development of what is now known as the Indivisible Self: An Evidence-Based Model of 

Wellness. 

The Indivisible Self:  An evidence-based model of wellness. 

The Wellness Evaluation of Lifestyle, or WEL (Myers, 1998; Witmer, & 

Sweeney, 1996) was developed to assess each of the components in the Wheel of 

Wellness model.  Over the next several years, seven studies were undertaken to improve 

the psychometric properties of the WEL, which included both factorial and structural 

analyses (Hattie, Myers, & Sweeney, 2004).  “Although the psychometric properties of 

the instrument were supported, and evidence of good reliability and construct validity 

were provided, in the final analysis the data did not support the hypothesized circumplex 

model” (i.e. the WOW) (Myers & Sweeney, 2005, p. 271).  “Although the hypothesized 

interrelationships among the components of the Wheel of Wellness and the assumed 

circumplex structure were not supported, the results of the factor analysis were 

encouraging and provided a basis for reexamining the structure of wellness” (Hattie, 

Myers, & Sweeney, 2004, p. 356).   

To begin the process of re-examining the structure of wellness, Hattie, et al. 

(2004) used an initial maximum likelihood exploratory factor analysis for the 17 discrete 

scales of the WEL, which were derived from the discrete components of the WOW.  The 
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17 discrete scales/components consist of the five life tasks (work, leisure, friendship, 

love, and spirit), and the 12 subtasks of self-direction, rather than the composite or sum of 

the self-direction tasks.  “This was accomplished by specifying a restricted factor pattern 

allowing the items to load only on their respective scales, which then loaded on a set of 

second-order-factors” (Myers & Sweeney, 2005, p. 272).  Five clear second-order factors 

were identified (creative, coping, social, essential, and physical) and one uni-dimensional 

higher-order factor called wellness.  Based on these new empirical data, The Wheel of 

Wellness experienced a radical transformation in 2005.  Not only did the model lose its 

spherical, wheel-like, formation, but also the very hub of the model, spirituality, was 

resituated away from the center in the new model to an essential, yet less prominent 

position, in a model now known as the Indivisible Self.    

It is within Alfred Adler’s Individual Psychology, with its tenants of striving, 

integration, self-transcendence, and ultimate value, that the spiritual wellness models 

reviewed here did, indeed, find their grounding.  However, at this point, it is critical to 

note that the term individual psychology, represents, according to Polanski (2002), an 

inaccurate translation from the German individual psychologie, which would have been 

better translated as indivisible psychology, a point that will become even more critical 

when we exam Meyers’ and Sweeney’s model, The Indivisible Self.  

“Adler proposed that holism (the indivisible self) and purposiveness were central 

to understanding human behavior and that such understanding required an (Myers & 

Sweeney, 2005, p. 273) ‘emphasis on the whole rather than the elements, the interaction 

between the whole and parts, and the importance of man’s social context’”  (Ansbacher, 
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& Ansbacher (Eds), 1967, p. 11-12).  After the five second-order factors were 

established, Adlerian theory was again used to make sense of the factors, which 

eventually were labeled the essential self, social self, creative self, physical self, and 

coping self (Myers & Sweeney, 2005).  It is important to note that, according to Adler, 

spirituality contained within the second order factor of essential, not religiosity has 

positive benefits for longevity and quality of life (Myers, & Sweeney, 2005).   

 Mansager (2000) developed  the components of individual psychology (i.e. 

striving, integration, self-transcendence, and ultimate value) into criteria for spiritual 

wellness.  “The Individual Psychologist understands striving to be the essence of life, the 

very activity of living.  Movement constitutes life, growth, toward an end state”  (p. 380).  

According to Adler, the ever-striving being could never be like God, so the individual 

must see God as free from striving, having reached a state of perfection; a god who is 

eternally complete, the master of fates, who speaks from the cosmos to every single 

human soul (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, eds., 1964).   

 “Because the human is always socially embedded, completion involves seeking 

out connection and belonging to the greater community--to everybody, everything--to the 

perfect society” (Mansager, 2000, p. 380).  Mansager further explained that it is this 

ultimate aspect of normal human striving that pointed to one’s spiritual capacity.   “Adler  

insisted that one’s ideal interest in society came to life only when it proves valuable sub 

specie aeternitatis for the welfare of the community” (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964, p. 

295).  According to Pargament (1999), it is from this perspective of one’s ideal interests 

and the welfare of the community that individual psychology is in a position to contribute 
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criteria for determining which forms of spirituality facilitate wellness and which impede 

it.  “That is, a first criterion [seeking out connection and belonging to the greater 

community][that] is apparent in relation to this component of spirituality” (Mansager, 

2000, p. 381).   

 Concerning the second criterion, integration, where most theories propose it as a 

conscious activity having to do with the maturation of the individual,  individual 

psychology asserts that a certain amount of integration is a natural part of being human 

(Mansager, 2000).  Because the individual psychology theorist believes that individuals 

are already unified, they dismiss the idea of having to draw together different aspects of a 

person’s life into a unified maturation process.  Therefore, it is “the discovering or 

recognizing the unifying goal on a conscious level that is, for individual psychology, the 

difficult task of maturing” ( p. 381).  

A key to  individual psychology is the concept of holism, which accounts for an 

integrated style of living.  “This holistic understanding is a major contribution of 

individual psychology to the understanding of personality and potentially of spirituality” 

(Mansager, 2000, p. 381).  Though not original to Adler, the concept of holism is 

described by individual psychologists as the philosophical attempt at understanding the 

complexity of life without reducing it to opposites.  Described as a dynamic 

interconnection of the human person, holism goes beyond the individual, organizing itself 

around greater and greater wholes (Mansager, 2000). “ That is, humans are not 

composites of anything--at least by the standards of individual psychology-but whole 

living organisms, part of planet Earth, which is part of the greater cosmos” (Mansager, 
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2000, p. 381).  So, in essence, this second criterion of integration becomes “the degree to 

which a person’s spirituality is closed, judgmental, and prejudiced rather than open, 

tolerant, and impartial” (Mansager, 2000, p. 382). 

 According to Mansager (2000), self-transcendence or, moving beyond one’s self 

to something out there is no longer a popular concept for many contemporary individuals, 

but Adler never hesitated to posit something beyond the individual.  This reaching 

beyond the known, for Adler,  seemed quite natural and, perhaps, the path to all human 

knowledge.  Porter’s (1980) extended version of Adler’s original work What Life Should 

Mean to You published (1931), suggested Adler believed: 

 If [the individual] can be a good friend to all. . .and contribute to them by useful 

 work and a happy marriage, he will never feel inferior to others or defeated by 

 them.  He will feel. . .at home in the universe. . .he will feel, ‘this world is my 

 world.  I must act and organize, not wait and expect.’  He will be wholly sure that 

 the present time is only one time in. . .history. . .and that he belongs to the whole 

 human process--past, present and future. (Porter, 1980, p. 262)    

 

So this third criterion of self-transcendence, a means of measuring an individual’s 

spirituality, is about a sense of feeling connected beyond one’s self, or as Mansager 

(2000) wrote:  “ The degree to which the individual’s spirituality leads away from the 

isolation and self-absorption of acquiescing in the face of life’s challenges and toward the 

greater community is, again, a measurement of that person’s relative wellness” (p. 383).  

 Individual psychology purports that people live, and move, toward what they 

value both in the immediate and distant future. This distant future as opposed to the 

immediate has been termed ultimate value, or the fourth criterion, by the individual 

psychologist (Mansager, 2000).  Adler believed that, for many, God represents their 
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ultimate value, representing a solidifying of the idea of perfection, which he believed was 

the highest image of greatness and superiority (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964).  

Furthermore, Adler believed that the striving after this ultimate goal, as well as the 

innumerable immediate goals, truly signified life and flowed from the insecurity and the 

constant inferior feeling of a needy mankind.  Furthermore,  realizing that he cannot 

experience such perfection, he strives to attain something of the strengthening grace and 

the gracious strength of the divine goal  (Ansbacher, & Ansbacher (eds.), (1964). 

 In terms of God as the highest good, and protector of the group, Adler believed  it 

probably took an immeasurable amount of time to arrive at this conception.  As strongly 

as he believed this, he also believed in the significance of the idea that, as protector of the 

group, the conceptualization of God also became protection for the individual (Mansager, 

2000).  Of course, this begs the question: Is a person’s God-concept only an idea?  Adler 

was quite clear in that from the perspective of the individual psychologist, yes, God is an 

idea and a gift of faith (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964).  Adler’s belief in God as an idea 

stemmed from his theory that humans cannot conceive of a god without some mental 

image or conceptualization, so therefore each individual creates his or her own 

conceptualization of who God is for them (Mansager, 2000).  “So in this sense Adler’s 

formulation says nothing of some greater reality but points to the human psychic process 

of fictiously conceptualizing a deity” (p. 384).  According to Adler, this is how humans 

make sense of their world.  To be clear, Adler is not saying that God is fictitious, just that 

He is so complex that in order for humans to grasp spirituality, they must “create” the 

numinous in terms they can understand and, ultimately, utilize.  
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 Adler wanted to make it clear that the individual psychologist does not judge in 

terms of truth or falsehood where spirituality is concerned, and furthermore, that 

individual psychology is not designed to judge religious dogma, insisting that 

practitioners must leave Christian guidance to those qualified for it (Ansbacher & 

Ansbacher, 1964).  Mansager (2000) clarified Adler’s position on this point by asserting 

that: 

The measure of a person’s ultimate value is itself a meta-criterion to the degree 

that his or her highest value encourages useful striving, to the degree that it 

encourages integrating open-mindedness, to the degree that it encourages self-

transcendence toward greater community interest-to that degree his or her highest 

value is a valid criterion for measuring wellness. (p. 384)  

 

According to Burke and Riegert (1999), “spirituality in the helping relationship 

involves not only clients’ and counselors’ Spirituality but also the spirituality of those 

theorists whose ideas affect counselors’ construction of the helping process” ( p. 128).  

Some theories, like those of Freud, Jung, and Adler, addressed ideas related to spirituality 

and religion, though as mentioned earlier, Freud was essentially skeptical and critical of 

religion, believing that it should be replaced with a nontheistic humanism (Polanski, 

2002).  Jung, on the other hand, was quite influential in conceptualizing human problems 

in terms of a spiritual dimension, believing that it was important to understanding 

spiritual development as well as the practice of counseling and psychotherapy (Kelly, 

1995).  According to Jung (1933), “spiritual, physical, emotional, and cognitive 

functioning are equally significant aspects in human development” (Polanski, 2002, p. 

128).  According to Ansbacher and Ansbacher (1956), though Jung is not necessarily 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

40 

 

associated with the inclusion of religion and spirituality in his writings, one will find 

them there. 

 Followers of Adler, however, include spirituality as one of the major life tasks, 

placing it at the very center of one’s health and well-being (Sweeney, 1998).  Adler wrote 

and taught about the human experience and the various tasks of life that each individual 

faces (Polanski, 2002) and, as anyone who has studied Adler knows, his writings about 

human motivation have been grouped into three phases:  Inferiority, Superiority, and 

Social interest (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956).  As a physician, Adler sought to 

understand the phenomenon that he saw in his patients, in which physical symptoms 

would exist without observable medical causes, a condition he came to describe as organ 

inferiority (Polanski, 2002).  Eventually, Adler noted that even in patients who did not 

possess this condition, he noticed what he called a will to power, or a striving for 

superiority, even in the face of no noticeable or recognized inferiority (Ansbacher & 

Ansbacher, 1956).  “Finally, Adler’s thinking regarding the basis for all human 

motivation, revolved around the concept of social interest (Gemeinschaftsgefühl); that, at 

the core of all human striving, is the desire to belong, to have a place among others, to be 

part of the human community” (Polanski, 2002, p. 130). 

 “Adler viewed the human individual and the human community as developing, 

evolving, and striving for perfection” (Polanski, 2002, p. 130). “Indeed, the struggle for 

perfection is an inborn actuality existing in every person” (Adler, 1964, p. 272), although 

initially, Adler conceptualized feelings of inferiority as the impetus for developmental 

movement or the origin of all striving (Ansbacher, & Anbacher, 1956).  Adler also   
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viewed people as needing to make sense of the seemingly unorganized, chaotic world 

around them in an effort to alleviate the discomfort of confusion and disorientation 

(Polanski 2002).  “This strong desire to establish order from chaos leads an individual to 

develop a view of self and a world view that are not particularly grounded in reality and 

then thinking, feeling, and behaving as if these views were real” (Polanski, 2002, p. 131).   

Significantly contributing to one’s dissatisfaction in life, Adler believed, was the 

inability through purposeful thinking, feeling, willing, and acting, and with practical 

reasoning, to examine what is erroneous, incorrect, or abnormal or, as Mosak, (1984) 

called it, the unexamined life. Polanski (2002), in referencing the second noble truth of 

Buddhism, called this unexamined life, the “dissatisfaction that comes from wanting 

reality to be something different than it actually is” (p. 130).  Interestingly enough, Hagen 

(1999) pointed out that the Buddhists teach of The Awakening, which also holds that, 

rooted in a separate self, there is a tendency to long for something other than what is, 

which impedes satisfaction with life. 

 According to Sweeney (1998) the teleological aspect of Adler’s theory, which 

conceptualized human development as striving for superiority rather than being driven by 

instincts, can be observed in the healthy or unhealthy movements of the individual.  In 

essence, Polanski (2002) described this teleological aspect of Adler’s theory as a 

movement toward a goal of perfection characterized by an ample amount of concern for 

the greater good.  According to Polanski (2002) “whereas the healthy individual strives 

for goals beyond self, based in the reality of social interests, interest in others, and 

interest in cooperation, unhealthy striving tends to be characterized by self-enhancement, 
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self-boundedness, and self-centered striving” ( p. 133).  As Adler’s theory evolved, this 

concept of social interest changed to become more and more central to Adler’s theory 

(Polanski, 2002).  Initially described as a biological factor, social interest became the 

mentally healthy direction in the striving for perfection, for both the individual as well as 

for society (Polanski, 2002).  In 1964, Adler wrote:  “The great mistakes in life--war, 

capital punishment, race-hatred, hatred of other peoples, not to speak of neurosis, suicide, 

crime, drunkenness, etc.--spring from a lack of social feeling” (Adler, 1964, p. 55).  In 

this regard, Adler compared the religious views of the human soul (e.g. redemption 

through the grace of Christ) to Individual Psychology’s view of salvation through social 

interest (Polanski, 2002). 

  Much like human development theory, the development of one’s spiritual identity 

can be viewed through one of several lenses.  Conn (1993) and Fowler (1981, 1994) saw 

many aspects of spiritual identity, for example, that parallel human development, such as 

ego development, autonomy, and self-awareness, as they affect and are affected by 

relationships to others.  Still others, such as Kohlberg (1976) and Mitchell (1988) have 

focused on the development of moral understanding in relation to behavior toward others, 

while Elkin (1997) and Fleck, Ballard, & Reilly (1975) found parallels between 

childrens’ understanding of religion and spirituality and Piaget’s theory.   

Holistic Flow Model of Spiritual Wellness. 

Purdy and Dupey’s (2005) Holistic Flow Model of Spiritual Wellness not only 

starkly defined the differences between religion and spirituality as mentioned earlier, but 

also pulled spirituality out of  Myer and Sweeney’s (2005) The Indivisible Self and put a 
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singular focus on spiritual wellness itself.  Purdy and Dupey (2005) defined their model 

as “a conceptualization of spiritual health and well-being that has implications for clinical 

practice and research” (p. 95).  This model is based on the premise that “spirituality” is 

the central force that determines an individual’s health and satisfaction within each 

dimension.  In the Holistic Flow Model of Spiritual Wellness, transcendence represents 

the natural tendency to reflect and improve one’s vision of self (Purdy & Dupey, 2005).  

The chief components of this model are: 

1.  A belief in a universal force:  A belief in an organizing force or power in the 

     universe is essential to the concept of spirituality.  Communion or personal 

     relationships with this unknown, unproven, and unobservable force or power 

     are typical of individualswith spiritual health and wellness.  It is an 

      individual’s image or experience with divinity, which may or may not be  

     defined as God, that allows transcendence. 

2.  Making meaning of life:  Making meaning of life allows an individual a sense 

                  that his or her life is truly worth living.  Some people believe that there is one 

                  overall meaning that should be attached to all people’s lives and that all 

      people are in this world for the same reasons with the same problems and 

      tasks.  This can lead clients to a severe depressive state because they may lack 

      motivation and initiative to engage in a  life full of expectations that they feel 

      they cannot meet.  A major life task is to help people find meanings unique to 

      their own lives. 

3.  Making meaning of death:  Facing death is one of the most difficult life events. 
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     As one transcends oneself and events in life, there is the death of something  

     that is familiar and comfortable that accompanies the transition.  Developing 

     one’s own death perspective, while necessary, is difficult and psychologically 

     stressful.  It is typically first explored when working with terminally ill 

     individuals.  Making meaning of death seems to enhance an individual’s 

     ability to make meaning of life. 

4.  Connectedness:  Connectedness provides transcendence on a physical and 

     emotional level and increases an individual’s appreciation of the reality outside 

     oneself.   It is essential to think outside the self, to feel a part of something 

     greater than one is, to be happy.  All lives are interdependent because one’s 

      life is sustained by relationships with other people, animals, plants, and life- 

      sustaining environment. 

5.  Faith:  Faith allows individuals the motivation to act with purpose.  Other 

     researchers identify faith as hopefulness and describe it as believing that 

     suffering is temporary.  Faith is also one way that individuals can make 

     meaning of the unexplainable.  The ability to live with and make meaning of  

     ambiguity and change through faith is crucial to a healthy spiritual life. 

6.  Movement toward compassion:  To be compassionate is to not look on coolly 

      as others suffer.  To have this co-feeling means not only to be able to live with 

      another’s misfortune but also to feel with him any emotion such as joy, 

      happiness, or pain.  An individual’s ability to both give and receive  

      forgiveness allows movement toward compassion.  Forgiveness allows 
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      individuals to manage shame, guilt, grief, and depression associated with 

      compassionate living (Purdey & Dupey, 2005). 

 Conceived as a model of transcendence, Purdy and Dupey (2005) placed “the 

spirit” at the center of the model, with the six components in the previous paragraphs 

flowing outward as a natural extension of the spirit.  As these extensions flow, they 

encounter and interact with those things that make up life, which are:  body, emotions, 

life’s work, mind, companionship, beauty, and religion  (Purdey & Dupey, 2005).  “This 

model has been created to reflect the increasing diversity and richness of human 

experience by accommodating various philosophical and spiritual perspectives” (p. 103).    

Faith Development Theory. 

    James Fowler’s Faith Development Theory (FDT) a cognitive–structural model, 

outlined seven stages of faith through which individuals may pass as their ways of 

meaning-making become more complex and comprehensive (Parker, 2011).  For his 

definitions of spirituality and religion, Fowler conceptualized religion as a cultural 

expression of faith, thus having a reciprocal relationship, with faith being the more 

encompassing term for Fowler and almost interchangeable with spirituality (Frame, 2003; 

Griffith, & Griffith, 2002).  For Fowler (1981), it is the structures as a way of knowing 

and constructing one’s own experiences of the world that defines one’s faith stage, rather 

than a set of beliefs (Parker, 2011).  Much like Adler, Fowler believed these structures 

are inherent in human interactions and, therefore, shape how individuals interact with the 

self and the world (Parker, 2011). 
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 Fowler’s views of faith development, though sufficiently unique as to be 

considered his own, also borrowed from other developmental theorists such as Piaget 

(1970), Kohlberg (1976), and Selman (1976).  These structures are:  (a) the form of logic 

in which he referred to Piaget’s levels of cognitive development; (b) the form of moral 

reasoning, which incorporates Kohlberg’s stages of moral reasoning, and (c) the filters 

through which we interpret our world, which include Selman’s distinctions between 

singular and multiple frames of reference.   Other structures in Fowler’s model are: (d) 

the form of world coherence, (e) the locus of authority, (f) the bounds of social 

awareness, and (g) the role of symbolic function (Parker, 2011).   

The form of world coherence refers to how and how explicitly a person makes 

sense of his or her world, [while]  the locus of authority specifies whether an 

individual looks inwardly or outwardly for sanctions of beliefs and actions.  The 

bounds of social awareness refers to those included or excluded in an individual’s 

meaning making while the role of symbolic function, or how or what symbols a 

person uses to refer to the transcendent. (Parker, 2011, p. 113)  

  

In an attempt to be clear in his desire for an interactive, complimentary 

relationship between these structures, Fowler (1981) argued that faith cannot be thought 

of as reducible to any single structure, such as moral development.  In recognizing or 

acknowledging the cognitive, affective, and relational dimensions of his faith 

development theory, Fowler addressed the integrity or wholeness of these seven 

structures in order to emphasize the multifaceted nature of faith as he sees it (Parker, 

2011).  Though Fowler conceded that progression through stages of faith is not 

inevitable, the focus is on movement, for each individual, toward a greater complexity 

and comprehensiveness as one encounters each of these structural aspects (Parker, 2011). 
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 Fowler (1981) used the presence and complexity of the aforementioned structures 

to outline seven stages of faith development over the lifespan:  (pre-stage) 0;   

Undifferentiated Faith,  1;   Intuitive-projective,  2;  Mythical literal, 3;  Synthetic-

conventional, 4;  Individuative-reflective, 5;  Conjunctive, 6;  Universalizing Faith.  The 

first stage, actually a prestage that Fowler labels (0) is based on the Eriksonian idea of 

trust or lack of trust within the first year of life, and it is one of two stages that Fowler 

pointed out would not likely be encountered directly in counseling (Parker, 2011).  The 

other stage that Fowler believed was not a likely one to be encountered in the therapeutic 

process is stage 6, which he described as a universalizing faith or end point of the stages 

that he deemed empirically rare, reporting only one person in this stage in his sample of 

359 individuals (Parker, 2011).  

In addressing faith development in a clinical context Frame (2003) and Miller 

(2005) suggested that one way in which a counselor might help a client tap the strengths 

of a particular faith stage is to first assess the client’s current faith stage.  According to 

Cashwell, Bentley, and Yarborough (2007), by identifying the current faith stage, 

counselors can become aware and alert to the ways in which various faith stages may 

contribute to spiritual impasse.  As opposed to the identification of pathology in the 

client, as is traditionally seen, the identification of these adaptive qualities of a client’s 

spirituality fits well with the traditional counseling focus on human growth and 

development (Cashwell, et al., 2007).  Parker (2011) asserted that, for the most part, 

counselors usually see a client during a time of distress, as opposed to stability within a 

specific faith stage, and that this distress may be the result of an unplanned life crisis or 
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could be the loss of balance that often takes place during faith stage transition or during a 

time when these might co-occur. 

 Critical to effective use of FDT is the identification of life crises in stable periods 

as well as the identification of life crises which co-occur with faith stage transition. 

According to Parker (2011), clients are just as likely to experience an unplanned life 

crisis during a period of  faith stage stability as they are the co-occurrence of an 

unplanned crisis during faith stage transition.   Mueller (2010), perhaps as succinctly as 

anyone, has taken Fowler’s faith development theory model and overlaid it upon the 

stages of human development of Erickson, Piaget, and Kohlberg.      

In recognizing that Fowler’s FDT model is only one of several models that 

counselors might use to better understand a client’s spiritual or religious journey ( e.g., 

(Genia, 1995; Oser, 1991; Rizzuto, 2005). Parker (2011) focused on the usefulness of 

Faith Development Theory for counseling purposes in an effort to increase counseling or 

competency in working with spiritual and religious issues.  In addition, Parker noted the 

focus of FDT on universal structures that belong to all faiths, thus allowing the counselor 

to diagnose and assess the nature and role of a person’s faith apart from its specific 

beliefs.  As mentioned earlier, FDT, as opposed to more traditional approaches, offers a 

growth oriented model of spiritual development that allows the counselor to work 

constructively with spiritual and religious issues rather than focusing on the common 

clinical view of religion as pathology.  As Worthington (1989) suggested, this willingness 

to attend to faith as a means of growth helps build rapport and lessens resistance with 

clients who are religious. 
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Interventions. 

 Hinterkopf (1994) claimed that “although the spiritual dimension is an integral 

part of psychotherapy, most mental health professionals lack the necessary training for 

working with spiritual experiences therapeutically” (p. 1). Tisdale (2003) agreed, stating 

that educational programs are just now beginning to include religion and spirituality 

aspects in their training models as an area of diversity education.  In this section, I will 

inform readers of several types of intervention models that should aid in the inclusion of 

spirituality and religion in the therapeutic process, including a model for supervision. 

Spiritually Integrated Cognitive Behavioral Approach. 

Presenting problems, especially for older adults, often include spiritual and 

existential concerns, thus the incorporation and meaning making of cognitive behavioral 

therapy fits well as a therapeutic approach (Snodgrass, 2009).  In order to better 

understand the necessary changes in the process and content of this approach, Snodgrass 

(2009) looked at five aspects of cognitive behavioral therapy:  assessment, formulation, 

beginning therapy, cognitive restructuring, behavior exposures, and termination.   

Regarding assessment for spiritually integrated CBT, the therapist must first 

modify the assessment in order to consider age and spiritual beliefs, after which the 

therapist may engage the client concerning demographics, presenting problems, family 

background, and personal history, thus arriving at a possible diagnosis and an initial 

explanation of the client’s symptoms in CBT terms (Snodgrass, 2009).  During the 

assessment stage, the therapist should also, according to Snodgrass (2009), inquire about 

the client’s faith/religious background indepth and what role religion and spirituality 
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currently play in the client’s life.  “It is crucial to introduce the importance of spirituality 

early and how it will contribute to the therapeutic process.  The therapist may choose to 

utilize spiritual/religious assessment tools, such as the Index of Core and Spiritual 

Experiences ( as cited in Kass, Friedman, Leserman, Zuttermeister, & Benson, 1991) or 

the Duke Religion Index (as cited in Koenig, Parkerson, & Meador, 1999)” (p. 229).  A 

general assessment of this kind will introduce the therapist to the client’s spiritual beliefs 

and thoughts concerning these beliefs, thus aiding in the application of CBT (Snodgrass, 

2009). 

In the next step, formulation, the therapist works with the client to formulate an 

approach that will aid in the therapeutic process, which helps reiterate the collaborative 

nature of CBT (Snodgrass, 2009).  By working together, the therapist and client are able 

to refine and clarify the client’s problems and construct helpful interventions.  Snodgrass 

also encourages the client and the therapist to revisit and reformulate often during therapy 

in collaboration toward a better end, believing that “…just as we are always changing, 

always in process, so too are our own problems and the problems of the world” (p. 230). 

 In the third step, beginning therapy, Snodgrass (2009) emphasized the importance 

of introducing the client to the process of CBT.  According to Morris and Morris (1991) 

“More time is needed in the preliminaries of therapy to explain the rationale for the 

approach, and to ‘educate’ the patient concerning the process of therapy” (p. 407).  

Within this educational process, Snodgrass (2009) explained that it is extremely 

important to explain the goals and methods of CBT in clear and understandable language 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

51 

 

so that the client stays engaged throughout the therapeutic process.  Specifically, 

Snodgrass (2009), explains the therapist should:  

1.  Explain homework and discuss goals.  

2.  Discuss with the client the inclusion of spiritual dimensions.  

3.  Educate the client on the spirituality of collaboration  

4.  Emphasize the spiritual role of the thinking about of one’s thoughts, also 

     known as metacognition. 

In the cognitive restructuring stage of therapy, Snodgrass (2009) explained that 

the core techniques of CBT, cognitive restructuring and behavior modification, must be 

nuanced when incorporating spirituality into therapy.  Part of this process involves what 

Snodgrass (2009) described as the myths of cognition, in which clients may falsely 

believe that behaviors and beliefs cannot be changed.  For this reason, Snodgrass (2009) 

explained, it is sometimes important to differentiate to the client the distinction between 

thoughts and feelings.  In addition, the therapist must be aware of the level of the 

cognitive distortion present, and empower the client to recognize the difference between 

the situation and her interpretation, feelings, and behaviors (Snodgrass, 2009). 

In discussing spirituality and cognitive restructuring, Snodgrass (2009) suggested 

that it is sometimes necessary to reframe the restructuring to include spirituality by 

fostering a sense of hope.  Laidlaw,  Dick-Siskin, and Gallagher-Thompson (2003) added 

that “therapists are recommended to take a proactive, hope-engendering stance with 

patients in objectively difficult situations:  only if the therapist can honestly convey the 

belief that things can change through CBT will it be successful” (p. 72).  Snodgrass 
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(2009) described engendering hope as an inherently spiritual task which, in addition to 

the effectiveness of modeling hope, must also help the clients restructure cognitions so 

that they are choosing to be hopeful.  Leahy (1996) pointed out that maladaptive 

assumptions are often rigid, demanding, and despairing because they are impossible to 

fulfill.  He contrasted this with the pragmatic assumption, which is based on the hopeful. 

Just like cognitive restructuring, behavior modification techniques must also be 

adapted to spiritually integrated CBT.  According to Laidlaw et al. (2003), “often it is 

behavioral experiments that let patients see that change is possible and produce the 

necessary shifts in patients’ conceptual thinking” (p. 55).  Snodgrass (2009) pointed to 

two key considerations that must be made when formulating these behavioral 

interventions:   

1.  The therapist must be vigilant of the client’s level of cognitive ability and work 

                 collaboratively with the client and not ask the client to do anything that is 

                 beyond the client’s cognitive ability.   

2.  With older adults it is important to work in pleasurable activities as many older 

      adults are socially or physically isolated.   

In planning behavioral interventions, Snodgrass (2009) again emphasized an 

integrative approach involving the modification of both the client’s thoughts and actions.  

“The therapist may remind the client that wholeness and health are not limited to 

cognitions, but transcend to behavior and action” (p.  233). 

In terminating spiritually integrated CBT, Laidlaw et al. (2003) emphasized that 

therapists must not only be aware of how the therapeutic relationship fits into the client’s 
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life but also aware of the client’s other sources of social and emotional support, as well as 

the client’s feelings of fear regarding future distress.  Laidlaw et al. (2003) suggested 

three ways in which the therapist might want to address these concerns:  

1.  Place more time, maybe two weeks instead of just one between the final three 

     or four sessions so that the client has time to become self-sufficient while still 

      having continued support.  

2.   Schedule multiple booster sessions following therapy in order to continue 

      reinforcing the client’s new skills.  

3.   Set aside times during the final few sessions so that the client can discuss 

      feelings and 

      fears regarding the end of therapy.   

This is also a good time to recap all that the client has learned in therapy in order to 

further empower the client.  Snodgrass (2009) also suggested that, in the final phases of 

therapy, the therapist address the possible feelings of despair that the client feels in 

ending the therapeutic relationship.  “It is critical that the therapist and client work 

together to identify despair as a negative automatic thought, and to then restructure such 

thoughts toward the hopeful” (p.  234). 

Due to the increasing frequency with which individuals desire to include 

spirituality in their plans for growth and change, it is now more important than ever that 

therapists tailor therapeutic approaches to address this need (Snodgrass, 2009).  In 

addition, although the fundamentals of CBT remain the same, it is critical that therapists 
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be sensitive to the particularities inherent to incorporating spiritual beliefs and values into 

cognitive behavioral therapy (Snodgrass, 2009). 

Existential approach:  A spiritual experience. 

 According to Hinterkopf (1994), counselors who ignore or avoid the client’s 

spiritual and religious concerns not only run the risk of being insensitive, but also miss 

out on key opportunities for supporting and fostering spiritual growth.  In addressing the 

need for an awareness of the importance of this essential dimension of the human 

experience, Hinterkopf (1994) suggested the adaptation of an existential intervention 

known as the Experiential Focusing Method developed by Gendlin (1969).  Hinterkopf 

(1994) explained that this method may be used to aid clients in integrating their spiritual 

and religious experiences, inasmuch as many clients have difficulty finding their own 

spirituality due to negative religious experiences from childhood.  “Focusing can be used 

to work through such blocks to the clients’ ability to experience the spiritual dimension 

and to integrate the positive aspects of their past religious experiences” (Hinterkopf, 

1994, p. 2).  Gendlin (1969) defined the spiritual experience as:   

1.  A presently felt phenomenon.  

2.  An awareness of the transcendent dimension.  

3.   A spiritual experience that brings new meanings leading to growth.   

Hinterkopf (1994) described a presently felt phenomenon as  for example, a vaguely good 

feeling that involves peace and calm, or an uncomfortable feeling that involves fear and 

tension, which carry implicitly felt meanings or understandings.  An awareness of the 

transcendent dimension, according to Hinterkopf (1994) means to move beyond one’s 
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former frame of reference in a direction of higher or broader scope.  The key word in the 

spiritual experience bringing new and implicit meanings is the word explicit.  In the 

beginning, the client often attributes new meanings that occur to something external, 

rather than to themselves.  However, as the client continues to pay attention to these new 

meanings, he or she begins to unfold and become more clear (Hinterkopf, 1994).  Finally, 

according to  Hinterkopf (1994), the spiritual experience leads to growth, which he 

defined as more life energy, feeling more fully present, a sense of feeling larger, and the 

ability to reach out to more parts of oneself, to more people, and to more life. 

 The Experiential Focusing Method is based on research that indicated that success 

in therapy largely depended on what the clients were doing and how they verbalized their 

problems (Hinterkopf, 1994).  “Successful clients, those who could work through their 

personal problems, were those who paid attention to their internal, bodily awareness in a 

special way” (p. 4).  According to Gendlin (1981) “Focusing is a process of paying 

attention to something unclear in one’s experience, and letting it unfold into new, explicit 

meanings.  When the process is carried forward, it involves psychospiritual growth” (p. 

23).  The Experiential Focusing method is comprises of six steps.  Before beginning the 

focusing process, Hinterkopf (1994) emphasized that it is helpful for the client to prepare 

for focusing by becoming comfortable and relaxed, noticing one’s breathing and body in 

a way that can be used to quiet the mind. 

 Step 1: Clearing a space:  This involves the client taking an inventory of presently 

felt problems or issues, after which the client checks to see how each issue feels inside.  

Next, as each issue is identified, the client imagines setting each problem outside of 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

56 

 

himself or herself in order to perceive it more clearly and feel better physically, to work 

on it (Hinterkopf, 1994).  The client then chooses one issue that he or she feels most 

strongly about and focuses on that issue  (Hinterkopf, 1994).  

 Step 2:  Getting a felt sense:  During this step, the client is instructed to attend to 

the whole feel, or felt sense of the issue he or she has chosen to work on (Hinterkopf, 

1994).  This not only involves emotional qualities, body sensations, and felt meanings, 

but may also include, according to  Hinterkopf (1994), images, movements, sounds, and 

smells.  As an example,  Hinterkopf (1994) identified the vague, uncomfortable feeling 

that one might experience after leaving home and then realizing that you forgot 

something, but don’t know what it is. 

 Step 3:  Finding the handle:  “the client finds words or images to describe the 

emotional qualities of the felt sense” (Hinterkopf, 1994, p. 5).  As examples of handle 

words, a client might say empty, lumpy, or expanding  (Hinterkopf, 1994). 

 Step 4:  Resonating:  Though resonating may simply involve being with the felt 

sense, it is also an opportunity for the client to determine whether or not the words they 

chose in step three are the best words to describe the felt sense, and if they want to 

change or add words that they feel more accurately reflect the felt sense (Hinterkopf, 

1994). 

 Step 5:  Asking:  In this step, the counselor may ask the client to ask the felt sense 

an open ended question, which usually brings new meaning for the client (Hinterkopf, 

1994).  An example of a question that the client might direct to the felt sense could be 

“what is it about the whole issue that leaves you feeling this way?”   Hinterkopf (1994) 
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suggested that the client be encouraged to continue to attend to the question and wait for 

an answer which usually emerges within a minute or less.  “When a new felt meaning 

emerges from the felt sense, the feeling changes, and a ‘felt shift’ occurs.  A felt shift is a 

physiological change in the client that brings relief or release and more life energy” 

(Hinterkopf, 1994, p. 5).   Hinterkopf (1994) describes this felt shift as similar to the 

relief that people feel when they suddenly remember what it was they forgot.  The felt 

shift indicates that psychospiritual growth has occurred  (Hinterkopf, 1994). 

 Step 6:  Receiving:  According to Hinterkopf (1994), receiving is taking the time 

to integrate an answer that brings a felt shift.  It is important at this stage for the 

counselor to affirm the client’s felt shift.   The counselor can affirm this, for example, by 

suggesting that the client take time to notice the felt shift and the answer that came with 

it, affirm in a nonverbal manner through body language or through an excited voice 

inflection (Hinterkopf, 1994).   Hinterkopf (1994) emphasized that the six focusing steps 

may be used in a formal focusing process or in a counseling session and that the steps can 

be recycled until a felt shift occurs.  In order to settle any confusion about exactly how 

the focusing method is spiritual, Hinterkopf (1994) reminded the reader that, when a 

client is able to transcend his former frame of reference and reach out to more parts of 

himself; namely the emotional parts, he or she has experienced psychospiritual 

movement. 

Supervision model. 

 According to Ripley, Jackson, Tatum, and Davis (2007), although a few models 

have been developed that promote cultural competency in counselor training programs, 
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there has been comparatively little research addressing religious or spiritual issues within 

the clinical supervision setting.  It is for this very reason that  Ripley et al. (2007) 

proposed a developmental model for supervision, a model of religious and spiritual issues 

that parallel the developmental theories of Kohlberg (moral) and Fowler (faith) with the 

clinical development of supervisees.  They did so by first by looking at each stage side by 

side (e.g. Kohlberg’s stage 1 to Fowler’s stage 1) and then combining them into a stage 1 

combination, stage 2 combination, etc.,  thus giving the supervisor an idea of what a 

supervisee might look like at each stage combination and what the supervisee needs at 

each stage in terms of support, education, and guidance. 

 In Stage 1 of Kohlberg’s theory (punishment and obedience), behavior is 

dependent upon the consequences of the behavior, so supervisees are constantly 

evaluating the rightness and wrongness of behavior via strict rules (Ripley et al., 2007).  

According to Ripley and associates, this may cause supervisees to appear highly anxious 

in supervision as they may perceive fear punishment from their supervisor.  As it relates 

to Fowler’s Stage 1 (Intuitive-Projective Faith), in which there is a dependency on 

parental and other authority figures, supervisees may be afraid of addressing religious 

and spiritual issues wrongly, and therefore, may be somewhat dependent on their 

supervisor for clear guidelines in addressing these issues  (Ripley et al., 2007).  

Supervisors working with supervisees in this stage 1 combination first might need to help 

the supervisees explore their own spiritual and religious issues before giving them direct 

guidance as they learn how to appropriately and effectively address religious and spiritual 

issues with their own clients (Ripley, et al., 2007). 
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Ripley and associates, (2007) explain Kohlberg’s Stage 2 (Instrumental 

hedonism), as it relates to religious and spiritual issues, as a time when a supervisee’s 

own individual self-interests tend to drive their spiritual decisions and experiences.  In 

Stage 2 of Fowler’s faith theory, “while individuals develop improved capacities for 

interpretation and meaning-making. . . they still lack the ability to understand their own 

and others’ interiority (internal workings)” (Ripley et al., 2007, p. 299). Because of the 

supervisees’ lack of understanding of themselves and the client, they may have difficulty 

working with clients whose viewpoints on spirituality and religion are different from their 

own (Ripley et al., 2007).  Besides working to quell the supervisee’s anxiety in this stage 

combination, supervisors should also “help them learn to focus on the client’s 

psychological and spiritual needs instead of their own” (p.  299).  

In Stage 3 of Kohlberg’s moral developmental model (Good Boy or Good Girl 

Morality), supervisees will tend to act in ways that will please others, including their 

clients (Ripley, et al., 2007).  According to Ripley and associates, (2007) this may cause 

the supervisee to relate to his or her clients in self-serving ways in order to gain the 

client’s affections.  In Stage 3 of Fowler’s theory (Synthetic-Conventional faith) 

individuals are striving to form a spiritual identity that they can then integrate into every 

part of their life.  The developmental milestone in this stage is the supervisee’s ability to 

begin to attend not only to their interiority, but also to that of the client’s as well, though 

still remaining somewhat rigid and self-focused in their approach to spiritual issues 

(Ripley et al., 2007).  Vital to the Stage 3 combination are efforts to consolidate a sense 

of professional identity in supervisees (Ripley et al., 2007).  In terms of spirituality, 
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“effective supervision would likely center on helping the supervisee form a consolidated 

professional and spiritual identity while moving toward autonomy and learning to work 

effectively with clients from divergent religious and spiritual viewpoints”  (p.  300). 

Unlike earlier stages where direct feedback was used,  Ripley et al. (2007) suggested the 

use of more Socratic methods and dialogic exploration. 

Stage 4 of Kohlberg’s model,  Authority and Social Order-Maintaining Morality, 

asserts that individuals in this stage are most concerned with conforming to “socially- 

defined rules of conduct”  (Ripley et al., 2007, p.  300).  For this reason, supervisees are 

likely to strive to operate according to socially prescribed standards for spiritual and 

religious issues as well, though they will continue to improve in their capacity to be 

client-centered (Ripley et al., 2007).  In Stage 4 of Fowler’s theory (Individuative-

Projective Faith), individuals begin to individuate rather than conform to the faith of  

their clients. According to Ripley et al. (2007) this is where Fowler and Kohlberg’s 

theories differ a bit in that Kohlberg emphasizes conformity as opposed to individuation.  

Where these two stages overlap is in the area of concern for “congruence, authenticity, 

and a fit between their clarified identity, chosen membership affiliations, and espoused 

beliefs and values” (Ripley et al., 2007, p.  300).  This causes individuals in this stage to 

define themselves against other faith groups, comparing systems of faith dichotomously  

(Ripley et al., 2007).   

In the Stage 4 combination, supervisees will experience a growing individuation 

characterized by exhaustive critical evaluations of religious and spiritual theories that 

they previously accepted unquestioningly (Ripley et al., 2007).  Consequently they will 
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also begin to critically examine their supervisor’s approach to religious and spiritual 

issues and begin to develop their own.  According to Ripley et al. (2007) it is only after 

entering this stage that supervisees begin to work from a client-centered focus that can 

adapt to the client’s religious and spiritual framework.  Ripley et al. (2007) suggested that 

supervisors working with individuals in this stage should attend to the emergence of 

overconfidence and distance while continuing to help the supervisee develop religious 

and spiritual competencies. 

Ripley and associates, (2007) concluded their combination stage theory by 

emphasizing that supervisors are unlikely to encounter supervisees in a 5
th

 or 6
th

 

combination stage, inasmuch as it is very rare for individuals to reach these 

postconventional stages.  If a supervisor were to encounter an individual operating in 

these final stage combinations, he or she would probably already be an experienced 

clinician guided by a concern for higher social needs and universal virtues in their clinical 

decision making and would need less supervision regarding spiritual and religious issues. 

Summary 

As evidenced by the review of literature, spirituality, as a resource for clients, is a 

component of overall growth that counseling professionals have struggled to incorporate 

into treatment plans throughout most of the modern era.  Magaldi-Dopman’s (2009) and 

Maher and Hunt’s (1993)  research suggested that counselors who are unsure or 

uncomfortable with the current state of their own spirituality will have the most difficulty 

broaching or dealing with a client’s spiritual issues. Maher and Hunt (1993) also implied  

that counselors could not facilitate spiritual identity development in clients beyond their 
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own working knowledge and understanding of spirituality.  Adding to the difficulty is 

Brawer, Handal, Roberts, and Wajda-Johnston’s (2002) research that suggests most 

psychologists and counselors receive very little clinical training in the areas of 

spirituality/religion, and that this lack of training impacts the three domains that Sue and 

Sue, (2008) identify as critical to being a culturally competent counselor:  the knowledge, 

awareness and skills needed to work with a culturally diverse client population. 

As professional counselors, spirituality is a slice of our multicultural 

competencies that cannot be ignored, as our own code of ethics dictates that we be 

multiculturally competent in all areas including spirituality. That said, there indeed 

appears to be a gap in the literature concerning the professional counselor’s personal 

spiritual development and its full impact on the inclusion of the client’s spirituality in the 

counseling relationship.   If one believes, as I do, that every human is embodied by more 

than flesh and blood, with a living spirit that endows us with the ability to transcend more 

than a mere mortal existence, then it is our moral obligation as professional counselors to 

aid clients in using their spirituality as a resource for growth and change.   
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CHAPTER III 

Research Methodology 

Overview 

The following methodology section on describes the research design, including 

research rationale, design of the study, participant selection, data collection methods, 

criteria for soundness, and a data collection plan used for this research study.  While the 

usual canons of good science were  retained, they were  redefined in order to fit the 

realities of qualitative research and the complexities of social phenomena, including 

significance, theory observation compatibility, generalizability, consistency, 

reproducibility, precision, and verification (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  According to 

Strauss (1995), a major function of theory is to provide a model or map of why something 

is the way it is.  More than just a framework, Strauss believed that it is a statement about 

what is going on with the phenomenon that needs to be understood.  A useful theory, 

according to Strauss, is one that tells a story about some phenomenon, gives you new 

insights, and broadens your understanding of the phenomenon. 

Rationale 

 There are several reasons why grounded theory best accomplishes the functions 

outlined in the previous paragraph. First, this qualitative study did not follow the 

traditional positivist approach to quantitative inquiry, which normally includes the 

concepts of validity, objectivity, reliability, and generalizability.  Secondly, rather than 

approaching the research conceptually, as in existing theory, I wanted to ground the 

theory using the actual data collected in the study, as suggested by Glaser and Strauss 
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(1967).   Finally, Berg (2009) noted that while grounded theory may be either inductive 

or deductive, the development of inductive categories allows the researcher to ground 

these categories to the data from which they were derived.   According to Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), this not only ensures that the theory will fit the work, but that those 

involved in the area to which the theory is applied will be better able to understand it.       

Design 

According to Berg (2009), multiple-case studies involve extensive study of 

several cases intended to allow better understanding and improved ability to theorize 

about a broader context. In contrast, a single-case design involves “a detailed 

examination of one setting, or a single subject, a single depository of documents, or one 

particular event” (Bogdan & Bilken, 2003, p. 54).  A multiple-case-study design was 

used as opposed to a single-case design because, according to Zach (2006), “the case 

study method, and in particular the multiple-case studies design offers researchers a 

proven tool for achieving a deep understanding of a specific phenomenon” ( p. 4).  

Furthermore, Marshall and Rossman (1999) believed that because case studies are 

intended to take the reader of the research into the world of the participants, they can 

provide a much more vivid picture of the phenomenon under study than can more 

analytical methods.   Yin (2003) pointed out that multiple-case studies are often 

considered more compelling and, therefore, more robust than the single-case design, 

especially when trying to represent contrasting situations.   
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Participant Selection 

This study involved a small number of Licensed Professional Counselors selected 

(LPC) from a larger group of LPCs through purposive sampling.  Light, Singer, and 

Willet (1990) defined purposeful sampling as “a strategy in which particular settings, 

persons, or activities are selected deliberately in order to provide information that can’t 

be gotten as well from other sources” (p. 53).   I feel that purposeful sampling was best 

for my study because of the specific nature of needing licensed counselors who had a 

minimum number of  two years in the field and who did not counsel from a particular 

religious point of view.  According to Patton (1990), “the logic and power of purposeful  

sampling. . . leads to selecting  information-rich cases for study in depth.  Information-

rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central 

importance to the research” (p. 46).  According to Zach (2006),  purposeful sampling 

should be used not only to develop a thick description of the data but also to provide a 

context for evaluating the transferability of the findings. 

According to Creswell (2002), purposeful sampling helps the researcher achieve 

representativeness of the settings, individuals, or activities selected.  Additionally, 

Creswell believes that purposeful sampling allows the researcher to deliberately examine 

cases that contribute to the theories that one began the study with.  Creswell also sees 

purposeful sampling as a strength because it can aid in highlighting reasons for 

differences between settings or individuals.  That being said, purposeful sampling is not 

without its weaknesses.  According to Pelto and Pelto (1975), qualitative researchers 
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sometimes rely on only a small number of informants for a major part of their data and 

cannot guarantee that these informants’ views are typical.   

I addressed the aforementioned meeting of licensed professional counselors who 

were informed of the nature and purpose of the study.  They were asked to participate 

only if they were currently licensed, had actively practiced counseling within the past 12 

months, and did not claim to practice from an exclusively religious perspective (i.e. faith, 

religious, or spiritual base). It was assumed that counseling from an exclusively religious 

perspective would nullify both the objectivity and the challenge of including spirituality 

in a plan for growth and change.  A short application for participation (see Appendix E) 

was distributed which included basic biographical information, current license standing, 

license number, and expiration date, and the context in which they currently counseled.   

In two similar studies, one dealing with psychotherapy and troubled spirits 

(Johnson, Hayes, & Wade, 2007) and the other with counselors’ spiritual development 

and its contribution to their counseling work (Menigat, 2008), 12 participants were 

chosen for each study.  Overall, in 6 similar qualitative studies, participant numbers 

ranged from 5 to 20 with an average number selected for each study of 11.5.   I 

anticipated that some of the participants would terminate their participation for a variety 

of reasons, so an initial selection of 20 participants was reviewed.  Based on these 

numbers, approximately 12 LPCs were selected based on the application.   

 In this study, as a part of the introduction to participation in the study, I met with 

participants as a group and explained the contextual framework of the study so that 

participants clearly understood what the term spirituality meant for this particular study.  
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Potential participants who were not comfortable with such a broad definition of 

spirituality, or for any other reason choose not to participate, were given the opportunity 

to opt out as a participant.   

Data Collection. 

I  used a semistructured interview guide to direct the conversation toward 

identified areas of interest, without dictating the process (Barker, Pistrang, & Elliott, 

1994; King, 1996).  According to Berg (2009), the semistructured interview involves the 

implementation of a number of predetermined questions that are typically asked of each 

interviewee in a systematic order. This allows the interviewer to probe far beyond the 

answers to structured, prepared, standardized questions (Berg, 2009).  The decision to use 

a semistructured interview format was based on a review of literature from similar 

studies, specifically Burke (2002), Oteiza (2010), and Stewart (2011).  Burke utilized the 

semistructured interview while conducting dissertation research dealing with issues of 

spirituality when they emerged in counseling, while Oteiza implemented the 

semistructured interview in a phenomenological study of therapists’ experiences in 

personal therapy.  Stewart used the semistructured interview format to develop a spiritual 

framework of coping in which the voices of cancer survivor narratives were used. 

Participants in my study were interviewed individually and each interview was recorded 

and transcribed.  

The research questions for the study were developed from the purpose of the 

study, which was to determine in what ways the counselor’s own spiritual development 

impacts efforts to integrate the client’s spirituality into a plan for growth and change.   
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The first area was  the participants’ constructions of their own spiritual development 

throughout their lives.  Participants were asked to describe the culture, ideas, and 

influences that had shaped their spiritual development, via values and beliefs, through the 

years.  Another area focused on attitudes and perspectives toward spirituality.  

Participants were asked to describe the nature and importance of their current stage of 

spiritual development, the impact of both clients’ and their own attitudes toward 

spirituality on the therapeutic process and outcome, and their consideration of and 

training in the area (Crossley & Salter, 2005).   

Finally, the main research question concerned participants’ own spiritual 

development, in part structured around Mueller’s, (2010) comparison of current 

developmental models (see Appendix A).  The participant’s own stage of spiritual 

development was determined by using  Fowler’s (1981) spiritual development model (see 

Appendix B), followed by an exploration of the participant’s efforts to integrate the 

client’s spirituality into a plan for growth and change.  Participants were then asked to 

identify specific areas in which they felt their own spiritual development impacted how 

they approached spirituality as a potential resource for clients, the impact that their own 

spiritual development had in discerning spiritual issues that are important to address in 

counseling, and how cognizant they were of their own spiritual values and beliefs when 

approaching the spiritual orientation of the client.  Specific examples were requested.  To 

gain entrance into the participants’ perspectives of their own spirituality and its impact on 

efforts to integrate the client’s spirituality into a plan for growth and change, seven 
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questions (see Appendix C) were used to direct the conversation toward emerging themes 

that were conceptually rich, as suggested by Crossley & Salter (2005). 

Data Analysis. 

   Each interview was identified through the use of a pseudonym for each 

participant.  The audio recording was transcribed verbatim using Green Dragon voice 

recognition software, after which interviews were analyzed using content analysis and 

sorted into major themes.  At this point, the computer software NVivo 10 was used.  This 

program allowed for greater consistency in the analysis of the data and facilitated the 

storage of transcribed material and the organization and codification of the interviews 

(Ribeiro, Sanchez, & Nappo, 2010).  Next, I analyzed the identified themes 

(categorization) in order to provide meaning.  From this analysis, interpretations and 

inferences offered explanations and the generation of conclusions. 

Bergin (2011) noted some of the advantages of using qualitative data analysis 

software in qualitative research including, among others, the advantage of having a single 

location for storage that provides easy access to material, ease of searching, and the 

ability to handle large amounts of data with consistent coding schemes.  In addition, 

Bergin suggested that the data analysis software enables consistency of approach and aids 

in theory building.  Miles and Huberman (1994) believed that the qualitative researcher 

who does not use software beyond a word processor will be hindered in comparison to 

those who do.  According to Bazeley (2007), NVivo supports the analysis of qualitative 

research in five principal ways: managing and organizing data, managing ideas, querying 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

70 

 

data, graphically modeling the ideas and concepts that are being built, and reporting from 

the data. 

According to QSR International (2010) “NVivo is designed for qualitative 

researchers who need deep levels of analysis for small or large volumes of data.”  Bergin 

(2011) further asserted that “NVivo allowed me to import all digitally recorded 

interviews and then transcribe them.  This made it easier for me to listen and re-listen to 

the interview recordings and check for accuracy” (p. 7).   

Criteria for Soundness. 

The criteria for soundness for this study were ensured through the use of several 

qualitative methods.  Lincoln and  Guba (1985) reworked the three traditional constructs 

of qualitative research, which were applicability, consistency, and neutrality into four 

new constructs that they felt more accurately reflected the assumptions of the qualitative 

paradigm (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  The first is credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The credibility of this study was established by embedding an in-depth description 

showing the complexities of processes and interactions with data derived from the 

interviews, a description that is convincing to readers (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  The 

second is transferability in which the researcher argues that his or her findings will be 

useful to others in similar situations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The burden of 

transferability for the present study will rely on what Kennedy (1979) referred to as two 

decision spans.  The first decision span allowed the researcher to generalize findings 

about a particular sample drawn from the population, in this case analyzed data from the 

various interviews conducted.  According to Kennedy (1979),  the second decision span 
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for transferability rested on other researchers who will make that transfer and not the 

current researcher.  

Lincoln and Guba’s third construct, dependability “in which the researcher 

attempts to account for changing conditions in the phenomenon chosen for study and 

changes in the design created by an increasingly refined understanding of the setting” 

(Marshall, & Rossman, 2006, p. 203), were accounted for in this study, by being alert for 

emerging themes that were not accounted for in the research design and through the use 

of  reflexive thought, resulting in adjustments to the semi-structured interview format that 

better addressed developing phenomena. 

 In the fourth and final construct, confirmability, Lincoln and Guba (1985) sought 

objectivity by asking if the results of the study could be confirmed by another.  In other 

words, would an objective third party, such as an informed reader or critical friend, be 

able to see the logic of inferences made by the researcher.  What Lincoln and Guba 

asserted by approaching confirmability in this way is to say that the interpretive nature of 

the inquiry can be made somewhat transparent to others, thus increasing the strength of 

the assertions (1985).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Marshall and Rossman (2006) 

proposed several strategies that the qualitative researcher could build into the proposal in 

order to limit bias in interpretation.  Among them is the use of a research partner or a 

critical friend who thoughtfully and gently questions the researcher’s analysis.  In this 

study, the researcher triangulated data using a colleague, Dr. Kevin Sweeney,  who is by 

profession a historian and professor with qualitative research experience.  Analysis, 
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interpretations, and assumptions were carefully reviewed by and discussed in depth with 

this research partner in order to bring objectivity and critical mindfulness to the study. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Results 

Based on the content analysis of the participant’s responses, various themes 

emerged regarding how aspects of personal spiritual development over their lifetime have 

impacted efforts to integrate client spirituality into a plan for growth and change, 

specifically when the client did not introduce the topic first.  Once these themes were 

extracted and a spiritual developmental level, utilizing Fowler’s Faith Development 

Theory (1981), was identified for each of the participants, lived experiences related to the 

participant’s spiritual development were examined to determine the level of impact.  The 

following results provide insight into how participant’s spiritual development helped 

shape their views on client spirituality as a resource for growth and change.  The results 

include conditions that led to both the inclusion and exclusion of spirituality in 

counseling plans. 

Introductions of participants 

Using a semi-structured interview format, participants, beginning with their 

earliest memory of a spiritual experience, were allowed to tell their stories of spiritual 

development over their lifetime so that others might understand how these experiences 

integrated themselves into personal counseling philosophy when identifying resources for 

clients.  Due to the phenomenological nature of this multiple-case study design, the 

researcher utilized Geertz (1973) “thick description” to dissect the various layers of 

meaning, as well as the impacts of those meanings in the counseling relationship that 

spirituality holds for each counselor.  According to Zach (2006) “the case study method, 
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and in particular, the multiple-case studies design offers researchers a proven tool for 

achieving a deep understanding of a specific phenomenon” (p. 4).  In order to capture the 

voices, emotions, and actions of each participant, I transcribed each interview word-for-

word.  This chapter begins with a brief introduction of the 12 participants who were 

selected for this study, along with a brief statement concerning their current philosophy 

of introducing spirituality as a resource for clients.  To maintain confidentiality, a 

pseudonym was used for each participant.  Participant’s ages ranged from 30 to 68. 

Lori.    

Lori is a 40 year-old Caucasian Licensed Professional Counselor and certified 

school counselor who has been practicing for 4 years.  Lori was raised in a Baptist 

Church and recalls:  

I remember my parents were only moderately religious, I mean they (parents) 

were very much involved in church but there wasn't a, it wasn't something that we 

really even talked about.  We didn't really even talk about God or church or Jesus 

or really even the Bible.  

 

Regarding the use of a client’s spirituality in counseling, Lori states: 

 

I would have to say that I'm not sure. I mean certainly when I see, or get cues 

from the client, you know through things that they're saying or even if they're 

mentioning church or whatever… I sort of jump on that once it gets mentioned by 

the client.  

 

Jill. 

 Jill is a 65 year-old Caucasian Licensed Professional Counselor who has been 

practicing for 10+ years both in private and agency settings.  Specifically, Jill is certified 

in Reality Therapy, advertising herself as a Reality Therapist.  Regarding her early 

memories of spirituality and religion, Jill states: 
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My dad was Baptist my mother was member of the church of Christ and so, 

looking back, I'm so grateful now for hearing the different theologies and 

conversations because, at the time, I remember thinking I am not going to decide 

what I think just yet.   

 

With regard to the introduction of spirituality as a resource, Jill states: 

 

Sometimes I do introduce the thought, you know like I'll say. ‘Sometimes people, 

I've known, other people and myself, prayer might be something that helps.  Is 

prayer anything that you have used?  If they say yes, then we talk about it; but if 

they say no I've never really thought about that, then I would have a decision at 

that moment as to whether to give information or suggestions. 

 

Brenda. 

 Brenda is a 57 year-old Caucasian Licensed Professional Counselor and a 

Certified School Counselor who has a private practice in addition to being employed as a 

school counselor.  She has over 10 years of experience as a counselor and recalls:   

You know, I was raised in a home that was centered around the farm and the 

church, and I remember very clearly, well, we went to church every Sunday and 

my mother listened to hymns on LPs, but I remember very clearly when I was 

about four or five . . . this is one of my first memories, sitting outside on the farm 

and just pondering God things that I've been hearing.   

 

Regarding spirituality and counseling, Brenda says: 

 

I don't ever bring it up first. I’m in this interesting situation where a lot of my 

referrals come from that the pastor of a [particular church]… The pastor refers to 

me a lot, so the people who come either belong to that church or people who feel 

congruent enough with their church that they would accept a referral from that 

pastor and so that is just already a different frame of reference… 

 

 

 Paula. 

 Paula is a 30 year-old Hispanic Licensed Professional Counselor who has been 

practicing for four years within an agency where she works, primarily with families in 
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crisis.  Paula’s early memories of spirituality and religion were very closely connected to 

her relationship with her grandmother who lived with them:   

I remember as a real young child that . . . my grandmother lived with us . . . with 

my mom and dad and with us girls . . . we went to church with my grandma. My 

grandmother was the one who actually got us involved in going to church, and so 

we would go with her on Sunday.   

 

With regard to spirituality and counseling, Paula states: 

  

 I don't. I never bring that up with them, because they have a right. And I do ask 

them questions about what they like and what they do, but I never bring the 

spirituality aspect into it. I probably should, I mean in that church aspect it would 

probably be a really good thing, but not everybody has that spiritual side and I 

have to respect that.  

 

 

Cindy. 

 Cindy is a 60 year-old Caucasian Licensed Professional Counselor and Certified 

School Counselor who has been practicing, both in school and in private practice, for 

more than 10 years:  

 

My father's family was Baptist and my mother's was Jehovah's Witness. 

The three girls in our family really weren’t raised in a church.  We lived close to a 

Church of Christ in my neighborhood and they always had a summer camp and I 

was always going to those. 

 

Regarding broaching the topic of spirituality in counseling, Cindy states: 

 

If they bring it up you can discuss it. Now there may be some leading questions 

that you could give them that might facilitate their bring it up, so that you could 

get to that if you needed to go there, but you sure wouldn't want to just come right 

out and say much 
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Dan. 
  

Dan is a 65 year-old Caucasian Licensed Professional Counselor and Certified 

School Counselor who has both a private practice and a contract with the local school 

district to work with at-risk kids.  Dan explains:   

I grew up in the Southern Baptist Church, and my dad was the choir director. He 

and my mom were Sunday school teachers, so I was immersed in the Baptist 

doctrine, went to the Baptist camps, and received Christ in my heart at 10.  

 

In addition to being a counselor, Dan is also a licensed mortician and explains:  

I had to study all religions, that's part of the curriculum. I studied Islamic, I 

studied Iambs, Christian Science, Jewish, and I had a whole book with all these 

religions. . . And you learned that the practice is more culture, and you conduct 

the funeral service with respect to that [culture] and even the Orthodox Jewish 

things that we did in Dallas, we had to wear a yarmulke.   You may think if you 

weren’t Jewish you didn't have to, but we did, for them. 

  

With regard to the initiation of discussions concerning spirituality, Dan explains: 

Yeah,  now, I can let them lead me to that, of course being in the public schools 

you’d better be careful there.  But if they que me, it's like if you're in court, when 

you open the door somewhere by whatever you said, attorneys can go on a fishing 

expedition right there, and I try to bring you around to that. 

 

Ben. 

 Ben is a 30 year-old Licensed Professional Counselor with 5 years’ experience, 

who manages two private-pay clinics that work with geriatric clients dealing with issues 

somewhat inherent to this population (e.g. depression, dementia, loneliness, grief, and the 

like) as well as other mental health issues. Ben elaborates: 

I do consider myself a spiritual person by this definition. Not so much organized 

religion per se. I was raised Baptist in a Baptist Church and all that goes along 
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with that. It's not necessarily the adherence or anything. I do believe in prayer, I 

do believe there is a connection with a higher power, a greater force.  

 

Regarding the inclusion of spirituality in counseling, Ben says: 

 

Normally, I mean we’re given their background information… I try to get a feel 

for that long before I see anything else. I always like to see both sides of things. I 

like to get a feel for where they (clients)are with, not just the spirituality but their 

strengths in general. And then you know if they indicate that [spirituality] as a 

source of strength, it's certainly something that I can use.  

 

Nancy. 

 Nancy is a 68 year-old Licensed Professional Counselor with between 10 and 20 

years’ experience who has worked as a counselor in the public schools, run her own 

private practice, and currently practices privately on a limited basis.  In describing her 

early religious and spiritual experiences, Nancy states the following: 

Well, I grew up in a Christian family. We grew up one-and-a- half blocks from 

the church.  So church was very much a part of our social life as well as our 

spiritual life, and I remember walking to church together as a family. . . . Mother 

and daddy read Bible stories and talked to me about my faith.  

 

Regarding the introduction of spirituality into counseling, Nancy states: 

 

I do, I always mention it first. I say:  I will do anything you want me to do in 

terms of how much I talk about faith, but I will talk about your faith, not mine.  

You need to understand that I'm not trying to push it off on you, not trying to 

influence you in any way, but just know that I am, by nature, biased because I 

have a faith, a Protestant belief.  

 

Bob. 

 Bob is a 55 year-old licensed professional counselor who runs a local mental 

health agency and has a limited private practice.  Bob has been a counselor for over 10 

years.  Concerning his early spiritual development and experiences, Bob states: 

My first recollection of growing up . . . being raised in church . . . My parents, by 

the time I came along, they were attending United Methodist Church. . .And from 
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infancy I remember church was almost a weekly activity of attending church and 

so both my parents were professed Christians and so I just kind of grew up in the 

United Methodist Church atmosphere.  

 

Regarding the inclusion of spirituality as a resource in counseling, Bob states: 

 

I think the dilemma is… You have to be able to be comfortable enough to hear 

what they believe is the truth about their own spirituality and then pick what part 

of that is helpful to their recovery and what might be hindering them. 

 

Marian. 

 Marian is a 46 year-old Psychologist and Licensed Professional Counselor in 

private practice who has been practicing for about eight years.  In describing her early 

experiences with spirituality and organized religion, Marian states: 

I grew up in a Catholic home, very religious, very spiritually based.   And I think 

part of that was our religion, and part of that was just, kind of whom I ended up 

developing, kind of like my mom very caring very connected person.  I grew up, 

until I was 18, in the Catholic Church, and then didn't go to church but continued 

to have a relationship with God.  

 

In regard to spirituality’s place in counseling, Marian states: 

 

I do, on my intake form it’s one of my many questions I asked clients… I mean, I 

don't necessarily bring that up in the first session or even the first two or three 

sessions, but as we talk about coping skills, as we kind of move into therapy a 

little bit, I often asked them what are your spiritual beliefs, how does that serve 

you 

 

 

Michelle. 

 Michelle is a 34 year old Licensed Professional Counselor who currently practices 

within a community mental health agency.  Michelle has been an LPC almost 10 years 

and recounts her early memories of spiritual development in the following exemplar: 

My mother's Hispanic. So I grew up going to a church where several of my uncles 

would give sermons in Spanish so church is Spanish to me. Everyone was 

speaking Spanish, so you could imagine that’s why I have that in my head. My 
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dad was Baptist, so every now and then we would go to church with my dad, but 

most of the time we would go with my Abuela . . . my grandmother.  

 

Concerning spirituality and counseling, Michelle says: 

 

Well as far as the spirituality of the client I do like most other LPC's [don’t bring 

it up].  But I make it very clear that [spirituality] is what I grab onto when I need 

help and I'm like, is there anything you hold on to during tough times. Whatever it 

is will go that route, will grab onto that, and a lot of times it is spirituality. 

 

Cheryl. 

 Cheryl is a 59 year-old licensed professional counselor and Certified School 

Counselor who is currently employed by a school district within the region.   Cheryl has 

three years of experience, and describes her early memories of spiritual and religious 

experiences: 

I was raised in the Church of Christ which is a very restrictive kind of religion, 

and I saw it as . . . not a place I wanted to be. Even as a child I looked at people 

and thought . . . why are they here, they seem bored, they seem like this is just a 

place you're supposed to go. 

 

In regard to spirituality in counseling, Cheryl states: 

 

I don't bring it up, spirituality, a lot unless they do because we talk about core 

beliefs and I kind of instruct about what core beliefs are.  I'm very careful in 

approaching it. If they approach it that's wonderful and we get into that just as 

deeply as  they want. But if they don't I'm very careful. 

 

Themes in spiritual development 

As various themes emerged in the research, there were three in particular that 

appeared to be the most consistent, ebbing and flowing throughout the lives of the 

majority of the participants.  Those emerging themes were:  resistance and rebellion, 

broken relationships and the reworking of participant’s belief systems.  For all 12 

participants, there was a reworking of their belief system during their teen years, in which 
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they rebelled against previously highly regarded authority figures, including parents and 

religious leaders.  Following this resistant period, participants appeared to go through a 

period of stagnation and distancing from anything connected to spirituality or religion.  

This stagnation period eventually led to a reworking of participant’s faith in which they 

retained some of the beliefs from their early years, rejected those that they could not 

reconcile, and incorporated new thoughts and ideas into their reworked faith. 

 11 of the 12 participants experienced a second reworking of their belief 

system in middle adulthood when their life perspective, including esteem, confidence in 

self, and faith were shattered as the direct result of a broken relationship.  As in the 

rebellious/resistant phase, participants experienced a period of spiritual/religious 

stagnation in which they began to question the existence of the higher power that they 

had come to believe in after the first reworking of their faith.  Those most participants 

retained their current religious and spiritual affiliation, they let go of some beliefs from   

 the first reworking of faith, Transitioned to a new, modified belief system and a new 

perspective.  This theme of leaving one’s old faith system and coming back at a later time 

in life to a “reworked system of faith was, perhaps, the most salient of all of the themes 

that emerged in this research. Before moving into those themes, however, we will next 

look at other emerging themes. 

Home and Culture 

For most of the participants, early versions of spiritual development appear to 

center around home and culture, being more religious in nature than spiritual.  This would 

certainly coincide with Fowler’s third faith stage, Synthetic-Conventional, in which 
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interpersonal categories and perspectives structure and define the environment (e.g. 

importance of friends, peers, and family) (Parker, 2011).  Concerning very early 

memories when participants would have been operating from Faith Stage 1, Intuitive-

Projective, or Faith Stage 2, Mythical-Literal, are comparatively rare, only recalling, as 

Lori does:   “I'm not sure I can pinpoint my earliest,” “I have a lot of very early 

memories” . . . “We went to church always as far as I can remember . . .” “So I have a lot 

of my personal history and a lot of memories about my life in general centered around the 

church. Or:  “I remember very clearly when I was about four or five . . . this is one of my 

first memories, sitting outside on the farm and just pondering God things that I've been 

hearing.” (Brenda).  However, one participant (Paula) recalls a very vivid dream that she 

had when she was in about the first or second grade, stating:   

I remember as a real young child that . . . my grandmother lived with us . . . with 

my mom and dad and with us girls, and I remember having a dream . . . and I 

dreamed about a Bible, and I dreamed that that Bible had been put behind the 

dresser,  and there was cobwebs and everything behind the dresser, and when we 

touched that Bible to pull it out,  it was like a jolt of lightning,  almost because we 

had neglected that Bible and it had been put on the shelf to collect dust. . . . 

 

For Paula, this dream was significant, and remains significant for her to this day.  Though 

experienced as a Stage 1 Intuitive-Projective experience, having to do with the 

interpenetration of fantasy and reality and egocentric perspective taking, Paula has 

carried this memory with her into subsequent stages. 

The average age of first being aware of possible ramifications, positive or 

negative, related to a higher power occurs, for most participants, at around the age of 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

83 

 

eight or nine.  As Nancy recalls: “Mother and daddy read Bible stories and talked to me 

about my faith and so, at about the age of nine, I decided that I wanted to accept Christ.” 

In a discussion of the existence or nonexistence of a literal hell, Nancy 

philosophizes:  “Of course I can't say that there is an absence (of hell), in the spiritual 

side of my faith, that there’s an absence of hellfire damnation because it's still there.”  

Again, these early experiences coincide with Fowler’s Stage 3, Synthetic-Conventional 

faith, in which interpersonal distortions concerning God can lead to overfamiliarity with 

the Divine or a sense of betrayal by the divine when religious leaders and friends fail 

(Parker, 2011).  One could also argue that this belief in a literal hell has been carried over 

from Stage 1, in which logic is episodic and intuitive, and values are shaped by stories, or 

stage 2, Mythical Literal in which justice and order are defined by reciprocal fairness 

(e.g. Good people go to heaven and bad people go to hell).   

Dan does not reveal any specific early memories, only reflecting that he was 

“immersed in the Baptist doctrine, went to the Baptist camps, and received Christ in my 

heart at 10.”  Dan’s matter-of-fact position and failure to express an emotional connection 

to such a seemingly significant event is indicative of individual perspective at the time of 

the event, according to (Parker, 2011).  In other words, it appears that Dan was operating 

out of a synthetic-conventional or stage 3 perspective at the time this decision was made, 

in which worth is determined by the approval of others, and beliefs and values are tacitly 

held rather than examined.  Later, as Dan’s story unfolds, however, the reader will begin 

to see Dan’s life experiences push him beyond that stage. 
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Similar to Dan, Ben’s recollection of any specific early memory of a spiritual 

experience is vague, almost nonexistent. He simply states:   “I do consider myself a 

spiritual person . . . not so much organized religion per se. I was raised Baptist, in a 

Baptist church and all that goes along with that.”  When pressed as to the meaning of 

“and all that goes along with that” (being Baptist),  like Dan, Ben simply and 

nonchalantly recounted an acceptance of Christ and a baptism.  From here, however, 

Dan’s and Ben’s approaches to a connectedness to a higher power take different paths.  

While Dan ruminated longer in a synthetic conventional faith, Ben moved on relatively 

quickly to a stage 4 individuative reflective type, evidenced by statements such as:    

I would say probably late teenage years, probably when I started to make that, 

trying things for myself, experiencing the world on my own terms,  not on what is 

supposed to be, because this is where we live, this is what you do, and those sort 

of things.  

 

Ben is able to still hold on to some of his core beliefs from earlier stages, yet feels 

free to explore other possibilities:  “I mean yes, I mean I still believe that there is one 

God, and I still believe in all the basics of Christianity, for sure, just, I'm the kind of 

person who likes to see both sides of things.”  Ben believes that his philosophy of 

spirituality was very much shaped by his parents not demanding that he take on, or 

otherwise buy into, the doctrines or beliefs in which he was raised:  “No, they (parents) 

pretty much let me go my own way. They're pretty open people as well, I mean giving me 

the chance to be my own person. I appreciated that and still do.” 
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 Though raised in the Methodist Church and therefore, perhaps, not as pressured to 

make an eternal decision, as Dan and Ben, Bob too, describes his decision to “become a 

Christian” as a very pragmatic, sensible thing to do:   

. . .you know when I was around 12. You know, the people talking about it 

(becoming a Christian) in Sunday school and asking does anybody want . . . Yeah 

me! I want to be a Christian. Pick me!  

 

Unlike Dan and Ben, however, Bob was looking for something a little more supernatural 

and transformative, as opposed to sensible and pragmatic:    

And being in that environment, I heard about being saved and I’d heard about 

people having a revelation or an experience with God and that changing their life. 

I had heard all that stuff, and I was like, well, they must have grown-up heathens 

and then one day came to the light or whatever. But I never really . . . But it never 

really did make sense to me. . . . 

 

We see both Ben and Bob, and to some extent Dan, struggling somewhat to make 

meaning out of a decision that seemed pragmatic at the time it was made, and must, 

somehow, hold the keys to something greater than themselves.  A true connection with 

true consequences and outcomes. 

 Regarding an earliest memory, Cindy recalls:  

I could have been an 11 or 12 or 13-year-old time, I made a commitment to serve 

God, and that's not really the environment I was raised in, but for some reason . . . 

the spirit got me. That was probably the first actual religious feeling.  

 

Prior to this experience, there had been a considerable amount of tension in Cindy’s 

home surrounding anything religious.  She describes some feelings of bitterness on the 

part of her mom, stemming from the fact that her grandfather was Baptist and her 

grandmother was a devout Jehovah’s Witness.  
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When Cindy’s older sister got married and moved to Tennessee, she began 

attending a Presbyterian Church and, because of her strong influence on Cindy, Cindy 

began attending a Presbyterian back home.   

. . .she lived in Tennessee, but she (sister) had mentioned that she liked it 

(Presbyterian) so I went down there (in her own town) . . . And I can sing, and 

they needed singers, so I got in the choir and I was somewhat outspoken and so I 

was in the youth group, and just really felt involved and necessary and needed and 

just stayed with that church forever as the church I got married in.   

 

The absence of any kind of early parental, spiritual, or religious influence seems to have 

pushed Cindy’s first religious experience to a slightly older age than that of the other 

participants, identifying  her “commitment to serve God,” described above, occurring at 

around age 12 or 13.  

However, as seen with other participants, Cindy’s decision to make a commitment 

had some pragmatic elements that reflect characteristics of stage 3 of Fowler’s faith 

stages, Synthetic-Conventional. These can be seen in the importance that Cindy placed on 

her sister’s values and beliefs:  “My older sister would take me to the Church of Christ, I 

was maybe eight 9 or 10, and that was fun, I liked it. And so when my sister began going 

to Presbyterian, (even though she lived in Tennessee), then I started going to the 

Presbyterian Church that was down the block.”  Cindy’s statement that, once she began 

attending the Presbyterian Church, she felt “involved,” “necessary,” and “needed” 

reflects the formation of personal identity and the importance of the approval of others as 

seen in stage 3.   

Marian was unable to recall a specific moment in her childhood when she felt 

compelled to connect to a higher power, stating:   
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So, I don't have a specific memory . . . kind of an Aha moment that we’re all 

connected in one way, but I grew up in a Catholic home, very religious, very 

spiritually based.    

 

It is interesting to note Marian’s choice of words when describing her religion and 

spirituality.  Specifically, she does not say that she grew up in the Catholic Church, but 

rather in a Catholic home.  She never really differentiates between the church and her 

home . . .It was her home that was Catholic . . .It was her home that was religious . . .It 

was her home that was spiritual.  With most of the other participants, there is more of a, 

though not a total, disconnect between home-life and church-life, with phrases such as:  

“we went to church” and  “my life in general focused around church activities, church 

experiences,” “[my parents] were very much involved in church but there wasn't a, it 

wasn't something that we really even talked about.” (Lori).  Rather than having separate 

identities (i.e. the church me and the person I am when I’m not at church), Marian’s sense 

of her personal identity in the form of values, commitments, and relationships was 

centered on home, with the need to, physically, “go” to church less of a concern.  This 

can be seen in her statement, “And I think part of that was our religion and part of that 

was just, kind of who I ended up developing, kind of like my mom, very caring, a very 

connected person.”  For her, this development seemed to happen very naturally (i.e. 

“ended up developing”) and is very much linked to her relationship with her mom (she 

says: very caring, very connected).    

 For Michelle, early memories of a religious or spiritual nature concern conflict. In 

particular, two types of conflict, one being culture and the other values.  Michelle’s 

mother was Hispanic and her father was Caucasian, and though, as a child, Michelle 
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culturally identified herself as Caucasian, the influence that her mother exerted on the 

family was unmistakably powerful.  At one point during the interview, Michelle 

describes the angst she felt being compelled to attend her mother’s church (Church of 

Christ), where the sermons were in Spanish, a language she resented and did not 

understand:   

I have several uncles who are preachers, and so growing up I listened to them 

preach . . . Church is Spanish to me. Everyone was speaking Spanish, so you 

could imagine that’s why I have that in my head. . . . It was a very strict church, 

women couldn’t wear pants, they had to wear dresses and the girls could not wear 

makeup.   

 

These clashes of cultures and values were so negative, in fact, that when Michelle 

was old enough to decide for herself, she chose to not attend church at all.  When asked 

to clarify, that listening to sermons in Spanish had put a negative spin on religion for her, 

she replied:  “Yes, I guess because I didn't understand [the language].  I couldn’t learn 

from it. So going on to high school we got really busy; we didn't really attend church.”   

Later, however, as with others, we will see how a life experience turned Michelle back to 

her faith. 

 Like Michelle, Cheryl’s earliest memories of religion and spirituality mostly 

evoke negative emotion for her.  When clarifying for Cheryl that she found church a 

scary place to be, as she had mentioned earlier, she replied:”  No I didn't like that I felt 

like that [scared]. I mean I understood that from a very early age . . . I got that. I think a 

lot of people just went along with it . . . I was much more in tune with people's 

personalities and their emotions, and I saw that other people didn't like that either, but 

they were just going along with it like they [thought they] should.”  Like Michelle, when 
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Cheryl was old enough to decide for herself, she chose to quit her church.  When asked if 

she then began to find her own spirituality outside of organized religion or if she began 

attending another church, she replied:      

No I was not to going to go through that [scary church] again.  I have a real hard 

time sitting in church with people . . . So I just basically said God . . . he's inside 

me he knows what's right, he'll tell me things I need to know . . . he's given me the 

right to question and that's a good thing. 

 

When asked if she thought that those negative religious experiences early on actually 

catapulted her into that questioning mode faster, Michelle replied:   “Probably.   I've 

never thought about it, but I think it did. I think it made me question why.”  

As with other participants, we will see in the following section how life’s 

experiences bring Cheryl full circle, back to the need for a “connectedness” to something 

spiritual, something beyond mortal relationships. 

Rebellion and resistance 

A common theme, as seen in Fowler’s developmental model, for participants who 

have reached this level of spirituality is this resistance and rebellion followed by a 

reclaiming and reworking of their past, particularly their spiritual and religious past.  

With both Marian and Jill, we see a return to the religion of their youth, as far as 

organized religion, but not necessarily feeling as though they must completely agree with 

everything the church espouses.  Another common thread is their ability or willingness to 

go back and reexamine formerly held beliefs (such as a literal heaven and hell) that they, 

perhaps, had abandoned in their transition from a synthetic-conventional stage to an 

individuative-reflective stage, having gained new insight and perspective. 
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Having grown up in a very strict, rigid Church of Christ, Cheryl recalls the use of 

fear as a Major means of motivation:  “I've always felt like . . . you know I liken it 

[church] to some of the textbooks I've read like The Crucible where some of the worst 

things were done in the name of religion.”  Eventually, Cheryl reached a point where she 

felt she could no longer tolerate what she described as a very judgmental organized 

religion, and along with her father, decided to leave the church:  “I knew what I was 

doing wasn't bad; I just wasn't quite sure where my spirituality fit in with organized 

religion because that's what I grew up in.”  When asked how her spirituality manifested 

itself in her life today, inasmuch as she does not attend church, she stated:  “I believe in 

prayer, but don't put that in my face. I don't need that. I will figure out my problems my 

solutions through my talking to God in my own way.”  

In her mid-twenties, Marian also began to push against what she had always 

believed:   “In my Mid 20s, I started feeling like maybe there really wasn't a God; I just 

really doubted that, because of some of life's things.”  Marian explains this time in her 

life as more a feeling of being lost, as in wandering hopelessly.  “I was going through a 

lot of things right then… depression, loss of faith, for a period of time I think. Kind of 

like, you know, just the hopelessness, that sort of thing, so I really did struggle with that.”   

When pressed for a specific event that precipitated this “lost” time Marian responded:  “I 

think it's more of just a lost time, I don't think there was one specific event . . . it was just 

a challenging time.”  After having reclaimed and reworked her past as she opened to 

voices of her deeper self, Marian eventually rejoined the Catholic faith:   

I think the God that I grew up believing in is probably not the same God that I 

believe in at this point in time. And I know that you can't separate spirituality and 
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religion, but if I had to put myself on a continuum, I would say I'm a very liberal 

Catholic. There a lot of things about the church that I don't agree with, but I still 

feel like it's the best fit for me. 

 

Marian goes to explain that after moving away and trying several different 

churches, including a Unity Church in Kansas City, she eventually decided that the 

Catholic Church was the best fit for her.  “Probably, compared to other religions that I 

know about, Catholicism probably is the most similar church that captures my beliefs.”  

This rebellion for Jill manifested itself in what she termed “ a struggle to get past  

a neurotic Christian faith.  One thing she pointed to as an example was the idea that 

musical instruments did not belong in the church.     

When I got married, my husband told me that I either had to go to the Christian 

Church with him or we might as well not be married!  They didn’t have a pianist at the 

church and I played the piano, so they ask me to fill in, so I really had to get past that 

neurotic Christian faith because I had to really work past that in my adulthood, the 

religiosity, the neurotic Christianity. 

 

Jill describes having read a book that was written by multiple authors (leaders of 

all different kinds of religion) called For the Love of God.     

It really helped me at least open my heart to other possibilities, and [I] almost felt 

guilty reading the book because it was like oh really can I . . . can I possibly 

believe that I don't know . . .  I've read it several times just for challenging myself, 

my beliefs and I think that's part of our spiritual development. If we don't 

challenge what we've been told, you know, then we don't really grow to own our 

own beliefs or own faith. 

 

Broken relationships and the Need to Connect 

  “ The degree to which the individual’s spirituality leads away from the isolation 

and self-absorption of acquiescing in the face of life’s challenges and toward the greater 
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community is a measurement of that person’s relative wellness” ( Mansager, 2000, p. 

383).  Mansager (2000) developed the components of individual psychology (i.e. striving, 

integration, self-transcendence, and ultimate value) into criteria for spiritual wellness.  

“The Individual Psychologist understands striving to be the essence of life, the very 

activity of living.  Movement constitutes life, growth, toward an end state” (p. 380).  

According to Adler, the ever-striving being could never be like God, so the individual 

must see God as free from striving, having reached a state of perfection; a god who is 

eternally complete, the master of fates, who speaks from the cosmos to every single 

human soul (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1964).   

Parker (2011) asserted that, during a time of distress, as opposed to stability 

within a specific faith stage, this distress may be the result of an unplanned life crisis or 

could be the loss of balance that often takes place during faith stage transition or during a 

time when these might co-occur.  As we will see in the following interview excerpts, 

participants’ view of their own spirituality undergoes fairly remarkable changes in early 

adulthood as they encounter life-altering events.  Although not all of these events are 

tragic in nature, in fact some are joyous, they all move the individual away from isolation 

and self-absorption toward the greater community as Mansager (2000) suggests.  For 

some, these life events help solidify the beliefs first ingrained in them in childhood and, 

for others, these events have quite the opposite effect, causing participants to not only 

question these beliefs but, in some cases, to adopt new perspectives and beliefs based on 

their life experiences, though none completely abandons their faith altogether.  
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 Lori describes a pivotal point in her life in which she found herself facing one of 

these life challenges:   

I had a difficult experience with my first marriage. It seems like when there are really 

those pivotal points in my life, good or bad, that I really seem to come back to that and 

both depend on that and lean on that experience and those religious and spiritual beliefs 

and ideas and also, at the same time, really questioning during those times. . . . It's sort of 

interesting that I seem to both need, especially during those times, and yet also really 

struggle with it at the same time. 

 

When asked where Lori felt she was, right now, in regard to her spiritual sense of 

self and its meaning to her, she described herself as being on a spectrum:  “I think it has a 

moderate impact on my life. I mean I definitely . . . I have a belief in God . . . I don't feel 

a tremendous prodding to go to church very often.   That's less important to me.”   When 

asked if she felt like that her own spirituality was a source of growth and change in her 

own life, she stated: 

I don't rely on it as much until I have difficult situations, I have to say. But at the 

same time, it is invariably something that I return to when, when I need to. So yes 

it's definitely an important part of my life, but almost less on a day- to-day basis 

and almost more at certain different times in my life, I have to say, but yes, it is, I 

think. 

 

 Brenda, began her movement out of a comfortable, non-questioning sense of 

spirituality when her marriage began to fall apart.  Having transitioned fairly smoothly 

through her early adult years, from home to college, she eventually found herself back 

home at the church she had grown up in.  “That's where I met my ex-husband and we 

went there for probably gosh a long time, 10 or 11 years before we left.”  Then, as 

Brenda explains, her whole world began to crumble out from underneath her: “You know 

that's when my life began to blow to bits.  And it was bad.  At that time I realized that my 
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[now] ex-husband was a drug addict, and I had to leave the marriage.  I had two babies at 

that point, but I knew I would eventually have to leave.”  Still married and with two 

babies in tow, Brenda and her family moved their membership to another local Baptist 

church.  Brenda did not feel that she could divorce her husband in the church that she had 

grown up in:  “It was very hard to reconcile that because I had two babies at that point . . . 

I mean my husband and I met at that church [Calvary], we married in that church, we had 

our babies in that church . . . I couldn't very well divorce him in that church!”  Brenda 

explains that it was another two or three years, after moving their membership to the 

other Baptist church that she and her husband finally divorced.   

During that period of time I was living this very hard and stressful situation, with 

him on drugs, hiding it from everyone, you know he had a real prominent job in 

the community, and he was Mr. Coat and Tie . . . going to work every morning 

stoned out of his brain . . . you know it was just extremely stressful, and so I didn't 

reach out to anyone in the church.  

 

Brenda explains that when she and her husband finally did divorce, she was treated very 

coldly by other church members and felt that she was being judged by, rather than 

supported or lifted up by, her church, yet she continued to go.   

We kept going there after my kids were gone to college, and I had remarried.   

One Easter I looked down the row and everyone in my family was scowling . . . 

my husband and my kids included were scowling, and I thought . . . 

I can’t go to church where my kids and my husband scowl on Easter morning! 

 

Brenda goes on to explain how these life experiences have impacted her decision, not 

only to become a counselor, but also in how she views the actions of others.  “As that has 

all evolved for me . . . just the whole experience being a Christian, going through divorce, 

being a Christian married to drug addict, you know, becoming counselor, raising my 
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children, and you know I really . . . I don't have very much black-and-white left, that's for 

sure.”   

Much like Brenda and Lori, Bob’s spirituality was also shaped by the ending of a 

marriage, but before getting to that, it is interesting to see how the beginning of Bob’s 

adult spirituality unfolded:   

It [my spirituality]really got stagnant there in my late 20s, and then I started kind 

of exploring a little bit more . . . more reading and studying.   And then one day, 

in my office actually, in private time, I basically just said: “God, if you’re real, 

show up!” And Bam! He did! It was probably the most profound experience I’ve 

have ever had in my life!   

 

Not long after this profound experience, Bob began to notice people coming into his life 

that he had never noticed before, in particular, a girl Bob had been trying to get the nerve 

to ask out for some time:   

But then I met these people, like a lot of people started coming into my life that I 

had ignored before. I kind of had my eye on this girl before, and I was drumming 

up the courage to ask her out or whatever, when she approached me!  You know 

[she said] “where do you go to church?  Why don’t you come with me?”  I 

thought, I will! 

 

It is worth noting the enthusiasm to which Bob attributes all of these “good” things that 

are happening to him and all of these “great” people he is meeting to his recent spiritual 

experience.  “I felt very comfortable there and felt like I was growing really quickly . . . It 

was just like the perfect timing, the perfect place, the perfect group of people . . . 

Anyway, I joined their praise and worship team and played keyboard.”  Bob, and the girl 

who had invited him to church eventually married and moved to another state where they 
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found an equally satisfying church that seemed to meet their spiritual needs.  However, 

about 2 ½ years into their marriage they began having problems:   

The church taught Marriage on the Rocks (a specific curriculum) as a Sunday 

school class, and since we were working through our own marital issues, we 

attended the class, then led the class and ended up going to counseling ourselves. 

 

After 7 ½ years, Bob’s marriage ended in divorce.  “Yeah divorce was probably 

the worst experience . . . That was a whole spiritual journey. She divorced me . . . I would 

never have divorced her . . .  Yes divorce was definitely a spiritual challenge.”  Whether 

caused by the relationship break up or not, it was about this time that Bob began to 

question religion, the church and spirituality:  “I’ve become very disillusioned with 

religion and I’ve pretty much separated myself from church for this season of my life.   

I’ve become very disillusioned with pastors, praise and worship leaders, and maybe it's 

just that I had a bad run of luck . . .”  Earlier we saw how Bob attributed all of the good 

things that were happening to him (e.g. “the perfect time, the perfect place, the perfect 

people, and perhaps the perfect girl) to a spiritual revelation in which he became filled 

with the spirit, but we also see how his frustration in trying to explain, as he puts it, “his 

run of bad luck.”   In other words, when things are “good” it is spiritual, but when things 

are not so good, it’s simply bad luck. 

Cindy. 

 For Cindy, the transition into stage 4 of Fowler’s faith stages was also precipitated 

by a life-altering event: 

When I started taking care of my dad after he had a stroke, I stopped going to 

church, because I would take care of him three times a day and on the weekends I 

would take him home to do other things and, so I just stopped going. And then 
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eight years ago, I started taking care of my mother, and the time frame of when 

you go to church is right when you’ve got to give her her pills, or breathing 

treatments, and things like that, so it doesn't fit in very well.  

 

Cindy explains that she has tried different churches but has not been able to find 

one that she is comfortable with.  She goes to church during the holidays or for special 

events.  Because of her obligations to her parents, Cindy has found some spiritual 

fulfillment with a certain spiritual leader who has a television program.  “He's just so 

joyful . . . his whole philosophy is that God had good intentions and he gave you the best 

that he had, and gave you a wonderful opportunity to do for yourself, to do for others . . .”  

Though not angry towards the church, Cindy feels:  

If everyone felt that way (see statement above) about religion rather than it’s a 

“gotcha!”  kind of thing, then you would be so much more in favor of helping 

your fellow man, because we’re all just here trying to make it to the end, enjoying 

the things that God gave us . . . to help each other, and to leave a better place for 

the ones that come after us. 

  

The common thread that appears to propel these individuals from the Synthetic-

conventional stage toward the Individuative-reflective stage is a broken relationship, 

leading to a period of spiritual/religious stagnation or ambivalence, followed by a re-

examination of their connectedness to a higher power and those around them.  These 

broken relationships, and the need to connect, tend drive participants back to previously 

held beliefs or away from organized religion.   
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Themes in integration of spirituality in counseling plans 

Fear of a possible ethical violation 

The majority of participants in the study (seven out of 12) were adamant that they 

would not bring spirituality or religion into counseling as a resource for growth and 

change.  Without exception, every one of these seven at least alluded to the possibility of 

an ethical violation if they brought spirituality or religion into the therapeutic 

relationship, if they didn’t come right out and say that they feared an ethical violation.  

Though the theme of a possible ethical violation is strong, it is not surprising, considering 

the amount of time spent in counselor education programs driving home the fact that we, 

as counselors, must never impose our own values on the client.  So ingrained, in fact, is 

this this idea of not imposing our values on clients, that it was difficult, and in some cases 

nearly impossible, to make participants understand that this study is not about using our 

values as resource for growth and change, but the client’s values.  

Cindy, perhaps best illustrates this fear when she states:  “I mean it's just cut and 

dried . . . it's just very important that you stay within the guidelines. It's tough because 

you're an LPC,  and you’ve got your ethics and what you're allowed to do.”  Paula agrees, 

stating:  “I don't. I never bring that up with them, because they have a right. I don't want 

to put thoughts in their head.”  Though the fear of a possible ethical violation was not 

always as obvious with some participants:   “Now, I can let them lead me to that 

[spirituality] . . . if they que me. . . if they even hint at that area, I'll go ahead and exploit 

it. Of course I don't try to beat them over the head with the Bible or anything.” (Dan) 
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This fear was palpable to some degree for each individual.   Lori states:  “It's just that, 

and I think, you know, it's just more comfortable for me to let the client bring up.”   

Though Ben is not as cautious as the previous examples, one can still sense an 

uneasiness with the idea of bringing spirituality into the counseling session.  “If it's not 

something that pops up immediately, then it's not necessarily something that I interject 

naturally . . .  Like you know, are you spiritual? I mean I don't necessarily bring that up 

unless they bring that up to me.  Cheryl agrees stating:  “I don't bring spirituality up a lot 

unless they do. I'm very careful about that, I guess, because… I think because of my 

private thoughts about religion, I'm very careful in approaching it.”    

Unfamiliarity with other belief systems 

Some participants in the study, though they may have sighted possible ethical 

violations as a deterrent, were simply uncomfortable working within the framework of a 

client’s spirituality or religion that they did not fully understand.  Marian explained it this 

way:   

Well more recently I had a client that was a Jehovah's Witness.  And I don't know 

a lot about that religion.  So that's another thing; if somebody brings something in 

in terms of her religion that I haven't learned about, it can definitely be 

intimidating. 

  

Like Marian, Brenda speaks of attempting to help a client whose belief system she found 

difficult to work with:  “I did have a client who was involved in a cult, maybe it wasn't a 

cult, maybe it was a cult.  It was very difficult.  I mean, it was a resource for her,  but I 

didn't feel that I helped her very much.”  Nancy approaches this unfamiliarity in a slightly 

different,  very straightforward and unapologetic way:  “I respect it (in this case, 

Catholicism) and honor your commitment to it, but you have to take the lead in the 
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Catholicism part of it, and I will guide you as far as the counseling part.”  Though 

possibly intimidated by her lack of knowledge about Catholicism, Nancy chooses to deal 

with it right up front.  “I feel like we need to talk about that right up front as part of our 

intake and we do!”  Dan, who works part time as a school counselor at an alternative 

school, talks about not only the intimidation of not understanding a client’s belief system, 

but also the difficulty working with a client’s belief system that you, as a counselor, feel 

is unhealthy.   

Often in the school district, and I don’t know if it boogers other counselors or 

what,  but I usually get the witches  and the warlocks and the Satanists and some 

of the really freaky goths.  The ones that are worshiping Satan or channeling some 

kind of demon can really be intimidating. And you're in the spiritual thing on that 

one right quick! 

 

 It is not difficult to understand how intimidating it can be for some 

counselors to help clients use a type of spirituality that the counselor is not 

familiar with when helping the client develop a plan for growth and change.  

While the majority of the participant in this study were open about not being 

comfortable with this unfamiliarity, they were, at least, willing to use spirituality 

as a resource for growth and change as long it was the client’s idea. 

 An understanding of the use of the client’s spirituality 

 A thread that emerged in conversations with the five participants who 

were  willing to introduce the possibility of the client’s spirituality as a resource 

for growth and change, was the understanding that it is the client’s spirituality, not 

the counselor’s, that is the focus.  While, to the reader, this might seem like an 

obvious concept, as mentioned earlier, it appears to be very difficult for some 
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counselors to bring up the client’s spirituality without feeling like they’re crossing 

some forbidden boundary.  One reason for this is that it is nearly impossible for a 

counselor to ask a client about spirituality without the counselor thinking about 

their own spirituality.  Nancy, one the participants who was willing to initiate the 

conversation about using the client’s spirituality as a resource, seems to have 

found a viable solution to this issue:   

In terms of spirituality, I tell clients right up front:   I will do anything you 

want me to do in terms of how much I talk about spirituality, and I will 

talk about your spirituality, not mine.  And you need to understand that I 

am, by nature, biased because I too have a faith, a Protestant belief. If you 

are a different faith, then I would like you to bring that in if you want to.   

That sets it up so that at least they know that it is available to them. 

 

 

By revealing, to the client, her position on the use of spirituality as a resource, Nancy 

turns the decision back over to the client.  If the client never chooses to bring up their 

spirituality again, then that is the end of it. 

 

Similar to Nancy’s approach, but perhaps more subtle, Michelle approaches the 

possibility of spirituality as a resource in a broader sense: 

I'm okay with a little bit of self- disclosure, and I'm very comfortable when I do 

that, but I make it very clear this [spirituality] is what I grab onto when I need 

help, and I'm like, is there anything that you hold onto through stuff . . .  

Whatever it is we’ll go that route… we’ll grab onto that.   

 

  Michelle first shares with the client what she, herself, “grabs onto” when she is going 

through a tough time (her spirituality) and then asks the client what it is that they grab 

onto during those times.  Some clients might say “spirituality,” but other clients might 

say something like “family.”  This is similar to the open ended question that counselors 
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often ask clients, which is:  When you have encountered this problem in the past, how 

have you dealt with it?  Of course, Michelle goes in the direction that the client takes, 

realizing that not all clients turn to spirituality during these times.   

In discussing the idea of bringing up spirituality as a resource for clients, absent 

any indication from the client that spirituality is a resource they utilize, Bob explains his 

position this way:    

For me, introducing the idea first is not the issue.  I think the dilemma is . . .  the 

one that I found myself in is . . .  you don't have to be an authority [on their 

beliefs] to direct them, but you have to be comfortable enough to hear what they 

believe about their own spirituality, and then pick what parts which are helpful to 

their  recovery. 

 

Bob is not only willing to introduce spirituality as a resource for clients, but is also  

 

comfortable with what they believe about their own spirituality.  This willingness and 

ability to “pick what parts are helpful to their recovery,” as Bob put it, is a key element in 

the theme of understanding how to utilize the client’s spirituality as a resource.  We will 

see this understanding, as well, with the two remaining participants who are willing to 

introduce spirituality as a resource. 

Jill explains:   

Sometimes I do introduce thought,  you know,  like I'll say.  I've known other 

people who pray . . . Is prayer anything that you have used?   A lot of times, for example,  

if people are Middle Eastern or have other beliefs, I would be broader than that,  like 

what kind of spiritual practices do you have? . . . Any kind of practice that you might use, 

whether it's meditation or prayer?   
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Jill, possibly sets the client at ease by being open to other forms of spirituality besides her  

own, Making the client feel comfortable enough to, perhaps, bring their own sense of 

spirituality into therapy as a resource for growth and change.  

Of the five participants who were willing to approach spirituality as a resource for 

growth and change, Marian might have the most pragmatic way of letting the client know 

that she is open to discussing spirituality.  

It’s on my intake form . . . I mean I don't necessarily bring that up in the first 

session, but as we kind of move into therapy a little bit, I often ask them, what are 

your spiritual beliefs? How does that serve you?   If somebody brings something 

in terms of their religion that I haven't learned about, I definitely asked them to 

share their wisdom with me, because there's no way I can help them otherwise.  

You know I think it's important to know where they're coming from with that, too. 

So it's pretty paramount for me. 

 

By placing “spirituality” as a resource option on her intake form, Marian is able to give 

the client the option of bringing spirituality into therapy without necessarily asking the 

client, directly, about spirituality as a resource.  This serves the client in two ways:  1.  It 

removes from them, the pressure of being “on-the-spot” concerning their spirituality and, 

2.  It lets them know that the counselor is interested the client using their own sense of 

spirituality as a resource and not attempting to impose their values upon the client. 

 

 Participants in Fowler’s third stage 

Four of the 12 participants found themselves, by way of disclosure,  in Fowler’s 

Stage 3 Synthetic Conventional.  I found these participants to be quite comfortable and 

confident in this stage of spiritual development.  I liken this stage to the trapeze artist 

who is just beginning to learn his craft.  He has become very comfortable with the heights 
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required of his work, and is quite skilled at, perhaps, letting go of the bar, and falling 

comfortably to the safety net below in a specific way so as not to hurt himself or, simply 

returning to the platform from whence he came.  However, letting go of one bar to grab 

the hands of another artist in mid-air requires something beyond self, something outside 

of self.  It requires faith and confidence in someone else’s timing, someone else’s ability, 

and, perhaps most importantly, in someone else’s point of view.  It requires the kind of 

perspective that is willing to leave what feels comfortable and natural behind for that 

which feels awkward, unnatural and even defiant in the face of everything your mind and 

body are telling you to do.  This is the place where those in stage 3 find themselves.  This 

is not to say, however, that one stage of spiritual development is somehow better, or 

nobler than another stage; these observations are not intended to be judgments of the 

participant’s intelligence, culture or sophistication, but simply, an indication of where 

they currently find themselves based on Fowler’s faith stages.   

Paula.   

 From the very beginning of Paula’s spiritual awareness, she has always looked to 

others for validation and reassurance that she is moving in a spiritually healthy direction.  

As with most children, Paula’s initial decision to engage in the spiritual side of herself 

came at the urging of someone significant in her life, her grandmother:   

My grandmother was really instrumental in that [baptism]. Actually, the first time 

I was baptized, I did it because I wanted to make my grandma happy. And I don't 

know that I was really ready to do it.   I felt like I was doing the right thing for 

her, and she knew what was better for me than I did, even then, but I just didn't 

have it in my heart then, but I did the second time. 

 



                                                           Texas Tech University, Brian D. McClenagan, August, 2013 

105 

 

The second time that Paula refers to was at the age of 23, shortly after the birth of her 

first child:   

The second time [being baptized] it was like I was being pulled from my chair to 

go up there to the front.  It was a very strong tug.   I wanted to raise my child in a 

proper way, I wanted her to go to church, and I wanted to learn how to be a really 

good mother for her. I didn't come from the best background as far as my raising 

and I wanted this to be different. 

 

Having realized that her first public expression of spirituality was done, in her words, 

“for her grandmother,” Paula felt as though, as an adult, she needed to, once again, 

publicly express her spirituality, in her words, “for the right reason.”  In this second 

instance, though Paula knew more the significance of baptism, she still did it for someone 

else (this time her daughter) rather than as an act of reaching out to connect spiritually 

beyond herself.  

 Further evidence that indicates a stage 3 fixation for Paula can be seen in her 

explanation of what it meant to her when she claims to have seen her father’s head 

floating above his casket at the funeral:  “He was just looking around to see who all was 

there. He did smile a little bit . . . he smiled at everybody a little bit because he liked what 

we had done, I guess.”  Even beyond the last moments of her father’s life, Paula was still 

yearning for that approval as a sign that she was worthy of her father.  When asked if this 

experience had a lasting impact on her in terms of her own spirituality, she simply 

responded:  “You need to try to live your life right, and I don't think that my parents 

always did that, and I think that my grandmother really did her best to do that. So the 

difference in that, what I get from that, is to try to do the right thing.”  “Living your life 

right” or “Doing the right thing” denotes the innocence and child-like faith of Fowler’s 
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stage 3.  That is:  Interpersonal categories and perspectives structure and define the 

environment and values, commitments and relationships are central to identity (Parker, 

2011).  

  Dan 

Dan has a wonderful, open, Rogerian style of interacting with the client and one would be 

hard-pressed to find any fault in Dan’s approach, but if you read between the lines, you 

sense an undertone of pity in the words that Dan uses when describing these interactions 

(e.g. forgiveness, patience, trying not to reject).  He specifically mentions homosexual, 

lesbian, and transgendered individuals.  The idea that he feels the need to forgive, be 

patient, and makes an effort not to reject these individuals reflects a possible inability, on 

his part, to see these individuals as anything but “flawed” (i.e. sinners).  This is a 

hallmark of Fowler’s third stage:  Values, commitments, and relationships are central to 

identity, and beliefs and values are tacitly held rather than examined.  To be clear, this 

does not make Dan a “bad” counselor, but clients who find themselves operating from a 

perspective that Dan might consider inherently “flawed” could pick up on this, and feel 

judged leading to mistrust and a failure to connect.  

Like other participants who find themselves in stage 3 of Fowler’s faith stage 

model, Dan has not yet been able to distance himself from this assumptive value system.  

In other words, he is very much tied to the value system of his youth with all of its 

assumptions and hard-and-fast rules for living “right” in the eyes of his creator.  Dan 

clings very tightly to the idea of a “salvation” based on the theology that man is “bad” 

and must constantly atone for wrongs done in the face of God.  When asked about other 
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times in his life, besides his experiences as a child, when he felt a personal, spiritual 

movement, he referenced:  “sowing wild oats” . . . “Doing some things that cause you to 

question your salvation,” and “having too much fun.”  He speaks of a time in his first 

marriage when his brother was visiting and introduced him to what he called “the 

infilling of the Holy Spirit:”    

That was another step spiritually, and then I was with the group there in Dallas 

that was an interdenominational church at that time. And they said there was more 

. . . so I received probably another level of spirituality at that point, evidenced by 

just really, I don't know,  just like having more spiritual power to overcome sin 

 . . .Of course it was evidenced by my speaking in tongues. 

 

Notice that, though Dan refers to this experience as “another step spiritually,” ultimately 

it comes back around to having more “power to overcome sins,” again, a very powerful 

message that he has carried into his adult spirituality  (i.e. man is bad and must constantly 

atone).  What Dan may be experiencing is what Fowler calls interpersonal distortions 

concerning God which may lead to overfamiliarity with the Divine (Parker, 2011). 

 When asked about other spiritually significant events in his adult life, Dan spoke 

of forgiveness:    

Having learned forgiveness . . . And some things like that. Everything I've been 

through, you know spiritually, has just added to my spiritual maturity for me . . . 

and in being more patient with people and really loving them and really trying to 

not reject anybody and just receive the person for who they are. And in this 

profession (counseling), of course we have to do that. From homosexual to 

lesbian to transgender whatever religion you know, but what I want to 

communicate is care for every client who comes in here. I want to really care for 

them, and whatever I can do to do that, I try to become all things to all men . . .I to 

try to do that. 
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Again, this is an interesting response to a question about other spiritually significant 

events in Dan’s life, because essentially what Dan gives here, is an explanation of how he 

deals with “sinners” he encounters in counseling.  Up to this point, we had not discussed 

homosexuality, lesbianism, or individuals who have transgendered, yet he begins his 

response with the term “forgiveness,” and then goes on to use the terms, “being patient 

with,” “really loving them,”  “trying not to reject anybody,”  “receive the person for who 

they are,” and “And in this profession (counseling), of course we have to do that.”  What 

is left out of this statement, yet implied, is the phrase “even though,” as in “even though 

they are sinners who need forgiveness.”  Though it sounds Rogerian in the beginning, 

Carl Rogers would probably not feel the need to “forgive” inasmuch as this would imply 

something less than unconditional positive regard.  Dan’s statement is significant because 

it brings the interview back full circle to that principle from Dan’s early spiritual 

development concerning man being “bad” and in need of constant atonement. 

Michelle. 

Michelle’s spiritual journey is quite different from the other participants who find 

themselves in stage 3 of Fowler’s model because, unlike Paula and Dan who received 

much of their spiritual guidance from the church, Michelle attended a church where 

everyone spoke Spanish, a language that she did not speak or understand.  “ Because I 

didn't understand, I couldn’t learn from it.”  Absent any real follow-up at home, Michelle 

was not really exposed to any dogma, or assumptions that other participants were 

exposed to.  Michelle explains how a difficult event in her life caused her to realize that 

she actually did have a sense of spirituality that, perhaps, had been lying dormant.           
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During a routine examination during her first pregnancy, the doctor informed her 

that her placenta had begun to fail and that the baby would have to be delivered two 

months early:   

This lady came by . . . she goes can I pray with you? And I was like please, please 

and after our talk and she left, my mom goes, as I was talking to her telling what I 

wanted and I was telling her . . . I believe in this, and my mom was like I didn't 

know you had that in you, the spirituality.  Mom it's there I just don't reach for it 

[but] it's always there!  

 

Following this traumatic event in her life, Michelle began to reach out to some of the 

women with whom she worked: 

I probably say probably when I was . . . around a year after my son was born I 

was working in in establishment where there were a lot of Christian-based 

women, so I just listened to their stories talking to them, a lot of them. . . . There 

was one who really knew a lot of Scripture, she would read a lot of Scripture and 

we would talk about it. She was well-versed in a lot of that, so I kind of became 

interested and I started listening more, and I just reached a point where I was 

ready to accept and learn more about this. I'm not comfortable going to church 

yet. 

 

Michelle explains how one of the ladies she worked with gave her a Bible and how she 

(Michelle) read it cover to cover and became really hungry to connect with others 

spiritually:   

 

She bought me a beautiful Bible, and I read it from front to end--well almost.  

What really, really connected with me was that these women were very 

passionate. . . . That was a big part of their lives and, then that's where,  

you know . . . about a year after my son was born, I decided, hey I need that in my 

life. Just having that one-on-one with God and that they [the women at work] 

helped guide me to that, I’m so appreciative. 
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What makes Michelle’s spiritual journey stand out from those of the rest of the 

participants who find themselves in stage 3 of Fowler’s model, is the fact that, in spite of 

any strong early spiritual and religious influence in her life, she seems to have caught up 

quickly with other adults who did have strong spiritual and religious influences early in 

life.  

Participants in Fowler’s fourth and fifth stages 

Of the 12 participants in this study, there were 4 who were identified as being in 

the third stage of Fowler’s faith stages:  Paula, Dan, Nancy and Michelle;  5 identified  in 

the fourth stage:  Lori, Brenda, Cindy, Ben, and Bob, and 3 identified in the fifth stage:  

Jill, Marian, and Cheryl.   Again, there were no participants identified as being in stage 1 

or stage 2 of Fowler’s faith stages.  In looking at the differences between participants at 

various stages of spiritual development, those identified as being in stage 3 of Fowler’s 

faith stages were still, relatively, black and white when compared to those participants in 

stages 4 and 5.  

I would describe individuals in the fourth stage of Fowler’s faith stages as being 

somewhat in mid-air in their spiritual development.  In other words, they appear to be 

attempting to hang on to their sense of spirituality, much like a trapeze artist, while 

letting go of beliefs and assumptions they previously held tightly to at the same time. The 

majority of the participants in this study were identified as being in this fourth stage and, 

in the majority of cases, had grown weary of organized religion and previously held 

beliefs, either because they had felt judged or rejected by their religion or had seen what 

they considerd to be a great deal of dissonance in what certain individuals claim to 
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believe and how they actually live their lives.   This tension between individuality and 

group memberships is critical in stage 4 development. 

 Lori describes what her experience has been like when she talks about how she 

believes that one can be spiritual regardless of any affiliation with organized religion:     

I mean, I think I would definitely be of that orientation. Especially when I see, 

and I don't mean large percentage of people, there are people who represent the 

group I'm about to speak of, and you see them in their in church all the time, and 

they're not especially spiritual in their behavior . . .So I think my whole 

questioning side, I think I came to a place where I can be okay with the fact that I 

can have a spiritual relationship with God sort of on my own terms and not 

necessarily within the church type environment, but it's, I mean I'm certainly not 

anti-church. 

 

During this, what I would call,  a transitional period between stages 3 and 5, to someone 

looking in from the outside, it might appear as though these individuals have completely 

stagnated in their spiritual lives, seemingly rejecting the church and all things related to 

organized religion.  In reality it is probably something different altogether.  As Cindy 

reveals:    

When I started taking care of my dad after he had a stroke, which now has been, 

gosh, 20 years ago? At that point, I stopped going to church because, I would take 

care of him three times a day, and on the weekends I would take him home to do 

other things and so I just stopped going.    

 

Now that Cindy’s mom needs around-the-clock care, Cindy has begun to find other ways 

to be fulfilled spiritually.  Regarding a pastor on T.V. that she enjoys listening to, Cindy 

says:   

He's just so joyful, his whole philosophy is that God had good intentions, and he 

gave you the best that he had and gave you a wonderful opportunity to do for 

yourself, to do for others, to do for the planet . . .I think if everyone felt that way 
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about religion rather than it’s a “gotcha” kind of thing, then you would be so 

much for in favor of helping your fellow man. 

  

Participants identified as being in the fifth stage of Fowler’s faith stages have 

moved past whatever it was that initially soured them on organized religion, and in many 

cases, have re-embraced some of the beliefs and values from the past.  At the same time, 

these individuals do not feel guilt or shame at continuing to reject previously held beliefs 

and values that they have identified as incongruent with what it means to be a spiritual 

being.  Jill addresses this matter when discussing a book she read recently:   

I read this book, For the Love of God. It was written by many philosophers and 

psychologists, shamans, you know leaders in all different kinds of religions and 

faiths and it really helped me open my heart to other possibilities. I almost felt 

guilty reading the book because it was like, oh really, can I . . . can I possibly 

believe that I don't know... I've read it several times just for challenging myself. . . 

my beliefs and I think that's part of our spiritual development.  If we don't 

challenge what we've been told, you know, then we don't really grow to own our 

own beliefs or own faith. 

 

Similarly, Marian briefly describe some of the events in her life that eventually led her 

back to the faith that seemed to best fit her value and belief system:   

In my mid 20s I started feeling like maybe there really wasn't a God; I just really 

doubted that, because of some of life's things . . . I've have always been a spiritual 

person, had those beliefs, had those discussions. . . . About five or six years ago I 

rejoined the Catholic Church.   I know that you can't really separate spirituality 

and religion, but if I had to put myself on a continuum, I would say I'm a very 

liberal Catholic. There a lot of things about the church that I don't agree with, but 

I still feel like it's the best fit for me. 

  

Five of participants in this study indicated that they would introduce the subject of 

spirituality, even if the client had not yet mentioned it as a resource in their lives.  The 

other seven participants in the study rejected this idea, citing either ethical concerns, lack 
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of familiarity with other belief systems, and respect for the client, unless the client 

mentioned spirituality first.  Of the participants who would introduce spirituality, two 

were in stage 3 of Fowler’s model, one was in stage 4 and two were in stage 5.  

Following is their responses: 

 

Result conclusions 

Keeping in mind that none of the participants in this study were identified as 

being in stage 1 or 2 of Fowler’s faith stages, what we find is that, regardless of the 

identified faith stage (3, 4, or 5), there are counselor participants in each stage who will 

utilize a client’s own spirituality as a resource for growth and change.  Also notable is 

that while all three of the participants identified as being in stage 5 are willing to include 

spirituality as a resource for growth and change, absent any initiation from the client, this 

is not the case for participants identified in stages 3 and 4.  In other words, some stage 3 

and 4 participants will include unsolicited use of the client’s spirituality as a resource 

while other stage 3 and 4 participants will not.  This indicates the possibility that a 

counselor’s beliefs about the role of religion and spirituality in counseling are more of an 

indicator of whether or not a counselor will use a client’s spirituality as a resource for 

growth and change than the counselor’s actual stage of spiritual development.  Put 

another way, belief about the role of spirituality in counseling mediated the stages of 

spiritual development (stages 3, 4, and 5) and the use of spirituality as a resource for 

growth and change. 
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The major themes garnered from the results in this study, three from spiritual 

development, and three from integration of spirituality into counseling plans, indicate that 

any effects of spiritual development on the willingness to integrate client spirituality into 

plans for growth and change are indirect at best.  Put another way, the counselor’s views 

on the role of spirituality in counseling are separate and aside from the counselor’s 

identified level of spiritual development, at least when using Fowler’s faith Stage 

Development Model.  Evidence of this lays in the fact that counselor’s willingness or 

unwillingness to consider the client’s spirituality as a resource for growth and change 

were seen indiscriminately at all levels of spiritual development. 
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Chapter V 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The study reported herein investigated the relationship between a counselor’s 

stage of spiritual development, based on Fowler’s Faith Stage Model, and the use of the 

client’s own spirituality as a resource for growth and change.  Using a semi-structured 

format, the 12 participants in this study were interviewed about their own spiritual 

development over their lifetime, the importance of spirituality as a resource for growth 

and change in their own lives, and their use, or lack of use, of a client’s spirituality as a 

resource for growth and change in counseling.  Each interview was transcribed, and 

participants were given a chance to review their transcribed interview to make any 

changes or clarifications that they felt were warranted.  Participants were then identified 

at a particular stage of Fowler’s Faith Stage Model.  The relationship between the 

participants’ current, identified, stage of spiritual development and their use of 

spirituality as a resource for growth and change was then examined.   

Spiritual Development. 

 For most participants, early spiritual development tended to center around home 

and culture and was more religious in nature than spiritual.  The average age of first 

being aware of a nonsynthetic connectedness to a higher power was around 13, or some 

time during the junior high years, though participants still clung primarily to what they 

had been raised to believe as children.  While peer influences and community played a 

role in influencing spiritual development, family was most often cited as being 

influential, with many participants returning to selected values later in life.  According to 
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Fowler’s (1981) Faith Stage Model, this is fairly typical, as adolescents seek validation 

for what they already believe. 

 For participants in this study, young adulthood, around 20 years of age, seemed to 

be the time when they began to see that the spiritual world might be different than they 

had been taught to believe. This would be consistent with movement out of stage two of 

Fowler’s model (mythical-literal), in which spirituality and religion are centered on 

justice and order, and symbols are one-dimensional.  These differences often come in the 

form of profound life experiences and are often the catalysts for this change.  Though not 

all of these experiences are negative, two that stand out in this study as significant are 

religious negative experiences and divorce.  Specifically, comments about negative 

religious experiences in this study included statements from clients like:  

I was raised in the Church of Christ which is a very restrictive kind of religion and I saw 

it as not a place I wanted to be, even as a child I looked at people and thought why are 

they here, they seem bored, they seem like this is just a place you're supposed to go.  

(Cheryl).   

 

Or ”we had a pastor who was really kind of a sociopath, at that point, and he moved in 

and just took over, and once again I was like, ”no I don't think so.”  (Brenda).  Jill’s 

negative experience with organized religion concerned the issue of eternity:    

I just remember when I was a kid, there was a message of  be sure and tell people if 

they're not in the right place they could go to hell, and some of my friends at church took 

that approach, but I never did.   I just thought no, I don't want to do that.   

  

Eleven of the 12 participants in the study had gone through at least one divorce 

that appeared to impact their views of religion and spirituality and emerge as a major 

theme in the lives of participants in this study.  As Brenda recalls:   
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You know that's when my life began to blow to bits. . . . . And it was bad.  At that 

time, I realized that my [now] ex-husband was a drug addict, and I had to leave 

the marriage . . . . As that has all evolved for me, you know,  just the whole 

experience being a Christian, married to drug addict, going through divorce, 

hopping churches . . . you know I really . . .  I don't have very much black-and-

white left, that's for sure.   I mean everything has become much more gray and 

there are so many more things that I think are acceptable.  It's like night and day 

for me from when I was in my early 20s, but I don't think that's an unusual 

experience, to progress like that as you age. 

 

Nancy also recalls the impact that divorce had on her life:  

I got blindsided when I was 33 by the fact that my husband came in and said “I 

don't think I love you anymore” and left with my best friend, and I guess I just 

went on a downhill spiral. I never faced that fact, I never really said I don't 

believe in God, I don't believe he doesn't have my best interest at heart or 

anything like that, but I just kind of put my faith on the back burner. I went to 

church, but it was just not a vital, living faith.  I plugged along there with that 

same . . . you know, raised my kids and took them to church and did all the right 

things, but the fire was not there. 

 

These experiences that shatter one’s world and appear to break down the system 

of belief, almost to the point of even questioning the existence of a higher power.  At the 

same time, however, these difficult times appear to draw participants closer to, or in some 

cases, back to their foundations.  Though it seems paradoxical, Lori explained it this way: 

I had a difficult experience with my first marriage. I married someone who was 

Catholic and we both did a lot of searching.  It seems like there have been times in 

my life, usually when I went through very difficult experiences that seem chaotic, 

where I sort of fall back to, you know, my belief in God, needing God's help and 

feeling like I have questions to ask.  It just it seems like when there are really 

those pivotal points in my life that I really seem to come back and both depend on 

that and lean on those religious and spiritual beliefs and ideas, and also at the 

same time, really questioning during those times.  It's sort of interesting that I 

seem to both need, especially during those times, and yet also really struggle with 

it at the same time.  
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What usually appears to follow is a period of, what I would call, spiritual stagnation in 

which individuals go through the motions of organized religion yet remain uncommitted 

spiritually, as described in previous paragraphs.  This seems to be almost a cleansing 

period of time, in which these individuals allow almost all previously held beliefs to 

dissolve. 

 For participants in this study, this period of stagnation, which may last for years, 

is often broken by an equally positive life event, such as remarriage, the birth of a child, 

or the forming of a new, otherwise influential, relationship.   For Nancy, the relationship 

that she developed, as a single parent, with her children, was the impetus for a return to 

the spirituality she had left some 10 years earlier: 

 Nancy was a good parent and very confident in that identity.  She wanted to share 

this knowledge [of parenting] with other parents, and so she began to write about 

parenting:   

I think probably, maybe another big change in my life was when I began to write. 

I began to try to use what was in the Bible to say something about raising kids, and so I 

was, you know, applying it to my life and probably learned, I guess, a closer walk from 

that . . .  because of that.   

 

So when faced with the need to ground her knowledge of raising children in a solid 

foundation, Nancy returned to a source of information, the Bible, to back up her beliefs.  

In Nancy, we see an individual come full circle from a time in her youth . . . ” Mother and 

daddy read Bible stories and talked to me about my faith and so, at about the age of nine, 

I decided that I wanted to accept Christ,” to a time in  adulthood . . . ” And then, probably 

at about 42, or something like that, about 10 years later (after the divorce) or thereabouts, 
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I really begin to study the Bible and read it for myself on my own and it's made all the 

difference in the world.”   

This need to “reconnect” with the universe on a spiritual level in adulthood often 

drives individuals back to the beliefs of their youth, but with a degree of confidence that 

allows them to select beliefs that fit their lifestyle and spiritual philosophies, while 

dismissing beliefs that seem irrational, prejudiced, or judgmental. As Cheryl explains:  

I believe in prayer.  What I don't believe is that being a good Christian means you 

should go out and preach the word.  To me it's just the opposite. Don't put that in 

my face. I don't need that. I will figure out my problems, my solutions, through 

my talking to God in my own way.  I really cannot pray for stuff for myself . . .  I 

think people pray too much . . .  I think they use it like, hand it to God . . . give it 

God and God is going to help you.  Don't hand it to him, and say here I'm through. 

I really detest that.   I've worked hard all my life, and I think he expects that of 

me, and if I don't, it's because I'm not listening or I'm not getting it. 

 

There appears to be an attitude of less dependence and more of an attitude of self-

reliance and taking responsibility for themselves, only calling on their higher power when 

they feel out-of-control or overwhelmed.  

Spiritual development throughout each of the participants’ lives appeared to 

progress quite predictably through the stages of Fowler’s Faith Development Model.  

Even for those participants who were not identified as having evolved to stage 5 of 

Fowler’s model, there was evidence that some participants, even as far back as stage 3, 

were beginning the process of reclaiming and reworking their past as they opened up to 

the voices of the deeper self and began to grapple with truth as being multidimensional 

and interdependent, both qualities of stage 5 development. 
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Role of Religion and Spirituality as a Mediator  

 The majority of Licensed Professional Counselors in this study declared that the 

use of a client’s own spirituality as a resource for growth and change was not something 

they were willing to introduce unless the client identified it, first, as a resource.  While all 

of the participants in the study agreed that as counselors, part of their responsibility was 

to help clients utilize resources that they already had, or resources that they had used in 

the past, the majority participants tended to be uncomfortable, falling back on positions 

such as those described in the following quotations: 

Lori, stage 4. 

You don't want to be off-putting to the client if they're not willing to go there or to 

consider themselves to be spiritual beings . . . you don't want to do anything to, to 

negatively impact that relationship with the client.  It’s just more comfortable for 

me to let the client bring up. 

 

Brenda, stage 4 

“I don't bring it up until they do because a lot of clients think counselors are just 

wacko!  They’re so funny, just really leery of that [spirituality].” 

Paula, stage 3 

“not everybody has that spiritual side and I have to respect that.”   

I don't want to put thoughts in their head.” 

Cindy, stage 4 

“No!  You have to stay within the framework . . . what’s legal for you to say, and 

be able to know that you didn't cross any boundaries.” 

Dan, stage 3 
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Being in the public schools you’d better be careful there.  But if they 

question me, I can go on a fishing expedition right there.  Regular LPC 

counseling . . . if they even hint at that area, I'll go ahead.   I don't try to 

beat them over the head with the Bible or anything. 

 

Ben, stage 4 

I'm always trying to look for the middle ground. I mean, if it's something 

that we were working on, something important to them that we talked 

about, you know I’ll go with it . . . I will go down that road.   That's fine if 

they just… if I got the idea that’s where they were. 

 

Cheryl, stage 5 

I have to really . . . I'm very careful about that I guess because I felt like  

. . .  I think because of my private thoughts about religion, I'm very careful 

in approaching it. If they approach it that's wonderful, but if they don't, I'm 

very careful. 

 

Perhaps the most critical or notable point of this study is the fact that, at all three 

levels of spiritual development identified, there were counselors at each level who would 

include spirituality as a resource for growth and change and counselors who would not.   

This would seem to indicate that there is something other than the level of spiritual 

development that impacts the counselor’s willingness to utilize the client’s spirituality as 

a resource for growth and change.  The following paragraphs constitute statements from 

those counselors who would include spirituality: 

Jill, stage 5 

Sometimes I do introduce the thought.  If a client were, say, Middle 

Eastern or had other beliefs, I would be broad, like what kind of 

spirituality do you practice?  Is it meditation or prayer?  Or, I might say, 

I've known other people, like myself who pray.   Is prayer anything that 

you have used?   And, if they say yes, then we’ll talk about it. 
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Nancy, stage 3 

If you are my client, I would say, “Brian, you live here in this area.  If you 

live in this area,  then you may have seen that I write a column in the 

paper about Christian parenting. Have you seen that?”  So then I say:  “so 

you know you have some idea where I stand with my faith,  and I don't 

want to come at you from a biased perspective in any way that gets you 

sideswiped with my faith.”   And so I feel like we need to talk about that 

right up front as part of our intake, and we do. Then I say: “I will do 

anything you want me to do in terms of how much I talk about your faith, 

not mine . . .  If you are a different faith, then I would like you to bring 

that in if you want to, but don't rely on me to know as much about your 

faith as you do.”  

 

Marian, stage 5  

 

I do, on my intake form.  It’s (spirituality) one of my many questions I ask clients.  

As we talk about coping skills, as we kind of move into therapy a little bit, I often 

asked them, what are your spiritual beliefs, how does that serve you?  I had a 

client who was a Jehovah's Witness, and I don't know a lot about that religion, and 

he asked me at the end of the first meeting if I could work with somebody like 

that. I responded, “well, I think I can, but what I'm going to need you to do is 

educate me on your religion.”  So that's another thing.  If somebody brings up 

something in terms of his or her religion that I haven't learned about, I definitely 

ask them to share their wisdom with me.  

 

Conclusion 

It appears as though the impact of spiritual development, in this case of licensed 

professional Counselors, on efforts to integrate the client’s spirituality into a plan for 

growth and change, is not as powerful as the counselor’s beliefs about the role of religion 

and spirituality in counseling. Put another way, the counselor’s beliefs about the role of 

religion and spirituality in counseling was a mediator between the stages of spiritual 

development (stages 3, 4, and 5) and use of spirituality as a resource for growth and 

change.  The first indicator that this might be the case was when I noticed that the 
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identified level of spirituality did not seem to be consistent with whether or not a 

counselor would include spirituality as a resource.  The next logical line of questioning 

would then be:  If it is not spiritual development that impacts the decision whether or not 

to use the client’s spirituality as a resource, then what does?  And, what characteristics of 

whether or not a counselor will use a client’s spirituality as a resource are consistent from 

participant to participant? 

One characteristic that seemed to be consistent across each interview was that 

each participant claimed that his or her own spirituality had been a resource for growth 

and change in his or her own life.  While it would seem logical that, if their own 

spirituality had been an important resource for growth and change in their own life, they 

might then want to explore the client’s spirituality as a resource; however, this was not 

the case.  It appears, therefore, that the counselor’s own sense of spirituality as a resource 

has only a marginal impact on whether or not the counselor will introduce the topic as a 

resource for the client.  The marginal impact of the counselor’s own spiritual 

development could be the current comfort level of each counselor with his or her own 

spirituality.  This also seems to coincide, somewhat, with level of experience as a 

counselor, with more experienced counselors appearing to be more willing to include the 

client’s spirituality as a resource.        

Much more subtle indications that bolster the conclusion that it is the counselor’s 

beliefs about the role of religion and spirituality in counseling that determines whether or 

not the counselor will introduce it as a resource for clients is the nonverbal reactions 

observed in participants during the interview.  Although participants were well apprised 
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as to the purpose of the study beforehand, those who were uncomfortable with the 

thought of using spirituality as a resource with clients would exhibit one or more of the 

following behaviors:  straightening their posture, moving back in their seat, crossing their 

legs or arms, fidgeting  nervously or avoiding eye contact.  These nonverbal reactions are 

not unlike the reaction one would expect if suddenly approached in the supermarket, 

convenience store, or other nonreligious/nonspiritual arena and queried about their 

spirituality.  Most individuals believe that there are specific places designed for the 

discussion of religion and spirituality, and outside of those specified areas, such 

discussions are seen as inappropriate.  Apparently, based on this study, these same 

principles may apply.  Thus licensed professional counselors’ beliefs about the role of 

religion and spirituality in the counseling relationship have a larger impact on the 

decision to include or exclude a client’s own spirituality as a resource for growth and 

change than does the counselor’s own spiritual development over their lifetime. 

Recommendations for Research and Practice 

 Areas of interest for the Licensed Professional Counselor might include an inward 

examination of his or her own spiritual belief system and its potential impact, including 

bias, where spirituality is concerned, as (Magaldi-Dopman, 2009), concluded that in spite 

of number of years of experience, counselors have significant conflicts with their own 

spiritual identity and a sense that their own spirituality has gone unexplored.   

Furthermore, Maher and Hunt’s (1993) research also implies that counselors who are 

unsure or uncomfortable with the current state of their own spirituality will have the most 

difficulty broaching or dealing with the client’s spiritual issues.  As counselors conduct 
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their yearly search for the required continuing education credits in order to maintain 

licensing, they might want to look into seminars that focus on aspects of spirituality and 

counseling.  In addition, it might be professionally prudent for Licensed Professional 

Counselor Supervisors to learn more about spirituality and counseling so that they might 

enlighten their supervisees concerning components of spirituality in counseling.   

 In conclusion, it appears as though the impact of spiritual development, in this 

case of licensed professional Counselors, on efforts to integrate the client’s spirituality 

into a plan for growth and change, is not as powerful as the counselor’s beliefs about the 

role of religion and spirituality in counseling. Having discovered that a counselor’s 

beliefs about the role of religion and spirituality in counseling appears to be an important 

factor when considering integrating spirituality into a plan for growth and change, 

researchers might now need to examine how these beliefs are, indeed, formed.  Are these 

beliefs about the role of religion and spirituality in counseling developed during 

counselor training when students are warned about not imposing one’s values on the 

client?  We also know from Magaldi-Dopman’s (2009) and Maher and Hunt’s (1993)  

research that counselors who are unsure or uncomfortable with the current state of their 

own spirituality will have the most difficulty broaching or dealing with a client’s spiritual 

issues. Addtionally, Maher and Hunt (1993) found that counselors cannot facilitate 

spiritual identity development in clients beyond their own working knowledge and 

understanding of spirituality.  Do counselor educators need to add to or otherwise fortify 

areas of study that include a spirituality component?  We know from Brawer, Handal, 

Roberts, and Wajda-Johnston’s (2002) research that most psychologists and counselors 
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receive very little clinical training in the areas of spirituality/religion, and that this lack of 

training impacts the three domains that Sue and Sue, (2008) identify as critical to being a 

culturally competent counselor:  the knowledge, awareness and skills needed to work 

with a culturally diverse client population.     
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APPENDIX A 

THE FAITH STAGES AND HUMAN DEVELOPMENT (MUELLER, 2010) 

Eras and 

Ages Erikson Piaget Kohlberg Fowler 

Infancy                                   

(0 to 1 ½) 

Basic Trust vs. 

Basic Mistrust 

(Hope) 

Sensorimotor 

  

Undifferentiated Faith 

(mutually, trust and pre-

images of primary love) 

Early 

Childhood          

(2 to 6) 

Autonomy vs. 

Shame and 

Doubt (Will) 

Preoperational 

or Intuitive 

  

Stage 1 Intuitive-

Projective Faith (rise of 

imagination and 

formation of images) 

Initiative vs. 

Guild (Purpose) 

  

Preconvention 

Level Stage 1 

Heteronomous 

Morality 

  

Childhood                     

(7 to 12) 

Industry vs. 

Inferiority 

(Competence) 

Concrete 

Operational 

Stage 2 

Instrumental 

Exchange Stage 2 Mythic-Literal 

Faith (rise of narrative 

and stories of faith) 

Conventional 

Level Stage 3 

mutual 

Interpersonal 
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Relations 

Adolescents                         

(13 to 21) 

Identity vs. Role 

Confusion 

(Fidelity) 

Formal 

Operational  

  

Stage 3 Synthetic-

Conventional Faith 

(formation of personal 

identity and faith) 

Young 

Adulthood 

(21 to 35) 

Intimacy vs. 

Isolation                  

(Love) 

  

Preconventional 

Level Stage 4 

Social System 

and Conscience 

Postconventional 

Principled Level 

Stage 4 Individuative-

Reflective Faith 

(reflective construction of 

ideology) 

Adulthood                     

(35 to 60) 

Generativity vs. 

Stagnation 

(Care) 

  

Stage 5 Social 

Contract, 

Individual 

Rights 

Stage 5 Conjunctive 

Faith (paradox, depth 

and intergenerational 

responsibility for the 

world) 

Maturity 

(60) 

 Integrity vs. 

Despair 

(Wisdom) 

  

Stage 6 

Universal 

Ethical 

Principles 

Stage 6 Universalizing 

Faith (new quality of 

partnership with Being in 

and for the world) 
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REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION 

Mueller, Carolyn R.  (2010). Spirituality in children:  Understanding and Developing  

 Interventions. Pediatric Nursing,  36(4), 197-208.  

APPENDIX B 

Fowler’s Five Faith Stages (1981)      

Stage 1 : Intuitive-projective   

Speech and symbols are used to organize sensory experience. 

Cause-effect relationships are poorly grasped. 

Logic is episodic and intuitive. 

Fantasy and reality interpenetrate. 

Values are shaped by stories. 

Egocentric perspective taking. 

Strength: The birth of imagination and its ability to unify experience through powerful 

images (e.g., courage is like Daniel in the lion's den). 

Limitation: Unrestrained or destructive images can terrorize the child (e.g., beasts that 

haunt the child's dreams or room). 

Stage 2: Mythic-literal           

Logic takes the form of concrete operations.  

Cause-effect relationships are understood. 

Justice and order are defined by reciprocal fairness (e.g., "you    scratch my back; I'll 

scratch yours"). 

Limited perspective-taking ability makes it hard to understand another's motives. 
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Symbols are one-dimensional and literal. 

Impressed by drama and able to self-generate stories. 

Strength: Narrative as a way of giving coherence to one's world (e.g., the creation 

narratives of the Bible convey meaning and purpose to human life; cf. the narrative of 

scientific progress). 

Limitation: The limitations of literalness and reciprocity for defining fairness and justice 

(e.g., good is not always rewarded nor evil punished). 

Stage 3: Synthetic-conventional  

Interpersonal categories and perspectives structure and define the environment (e.g., 

importance of friends and peers). 

Worth is determined by approval of others. 

Forming a sense of personal identity. 

Values, commitments, and relationships are central to identity. 

Beliefs and values are tacitly held rather than examined. 

Strength: A person can incorporate his or her past and future into a personal myth or 

story (e.g., being Muslim connects one to larger stories and traditions). 

Limitations: Over-internalizing others' judgments. 

Interpersonal distortions concerning God may lead to overfamiliarity with the Divine or a 

sense of betrayal by the Divine when religious leaders and friends fail. 

Stage 4:  Individuative-reflective  

Critical distancing from one's previous assumptive value system (i.e., a recognition that  

ideologies have particular histories and that worldviews grow out of life experiences). 
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Emergence of an executive ego (i.e., an ability to assume responsibility for explicit 

choices about beliefs and lifestyle). 

Social relationships are understood as involving social systems (e.g., sexism, racism, 

nationalism, capitalism). 

Symbols are separable from their meanings (e.g., demythologizing the biblical miracle 

stories). 

Tension between individuality and group memberships. 

Strength: Capacity for critical reflection on self and one's outlook (e.g., can become 

aware of ethnocentrism); 

Begin to take responsibility for commitments, lifestyle, and beliefs. 

Limitations:  Overconfidence in the rational mind to solve social issues (e.g., injustice or 

ethnic rivalry) or cognitive dilemmas (e.g., mystery of trinity for Christens). 

Symbols divorced from the symbolized without a recognition of change or loss (e.g., 

assuming biblical miracle stories were simply inadequate constructions of primitive 

minds). 

Stage 5: Conjunctive 

Moves beyond the dichotomizing logic of previous stage (e.g., distrusts the separation of 

symbol and the symbolized and allows symbols their own initiative—a second naïveté).  

A reclaiming and reworking of one's past as one opens to the voices of the deeper self. 

Truth is perceived as multidimensional and organically interdependent. 

Strength: Capacity to participate in one's deepest meanings while recognizing their 

relativity (e.g., despite the evasiveness of truth, one seeks truth). 
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Limitation: Becoming cynical or passive (e.g., paralyzed by the multidimensional nature 

of truth, one no longer actively pursues a better world). 

Note. The pre-stage (Stage 0) and the universalizing faith stage (Stage 6) are not included 

because counselors are not likely to encounter them directly. 

 

Parker, S. (2011). Spirituality in counseling: A faith development perspective. Journal of 

 Counseling and Development, 89(1), 112-119. 
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Appendix C 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1.  What is your earliest memory of spiritual or religious significance? 

2.  In terms of life experiences, what other times have been significant for you? 

3.  Tell me how your own spirituality has shaped your values, beliefs and ideas over your 

      lifetime. 

4.  How has spirituality been a resource for growth and change over your lifetime? 

5.  How has your own spiritual development over your lifetime affected how you inter act 

with clients and their spirituality? 

6.  How do you tap into a client’s spirituality as a resource for growth and change when 

they haven’t referred to it as a resource? 

7.  Do you have any final thoughts concerning spiritual development or spirituality as a 

resource for growth and change? 
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APPENDIX D 

CONSENT FORM 

We would like to invite you to participate in a research project called “the Impact of 

Counselor Spiritual Development on Efforts to Integrate Client Spirituality into a Plan for 

Growth and Change.”  The purpose of this project is to determine in what ways the 

counselor’s own spiritual development impacts how they approach the client’s spirituality 

as a potential resource for growth.  If you agree to participate, you will be asked to fill out 

a short application with the usual demographic information along with information 

regarding your licensing status, years of experience as a counselor and whether or not 

you practice from a particular religious or faith based perspective. 

Those responsible for this project are Dr. Loretta Bradley and Brian McClenagan.  Their 

telephone numbers are (806) 742-1997 and (806) 292-1430, respectively. 

Data will be collected for this project through a semi-structured interview process that 

will take around 1 hour to complete.  Questions will focus on construction of your own 

spiritual development throughout your life including culture, ideas and influences that 

have shaped your spiritual development as well as your own attitudes toward spirituality 

and the therapeutic process.  There are no risks beyond everyday life for being part of this 

project and you will receive a handout detailing several intervention strategies that could 

be helpful for the inclusion of spirituality in your own practice. 

No one but Dr. Bradley and I (Brian McClenagan) will see the transcription of the 

interview.  It will be locked in a filing cabinet in my office.  No identifying information 

will be used when the data is processed.  Participation is voluntary, and no one will be 

penalized in any way for refusal to participate.  Participation can be discontinued at any 

time.   

Dr. Bradley or I will answer any questions that you have concerning the study.  For 

questions about participant’s rights or about injuries caused by this research, you may 

contact the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 

Human subjects, Office of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 

79409 / (806) 742-3884. 

 

_____________________________________________________Date_______________ 

Name of Participant 

This consent form is not valid after: March 22, 2013     
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APPENDIX E 

APPLICATION FOR PARTICIPATION 

Name:________________________________________________ (first and last please) 

 

Phone #  where you can most easily be reached________________________ 

 

E-mail_____________________________________ 

 

Do you have a preference as to how you would be like to contacted?   

Phone______  E-mail_____  Either is fine______ 

 

LPC number:______________(I can get it from you later, if you don’t remember) 

 

Are you currently practicing?:  Yes____   No ____ 

 

 Private Practice?: ____    Agency?:_____    Both private and agency?: ____  

 

How long have you practiced?   

 Less than 24 months____   3-5 years____   7-10____   10+____ 

 

If you operate a private practice, do you counsel from a certain “faith” or 

“religious” theoretical position?  Yes____   No____ 

 If “yes,” from what faith or religious theoretical position do you counsel?   

 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

If you practice within an agency, is the agency affiliated with a particular faith or 

religion?  Yes____   No_____ 

 If “yes,” from what faith or religious theoretical position does the agency 

 operate?  

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

If you DO NOT counsel from a faith or religion theoretical perspective, how often 

would you estimate that spiritual issues arise in your practice/agency work?   

Never____  Seldom____  Occasionally_____  Often_____  


