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Religious and Spiritual Impact in Psychic Process:

Implications for Pastoral Psychotherapy
Joseph George(
Personality formation is a complex process that involves the utilization of a wide variety of forces and motivations at various stages in life, especially during the formative years. These forces and motivations not only refer to the intra-psychic domain (like the Freudian instincts) but also to the relational matrix and the socio-cultural environment. All these factors are to be considered in order to understand personality development, relational patterns, and behaviors. The wholistic sense of a person characterizes a state of satisfaction or contentment which one can describe as ‘fulfilling.’ This sense of fulfillment is facilitated by positive personal experiences, relational influences, and environmental factors. The environmental relational context refers to the impact of socio-cultural institutions, family dynamics, historical traditions, and religious ideals and practices that directly or indirectly influence the process of psychic development. One of the Indian psychoanalysts, Sudhir Kakar, while dealing with personality development in India remarks that psychological themes and personal identity in India should consider the “interplay between universal process of human development and the Indian cultural milieu.”
 The influences of the cultural milieu include not only the socio-political and relational realms but also religious convictions, faith traditions, and rituals and practices.
Religious and spiritual experiences contribute to this sense of fulfillment or non-fulfillment. Yet, there has been strong contention that religion and religious resources are not to be used in pastoral counselling/psychotherapy sessions. In professional pastoral counselling even the request for a prayer is taken in an analytical framework without regarding the counsellees’ religious orientation, inner motivations and longings. This trend is the result of a number of factors: First, the Freudian psychoanalysis considers anything religious as infantile, childish, illusional, non-scientific, and pathological. In my opinion, the Freudian influence is still pervasive among the therapists both pastoral and non-pastoral. Second, there is a growing tendency among pastoral counsellors to identify with the ‘secular’ profession that provides them a professional identity. This may include professional acceptance of their practice, licensure, and payment through insurance bodies for their services. Religious experiences and faith dimensions in therapy is subjected to critical analysis to identify pathological traits in a religious person. Hence, religion and religious experiences of the counsellees are not adequately respected and affirmed. This trend, I believe, is basically against the total personality of the counsellee and his/her experiences. Jerome Frank and Julia Frank, both psychoanalytic theorists, while discussing the common features of religio-magical healing and contemporary forms of therapeutic healing, stress the importance of the assumptive world of the client, harmony in the healing context, and the emotional climate in which the experience of healing and integration takes place.
 Religious experience is an essential aspect of this assumptive world that has the capacity to create an emotional climate facilitating health and healing. 
The real and symbolic experiences and expectations continually arouse inner motivation, shape relational patterns and form the personal traits. The symbolic include the domain of religious experiences. However, these are areas often disregarded in professional pastoral care and counselling. The religious resources and spiritual insights help persons, groups, and communities to experience a higher level of integration and wholistic health. Drawing insights from depth psychologies and my clinical experience both in India and abroad, I want to state that religious experience and spiritual formation are intrinsically connected with wholistic human development. 
Elucidating the Issue

In the western developed models of therapies, including pastoral counselling, the role of religion in personality formation and behavioral pattern is de-valued. Religion is listened and discussed analytically in order to find traits of psychopathology. (The same way Sigmund Freud analyzed religion). This was something surprising for me, an Indian, because in most of the Indian experiences religious / spiritual domains have a larger impact on personal and collective experience. Most of my counsellees in India, whether Christian, Hindu, or Muslim, bring religious materials for discussion. Their faith, convictions, religious practices and ideals are always present in the counselling room. My learning experience and psychotherapeutic practice in the West has exposed me to the dilemma of giving due attention to the faith experiences and religious practices of the counsellees. Hence, I am inclined to view the symbolic but real role of religion as different from the analytic mode, though I do not shy away from analyzing religion, religious practices, and faith orientations. This has led me to formulate a number of questions with regard to the identity of pastoral counselling profession. 
Do faith and religious experiences play any role in personality development? What is the role of religion in psychotherapy? Does religion play any vital role in pastoral psychotherapy? How does the faith experience of the counsellees integrated into process of therapy? Does the presence of religion in a person or group point to psychopathological trends? Does the absence of religion in a person or group make him or her more scientific? Can one be spiritual without religion and rituals? Obviously, no attempt is made in this paper to answer all these questions but to propose a direction that needs further study and research.
There is a growing awareness among the caring professionals, including psychotherapists, that religious motivation, dynamics, and faith practices are essential realms for understanding personality, psychopathology, and therapeutic practices. For example, it is interesting to note that the DSM IV has added a new section into its diagnostic category, “Religious or Spiritual Problem” which was not found in DSM III.
 This inclusion indicates the acceptance of religious and spiritual issues in personality development and functioning by a professional organization. Howard Clinebell, one of the leading pastoral counsellors in recent times, made an elaborate discussion on the six dimensions of wholistic development. They include enlivening one’s mind, revitalizing one’s body, renewing and enriching one’s intimate relationships, deepening one’s relationship with nature, growth in relation to significant institutions, and deepening and vitalizing one’s relationship with God.
 Valerie DeMarinis, a feminist pastoral psychotherapist and a professor of religion and ritual studies at the Uppsala University, makes an interesting point in this regard. According to her, there are only two basic instincts, viz., the relational instinct and the religious instinct. While the religious instinct seeks connection between the internal and the symbolic world, the relational instinct facilitates the expression of these connections. She recognizes the importance of meaningful connection between the real world of experience and that person’s symbolic world. She writes: 

The religious instinct provides the recognition and awareness of the connection between the human being’s internal world and the physical and symbolic world outside. The relational instinct provides the means of expressing these connections.

Meissner, a Jesuit and psychoanalyst, while considering the role of religion in the functions of the ego remarks on the impact of religious experiences. He argues that religious expressions and experiences are to be seen in realistic terms. He writes: 

Consequently, the religious belief system and its tradition are seen in increasingly realistic terms that affirm their inherent tensions and ambiguities and accept the relativity, partiality, and particularity of the beliefs, symbols, rituals, and ceremonials of the religious community.

While discussing the modalities of religious experience Meissner also considers the possibility of integration of faith experience that lead to what he considers as fully and profoundly human. The integration of religious experience with the rest of life produces aliveness, meaning, and generative fulfillment.  He writes:

We touch, at the higher reaches of this modality, the realm of integration of the faith experience that bridges over into the spiritual experience often described in terms of special graces, mystical gifts, and spiritual genius. Such individuals reflect an inner life of lucidity, simplicity, and inner harmony that escapes the great majority of humans, yet somehow seems more fully and more profoundly human. The love of God in these souls seems wholly unconscious, stripped of the residues of infantile narcissism, and yet capable of integration into a life of activity, responsibility, and generative fulfillment. 

John McDargh quotes Erik Erikson at length in his dealing with the religious or religious like experiences. Erikson assert that the experience of a hallowed presence (the Numinous), through various expressions and agencies, create a sense of being lifted up into the supernatural realm. This is a process in which the believer acts and responds in various ways, indicating his or her conscious participation. 
I would suggest, therefore, that this first and dimmest affirmation, this sense of a hallowed presence, contributes to man’s [sic] ritual making a pervasive element which we will call the “Numinous.” This designation betrays my intention to follow the earliest into the last; and indeed, we vaguely recognize the numinous as an indispensable aspect of periodical religious observances, where the believer, by appropriate gestures, confesses his [sic] dependence and his[sic] childlike faith and seeks, by appropriate offerings, to secure a sense of being lifted up to the very bosom of the supernatural which in the visible form of an image may graciously respond with the faint smile of an inclined face. The result is a sense of separateness transcended, and yet also of distinctiveness confirmed.

The above discussion indicates the trend that I want to set in this paper. Religion deeply influences personal and community experience – thought patterns, nature of relationships, and personal and collective behavior. (Even Freud accepted that fact).  In personality formation, functioning, psychopathology and treatment procedures one cannot ignore spiritual formation and maturity in behavior and relating. How do I respond to religious convictions, values, rituals, and other significant practices the counsellees bring to the therapy room? When and where are religious practices efficacious and when are they not? How do I respond to my counsellees when they narrate or claim to have profound religious experiences and transpersonal connections? When is religious experience and spiritual claims delusional, illusional and real? 
Object Relations Theories and Religion

In the light of the observations and questions above, I am encouraged to enquire about the relevance of religion, faith, rituals, and religious practices in view of the Object Relations Theories. How one can understand the influence of religion from a depth psychology perspective is my focus. In order to move further, let me give a glimpse of what this theory is all about. 

 It is necessary to define Object Relations Theory and state how it is different from the classical Freudian tradition.  There are a number of psychoanalytic writers who revised the classical psychoanalytic theory incorporating and expanding the concept of “object relations.”  Object relations theory in general focuses on personality development, personality functioning, psychopathology, and psychotherapeutic treatment in relation to the notion “object relationships.”  These theories study the development and function of personality with an emphasis on the environmental influences and the primacy of relationships on the person rather than the instinctual influences.
  They explore how past relationships impact the process of structuring, shaping, and functioning of the inner self with regard to intrapersonal and interpersonal dimensions.  A definition of object relations by Otto Kernberg, one of the object relations theorists, expresses well what this theory is all about.  He says:

In broadest terms, psychoanalytic object-relations theory represents the psychoanalytic study of the nature and origins of interpersonal relations, and of the nature and origins of intrapsychic structures deriving from, fixating, modifying and reactivating past internalized relations with others in the context of present interpersonal relationships.  Psychoanalytic object-relations theory focuses upon the internalization of interpersonal relations, their contribution to normal and pathological ego and superego developments, and the mutual influences of intrapsychic and interpersonal object-relations.

This theoretical framework highlights the role of relationships with other persons and the external world as key factors in understanding human personality development, psychological health, and psychopathology.  The nature of external relationships, especially the primary caring relationships during the pre-Oedipal phase, determines the inner structure of personality as functional or dysfunctional.  Psychoanalytic object relations theory’s primary claim is that relationships experienced from the time of birth have the capacity of impacting the formation and function of personality through internalizing the “objects” of experience, especially that of the caring persons.  In this context, people are the “objects” of object relating and have the capacity for fulfilling mirroring and idealizing needs.  The relationships in discussion can be the experienced or perceived (imagined) ones.  The concept of “objects” in personality formation is a Freudian theoretical notion.  According to Freudian understanding the “object” is linked to the theory of “instinctual drives.”  The objects - persons or other objects animate or inanimate - are the means by which biological instincts are gratified.  The experienced or perceived objects are employed for instinctual gratification.  Hence, in Freudian theory “relationship” is understood as a byproduct of instinct whereas in object relations theory it is understood as a causative factor in personality development.

In object relations theory “relationship” is understood as a causative factor in personality development because relationship is considered as central and critical in the formation and function of personality.  Based on the notion of “object relationship,” object relations theory holds that persons function on the basis of the residues of past relationships, the “inner representational world.”  The concept of inner representational world is also found in the Freudian theory, especially in his structural model of the mind describing id, ego, and superego.
  There is no doubt that the object relations theorists use the same terms though with different meanings.  Freudian theory holds that the instinctual drives, and the experiences of the person with these drives, impact one’s inner representational world.  This inner representational world is impacted by the external environment – the relational world. 
Based on relational experiences, persons are internalized in the psyche as inner objects, which is the mental structure inside the ego.  These internalized objects or inner representations comprise the intrapsychic structure.
  The nature of relationships experienced in the caring environment shapes the person’s capacity for intrapsychic and interpersonal functioning.  Michael St. Clair, an object relations theorist, summarizes the object relations as theories that “explore the world of relationships, both past and present, and how the early and past relationships influence present psychic and social functioning.”

In Freudian psychoanalytic theory, the entire realm of religious life comes under the notion of religion as “universal neurosis” and explains the dynamics of religious experience within the framework of transference.
   In the Freudian understanding, transference refers to displaced and distorted feelings involving repetition and instinctual gratification.
  Though object relations theory also uses the concept of transference, this theory does not consider transference as a discharge of libido and aggression.  In this theory, transference is viewed as a re-creation or/and re-enactment of an object relationship in the service of ego functioning.  This description of transference also could apply very well in understanding religious experiences and expressions.  Object relations theory’s shift of emphasis to the pre-Oedipal stage and the role of the pre-Oedipal mother are helpful in understanding religious experience from a relational and developmental perspective.  This notion of object relations can contribute to understanding healthy aspects of religious life and practices as well as the pathological ones.  Thus this theory’s view of religion and religious practices stresses the need to understand religion not only as potentially pathological but also an expression of health.  The religious factor impacts the psychological life of the human person.  While stressing this point St.Clair writes:

But conversations between religion and psychoanalysis have improved as post-Freudian psychoanalytic object relations theories articulated an interpersonal model of the human person.  This model, which deals psychologically with the relationship with God, can cast light on the religious experiences of believers and can help us realize how thoroughly religious experience takes place in the context of human psychological life.

St.Clair in his further discussion enlightens the positive role of religion, faith expressions, and spirituality in shaping a meaningful existence, psychologically. The religious stance helps persons not only to hold the self together but also to avoid psychological fragmentation and disorientation. He remarks:

A healthy relationship with God can orient the individual positively in the universe and serve as an anchor in hard times. A healthy religion helps present the world as more benevolent and meaningful, as opposed to a scary world, a world of rage and fear, with no sources of hope and comfort. A religious stance such as this contributes to the maintenance of the self by helping to hold the self together and avoid psychological fragmentation.

Harry Guntrip, of the British object relations school, also shows interest in the religious realm of human experience.  Guntrip not only acknowledges religious experience as a good object relationship but also emphasizes the therapeutic dimension of it.  He writes:

Religion has always stood for the saving power of the good object relationship. Religion is distinguished from science as the historical form under which the therapeutic factor for personality ills has been recognized and cultivated.

W.R.D. Fairbairn, also of the British object relations school, observes that persons continually seek object relationships though the quality may change from earlier infantile dependence to more mature forms in adult life.  Religion and religious experiences could come within the purview of mature forms of object relationships in adult life.  In that case religious practices and faith experiences (essential aspects of religious spirituality) could be seen as tools to re-create or re-enact good object relationships.  He regarded the positive aspects of religion in health and healing.  His oft-cited remark proves the point:

It is the verdict of history, and particularly of religious history, that effective psychotherapy can take place in the absence of all scientific knowledge… I consider further that what is sought by the patient who enlists psychotherapeutic aid, is not so much health as salvation from his past, from bondage to his (internal) bad objects, from the burden of guilt and from spiritual death.

Self psychologist Heinz Kohut’s theory of “selfobjects” and their soothing function throughout life stages is also worth noting.  The term selfobject refers to those relationships, real and imagined, through which a person experiences cohesion, strength, vitality, and direction in life.
  Selfobjects provide a strong sense of self.  As James W. Jones, therapist and a professor of religion, notes, what is more important here is “the affective tone of selfobject relationship.”
  In this sense the religious factor of human experience could be viewed within this concept of selfobject relationships.  Religious concepts and religious expressions, including religious rituals, could be viewed and interpreted as serving selfobject functions. Therefore, the religious dimension of human experience is influential in the formation and function of a healthy human personality.

While discussing “God representation” from an object relations theory perspective, the well-known psychoanalyst researcher and theoretician Anna Maria Rizzuto validates religious experience as a source of power and reality for the believing person.  According to her, religious beliefs and practices are syntheses of creative imagination and reality that contributes to healthy psychological functioning.
  In this regard Rizzuto discusses the “powerful reality of nonexistent objects” in the mental representation that has powerful impacts on the lives of the people.  These nonexistent objects are explained to have psychological impacts in the formation and functioning of personality.
  With regard to religion she says:

In this sense, at least, religion is not an illusion. It is an integral part of being human, truly human in our capacity to create nonvisible but meaningful realities….Without those fictive realities human life becomes a dull animal existence.

Further, Rizzuto views a dialectical connection between the object representations and self-representations continually interacting with and impacting one another.  The ongoing interaction in the mental process provides significant meanings to nonexistent or non-demonstrable objects in the inner and outer world.  In this regard, religious rituals are tools aiding the mental process of meaning-making and seeking directions in life.  It does lead one to argue that religious experiences may contain unconscious as well as conscious motifs. Thus, we are led to read religion beyond the pioneers of psychology who linked religion to unconscious and immature forms of expressions.

Among the object relations theorists Donald W. Winnicott’s contribution seems to be the most valuable one with regard to the discussion of religion and religious practices.  From the Winnicottian standpoint, psychological development is a lifelong “transitional process” involving dynamic interaction between the self and the facilitating environment.  This developmental process is not only limited to childhood but also the entire span of life.  The interaction referred to involves a synthesis of objective reality and creative illusion.  This is not only true of the mother-infant dyadic experience but also the entire relational experience that includes religion.  Religious experience can be viewed and interpreted in the light of Winnicott’s notions of facilitating environment, good enough mothering, holding environment, inner goodness, transitional objects and transitional phenomenon.
Meissner also has expressed views with regard to religion and religious experience.  He advances the Winnicottian concept of transitional phenomenon to a symbolic function that is linked to both subjective and objective sources.   Faith, religious systems, and faith expressions are not regressive fantasies but symbolic representation of ultimate truths.  Meissner makes his point by citing Leavy:

Faith is by nature – human nature – presented symbolically, and religions are symbol systems. The believer, knowingly or not, owes his or her religious language to a revelation that is the spring of the tradition, coming from outside the believer’s mind. The ultimate references of faiths are not themselves products of regressive fantasies, but symbolic representation of ultimate truths.

Features of Object Relations Theory in Understanding Religious Experience
· Religious Experience as creating connection with the ‘object’–the good enough object
· The ‘objects’ in psychic process could be imagined but real in impact
· The ‘objects,’ including religious objects, facilitate self-soothing
· Religious Experience as means of making meaning in the midst of meaninglessness
· Religious Experience as Transitional Phenomenon – the third area of experience
· Religious Experience as Relational Negotiation – exploring one’s own worth
· Religious Experience as a means of self-transformation – renewal and change
· Religious Experience could lead to self-transcendence – beyond the visible reality
Object Relations Theory as a Tested Model
It was during my doctoral study at the Emory University that I was challenged to explore the positive effects of religious resources in pastoral psychotherapy. As already noted, I was quite disappointed that the professional pastoral counsellors refrain from employing religious resources in the therapeutic sessions. Even the discussion of religious materials is with a view of analyzing them without any consideration of meaning, validity, or the symbolic world that sustains the counsellees in their experiential world. How religion and religious experiences contributed to the health of the persons or community is absolutely avoided. As an Indian with who is familiar with a lot of religious activities I was not comfortable when religious experiences were completely overlooked. While every aspect of human experience was listened and discussed the religious materials are not taken in an adequate perspective. This led me to focus my doctoral dissertation on the use of religious rituals in pastoral psychotherapy, certainly from an Indian perspective. This perspective was discussed in the light of the Object Relations Theory.
In my qualitative approach five cases studies were presented employing hermeneutical principles in order to assess the capacity of religious rituals in creating positive effects on the counsellees in terms of values, attitudes, behaviors, relationships, and action. The categories that were to be tested through the study were developed in accordance with the insights obtained from the object relations theories, especially that of Donald W. Winnicott. The study found that the use of religious rituals (religiosity) impacted the counsellees, in varying degrees. The focus of the study was limited to the following 12 explorations.

The use of religious rituals in pastoral psychotherapy session helps the counsellees:

· to recollect their past experience
· to narrate their present experience

· to re-narrate their sense of self

· to understand the nature of their relationships

· to identify areas of conflict

· to motivate change in behavior

· to experience a sense of hope

· to promote conscious self-reflection

· to create a space to contain anxiety

· to resolve any intrapersonal and interpersonal issues

· to gain new direction psychologically and theologically

· to reflect a realistic self-image

The above explorations basically deal with the process and objectives of pastoral care, counselling, and even psychotherapy. The study found that religious rituals and their discussion in the therapy room helps the counsellees in all the above areas of exploration, though in varying degrees. These findings help to state that the use and discussion of religious rituals in the therapy room with positive intentions with religious-minded counsellees create positive effect not only on the person but also on the process. Religious life and practices are of immense importance in understanding Indian and Asian people in their assumptive world.  How can Asian Pastoral Counsellors avoid a realistic but empathic approach to the religious experiences of the persons and groups seeking help? That is a challenge I place before the 8th Asian-Pacific Congress on Pastoral Care and Counselling. 
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