Religious Clients
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I.  The Prevalence and Impact of Religion

A.  General Comments
1. Religion important facet of the human experience for most people

2. Gallup polls: 2/3 Americans claim religious beliefs “very importat”


3.  About 9/10 Americans describe themselves as “theistic”

                (70%-80% of those theistic Americans affiliate with Christian denomination)

4. Psychology’s history of irreligiousness, anti-religiousness


5.   More recent scholarship and therapy interventions 

    B.  College Students      

1.  Time of intense identity development 

2. Increased intersection between students of different faiths

3. Religion can complicate or cause person to seek out counseling
                          complicate counseling for us
Q:   How do we include religious values in counseling?
 
    How often do we as the therapists open that door of comfort?

II.  The development of religious behavior  (Fowler’s Developmental Theory)

   1.   Intuitive-projective faith


Occurs during early childhood


Major feature: invent intuitive images

   2.   Mythical-literal


Occurs during middle/late childhood


Major feature: interpret stories literally, perceive God as a parent figure

   3.   Synthetic-conventional faith


Occurs during transition between childhood and adolescence


Major feature: coherent belief system

   4.   Individuative-reflective faith


Occurs during adolescence and adulthood


Major feature: individuals begin to take responsibility for their own beliefs

   5.   Conjunctive faith 


Occurs during middle adulthood

          
Major feature: Being more open to paradox and opposing viewpoints

   6.  Universalizing faith 


Occurs during middle to late adulthood


Major feature: Transcending specific beliefs to achieve oneness with others

Q:  What happens to someone who never really experiences stage 4?



“Religious identity foreclosure”
     Criticisms about theory
Based on an overly ecumenical view of religion, where objective truths are dismissed.

Q:  What would Fowler say about an adult person who is devout and steadfast in traditional religious beliefs?  How would they be categorized?

III.    Assessing the Religious Client (Guinee, 1995)
1.  Strong belief in religious and spiritual concepts

2.  Emphasis of spiritual health over mental health (e.g., divorce)

3.  Intensely concerned with moral issues and moral behavior
4.  Self-identification (what religion one identifies with ) vs. 
self-involvement (how much one involves self in religion) may be very different

5.  Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Religiousness (Allport & Ross, 1967)

Intrinsics


Extrinsics

"live" religion


"use" religion

religion gives meaning

religion gives comfort


mature



immature

tolerant


prejudiced

active in religion

limited involvement

altruistic


selfish

mentally healthy

fear of death, dependent

6.  Religious beliefs are not static

7.  Denominational differences (eg salvation)
IV.  Decision Making for Religious Clients

A.  Stage of Religious Development

How does it influence how client integrates religious beliefs with therapy?

B.  Intrinsic versus Extrinsic Religiousness

To what extent does the client use his or her religion? live his or her religion?
C.  Adherence to literal belief system, church tradition

To what extent does the client espouse a literal system of beliefs?

To what extent does the client espouse the doctrines of his or her faith group? 
V. 
PATH OF INTERPRETATION (Guinee, 2008)

1    Presentation:  Client presents mental health issue in the context of religion
2    Exploration:   Client’s mental health issue exacerbated by religious background

3    Determination:   Client eventually must make a decision:



              What does he change?  What can he change?

4 Re-examination:  Client re-examines undesired behaviors, feelings, in the context 
                                        of religious background teachings
5    Questioning:   Does client unequivocally endorse teachings?
  
                     If yes, then confrontation screeches to a halt 

   If no, how does client separate sacred text from tradition?

6    Resolution?    

VI.  Case examples of religious issues in therapy
(1) Joe and Mary having been dating for some time, and recently came to see you for couples counseling.  They stated they have been having more problems getting along.  As an example, Joe states that his family are “staunch Baptists,” but that Mary’s family are Lutherans, and there has been much concern about where they will go to church when they get married, as well as what church the children will attend.

(2) Katherine has been getting poor grades in biology since she was a freshman, and is now on academic probation.  Despite suggestions from others that she consider changing majors, she refuses, stating “God wants me to go into medicine.”

(3) Allison comes to counseling due to her grief over the recent suicide of her ex-boyfriend.  Allison states that several people in the church have commented that her friend is in hell because he committed suicide.  Allison is deeply hurt by this statement, and does not know what to believe.

(4) Alicia comes to counseling due to questions about her sexual identity.  She discloses that she has had a relationship with another woman for some time, but knows that it’s wrong.  When you ask her about it being wrong, she says “Because that’s what the Bible says.”

VII.  Integrating Spirituality into Counseling: A guide to competent practice 
    [Association for Spiritual, Ethical, and Religious Values in Counseling (ASERVIC)]
1 – Professional counselor can explain difference between spirituality & religion, incl similarities and differences.

2 – Professional counselor can describe religious and spiritual beliefs and practices in a cultural context.

3 – Professional counselor engages in self-exploration of religious and spiritual beliefs in order to increase sensitivity, understanding, and acceptance of diverse belief systems.

4 – Professional counselor can describe his/her religious and/or spiritual belief system and explain various models of religious or spiritual development across the lifespan.

5 – Professional counselor can demonstrate sensitivity and acceptance of a variety of religious and/or spiritual expressions in client communication.

6 – Professional counselor can identify limits of his/her understanding of a client’s religious and/or spiritual expression, and demonstrate appropriate referral skills and generate possible referral sources.

7 – Professional counselor can assess the relevance of the religious and/or spiritual domains in the client’s therapeutic issues.

8 – Professional counselor is sensitive to and receptive of religious and/or spiritual themes in the counseling process as befits the expressed preference of each client.

9 – Professional counselor uses a client’s religious and/or spiritual beliefs in the pursuit of the clients’ therapeutic goals as befits the client’s expressed preference.
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