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NEW ASSOCIATE EDITOR INTRODUCTION

As the Editor for the Journal of Psychology and Christianity (JPC),
I'd like to enthusiastically introduce you to the fourth and final
Associate Editor, a highly talented professor, researcher, and
practitioner who is new to the JPC editorial community. Start-
ing Fall 2021, Dr. Christin J. Fort will lead the way in publishing
a "Justice in Teaching, Research, and Practice” column, joining
Drs. Siang-Yang Tan (“Intervention in Research and Practice”),
Kenneth T. Wang (“Assessment in Research and Practice”), and
M. Todd Bates (“Theology in Research and Practice”). At least
twice per year, each Associate Editor will publish a column that
addresses salient, emerging issues in their respective areas of
expertise.

With this fourth and final column, my hope is that clinicians, re-
searchers, students, and other JPC readers interested in the in-
tersection between Christianity, psychology, and justice will find
engaging, thought-provoking articles that elucidate the founda-
tional importance of this key ethical principle and virtue in 21st century society. What follows, there-
fore, is anintroduction to the column, written by Dr. Fort herself, followed by a brief biography to get to
know her professional background.

I've also included the three other Associate Editors’ biographies so the Christian Association for Psy-
chological Studies (CAPS) community can continue to familiarize themselves with the JPC editorial
team. As we steadily press on in this uncertain season of life, our aim is to serve the CAPS community
and beyond with leading articles on the fascinating, crucial dialogue between the discipline of psychol-
ogy and Christianity.

As areminder, please now send manuscripts to https://jpc.scholasticahg.com/. In doing so, | will strive
to offer a professional and timely experience with the manuscript review process.

Joshta J. Knabb, PsyD, ABPP

Director, PsyD Program

Professor of Psychology

Editor, Journal of Psychology and Christianity
California Baptist University

8432 Magnolia Avenue

Riverside, California 92504

(951) 343-4405

jkn Ibaptist.

www.calbaptist.edu/ps

www.caps.net
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“Justice in Teaching, Research, and Practice”

The Journal of Psychology and Christianity (JPC) column on “Jus-
tice in Teaching, Research, and Practice” invites integrative
scholars, practitioners, educators, and students to gain a deep-
er understanding of the inextricable link between the life of faith
and the pursuit of justice, equity, and inclusion within the Chris-
tian tradition. Historically, the connections between faith and so-
cial engagement have been very strong in some strands of the
Christian tradition, but inconsistent or non-existent in others.
The aim of this column is to inform, equip, and empower readers
to think carefully and critically about the Divine call towards a life
of justice for the people of God (Amos 5:24; Matthew 23:23; Micah
6:8) and to work consistently and creatively to translate this call
into action in their professional and personal lives. This column
14 is also intended to expose colleagues outside of the integrative
quild to the philosophical and theological frameworks that compel those within the Christian communi-
ty towards proactive engagement with the local and global matters of justice that surround us.

Christin J. Fort, PhD, MA, is an Assistant Professor of Psychology and the Director of Integrative Dia-
logue at Wheaton College (IL). She maintains a deep and long-standing investment in the theoretical,
pedagogical, empirical, and clinical integration of the disciplines of psychology and theology. Among
other things, Dr. Fort's scholarship focuses on the implications of Church teachings (or doctrines) for
mental health and organizational flourishing. Dr. Fort's research lays the foundation for her service as a
practitioner. As a practicing psychologist, she enjoys working with ethnically diverse populations rep-
resenting a wide range of presenting concerns—many of whom are very interested in the connections
between their faith and their psychological and relational well-being. She is especially drawn to work
with clients who struggle to find meaning and purpose in the midst of pain and suffering. This experi-
ential knowledge of the ways that people search for, and create, meaning is a catalyst for her research
and offers practical application points for use in academic settings.

“Intervention in Research and Practice”

Rev. Dr. Siang-Yang Tan, PhD (McGill University), is Professor of
Psychology at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, Califor-
nia, and Senior Pastor of First Evangelical Church Glendale. He is
a licensed psychologist and Fellow of the American Psychologi-
cal Association. He has published numerous articles and books,
including three major texts, Counseling and Psychotherapy: A
Christian Perspective (Baker Academic, 2011), Lay Counseling
(2nd ed., with Eric Scalise, Zondervan, 2016), and Shepherding
God’s People: A Guide to Faithful and Fruitful Pastoral Ministry
(Baker Academic, 2019), Full Service (Baker, 2008), Coping with
Depression (2nd ed., with John Ortberg, Baker, 2004), Rest (Re-
gent College Publishing, 2003), and Disciplines of the Holy Spirit
(with Douglas Gregg, Zondervan, 1997). He is married to Angela,
and they live in Pasadena, California. They have two grown chil-
dren, Carolynand Andrew, who is married to Jenn. He is originally
from Singapore.
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“Assessment in Research and Practice”

Kenneth T. Wang is Professor in Clinical Psychology at Fuller
Theological Seminary. After receiving his PhD in Counseling
Psychology from Penn State University, Dr. Wang taught at the
University of Missouri and worked as a staff psychologist at
the University of Illinois. His research focuses on psychologi-
cal measurement, perfectionism, and cross-cultural psycho-
logical adjustment. Of the 12 psychological measures Dr. Wang
has been involved in developing, six are related to religiousness
and spirituality: Religious Perfectionism Scale, Attitudes Toward
Religion Scale, Religious Discrimination Scale, Communion with
God Scale, Perceived Perfectionism from God Scale, and Chinese
Spiritual Coping Scale. He has provided training and consultation
on scale development for researchers in the United States and
China. Additionally, he coauthored the textbook Research Design
in Counseling (4th ed.).

“Theology in Research and Practice”

M. Todd Bates has served as a pastor, professor, and administra-
tor, most recently as the Dean of the School of Christian Thought
at Houston Baptist University. Dr. Bates is passionate about the
integration of faith and the disciplines and discovering the vari-
ety of ways and contexts integration occurs. He has published
broadly in the areas of theology, philosophy, classics, and
education.
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Biracial Asian Americans’ Mental Health on a Christian

College Campus: A Preliminary Report on the Role of
Racial-Ethnic Identities and Racial Invalidation

Josephine P. Law, Dalton Geil, Katharine E. Bau, Maddie R. Grigg, and Paul Youngbin Kim
Department of Psychology, Seattle Pacific University

Biracial individuals have unique experiences that shape their identity and, subsequently,
their mental health. We examined biracial Asian Americans at a Christian university, study-
ing the relationship between racial-ethnic identity, racial invalidations, and mental health.
Our sample consisted of undergraduate students that identified as biracial Asian American
(N =57). We predicted that racial-ethnic identity would be correlated with positive mental
health (Hypothesis 1) and that experiencing racial invalidations would be correlated with
negative mental health (Hypothesis 2). Participants completed an online survey contain-
ing demographic questions and measures related to the study variables. Hypothesis 1was
partially supported, as a stronger Asian identity was associated with higher life satisfac-
tion. Experiencing racial invalidations was associated with depression and anxiety, large-
ly supporting Hypothesis 2. These findings indicate the importance of studying biracial
Asian Americans’ experiences, especially on Christian campuses that intend to promote
an inclusive environment for all students. Further research should continue to consider
other identities within the biracial and multiracial category and their related experiences.

In 2018, almost 11 million Americans identi-
fied as biracial, or 3.40% of the United States
population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Of these
individuals, around three million identified as
biracial Asian Americans, with Asian-White
Americans as the 2nd largest group of biracial
individuals behind Black-White Americans (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2018). Hence, biracial individu-
als, including biracial individuals who are Asian
American, comprise a significant proportion
of the American population. As the population
of biracial and multiracial individuals in the U.S
continues to grow, it is important to consider
the distinct racial-ethnic identity development
these individuals experience, within the um-
brella terms of “biracial” or “multiracial.” One aim
of the present study is to examine the biracial

Author Note

Data collection was partially sponsored by a Faculty
Research Grant from the School of Psychology, Family,
and Community awarded to Paul Youngbin Kim. Portions
of the findings were presented as a poster at the 2018
School of Psychology, Family, and Community Student
Research Conference held in Seattle, Washington, Unit-
ed States. We have no conflicts of interest to disclose.

Correspondence concerning this article should be ad-
dressed to Paul Youngbin Kim, Department of Psychology,
Seattle Pacific University, 3307 Third Avenue West, Suite
107, Seattle WA 98119-1922. Email: paulkim@spu.edu
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identity of Asian American college students and
how this identity might relate to well-being and
mental health.

Biracial Asian Americans might experience
unique racialized experiences that influence
their mental health. Moreover, these cul-
ture-specific experiences and associations
with mental health do not occur in a vacuum,
as systems or institutions that individuals are
embedded in can influence the frequency and
impact of these experiences. Because of this,
it is important that psychological research with
biracial Asian Americans is intentional about
the backdrop against which racialized experi-
ences might be happening. Our study seeks to
highlight the experiences of biracial individuals
enrolled in a Christian university. In doing so, we
hope to highlight the racialized experiences of
biracial Asian American college students that
can be generalized to other similar Christian
higher education settings.

Christian Higher Education and
Biracial Asian Americans

Christian colleges and universities make up a
noteworthy percentage of the higher education
landscape in the United States. According to
the Council for Christian Colleges and Univer-
sities (CCCU), which is the largest network for
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Christian higher education institutions around
the world, there are 144 CCCU institutions
(members and affiliates) in the United States
(Council for Christian Colleges and Universities,
n.d.). This is a significant percentage of the pri-
vate schools in the United States, and certainly
religiously affiliated universities. In the 2016-
2017 school year, CCCU estimated that over
445,000 students were enrolled in CCCU insti-
tutions in the United States, and that roughly
37.8 percent of these students were students
of color (Council for Christian Colleges and Uni-
versities, 2017; Smith, 2018). In addition, 2016
data suggest that 3.88 percent are Asian Amer-
ican students (Smith, 2018). Although we were
not able to find reliable statistics on biracial
or multiracial individuals enrolled in Christian
institutions, given the sizeable percentage of
students of color and Asian American students
in particular, combined with the national trends
highlighted earlier, it is reasonable to conclude
that thisisanimportant and growing population
on Christian college campuses. Therefore, with
the increase in the racial and ethnic diversity of
Christian institutions around the United States,
it is important for multicultural researchers to
continue to highlight the experiences of racially
diverse individuals on these campuses. College
students, particularly students of color, are at
animportant stage of exploring their racial-eth-
nic identity, making their college or university
experience especially formative (Phinney & Al-
ipuria, 1990). In the present study, we explored
two questions with a biracial Asian American
sample: (a) Does identification with Asian and
non-Asian culture influence mental health and
well-being? and (b) Does the experience of be-
ing invalidated by other people due to their
biracial identity influence mental health and
well-being?

Racial-Ethnic Identity

Over the years, scholars in multicultural psy-
chology have highlighted the importance and
complexity of ethnic and racial identity for peo-
ple of color(e.g., Quintana, 2007; Umana-Taylor
et al., 2014). Given the conceptual and empirical
similarity between racial and ethnic identity
(e.g., Umana-Taylor et al., 2014), in the current
study we capture the experiences of biracial
Asian Americans as racial-ethnic identity '. We
define racial-ethnic identity as “the beliefs and
attitudes that individuals have about their eth-

nic-racial group memberships” (Umana-Tay-
lor et al., 2014, p. 23). Applied to our study, ra-
cial-ethnic identity for the participants includes
components described by Phinney (1990), such
as identification with culture, feelings of be-
longingness, attitudes toward culture, shar-
ing of common cultural values, and knowledge
about cultural beliefs and practices—for both
Asian and non-Asian cultures, respectively.

For people of color in the United States, ra-
cial-ethnic identity can be especially vital to
their self-concept. Ethnic identity is an intri-
cate construct for monoracial individuals, but
can become even more complex for biracial
individuals (Charmaraman & Grossman, 2010).
Multiracial individuals are tasked with harmo-
nizing multiple group identities and cultures
(Stepney et al., 2015) and they might choose to
do so using various strategies that, for example,
emphasize choosing one culture over others,
integrating all of the identities, or not meaning-
fully identifying with any ethnicity (Choi-Misail-
idis, 2010). Given the unique complexities that
multiracial individuals face in the development
of their racial-ethnic identity, it is reasonable
that the experiences of multiracial individuals
around race and ethnicity are different com-
pared to monoracial individuals (Brittian et al.,
2013). As a result, more research is needed to
unpack the racial-ethnic identity of biracial in-
dividuals, and our study does this with an Asian
American biracial sample.

Past research suggests that mental health
is associated with racial-ethnic identities.
For example, across racial-ethnic groups, ra-
cial-ethnic identity is shown to be associated
with self-esteem (Phinney et al., 1997). In Asian
American samples, adherence to Asian identity
has been shown to be related to positive mental
health (Mossakowski, 2003), self-esteem (Tsai
et al., 2001), and well-being(Yip & Fuligni, 2002).
In biracial samples specifically, the conceptu-
alization and assessment of the strength of ra-
cial-ethnic identity becomes nuanced, as they
are managing multiple identities. There is some
evidence that the endorsement of racial-ethnic
identity as a biracial person is associated with
better mental health compared to those who
do not engage in exploration of their biracial

'In this paper, we use the terms “racial-ethnic identity,”
“ethnic identity,” and “racial identity” interchangeably, un-
less otherwise noted.
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identities (Chong & Kuo, 2015; Lusk et al., 2010).
Synthesizing the research from racial-ethnic
minority, Asian American, and biracial samples,
an assessment of racial-ethnic identity that
taps into both the Asian and non-Asian iden-
tity as a correlate of mental health might be a
promising research endeavor. Because of this,
we assessed the strength of both Asian identity
and non-Asian identity, and their associations
with mental health.

Racial Invalidations

We also investigated racial invalidation as a
correlate of well-being and mental health. Inval-
idation of one's identity, especially if the identi-
ty is critical to one’s self-concept, can adversely
impact the individual. As biracial or multiracial
individuals may already struggle to integrate
their culturalidentities and feel validated in their
sense of self, further questioning or rejection of
one's identity from another person may exacer-
bate the stressors induced by the invalidation
(Cheng & Lee, 2009; Franco & Franco, 2016).
Racial identity invalidation, or an occurrence in
which a multiracial individual's racial identity is
denied, misperceived, or otherwise invalidated
by another person, is a unique challenge that
biracial and multiracial individuals face (Lou et
al., 2011). When others express doubt towards
one’s racial authenticity, biracial and multira-
cial individuals may experience a sense of re-
moval and alienation from their racial or ethnic
group, where they do not feel accepted, even if
it is the ethnic group they identify with (Vivero
& Jenkins, 1999). Furthermore, if an invalidation
comes from a member within the racial group
an individual identifies with, it may deepen the
sense of isolation or lack of belonging to the ra-
cial group (Franco & Franco, 2016).

Unlike monoracial individuals, biracial and
multiracial individuals also face unique stress-
ors related to identity validation that can lead
to adverse mental health effects. Multiracial
individuals with a validated racial identity expe-
rience less negative treatment (e.g., discrimi-
nation) from members of their non-White racial
group (Rockquemore & Brunsma, 2002), while
those who experience invalidation of their racial
identity experience more anxiety and depressive
symptoms and less motivation and self-esteem
(Coleman & Carter, 2007; Townsend et al., 2009).
Additionally, compared to monoracial individu-

als, multiracial individuals experience greater
depressive symptoms when they feel that their
multiracial identity is devalued by society (San-
chez, 2010). Therefore, one goal of the present
study was to replicate these findings by demon-
strating alink between racial identity invalidation
and mental health in a sample of Asian biracial
individuals enrolled in a Christian university. The
dimensions of racial invalidation we examined
were behavior invalidation, phenotype invali-
dation, and identity incongruent discrimination
(Franco & Q'Brien, 2018). Behavior invalidation
occurs when multiracial individuals behave in a
manner that differentiates them from the ste-
reotypical behaviors of their racial identity and
are subsequently invalidated for not meeting the
expectations of a particular racial script (Franco
& O'Brien, 2018). Phenotype invalidation occurs
on the level of appearance, where multiracial in-
dividuals are denied one or more of their racial
identities due to their physical characteristics,
such as skin tone or hair texture, as their phys-
icality may not align with the expected traits of
a certain racial identity (Franco & O'Brien, 2018).
Finally, identity incongruent discrimination de-
scribes the experience of race-specific discrim-
ination for a race the individual does not identify
with, as they are misperceived by another person
(Franco & O'Brien, 2018). We predicted that racial
invalidation would be associated with more men-
tal health distress and lower life satisfaction.

Hypotheses

Based on the aforementioned theory and
research that suggests racial-ethnic identity
contributes favorably to mental health, we hy-
pothesized that the strength of racial-ethnic
identity will be related to better mental health
(Hypothesis 1). Moreover, based on the theo-
rizing and research describing the detrimental
association of racial invalidation and mental
health, we hypothesized that the experiences of
racial invalidation will be relate to worse mental
health (Hypothesis 2)

Method

Participants

Participants were biracial Asian Americans
recruited from a small, private, four-year reli-
gious liberal arts institution located in the Pa-
cific Northwest region of the United States.
The total number of participants was 57 (Mage:
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20.67, SD =2.54). A summary of the demograph-
ic breakdown is included in Table 1. Three of the
largest Asian ethnicities represented were Fili-
pino/a, Japanese, and individuals from mainland
China; the majority of the non-Asian race tended
to be White. As expected given the Christian uni-
versity context of our study, most of the partici-
pantsidentified as either Protestant or Catholic.

Table 1

Sample Characteristics

Characteristic n

Gender
Female 38
Male 18
Non-binary 1

Asian ethnicity @
Filipino/a 18
Japanese 18
Individuals from Mainland China 10
Korean 5
Taiwanese 4
Vietnamese 3
Individuals from Hong Kong 2
Okinawan ® 2
Cambodian 1
Indian 1
Laotian 1
Malaysian 1
Thai 1

Non-Asian race
Non-Hispanic White 40
African American or Black 6
Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 6
Hispanic 2
Other 2
American Indian and Alaska Native 1

Religion
Christian (Protestant) 38
No religion 8
Christian(Catholic) 5
Other 5
Did not specify 1

Place of birth
United States 50
Outside of the United States 7

Note. @ Participants were able to check more
than 1 Asian ethnicity. ® Two participants wrote
in this response after checking “other.”

Procedure and Data Cleaning

We obtained a list of students who identified
as Asian plus another race from the university
registrar’s office. We sent the students on this
list an email announcement with an online sur-
vey link. Participants read a consent form on-
line and confirmed their biracial Asian identity
before completing the survey. As compensa-
tion, participants were entered into a drawing
for one of four $25 Amazon gift cards. Our study
was approved by the Institutional Review Board
at the authors’institution.

Eighty-nine individuals accessed our online
survey. Of the 89 individuals who clicked on the
survey link, 1 case was removed from our data-
set because they did not provide consent on
the consent form. Sixteen participants who did
not identify as biracial were removed. Finally,
15 more participants who left one or more sub-
scales entirely blank were removed. This left us
with a final N of 57.

Measures

Racial-Ethnic Identity

The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure-Re-
vised (MEIM-R; Phinney & Ong, 2007)is a 6-item
measure that is used as an assessment of one's
strength of ethnic identity, including identity
search and commitment. The MEIM-R is a re-
vised version of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity
Measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992). Items are scored
onab-point Likert sale from 1(strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). An example item is “l have
a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic
group” (Phinney & Ong, 2007). Phinney and Ong
(2007) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .81 based
on a university sample. In our study, partici-
pants were prompted to provide two responses
on the MEIM-R, once based on their Asian iden-
tity, and again based on their non-Asian identi-
ty. For example, a biracial Asian-Black partici-
pant answered the MEIM-R once based on their
Asianidentity, and one more time based on their
Black identity; the MEIM-R scores based on the
Black identity was then labeled and used as a
non-Asian identity score for this participant.
The mean scores were used, with higher scores
indicating stronger racial-ethnic identity. Cron-
bach’s alpha for the present study for Asian
identity was .86. Due to how we computed the
non-Asian identity (i.e., participants differed in
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which non-Asian identity they were basing their
responses on), we were not able to compute the
Cronbach’s alpha for it.

Racial Identity Invalidation

The Racial Identity Invalidation Instrument
(Franco & Q'Brien, 2018) is a 12-item measure
of perceived or experienced invalidation of ra-
cial identity by others. Items were scored based
on frequency of occurrence on a 6-point Likert
scale from 1 (never) to 6 (almost always). This
measure contains three subscales named Be-
havior Invalidation, Phenotype Invalidation, and
Identity Incongruent Discrimination. Example
items for the respective subscales are “Because
of the way | speak, others deny my racial group
membership(s),” “Others would not guess the
race(s) that | identify with,” and “I am discrimi-
nated against based on arace that | do notiden-
tify with”(Franco & O'Brien, 2018). The total scale
was used in the present study. This measure has
demonstrated good concurrent validity, test-re-
test reliability, and internal consistency (a = .86;
Franco & O'Brien, 2018). Cronbach’s alpha for
the present study was .91. The mean score was
used, with higher scores indicating more fre-
qguent experience of racial identity invalidation.

Anxiety and Depression

The Mental Health Inventory (MHI; Veit &
Ware, 1983) is a 38-item measure of psycholog-
ical distress and well-being. This measure con-
tains five subscales: Anxiety, Depression, Emo-
tional Ties, General Positive Affect, and Loss of
Behavioral Emotional Control. However, only
the Anxiety (9 items) and Depression (4 items)
subscales were used in the present study. Most
of the items on the two subscales are scored on
a B-point Likert scale (1 depression item is on a
5-point scale). Labels for the response options
differ depending on the wording of the ques-
tion, but for all the items, a lower score indi-
cates less endorsement of the item (e.g., "none
of the time"), whereas a higher score indicates
stronger endorsement of the item (e.qg., “all of
the time”). An example Anxiety item is “During
the past month, how much of the time have you
felt tense or high-strung?” and an example De-
pression item is “During the past month, how
much of the time have you been in low or very
low spirits?” (Veit & Ware, 1983). This measure
has shown good discriminant and predictive
validity (Khan, et al., 2015). Veit and Ware (1983)

found good internal consistency for both the
Anxiety (o = .90) and Depression (o = .86) sub-
scales. Cronbach’s alpha for the present study
was .94 for Anxiety and .93 for Depression. The
mean score was used, with higher scores indi-
cating more anxiety or depression.

Life Satisfaction

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS;
Diener, et al., 1985) is a 5-item measure of
global life satisfaction. Items are scored on a
7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree). An example item is “So far
| have gotten the important things | want in life”
(Diener et al., 1985). Diener et al. (1985) found
good test-retest reliability over two months and
good internal consistency (a = .87). Cronbach's
alpha for the present study was .92. The mean
score was used, with higher scores indicating
more satisfaction with life.

Results

Data Preparation and Preliminary Analysis

After the data cleaning procedure described
earlier, the majority of participants (n = 55) had
no missing data. One participant had one racial
invalidation measure item missing, and another
had two racial invalidation measure items miss-
ing. We also examined the distribution of our
scale scores, and found the range of skewness
was between -0.619 to 0.194, and range of kur-
tosis was between -1.07 and 0.298.

Table 2 displays the correlations, means,
SDs, and Cronbach's alphas associated with
the study variables. As the table indicates, life
satisfaction was significantly correlated with
Asian identity (medium effect size by Cohen’s
[1988] interpretation of small/weak = .10, me-
dium/moderate = .30, and large/strong = .50),
non-Asian identity (medium effect), depression
(between medium and large effect), and anxiety
(medium effect); depression was significant-
ly correlated with racial invalidation (medium
effect), life satisfaction (between medium and
large effect), and anxiety (large effect); and
anxiety was significantly correlated with racial
invalidation (medium effect), life satisfaction
(medium effect), and depression (large effect).

Racial-Ethnic Identity and Racial Invalidation
To test our hypotheses about the roles of

racial invalidation and racial-ethnic identity in

mental health, we used hierarchical multiple
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Table 2
Bivariate Correlations, Means, and SDs for the Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 M SD
1. Asian identity 3.53 0.94
2. Non-Asian identity .33* 2.99 0.97
3. Racial invalidation al -.07 3.25 1.06
4. Life satisfaction 37 33* -8 4.36 1.59
5. Depressive symptoms -.07 -.18 33* -4 3.04 1.26
8. Anxiety symptoms .05 -.05 S5 -39 70 3.22 1.17

Note. * p <.05. ** p <.01. *** p < .001.

regression. Specifically, we examined three
regression models, where racial-ethnic iden-
tity (Asian identity and non-Asian identity) and
racial invalidation were entered as predictors
of the three mental health variables (anxiety,
depression, and life satisfaction). Based on the
reasoning that identity is an internalized experi-
ence, and that racial invalidation is an external
or interpersonal one, we decided to enter the
identity variables in Step 1 of the regression
analysis and racial invalidation in Step 2.

Anxiety as Outcome

Regression results are displayed in Table 3. In
Step 1, Asian identity was a non-significant pre-
dictor of anxiety B=.09, t=.50, p=.62. Likewise,
non-Asian ethnic identity was a non-significant
predictor of anxiety B=-.08, t=-.49, p=.63. The
variance explained (R?) in Step 1was .01. In Step
2, racial invalidation was a significant predictor
of anxiety, B = .38, t = 2.63, p = .01. Both Asian
and non-Asian identity remained non-signif-
icant in Step 2. The variance explained (R?) in
Step 2 was .12, and AR? was .11. The effect size
of racial invalidation in Step 2 was Cohen's f2 =

.13, which is closest to a medium effect size by
Cohen’s standards (small = .02, medium = .15,
and large =.35; Cohen, 1992).

Depression as Outcome

Regression results are displayed in Table 4.
In Step 1, Asian identity was a non-significant
predictor of depressive symptoms, B=-.01,t =
-.08, p = .94. Likewise, non-Asian identity was a
non-significant predictor of depressive symp-
toms, B =-.22, t =-1.22, p = .23. The variance
explained (R?) in Step 1was .03. In Step 2, racial
invalidation was a significant predictor of de-
pressive symptoms, B=.39, t=2.51, p=.02. Both
Asian and non-Asian identity remained non-sig-
nificant in Step 2. The variance explained (R?) in
Step 2 was .13, and AR? was .10. The effect size
of racial invalidation in Step 2 was f?=.12, which
is closest to a medium effect size (Cohen, 1992).

Life Satisfaction as Outcome

Regression results are displayed in Table 5. In
Step 1, Asian identity was predictive of life satis-
faction, B=.51,t=2.29, p=.03. Non-Asian iden-
tity was a non-significant predictor, B = .37, t =

Table 3
Anxiety Regressed on Asian Identity, Non-Asian Identity, and Racial Invalidation
Variable B S.E., t p RZ(FS@)
Step 1 .01(.84)
Constant 3.16 0.69 4.58 <.001
Asian identity 0.09 0.18 0.50 .62
Non-Asian identity -0.08 0.17 -0.49 .63
Step 2 12(.08)
Constant 2.00 0.79 2.54 .01
Asian identity 0.02 0.17 0.14 .89
Non-Asian identity -0.03 0.17 -2.00 .84
Racial invalidation 0.38 0.15 2.63 .01
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Table 4
Depression Regressed on Asian Identity, Non-Asian Identity, and Racial Invalidation
Variable B S.E., t p RZ(FS@)
Step 1 .03(.42)
Constant 3.75 0.73 5.14 <.001
Asian identity -.01 0.19 -0.08 .94
Non-Asian identity =22 0.18 -1.22 .23
Step 2 .13(.05)
Constant 2.58 0.84 3.06 .003
Asian identity -.08 0.18 -0.44 .66
Non-Asian identity =17 0.18 -0.97 34
Racial invalidation .39 0.15 2.51 .02

1.73, p=.09. The variance explained (R?) in Step
1was .19, and the f? associated with Step 1 was
.23 (between a medium and large effect accord-
ing to Cohen, 1992). In Step 2, the newly entered
variable of racial invalidation was a non-signif-
icant predictor, B =-.30, t = -1.64, p = .11. Asian
identity and non-Asian identity remained signif-
icant and non-significant predictors, respec-
tively, in Step 2. The variance explained (R?) in
Step 2 was .22, and AR? was .04.

Discussion

The present study was a preliminary inves-
tigation on the experiences of biracial Asian
American college students enrolled in a Chris-
tian university. Specifically, our study high-
lighted the relationship between biracial Asian
American college students’ racial-ethnic identi-
ty, experience of racial invalidation, and mental
health. Racial-ethnic identity, specifically Asian
identity, was associated with higher life satis-
faction. Experience of racial invalidation was
associated with more anxiety and depressive

Table 5

symptoms. Although our results are prelimi-
nary due to a small sample size, they nonethe-
less point to the potential gains in research and
practice when researchers include these vari-
ables as correlates of well-being and mental
health among Asian American college students
enrolled in Christian institutions.

Explanation of Findings

Racial-Ethnic Identity

The findings of our study support patterns
observed in the literature that racial-ethnic
identity formation is associated with more fa-
vorable psychological health (e.g., Mossakowski,
2003; Phinney et al., 1997; Tsai et al., 20071; Yip
& Fuligni, 2002). Specifically, our finding of the
link between Asian identity and life satisfaction
might be interpreted in light of cultural social-
ization as a possible precursor to Asian identity
formation. The antecedents of ethnic identity
formation commonly include ethnic socializa-
tion surrounding cultural expectations and val-
ues, as well as perceived discrimination (Gartner

Life Satisfaction Regressed on Asian Identity, Non-Asian Identity, and Racial Invalidation

Variable B S.E., t p RZ(FS@)
Step 1 .19(.004)
Constant 1.47 0.85 1.73 .09
Asian identity 0.51 0.22 2.29 .03
Non-Asian identity 0.37 0.21 1.73 .09
Step 2 .22(.004)
Constant 2.39 1.01 2.37 .02
Asian identity 0.56 0.22 2.54 .01
Non-Asian identity 0.33 0.21 1.65 13
Racial invalidation -0.30 0.19 -1.64 Nl
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et al., 2014; Rosnati & Ferrari, 2014). Moreover,
stronger racial-ethnic identity has been asso-
ciated with higher self-esteem among Asian
Americans and mediates the relationship be-
tween positive cultural socialization experienc-
es and high self-esteem (Gartner et al., 2014).
As it relates to our study, it is possible that the
association between Asian identity and life sat-
isfaction that we observed reflects a larger and
more complex mechanism that also involves so-
cialization into Asian culture. This possibility is
especially appealing in light of our finding that
racial-ethnic identities (Asian and non-Asian)
combined explained only 19% of the variance
in life satisfaction, which suggests that there
might be additional important correlates of life
satisfaction, such as cultural socialization.

One of the more recent theories about bira-
cial identification characterizes congruence
between internal identity awareness and exter-
nal expressions of racial identification as anim-
portant contributor to mental health (Choi-Mi-
sailidis, 2010). This outcome may have been
observed in the recruitment strategy for our
study participants, as we sought out participa-
tion from those who identified as biracial Asian
Americans, rather than recruiting biracial indi-
viduals. Our finding on the correlation between
Asian identity and higher life satisfaction could
be attributed to biracial congruence as partic-
ipants may have self-selected in choosing to
participate in our study. The choice to partic-
ipate in a study concerned with biracial Asian
Americans may be precipitated and supported
by stronger ties and warm feelings toward Asian
American identity. In other words, the choice to
participate in our study may be an indirect ex-
pression of racial consciousness indicating at-
tachment to one’s Asian American identity. This
notion of congruence is another explanation as
to why Asian American identity is associated
with greater life satisfaction.

Racial Invalidation

We hypothesized that experiences of racial
invalidation would be related to more depressive
and anxiety symptoms, and higher life satisfac-
tion. We found partial support for this hypoth-
esis. That is, we found that the experience of
racial invalidation was related to depressive and
anxiety symptoms. Although a small percentage
of the variance was explained by racial invalida-
tionin depression (10%)and anxiety (11%), these

reflect effect sizes that are closest to medium
effect according to Cohen'’s standards (medium
effect = .15; Cohen, 1992), and our findings are
nonetheless congruent with prior literature that
has linked some of the experiences of multira-
cial individuals with detrimental mental health
(e.g., Coleman & Carter, 2007; Sanchez, 2010;
Townsend et al., 2009). One explanation for the
association between racial invalidation and psy-
chological distressis based on identity develop-
ment. As biracial and multiracial identity devel-
opment models largely focus on the individual
experience of self-acceptance and choice of
group association, our study’s findings, along
with previous studies, demonstrate the import-
ant consideration of how external sources in-
teract with personal evaluation in contributing
to one's identity development (Poston, 1990;
Renn, 2008). Experiencing racial invalidations
may inhibit one’s ability to embrace one or more
of their cultural groups, as one perceives inval-
idations as having failed in meeting a certain
standard to be considered as part of a racial or
ethnic group (Franco & Franco, 2016). Together,
the experiences of both being rejected from a
cultural community and being unable to prog-
ress in one's identity development may be dis-
tressing and, as a result, detrimental to one’s
mental health.

Another explanation is based on the theoriz-
ing that racial invalidation could function sim-
ilarly to the model minority stereotype among
Asian American students to impact mental
health. Biracial Asian Americans likely face
stressors associated with both their Asian
American identity and non-Asian identity, along
with the general stressors of being a biracial in-
dividual. A prevalent issue for Asian Americans
is confronting the model minority stereotype,
which claims Asian Americans have overcome
their minority status and succeeded in aca-
demic and professional fields (Museus & Kiang,
2009). In a sense, this perception places Asian
individuals as "honorary Whites,” and though
there are tangible societal implications for this
status, this perception parallels the construct
of racial invalidations and their negative conse-
quences (Bonilla-Silva, 2004). That is, racial in-
validation and model minority stereotype both
include the metacommunication of negating
one’s experiences. As our sample’s non-Asian
race was predominantly non-Hispanic White,
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this proximity to Whiteness may further con-
tribute to the struggle of not being seen for
one’s racial-ethnic identity as a whole. As with
biracial and multiracial individuals in general,
the lack of affirmation biracial Asian Americans
may receive from others regarding their asso-
ciation with a cultural community can be dam-
aging to their self-esteem and result in negative
mental health .

Implications for Christian Universities

To the best of our knowledge, our study is
the first to examine racial invalidation among
students who are enrolled in a Christian univer-
sity. Our study’s findings shine a light on the ex-
perience of biracial Asian American individuals
on Christian college campuses and how these
experiences contribute to their mental health
and self-identity. Based upon these findings,
we believe Christian college campus adminis-
trations have the opportunity and responsibility
to support their biracial and multiracial student
population. College and university campuses
often have services intended to celebrate and
provide community for students of color, such
as the Black Student Union or Latinos Unidos.
These services may cater to specific racial or
ethnic groups in celebrating shared cultural
backgrounds, yet there are rarely groups or ser-
vices that cater to biracial and multiracial stu-
dents, though these students likely have unique
experiences. Our study’s findings demonstrate
an importance in providing spaces that validate
the biracial and multiracial identity and expe-
rience so that such students feel a sense of
belonging in their own identities, as well as on
their college campus.

As Christian universities in particular con-
tinue to diversify, there may be another subset
of actions and institutional policies required
to build an inclusive college campus, following
the Christian mission to serve students “from
every nation, tribe, people, and language” (New
International Version Bible, 1978/2011, Revela-
tion 7:9). Though Christian colleges and univer-
sities have increased their enrollment of stu-
dents of color over the past few decades, they
still fall behind the national average, remaining
predominantly White institutions (Paredes-Col-
lins, 2009). Thus, the efforts to diversify come
hand-in-hand with a need to deconstruct his-
torical marginalization of students of color from

all backgrounds and continually engage in the
conversation around racial justice and recon-
ciliation (Smith, 2018). Biracial and multiracial
individuals likely find themselves in a minori-
ty within a minority group on Christian college
campuses, and administrations should take ad-
ditional actions to include this rapidly growing
population. As our findings demonstrated the
negative impact of racial invalidation, college
campus administrations should also consider
policies and practices that prevent such behav-
jors (Smith, 2018). Examples of such initiatives
may be to create inclusive and encouraging
spaces for cross-cultural engagements and
promote events that increase cultural aware-
ness (Paredes-Collins, 2009). Furthermore, ex-
plicit and intentional commitments to diversity
in purpose statements—perhaps even integrat-
ed with an institution’s statement of faith—can
express a Christian university’s goal to priori-
tize racial reconciliation and celebrate diversity
(Paredes-Collins, 2009).

Implications for Counseling

The results of our study point to the impor-
tance of cultural competence in mental health
treatment because of the complexity of the bi-
racial experience. Counselors and mental health
professionals would benefit from being aware
of how a biracial individual's unique racial-eth-
nic identity may lead to differences in health
outcomes. In particular, our results suggest
that the exploration of Asian identity among bi-
racial Asian Americans can be especially prom-
ising for one’s mental health, and we encourage
professional counselors working with biracial
Asian American college students to keep this
possibility in mind. Additionally, biracial individ-
uals may face unordinary challenges in racial
invalidation when compared to monoracial indi-
viduals, as they are more likely to have parts of
their racial identity be denied. Given that racial
invalidation is correlated with greater anxiety
and depressive symptoms, counselors should
be especially attuned to reporting of racial in-
validations from biracial clients as a potential
contributor to psychological distress.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are limitations of the study that re-
searchers of future projects can keep in mind
and improve upon. First, our study was a
cross-sectional, survey investigation of the
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associations between the study variables;
therefore, causality or sequence cannot be es-
tablished. We encourage future researchers to
replicate and extend our findings using exper-
imental or longitudinal methods. Second, the
sample was based on a particular region of the
United States—the Pacific Northwest. There
may be differences in experiences of racial
invalidation and racial-ethnic identity among
biracial individuals, depending on the urban
or rural setting. Future studies should repli-
cate and extend our findings with a non-urban
sample in the United States. Third, we did not
differentiate the non-Asian identity further to
examine the nuanced differences between the
non-Asian racial or ethnic groups. For example,
someone’s White identity as an Asian American
individual may operate differently compared to
another person’s Black racial identity, especially
from a perspective of privileged identities. We
did not have enough participants within each
racial-ethnic category to be able to examine
these differences, which we encourage future
researchers to investigate. Fourth, given the
preliminary nature of our study, we did not ex-
amine religious factors. Despite the context of
our participants (i.e., Christian higher educa-
tion), not all of them will experience religiosity
in the same way. Because of this, researchers
might consider the assessment of religion or
religious coping (Pargament et al., 2000) in
addition to racial invalidation. Fifth, the inclu-
sion of additional predictors as warranted by
theoretical and empirical arguments would ad-
dress the current study’s limitation of the small
variance explained associated with the predic-
tors. Finally, our sample size was small and, as
a result, it is possible that some of our analysis
did not have sufficient power. Future studies
should seek to replicate our findings with alarg-
er sample of biracial Asian American individuals
enrolled in Christian institutions.

Conclusion

Our study provided preliminary evidence
for how racial-ethnic identity and experienc-
ing racial invalidations may both play a role
in shaping the mental health in biracial Asian
American individuals enrolled in a Christian
university. We believe that our findings con-
tribute to the body of literature on the biracial
and multiracial experience, as these individuals

face unique instances and challenges related
to their identity. As communities and institu-
tions intend to serve and include such individ-
uals, they must continue to engage with these
challenges, providing support and validation.
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We examined a convenience sample (N =192; M

= 39.8) of sexual minorities to identi-

age

fy what characteristics might be related to perceiving five psychotherapy goals, four of
which are associated with sexual orientation change efforts (SOCE), as being helpful or
harmful. We also sought to determine whether these perceptions are associated with the
health measures of depression, anxiety, life satisfaction, and physical health. Participants
(93.3% White; 40% female) were recruited through socio-politically diverse venues and
networks, from change-oriented to LGBTO+-affirming. Fifty-three percent of the sample
was currently affiliated with the Mormon church and 29.7% described themselves as theo-
logically conservative. We found that the goals of reducing same-sex attractions (SSA),
feeling heterosexual attractions, and eliminating SSA were, on average, considered mildly
to moderately harmful by the overall sample. The goal of not acting on SSA was rated be-
tween no effect and mildly helpful. The goal of accepting one’s SSA was rated moderate-
ly helpful, regardless of participant beliefs and background. Results of t-tests and linear
multiple regressions indicated participants who were more traditionally religious and did
not view same-sex attractions as strictly biological in origin tended to have greater per-
ceptions of the helpfulness of goals associated with SOCE, particularly those who did not
identify as LGBTQ+. Traditional religious belief, identity, and activity were associated with
rating some goals of SOCE as at least mildly helpful. Effect sizes were mostly moderate to
large for these statistics. There was a heightened level of depression and anxiety among
these sexual minorities overall, but past pursuit of change-oriented goals did not appear
to be a major explanation for current levels of distress. We conclude by outlining some
implications and cautions based on our findings for both proponents and opponents of
change-oriented psychotherapy approaches.

According to an American Psychological As-
sociation (APA) task force report, sexual ori-
entation change efforts (SOCE) are defined as
“all means to change sexual orientation (e.qg.,
behavioral techniques, psychoanalytic tech-
niques, medical approaches, religious and spir-
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itual approaches)’ and encompass a variety of
mental health and religious providers (Amer-
ican Psychological Association, 2009, p. 54).
The report also offered the following recom-

'For a number of reasons, the first author generally pre-
fers the term “sexual attraction fluidity exploration in
therapy” (SAFE-T), rather than SOCE, to more accurately
describe the activities of mental health professionals en-
gagedinsuchtherapy-assisted explorations(Rosik, 2016).
SAFE-T can be defined as the client-centered exploration
of sexual attraction fluidity among clients reporting un-
wanted same-sex attractions utilizing established psy-
chotherapeutic modalities. However, because SOCE is
currently the more widely recognized terminology in the
scholarly literature, we utilized this term throughout the
current paper.
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mendation: “Future research will have to better
account for the motivations and beliefs of par-
ticipants in SOCE” (American Psychological As-
sociation, 2009, p. 91). Despite this exhortation,
there remains a dearth of research providing
more than cursory attention to this issue. This
may be a byproduct of the APA report discour-
aging the practice of SOCE in favor of affirma-
tive approaches, citing concerns with potential
harm and probable ineffectiveness in modifying
sexual orientation. Since then, professional as-
sociations have almost uniformly taken posi-
tions against SOCE. Calls for such psychother-
apy goals to be declared unethical and illegal
have continued to grow more forceful (Blosnich
et al., 2020; Ryan et al., 2018; Salway, 2020). To
date, 20 U.S. states and several municipal juris-
dictions have enacted legislative bans on SOCE
with minors, and efforts for such prohibitions to
include adults are occurring on several fronts
(Movement Advancement Project, 2021).

At the same time, there is evidence that a
substantial number of sexual minorities may
pursue SOCE, broadly defined, and some of
them describe benefiting from it, while a signif-
icant minority of licensed therapists consider
it ethical to assist clients in SOCE (Gamboni et
al., 2018; Liszcz & Yarhouse, 2005; Stanus, 2018;
Sullins et al., 2021). Hence, there remains a need
for research that elucidates which sexual mi-
norities are more likely to report experiencing
change-oriented goals as harmful or helpfuland
the factors contributing to these outcomes.

In the present study, we examined two re-
search questions: (a) are there specific charac-
teristics of individuals—such as religion, sexual-
ity, or relationship contexts—that are related to
perceptions of SOCE as helpful or harmful, and
(b) are there differences in the mental health of
those perceiving SOCE as helpful versus harmful?
We do so in hopes of addressing the APAs rec-
ommendation to develop deeper insight into the
clients who may pursue SOCE. We also hope to
shed light on the characteristics that may be as-
sociated with reported benefit or harm for each
of these goals using a sample of sexual minorities
recruited from socio-politically diverse networks.

Client Characteristics and Health Outcomes
Associated with SOCE

The current literature provides some indica-
tion of the common client characteristics and

likely health outcomes associated with SOCE.
We investigate client characteristics and health
outcomes with reference to three questions.

Who Pursues SOCE?

There is broad consensus that traditional re-
ligious beliefs are among the most important
factors motivating the pursuit of SOCE (Amer-
ican Psychological Association, 2009; Shidlo &
Schroeder, 2002). Several studies noted that
those engaged in SOCE were motivated to pur-
sue change to adhere to their faith, sometimes
by the recommendation of their religious lead-
er (American Psychological Association, 2009;
Bradshaw et al., 2015; Dehlin et al., 2015; Mac-
cio, 2010). Believing same-sex sexual behavior
to be sinful and heterosexual intimacy as sacred
can also influence the traditionally religious
client’s pursuit of SOCE (Gamboni et al., 2018;
Throckmorton, 2002). Intrinsic religiousness
(IR) has been proposed as a motivator for client
attempts at change (Tozer & Hayes, 2004); how-
ever, in one study, IR was associated with re-
ports of less reduction in same-sex attractions
(SSA)and behaviors (Karten & Wade, 2010).

Identity conflicts between traditional religion
and sexual orientation have been associat-
ed with a high degree of distress (Gibbs, 2015)
and with SOCE (Morrow & Beckstead, 2004),
although Schaeffer et al. (2000) did not find
religious SOCE to be perceived as effective in
producing change. Dehlin et al. (2015) found re-
ligious SOCE to be perceived as being severely
harmful. Internalized homonegativity has been
identified as motivating pursuit of SOCE be-
cause of the homonegative premises underly-
ing its practice (American Psychological Asso-
ciation, 2009; Jacobsen & Wright, 2014). Beliefs
less directly tied to religious outlooks that have
been connected to SOCE include those related
to the etiology of same-sex sexuality (i.e., en-
vironmental and learned versus biological and
essential; Byrd et al., 2008; Dehlin et al., 2015).
Lefevor, Blaber, et al. (2020), however, did not
find a significant relationship between beliefs
about etiology of SSA and well-being.

Additionally, sexual minorities in mixed ori-
entation relationships may be particularly mo-
tivated to pursue SOCE as a means of main-
taining or strengthening their relationship and
family (American Psychological Association,
2009). Although Karten and Wade (2010) found
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family disapproval motivated some men to seek
SOCE, this reasoning was the least endorsed
motivating influence.

Who May Perceive SOCE to be Helpful?

Research has suggested that sexual minori-
ties who engaged in SOCE differ on several di-
mensions of their sexuality from those who do
not pursue SOCE. Foremost among these is the
hypothesis that those who see SOCE as helpful
are likely to be bisexual and more fluid in their
sexual experience (Bradshaw et al., 2015; Deh-
lin et al., 2015). Identifying on either end of the
Kinsey scale (Kinsey et al., 1948/1988) may make
a person less likely to see pursuit of change as
helpful. Indeed, Karten and Wade (2010) report-
ed that the more men seeking SOCE identified
as heterosexual, the less change they reported
experiencing. Sexual identity may also be as-
sociated with perceptions of the effectiveness
of SOCE. Bradshaw et al. noted that of those in
their study who reported that SOCE was helpful,
most were not lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, and/or queer (LGBTQ+) identified. Within
Bradshaw et al.'s sample of 1,612 participants,
4% reported a modification of their core same-
sex erotic attraction. Ratings of orientation
changes for those who participated in SOCE,
however, were not statistically different from
those who did not participate in SOCE. Sexual
minorities who report experiencing an authen-
tic sexual expression have reported higher
well-being (Lefevor et al., 2019; Lefevor, Blaber,
etal., 2020; Riggle et al., 2017), and it is general-
ly believed that SOCE works against this associ-
ation (Fjelstrom, 2013).

Both family pressure and social support have
been linked to perceiving SOCE as helpful or
harmful. Social support is a key variable in the
well-being and satisfaction of sexual minorities
(Lefevor, Blaber, et al., 2020; Longhofer, 2013),
though it is unclear whether pursuit of SOCE
might signal a lack of support from religious
communities and/or a fear of ostracization (cf.
Mereish & Poteat, 2015). Participation in reli-
gious activities has been found to be both harm-
ful and beneficial for sexual minorities across
the theological spectrum (Barringer & Gay,
2017; Boppana & Gross, 2019; Sowe et al., 2017).
Although such activity may help mitigate the
effects of heteronormativity in traditional faith

settings, it might also intensify the pressure to
report SOCE as being helpful when it was not.
Many researchers have suggested that pressure
or coercion from family members and church
authorities is a precursor to pursuing the modi-
fication of one's sexual orientation, which might
result in initial perceptions and self-reports of
helpfulness, but later regrets and harm (Beck-
stead, 2003; Shidlo & Schroeder, 2002).

How Is SOCE Linked to Mental Health?

The current literature suggests that the pur-
suit of SOCE will be associated with serious
mental health-related harms. For example,
studies have suggested that undergoing SOCE
may delay educational attainment and reso-
lution of conflicts and, instead, foster client
depression, anxiety, dissociation, and suicidal-
ity due to suppressing sexual feelings and rein-
forcing heterosexism and shame for failing to
achieve sexual orientation change (Bradshaw
et al., 2015; Dehlin et al., 2015; Fjelstrom, 2013;
Flentje et al., 2014; Jacobsen & Wright, 2014;
Ryan et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2010). Research
has found that attempts to suppress sexual
thoughts can cause harm for traditional reli-
gious individuals (Efrati, 2019). Conversely, the
pursuit of change-related therapy goals have
been linked to positive health outcomes on
the basis of (a) providing social support that al-
lowed individuals to normalize and accept their
SSA; (b) lessening the intensity of their SSA; (c)
reducing preoccupations with same-sex fanta-
sies and behaviors; (d) improving psychological,
interpersonal, and spiritual well-being; and (e)
developing positive, non-sexual relationships
with same-sex peers(Byrd et al., 2008; Dehlin et
al., 2015; Flentje et al., 2014; Stanus, 2018; Sull-
ins etal., 2021). Across the political and theolog-
ical spectrum, mental health providers appear
to agree generally that acceptance of SSA is a
health-promoting goal (Bradshaw et al., 2015;
Tan & Yarhouse, 2010), though the meaning of
this goal may take different forms within differ-
ent therapeutic contexts. As a recent literature
review suggested, lower self-acceptance of
one's sexuality is associated with higher levels
of alack of acceptance from friends and family,
a lack of disclosure to others, internalized het-
erosexism, and poorer mental health outcomes
(Camp et al., 2020).
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Limitations of SOCE Research and the Need
for the Present Study

Several limitations of the current literature
hamper our ability to understand which client
characteristics are most strongly related to
perceptions of helpfulness and harmfulness of
SOCE. First, much of the literature is limited by
the use of samples that recruited participants
through the networks and venues readily avail-
able to researchers (Jones & Yarhouse, 2011;
Lefevor et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2018; Sullins et
al., 2021; Weiss et al., 2010). This tends to skew
samples into one pole of bipolarities (i.e., po-
litically liberal/conservative; religiously active/
inactive; LGBTQ+-identified/non-identified)
and may influence findings in important ways
(Lefevor, Sorrell, et al., 2020; Rosik, Lefevor,
& Beckstead, 2021; Rosik, Lefevor, McGraw, et
al., 2021). Dehlin et al. (2015) attempted with
some success to overcome this problem with
purposeful recruitment of ideologically diverse
sexual minorities, and though they obtained a
relatively large sample (N = 1,612), only 28.8%
of participants were religiously active and 95%
identified as LGBTO+.

Variable specification can also be a problem.
Typically, in SOCE research the therapeutic goal
is operationalized simply as “change” of sexu-
al orientation, with no finer resolution of what
is encompassed under this broad descriptor
(Blosnich et al., 2020; Ryan et al., 2018). Some-
times measures of outcome can be confusing
and potentially misleading, as is the case when
effectiveness and harm are measured in a sin-
gle question, rather than separate questions of
effectiveness versus ineffectiveness and help-
fulness versus harmfulness (Bradshaw et al.,
2015; Dehlin et al., 2015). Further, clients may
vary in their definitions of what “‘change” means
(e.g., reduction in SSA, reduction in same-sex
behavior, change of sexual identity).

Finally, there is the limitation of alack of ideo-
logically diverse viewpointsamongresearchers,
such that research to date has been conducted
by politically and ideologically homogeneous
teams, sometimes leaning conservative, but
more often leaning liberal/progressive. This is
a serious problem in that ideological diversi-
ty among researchers provides an invaluable
check against confirmation bias in the conduct-

ing and interpreting of research (Chambers et
al., 2013; Duarte et al., 2015).

The present study attempted to overcome
these limitations. By purposely assembling an
ideologically diverse research team with varied
experiences related to religion, sexual identity,
SOCE, and clinical practice, we intended to in-
crease critical thinking, guard against confir-
mation bias in interpreting findings, and make
coauthors accountable for their results. In
contrast to previous studies of sexual minori-
ties from conservative social backgrounds,
the present study was conducted mostly by re-
searchers who have experienced SSA or iden-
tify as LGB. All authors support self-determi-
nation for SSA/LGBTO+ persons. Furthermore,
some members of the research team have held
leadership positions or are well respected in
both liberal and conservative organizations,
such as North Star, the Alliance for Therapeutic
Choice and Scientific Integrity, Affirmation, and
the LGBTQ+ Therapist Guild of Utah. This diver-
sity also enabled the research team to survey
a breadth of sexual minority networks, includ-
ing religiously conservative, change-support-
ive networks rarely accessed in this literature,
which we believe provided a more representa-
tive and ecologically valid sample of these indi-
viduals. Additional details regarding the forma-
tion and composition of the research team can
be found in Lefevor et al. (2019).

As previously noted, our study sought to an-
swer two central research questions: (a) are
there specific characteristics of individuals—
such as religion, sexuality, or relationship con-
texts—that are related to perceptions of SOCE
as helpful or harmful, and (b) are there differ-
ences in the mental health of those perceiving
SOCE as helpful versus harmful? We explored
these associations in the context of specif-
ic definitions of change as encompassed in
five goals of psychotherapy, four of which are
commonly associated with SOCE: (a) not act-
ing on SSA, (b) reducing SSA, (c) eliminating
SSA, (d) feeling heterosexual attractions, and
(e) accepting SSA. These goals are commonly
mentioned in legislation that seeks to prohibit
SOCE (e.qg., California Senate Bill 1172, 2012). We
assessed the existing literature to be sufficient
to predict the following:
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1. Greater religious belief and activity would
be positively associated with finding SOCE
helpful.

2.Greater experiences of bisexuality and flu-
idity and lesser belief that SSA is biological
and not subject to change would be posi-
tively associated with finding SOCE helpful.

3.Indices of psychological distress would be
positively associated with finding SOCE
harmful.

Method
Procedure

Data Collection and Recruitment

We obtained approval from the Idaho State
Institutional Review Board prior to commenc-
ing this study. Data collection occurred from
September 2016 to June 2017. This involved
invitations through (a) news media in Utah; (b)
email lists, Facebook groups, and conventions;
(c) psychological associations and support net-
works; and (d) mental health providers. Having
a politically diverse research team enabled ac-
cess to a wide range of recruitment forums.
Organizations and networks utilized for recruit-
ment ranged from religiously and/or conserva-
tively oriented to LGBTQ+-affirming. Complete
details about participant recruitment can be
found in Lefevor et al. (2019). As noted, some
members of the research team have held lead-
ership roles in conservative organizations, such
as North Star and the Alliance for Therapeutic
Choice and Scientific Integrity. This represen-
tation may have encouraged non-LGBTQ+-iden-
tified participants to believe their perspectives
would be represented.

Participant Demographics

To be included in analyses, participants must
have (a) been at least 18 years of age, (b) experi-
enced SSA at some point in their life, (c) identi-
fied their relationship status, and (d) completed
the first two sections of the survey. More de-
tails about the makeup of the full sample can
be obtained from Lefevor et al. (2019). A total
of 1,499 respondents completed all mandatory
questions, while 193 of these went on further to
complete at least one question evaluating goals
of SOCE. We compared those who did and did
not complete the optional questions on SOCE
to see if those who reported prior involvement

with SOCE differed significantly from those did
not. We included single-item measures of age,
education(a 6-point Likert scale from Less than
high school degree to Graduate degree), and
race (0 = White, 1 = all others). We found that
these two samples were similar in terms of age,
t(497) = 1.13, p < .26, race (coded White vs. Per-
son of Color), ¥2(1) = 1.70, p < .19, proportion of
self-identified theologically conservative par-
ticipants (vs. all other theological orientations,
30% t027%),%2(1)=.81, p<.37, and gender(cod-
ed man, woman, and other), x2(2)=2.95, p =.23.
Those who completed the SOCE in psychother-
apy questions did differ from the larger sample
with regard to education, t(1,497) = 4.14, p < .001,
d = .34, CI[.57, .22], with the group involved in
SOCE being more educated (M =5.07, SD =1.10,
to M = 4.67, SD = 1.26), although most respon-
dents in both groups reported having at least
some college experience.

The average age of our SOCE sample was
39.82 years (SD =13.04). The sample was large-
ly White (93.3%). We had options for 12 gender
categories, and participant gender was exam-
ined in the current study using the identifiers
of women (n = 37), men (n = 146), and all other
descriptors (n=10; e.g., more male than female,
more female than male, gender fluid, gender-
queer and bigender).

As with the larger sample, the SOCE sample
was predominantly Latter day Saints (LDS) in
current religious affiliation (n = 105; 53%). Thir-
ty-seven respondents identified as None/Unaffil-
iated, 17 as Multiple/Other, 8 as Evangelical Prot-
estant, 6 as Catholic, 5 as Jewish, 5 as Mainline
Protestant, 3 as Pentecostal, 2 as Baptist, and 5
as other faiths. Despite this limitation of a pre-
dominantly LDS-identified sample, participants
were quite theologically diverse, with 29.7% (n =
57) reporting being theologically conservative or
traditional, while another 50% (n = 96) identified
as theologically moderate, liberal/progressive,
heterodox, or spiritual but not religious.

The SOCE sample also was made up of a
variety of sexual identities, including sexual
minorities who identified as lesbian or gay (n
= 66; 44.3%), SSA or same-gender attracted
(n =37; 24.8%), heterosexual with SSA (n =13;
8.7%), and heterosexual/straight (n = 10; 6.7%).
In terms of relationship status, 64 (33.3%) par-
ticipants were currently in a mixed orientation
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relationship or marriage, 54 (28.1%) were single
and celibate, 38(19.8%) were single and not cel-
ibate, and 36 (18.8%) were in a same-sex rela-
tionship or marriage. Religious participation of
the sample was bimodal in distribution, with 69
(35.9%) participants engaging in religious ac-
tivity and/or worship services more than once
per week, 49 (25.5%) engaging once per week,
10 (5.2%) participating 1-2 times per month, 14
(7.3%) being involved less than monthly, and 50
(26%) having stopped attending.

Survey Design

Participants were asked to take part in a sur-
vey that was designed to identify important
aspects of life and relationships for those who
experience (or have experienced) SSA and iden-
tify as LGBTOQ+, heterosexual, other sexual iden-
tities, or who reject a label and were involved in
one of four relationship options (i.e., single and
celibate; single and non-celibate; heterosexual,
mixed-orientation relationship; same-sex re-
lationship). The first section of the survey was
mandatory for all participants and included de-
mographics, health indicators, and 10 domains
(e.g., relational satisfaction, religious identity,
values). The second section was optional and
consisted of additional questions related to
each of the domains. The participants for this
study had completed additional items in the
“Changing distress about sexuality” domain
pertinent to psychotherapy goals they pursued
to address sexual orientation distress. Partici-
pants completed the survey through a website
designed for the survey (40ptionssurvey.com).
A description of the survey can be found in Le-
fevor et al. (2019).

Measures

The survey included both measures specif-
ically created for this study and pre-existing
measures and was designed to provide data
to inform several studies. Some items include
a not applicable option; these responses were
removed from our analyses, leading to slightly
different sample sizes. The present research
incorporated the following variables.

SOCE Goals

We measured five goals, four of which are
typically associated with SOCE, all measured on
single-item 9-point Likert scales with respons-

es from 1= extremely harmful to 9 = extremely
helpful and a mid-point of no effect or neither
harmful nor helpful. Respondents used this
scale to rate their experiences of psychothera-
py to(a)not act on SSA, (b) reduce SSA, (c) elim-
inate SSA, (d) feel heterosexual attractions, and
(e)affirm acceptance of feelings of SSA. Similar
goal rating items for personal righteousness,
church counseling, and group work were also
included in the survey, but we chose to limit the
scope of this paper to the pursuit of such goals
in the context of participants’ experiences with
formal psychotherapy. The goal of accepting
SSA may not be traditionally associated with
SOCE; however, acceptance of SSA may occur,
yet not be coupled with LGBTO+ affirmation.
Because the survey was constructed so that
participants could respond to each response
option on these scales as separate binary vari-
ables, these separate responses were utilized
to construct each of the scales. Where respon-
dents had given ratings to more than one option
used in the scale, these ratings were averaged
and rounded off to the nearest point option.
When this average was at a midpoint between
point options, the rating was rounded off to
the point nearest the midpoint of the scale for
a more conservative estimate. Ratings to more
than one scale point were given by no more than
8.7% of participants for any of the goals.

Beliefs

We measured five areas in this domain involv-
ing three items pertaining to religious and moral
beliefs and internalized homonegativity (IH) and
one etiological question. A plethora of theolog-
ical views were provided as options for partic-
ipants, and the category “Theological conser-
vative, traditional, or orthodox” was contrasted
with an “Other” group that included the aggre-
gate of all other non-conservative views. Intrin-
sic Religiosity (IR) was measured by the state-
ment, “My whole approach to life is based on
my religion/spirituality” (Gorsuch & McPherson,
1989). These items utilized a 7-point Likert scale
format from 1= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly
agree. Also using a similar 7-point scale were
questions pertaining to beliefs about the moral-
ity of same-sex behavior (“It is wrong for a per-
son to have sex with someone of her or his same
sex, regardless of the level of commitment”)and
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etiology (“Experiencing same-sex attractions is
biological in origin and not subject to change”).
IH was assessed using the three-item IH sub-
scale from the LGB Identity Scale (Mohr & Kend-
ra, 2011). In the original psychometric study, the
authors reported an internal consistency of .86
and a test-retest reliability of .92. Cronbach’s
alpha for the present study was .85. This scale
includes the item, “If it were possible, | would
choose to be straight.”

Sexual Identities and Experiences

We examined four questions pertaining to
sexual identity and sexual experience. The ex-
perience of sexuality fluidity was measured
with the item, "My sexuality is dynamic and fluid.
I might have a sexual thought about a man/men
once a day and a sexual thought about a woman/
women many times a day or vice versa,” using
a 7-point Likert scale from 1= strongly disagree
to 7=strongly agree. The prioritizing of religious
identity over sexual identity (“My religious/spir-
itual identity is more important to me than my
sexual identity”) and the experience of authen-
tic sexual expression (‘I express my sexuality
in ways that feel best for me”) were measured
on similar 7-point scales. Participants were
provided with 27 options for their sexual iden-
tity, which we collapsed into a binary variable
comparing non-LGBTQ+-identified (hetero-
sexual with same-sex attraction; same-sex or
same-gender attracted; heterosexual/straight;
non-heterosexual; do not use alabel; n=71)with
LGBTO+-identified (n = 122). It should be noted
that only one heterosexually identified respon-
dent to the questions about SOCE indicated no
Kinsey-rated lifetime experience of SSA. This
individual was removed from our main analy-
ses, leaving a final sample of 192 participants,
of which even those identifying as heterosexual
reported experiencing SSA.

Interpersonal Relationships

We examined four variables related to re-
lationships. Fear of family reaction was mea-
sured by the item, “l am afraid of disappointing
my family for experiencing SSA/being LGBT+,"
measured using a 7-point Likert scale from 1=
never to 7 = always. Social support ("l meet my
needs for connection, intimacy, and mutual
understanding”) and fear of being ostracized ("I
fear | will be ostracized, harmed, and/or lose too

much if it were more known about my experi-
encing SSA/being LGBT+") were both measured
on a similar scale. Church/religious activity was
measured on a5-point Likert scale from1=More
than once per week to 5 = Stopped attending/
not applicable. This variable was transformed
so that higher scores would indicate greater
religious activity. We also created a binary rela-
tionship status variable to compare those par-
ticipants in a mixed orientation relationship (n =
65) with those who were not (n =128).

Health

Four measures were utilized to explore re-
lations between goals of SOCE and current
health. Current depression was measured us-
ing the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9;
Kroenke et al., 2001), composed of nine-items
including how often participants had been
bothered by “feeling down, depressed, or hope-
less.” The PHQ-9 has good concurrent validity
with the Short Form-20 (SF-20) and diagnosis
of major depressive disorder (Kroenke et al.,
2001). Cronbach’s alpha for the present study
was .91. Current anxiety was measured using
the Generalized Anxiety Disorder 7-item (GAD-7)
scale (Spitzer et al., 2006), including how often
participants had been bothered by “not being
able to stop or control worrying.” The GAD-7 has
good concurrent validity with the SF-20 and di-
agnosis of generalized anxiety disorder (Spitzer
et al., 2006). Cronbach’s alpha for the present
study was .92. Life Satisfaction was measured
utilizing the five-item Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985), which ob-
tained a Cronbach’s alpha of .90 in the present
study. The SWLS was comprised of items such
as, “If | could live my life over, | would change
almost nothing.” Physical health was assessed
through a single item: “I am physically healthy.”
Life Satisfaction and Physical health were mea-
sured on a 7-point Likert scale from 1= strongly
disagree to 7= strongly agree.

Analytic Approach

Hypotheses were initially developed by the
first author and then submitted to the research
team for critique and some minor revisions pri-
or to conducting analyses. All analyses were
conducted using SPSS Statistics 26. Univariate
analyses supported the linearity and normali-
ty of all our continuous variables. All variables
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were within the acceptable range of normality
(West et al, 1995), with all variables below an ab-
solute skewness and kurtosis value of 2, with
the exception of a kurtosis of 4.11 for life satis-
faction. These impressions were confirmed by
examination of residuals. Bivariate correlations
were obtained between our continuous demo-
graphic and client characteristic variables and
each of the ratings of helpfulness. Independent
samples t-tests were conducted to determine
if significant differences existed for the rat-
ings of helpfulness for nominal demographic
and predictor dependent variables. Where Lev-
ene’s tests were significant, we proceeded not
assuming homogeneity of variances. Correla-
tions significant at the p <.05 level were utilized

Table 1

to identify variables to be included in a linear
multiple regression with stepwise estimation,
with demographic variables being entered first
and the significant predictor variables entered
second. For our first set of analyses, the five
psychotherapy goal ratings were utilized as de-
pendent variables and the client characteristics
were entered as predictor variables to identify
which client factors were associated with per-
ceiving each goal as helpful. In the second set of
regressions, the health indicators served as de-
pendent variables and the ratings of goals were
entered as predictor variables to determine as-
sociations of the perceptions of these goals as
helpful with current health outcomes.

Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges for Variables

Variable M SD Range
Demographics
Age 39.73 13.02 20-73
Education 5.07 1.10 2-6
Psychotherapy goal
Not act on SSA(n=135) 5.45 2.69 1-9
Reduce SSA (n=128) 4.82 2.7 1-9
Eliminate SSA (n=100) 3.7 2.49 1-9
Feel HSA (n=96) 4.09 2.53 1-9
Accept SSA(n=165) 7.55 1.74 1-9
Beliefs
Intrinsic religiousness (n =177) 4.58 1.47 1-7
SSA biological 4.7 1.93 1-7
SSB wrong 3.4 2.40 1-7
Internalized homonegativity 11.52 5.61 3-21
Sexual experience/identity
Experience fluidity 2.30 1.27 1-5
Religious > sexual identity (n = 184) 4.78 2.01 1-7
Authentic sexuality 4.61 1.81 1-7
Relational Context
Connection needs met (n=191) 4.06 1.80 1-7
Fear disappointing family (n=189) 3.83 2.15 1-7
Fear ostracization (n =186) 4.15 1.98 1-7
Religious activity 2.38 1.63 1-5
Health
Depression 17.27 6.61 9-36
Anxiety 13.64 5.41 7-28
Life satisfaction 22.12 7.17 5-35
Physical health 5.34 1.55 1-7

Note. N=192 unless otherwise indicated. SSA = Same-sex attraction. HSA = Heterosexual attractions.
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Table 2

Zero-Order Correlations of Sexual Minority Client Characteristics with Psychotherapy Goals

Psychotherapy Goals

Not act Reduce  Eliminate Feel Accept
Client characteristics on SSA SSA HSA SSA
Intrinsic religiousness L39*H* L0 .30** S4HHE -.01
SSA biological -.B2*x =70 -.B5** -.66™** .06
SSB wrong B2 .BO*** .50 LT -.15
Internalized homonegativity LS4 33*H* 3H*H* 32%x* -.16*
Experience fluidity .28%** L35 .25* N Yiae -.09
Religious > sexual identity BT 53 L0 WA -.07
Authentic sexuality -1 -.16 -.08 18*
Connection needs met -10 -.05 -.05 .09
Fear disappointing family -.04 .01 .02 -.15
Fear ostracization 17 27 .26* -1
Religious activity Rl LT 7 LB .06
Note. SSA = Same-sex attractions. HSA = Heterosexual attractions.
*p < .05. **p <.01. **p < .001.

Multicollinearity was within acceptable limits Results

(e.g., VIFs all less than 2). Residual plots indicat-
ed that residuals were adequately distributed
and that error terms were sufficiently indepen-
dent. We interpreted effect sizes utilizing Co-
hen’s (1988) recommendations for r (0.1 = small;
0.3=medium; and 0.5=large)and d (0.2 = small;
0.5=medium; 0.8 =large).

Client Characteristics

Means, standard deviations, and ranges for
all continuous variables are presented in Table
1. Because not all participants pursued each of
the five psychotherapy goals, the sample sizes
for each goal are not the same. Bivariate cor-
relations for predictor variables with the goals
are presented in Table 2. None of the demo-

Table 3
Group Differences between Sexual Minority Identities for Psychotherapy Goals

Non-LGBTQO+ identified LGBTQ+ identified Cohen’s
Psychotherapy goal M(n) SD SD df t p d
Not act on SSA 7.12(59) 1.53 4.12(76) 2.63 133 8.43 <.001 1.39
Reduce SSA 6.62(53) 1.96 3.55(75) 2.43 126 7.90 <.001 1.39
Eliminate SSA 5.45(38) 2.26 2.65(62) 1.98 98 6.51 <.001 1.32
Feel HSA 5.85(41) 1.81 2.78(55) 2.17 94 7.54 <.001 1.54
Accept SSA 7.25(57) 1.97 7.70(108)  1.60 166 -1.52 133 .25

Note. SSA = Same-sex attractions. HSA = Heterosexual attractions.
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Table 4

Sexual Minority Group Differences between Conservative/Traditional/Orthodox Theology and Other

Theological Views for Psychotherapy Goals

Conservative Other
Cohen's

Psychotherapy goal M(n) SD SD df t p d
Not act on SSA 7.06(47) 1.79 4.59(88) 2.69 133 6.38 <.001 1.08
Reduce SSA 6.36(47) 2.31 3.93(81)  2.63 126 5.42 <001 100
Eliminate SSA 5.00(37) 2.563 3.00(63) 2.14 98 4,31 <.001 .85
Feel HSA 5.53(34) 2.43 3.31(65)  2.24 94 452  <.001 .93
Accept SSA 7.00(41) 1.96 7.72(124)  1.63 163 -2.35 .020 4

Note. SSA = Same-sex attractions. HSA = Heterosexual attractions.

graphic variables (i.e., age, gender, race, and
education) were significantly associated with
any goal ratings and, therefore, were not includ-
ed in the regressions as controls. Client char-
acteristics significantly related to perceiving at
least one goal as helpful were IR, believing SSA
not to be biologically based, believing same-sex
behavior to be morally wrong, IH, experiencing
fluidity, prioritizing religious identity over sexual
identity, fearing ostracization or harm, and en-
gaging in greater religious activity. Effect sizes
for these associations were in the medium to
large range. These findings are consistent with
our first and second predictions and suggest
that clients who are more religious and experi-

ence sexual attraction as more fluid tend to re-
port greater helpfulness of attempts to modify
same-sex attractions and behaviors in psycho-
therapy.

We also found significant mean differenc-
es on ratings of helpfulness of SOCE between
LGBTO+-identified versus non-LGBTQ+-iden-
tified sexual minorities. These results are pre-
sented in Table 3. These differences suggest
that individuals who reject LGBTO+ identities
tend to report change-oriented psychotherapy
goals as more helpful than those who identify as
LGBTO+, with the majority of effect sizes being
in the large range. Similarly, we found signifi-
cant mean differences on ratings of helpfulness

;:::J(?tg of Regression Models Predicting Perceived Helpfulness of Change-Oriented Psychotherapy Goals
Not act Reduce Eliminate Feel Accept
on SSA SSA SSA HSA SSA

SSB wrong .20*

Religious > sexual identity .25%*

Non-LGBTO+v. LGBTQ+-identified .26™** .36 ] T

SSA biological -21* .52 S - L

Religious activity 18*

Authentic Sexuality 18*

R? .53 .59 45 .56 .03

F 35.76™**  5B.10*** 36.147%** 34.06™ 5.18*

Note. Only significant predictors are displayed. *p < .05. **p <.005. ***p <.001. SSA = Same-sex attractions. HSA = Hetero-

sexual attractions.
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between individuals reporting conservative/
traditional/orthodox theological orientations
versus those with other(or no)theological iden-
tities. These results are presented in Table 4.
These findings also support our first prediction
and suggest individuals who are more theo-
logically conservative tend to report their pur-
suit of psychotherapy goals focused on sexual
orientation modification as more helpful than
those who are not theologically conservative,
with the majority of the effect sizes beingin the
large range. We did not find significant mean
differences between participants in mixed ori-
entation relationships versus those in other re-
lationship options.

The regressions of significantly related
predictors on each of the change-oriented
psychotherapy goals are presented in Table
5. Overall, belief in a biological origin for SSA
was strongly predictive of reported harm for
the change-oriented goals. In contrast, a non-
LGBTO+ identity was strongly and consistently
related to more helpful ratings for each SOCE
goal. More frequent formal religious activity
was associated with more helpful ratings of
attempts to feel greater heterosexual attrac-
tions. The goal of not acting on SSA was re-
ported to be more helpful by participants who
prioritized their religious identity over their
sexual identity and who viewed same-sex sex-
ual behavior as being morally wrong. Finally,
feeling authentic in the expression of one’s
sexuality was found to be associated with rat-
ing the goal of accepting one's SSA/LGBTO+
identity as more helpful. Effect sizes for these
associations were generally in the medium to
large range. These findings also lend support
to our first and second predictions.

Health Indicators

Bivariate correlations revealed no significant
associations between the four health indicators
and perceptions of any of the five psychother-
apy goal ratings as helpful or harmful. Hence,
no regression models were explored. Thus, our
third prediction was not supported. As a fol-
low-up post hoc analysis, we compared means
for the health indicators between participants
who reported exposure to any of the four specif-
ically change-oriented psychotherapy goals (n =
148)and those in the original full sample who did
not (n =1,350). No significant mean differences

on health indicators were found for any of these
goals. Furthermore, means for both groups
were in the moderately severe range (i.e., 15-
20) for depression (Kronke et al., 2001) and in
the moderate clinical range (i.e., 10-14) for anx-
iety (Spitzer et al., 20086). Life satisfaction was
slightly below the non-clinical sample average
(i.e., 25) for participants, regardless of whether
they did or did not report pursuing SOCE in psy-
chotherapy (Diener et al., 1985). Finally, ratings
of being physically healthy were between slight-
ly agree and agree for both groups.

Discussion

To better understand the characteristics of
those who find SOCE to be helpful, we surveyed
a group of sexual minorities recruited through
socio-politically diverse networks who report-
ed pursuing in their psychotherapy at least
one goal associated with attempts to change
or accept aspects of sexual orientation. We
found several characteristics were significant-
ly related to perceptions of the helpfulness of
SOCE. However, we failed to find a relationship
between perceptions of SOCE as being helpful/
harmful and current mental or physical health.
We discuss these findings below.

Characteristics of Those Reporting SOCE
Goals to be Helpful or Harmful

Our findings suggest that individuals who
were more traditionally religious perceived
more helpful effects of psychotherapy focused
on SOCE. However, single dimension measure-
ments of religiousness may not reliably support
this trend. Lefevor et al.'s (2021) meta-analytic
study of associations between religion/spiritu-
ality (R/S) and health among sexual minorities
found positive associations (rather than no as-
sociation for other definitions) only when R/S
was operationalized as religious cognitions and
beliefs and sexual orientation was defined as
sexual identity. Rejection of an LGBTOQ+ label
appears to be a marker for a constellation of
characteristics, such as conservative religious
beliefs, greater religious participation, priori-
tization of a religious identity, and the primacy
of living in chaste singleness or heterosexual
relationship commitments (Lefevor, Sorrell, et
al., 2020; Rosik, Lefevor, & Beckstead, 2021).
This may be why the rejection or adoption of an
LGBTO+ identity label was the most powerful
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predictor of perceived helpfulness of the goals
of SOCE for our participants. Such a labeling
distinction may encompass and, hence, super-
sede other more standard single-dimension re-
ligious measures when examining perceptions
of SOCE, provided samples include sufficient
numbers of sexual minorities who reject an
LGBTQ+ identity.

Participants who experienced their sexuality
as authentic reported more helpfulness from
the goal of accepting their sexuality. This find-
ing may suggest that sexual minorities who ac-
cept and mindfully experience their same-sex
attractions, whether they view them as central
to their identity or not, will benefit from devel-
oping such an attitude (Hayes et al., 2016; Tan
& Yarhouse, 2010). For example, both conser-
vatively religious sexual minorities who identi-
fy as “heterosexual with same-sex attractions”
and those who are not religious and identify
as LGBTQ+ may experience their expression of
sexuality as authentic within their chosen iden-
tity frameworks.

We also found that participants reporting
more IH tended to report more benefit from
SOCE in bivariate analyses. However, IH was not
a significant predictor of helpfulness for any of
the psychotherapy goals. This finding was in
contrast to common expectations within the lit-
erature of [H being associated with perceptions
of harm from SOCE (American Psychological As-
sociation, 2009; Dehlin et al., 2015). Such expec-
tations may be a byproduct of an overreliance in
the literature on LGBTO+ and religiously disaffil-
iated samples that have by design self-select-
ed for participants more likely to report SOCE
harms. IH may share significant variance with
the general religiousness expressed in other
predictors (i.e., sexual identity label status) and
may function for many of our participants as
proxy for principled religious conviction, rather
than a signal of self-loathing. This may explain
why it was associated with more helpfulness
in bivariate correlations, but not as a predictor
variable in the regression analyses. At least for
these sexual minority participants, it appears
religious beliefs and identities are more influ-
ential in their perceptions of the helpfulness
of change-oriented psychotherapy than direct
interpersonal pressure and stigma or a lack of
social support and connection. One important
reason SOCE may be experienced as helpful for

these individuals is because it maintains their
traditional religiosity.

Belief in a biological causation for SSA that is
not subject to change was generally the stron-
gest predictor in all regressions specifically
related to the goals of modifying sexual orien-
tation, with greater endorsement associated
with greater perceived harm. This finding could
result from some participants failing to experi-
ence change and concluding their attractions
must be biological in nature. The fact that re-
jection of an LGBTO+ identity was the second
strongest predictor and positively related to
perceived helpfulness of the goals of SOCE
underscores Lefevor et al.'s (2021) observation
that there is “a remarkable amount of heteroge-
neity” in the experiences of the sexual minority
population. Experiencing fluidity did not show
up as a significant client characteristic in our
regression models when considered with the
full set of predictors, suggesting the experience
of fluidity is related to other factors that were
more predictive of the perceived helpfulness of
the goals of SOCE. This finding may reflect in-
dividuals’ retrospective understanding of their
fluidity and experiences with change (i.e., those
who felt they experienced change in their sexu-
al attraction may understand their sexuality to
be more fluid).

Perceptions of SOCE Goals
and Health Outcomes

We failed to find a relationship between cur-
rent health indicators and perceptions of the
helpfulness of past SOCE. This means that
those who reported change-oriented psycho-
therapy as helpful report similar health to those
who reported change-oriented psychotherapy
as harmful. These outcomes appear in con-
flict with minority stress theory (MST; Ameri-
can Psychological Association, 2009; Hatzen-
beuhler, 2009; Meyer, 2003), because Meyer
has recently identified SOCE as a significant
sexual minority stressor (Meyer et al., 2021). Our
findings also diverge from previous reports in-
dicating such goals to be either helpful (Karten
& Wade, 2010; Nicolosi et al., 2000) or harmful
(Bradshaw et al., 2015; Dehlin et al., 2015; Flent-
je, 2014) in improving psychological and phys-
ical health. We studied sexual minorities from
diverse socio-political contexts, rather than
homogeneous ones, and there may be a variety
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of ways through which they mitigate the effects
of minority stress. For example, the stress re-
ducing benefits of belonging to a group and/or
finding purpose and significance in life may be
obtainable within both traditional religious and
LGBTO+ communities (Lefevor et al., 2019; Le-
fevor et al., 2021; Lefevor, Sorrell, et al., 2020;
Rosik, Lefevor, & Beckstead, 2021; Rosik, Lefe-
vor, McGraw, et al., 2021). These health inducing
factors may help offset the putative negative
health impact of SOCE for those who remain in
conservative religious settings. Among sexual
minorities who perceived harm from SOCE, the
positive health benefits counterbalancing neg-
ative SOCE effects may derive from their partic-
ipation in LGBTQ+ networks and organizations.

We hasten to point out that ratings of per-
ceived helpfulness of SOCE were retrospective,
even though roughly a quarter of our sample
was still involved in their change effort. For
the others, the relationship between pursuit of
SOCE and mental health may be different if as-
sessed at the time individuals were in therapy or
afew years after therapy. For example, individu-
als who engaged in SOCE who later feel harmed
may recover from the distress attributed to ear-
lier SOCE (e.qg., reinforcement of IH, self-stigma,
lack of authenticity, false hopes) by developing
self-acceptance, increasing affirming social
support and LGBTO+ pride, and learning to have
satisfying and secure relationships (Beckstead
& Morrow, 2004).

One other aspect of our results bears par-
ticular mention. The median ratings for each
psychotherapy goal suggest that, on average,
only the change-oriented goal of not acting on
SSA was experienced as helpful (Mdn = mildly
helpful) by the majority of respondents. This
may reflect a potential for this goal to encom-
pass both sexual minorities who wish to man-
age their same-sex sexual behavior (e.g., re-
duce sexual compulsivity) and those who seek
to not engage in any such sexual conduct due
to religious convictions. Goals of reducing SSA
and feeling heterosexual attractions both had
medians of no effect, while the goal of eliminat-
ing SSA had a median of somewhat harmful. In
contrast, the goal of accepting SSA displayed a
median of moderately helpful, possibly reflect-
ing the benefits of shame reduction in both
LGBTQ+-affirmative and change-oriented ap-
proaches to psychotherapy.

Implications for Clinicians and Researchers

Our findings have implications for clinicians
on either side of the debate over SOCE. First,
these results should give pause to clinicians
who might entertain a client’s desire to pur-
sue change in their sexual orientation. Having
homonegative religious beliefs and rejecting
an LGBTO+ identity may prompt a small but
non-trivial group of sexual minorities to enter
and perceive benefiting slightly from SOCE.
However, the overall picture raises a very strong
concern that we cannot know in advance who
will report being harmed by SOCE and that few
comparatively will report being helped. Our
findings suggest that categorical change in sex-
ual orientation (i.e., from exclusively or mostly
SSA to exclusively or mostly heterosexual at-
tractions) may be relatively rare, which should
be included in proper informed consent for cli-
ents who seek such change-oriented goals. Our
findings also suggest the importance for harm
reduction of clinicians not implying to clients
a guarantee or hope of change in their sexual
attractions, while remaining open that some
fluid clients are still discovering their dynamic
sexuality. Furthermore, clinicians should not
pressure clients to adopt the homonegative be-
liefs associated with reports of helpfulness(i.e.,
IH, same-sex behavior is wrong, SSA is learned
and not biological). Acceptance of one’s mono-
sexual or non-monosexual attractions may be
crucial for mitigating the potential for harm, es-
pecially when a client’s change-oriented hopes
fail to be achieved.

Such concerns do not appear as relevant to
the goal of accepting SSA, whatever specific
understanding clients may bring to the termi-
nology of acceptance (e.qg., a gift or trial from
God to embrace; belief in equality and worth,
regardless of attractions or behaviors; permis-
sion for same-sex behaviors and relationships).
Developing a mindful, nonjudgmental orienta-
tion to one's sexual experience seems to help
this self-acceptance goal (Brotto et al., 2016;
Pepping et al., 2018; Tan & Yarhouse, 2010).

Our findings are consistent with the possi-
bility that some highly religious bisexual and
sexually fluid sexual minorities may perceive
change-oriented goals as helpful because they
experienced some shifting in their sexual at-
tractions and behavior that supported their
aspirations. However, due to the uncertainty as
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towhether these client characteristics preced-
ed or followed participants’ pursuit of SOCE, a
provider cannot definitively detect who may
find such psychotherapy helpful. Our results
are not about sexual orientation changes, but
about identifying who might report these goals
as helpful. For example, it is unknown which,
if any, psychotherapy interventions would re-
duce SSA for individuals who experience SSA.
Yet, a significant portion of traditional religious
participants in our sample reported benefit-
ing mildly from this goal. More information is
needed to understand how and why they may
experience a reduction of intensity of their
SSA. For example, reducing the emotional dis-
tress associated with rejecting their sexuali-
ty by increasing self-acceptance and support
(cf. Camp et al., 2020) may have reduced the
intensity of their experience of their SSA. Nev-
ertheless, these results should not be taken
to imply highly motivated religious clients who
pursue change-oriented psychotherapies and
believe in non-biological causes for their SSA
will report benefit from their SOCE. Nor can we
be certain of the extent to which participants’
perceptions of helpfulness or harmfulness as-
sociated with pursuit of these goals might cor-
respond to objective measurements of such
outcomes. Clinicians encountering such cli-
ents should be cognizant these individuals may
report helpfulness in pursing change-oriented
goals that is more connected to their beliefs
and aspirations than to their actual experience
of sexual orientation change.

Second, our findings also provide food
for thought to LGBTQ+-affirming clinicians
and researchers. In particular, we note that
non-LGBTO+-identified participants reported
all change-oriented goals to be substantial-
ly more helpful than their LGBTO+-identified
counterparts. Mean rating differences for the
non-LGBTO+-identified participants were ap-
proximately 2.5 scale points higher than for
those LGBTO+-identified and in the helpful di-
rection, with large effect sizes and median sta-
tistics in the mildly to moderately helpful range
for all change-oriented goals, with the excep-
tion of eliminating SSA, which obtained a no
effect median. These differences are notewor-
thy for at least two reasons. First, they imply
that change-oriented goals, with the possible
exception of attempts to eliminate SSA, may

be perceived as being helpful in psychotherapy
for a certain portion of sexual minorities, most
probably a subset of those reporting strong reli-
gious identities. Furthermore, clinicians should
seek tounderstand any clients who believe their
SSA is caused by trauma, upbringing, or other
social circumstances and how they came to
this conclusion, if they have. Clinicians should
not talk clients into or out of these beliefs, but
explore with clients the psychological effects
of these beliefs, including how they define “at-
tractions.” A comprehensive assessment will
guide appropriate psychological interventions
to reduce the mental distress associated with a
client's sexual attractions and development.

In addition, our results raise the possibility
that research utilizing self-reported LGBTO+
identity as a singular inclusion criterion may not
generalize well to excluded non-LGBTQ+-identi-
fied sexual minorities, perhaps especially those
with strong traditional religious identities. In-
deed, Lefevor et al. (2021) reported nearly 75%
of studies pertaining to religion/spirituality
and health for sexual minorities were recruit-
ed from LGBTQO+ venues. When samples were
derived from LGBTO+ venues, the relationship
between R/S and health was close to zero. In
contrast, when samples were taken from non-
LGBTO+ venues, Lefevor et al. found a signifi-
cant and positive link between R/S and health.
They advocate for the recruitment of more
non-LGBTO+-identified sexual minorities, as
well as those who inhabit conservative settings
and networks. Thus, the underrepresentation
of non-LGBTO+-identified sexual minorities in
research on SOCE generally and change-orient-
ed psychotherapies in particular may plausibly
misrepresent the experiences those individuals
who are traditionally religious. We hope estab-
lishing there is in fact a subgroup of people who
report most goals of SOCE to be helpful will spur
more research into identifying who these people
are, rather than simply foreclosing clinical op-
tions for them. Further research on this subject
inclusive of non-LGBTOQ+ identified sexual mi-
norities is needed to substantiate our concerns.

Finally, our findings support the literature in-
dicating greater psychological distress among
sexual minorities, but also underscore the
need to contextualize research findings on
change-oriented psychotherapy goals. Future
studies of SOCE generally and change-orient-
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ed psychotherapies in particular must not only
compare exposure to non-exposure groups, but
also both groups to population norms to dis-
cern accurately the practical importance of any
identified differences.

Limitations

Several limitations of this study need to be
emphasized. First, we emphasize that our find-
ings do not speak to the issue of whether sexual
orientation or same-sex attractions can change
in response to psychotherapeutic interven-
tion. The correlational nature of this research
can only assess what client characteristics are
associated with self-reported harmfulness or
helpfulness of the psychotherapy goals we ex-
amined, not whether the pursuit of these goals
resulted in the ratings given by participants. For
example, we cannot determine whether partic-
ipants’ endorsement of a strictly biological ori-
gin for their same-sex attractions and its asso-
ciation with reports of greater harm was (a) the
outcome of failed attempts to change, or (b) an
idea that preceded their pursuit of psychother-
apy and in some manner impacted their percep-
tions of therapy, predisposing them to feeling
more harm. We suspect the former process is
more plausible. Participants’ current beliefs,
religious activity, social support, and mental
health may be different from before or during
their SOCE. We note the lack of any associa-
tions between the change-oriented goals and
the health indicators, as well as the similarly el-
evated levels of psychological distress between
those who pursued such goals and those who
did not and suggest there may be much more
contributing to the current distress of our par-
ticipants than their exposure to SOCE in a psy-
chotherapy context.

Our analyses were largely exploratory and
based on a relatively small sample of persons
engaged in SOCE, although this appears to be
the norm in this area of study at present (e.q.,
Flentje et al., 2014; Kartan & Wade, 2010; Shidlo
& Schroeder, 2002). Nevertheless, we acknowl-
edge the need for more theory-driven research
on the change-oriented psychotherapy experi-
ences of sexual minorities involving larger data-
sets that purposefully recruit individuals outside
of LGBTQ+-identified venues and networks. Fur-
thermore, several of our measures consisted

of single items developed for this research for
which psychometric properties could not be
established. Though not ideal, this is a common
limitation of exploratory research and found in
highly referenced studies published in this area
(e.g., Dehlin et al., 2015; Ryan et al., 2018).
Another limitation of our dataset is that a large
majority of religious participants were LDS and,
hence, our results may not generalize to other
conservative and religious traditions. However,
despite a predominantly LDS sample, there was
representation (n = 32) from other religious tra-
ditions, which may provide a cautious basis for
extrapolating our results across different reli-
gious communities. Moreover, despite a predom-
inant past and/or present LDS identity, our final
sample was theological diverse, with 29.7% (n =
57) reporting being theologically conservative or
traditional, while another 50% (n = 96) identified
as theologically moderate, liberal/progressive,
heterodox, or spiritual but not religious.

Conclusion

We examined several characteristics of sex-
ual minority persons who reported having pur-
sued psychotherapy goals, four of which are
typically associated with SOCE. Linear regres-
sion analysesindicated that belief in a biological
basis for unchangeable SSA was strongly and
positively related to reports of harm across all
change-oriented goals. By contrast, not iden-
tifying as LGBTQ+ was strongly and positively
associated with reporting these goals to be
more helpful. Aspects of religious belief, identi-
ty, and activity also were significant predictors
of some goals. Sexual attraction fluidity did not
turn out to be a significant predictor. Feeling
one's sexuality to be authentic was associat-
ed with reporting the acceptance of SSA to be
more helpful.

Accepting SSA was the only goal that was
rated helpful for all our participants. Our find-
ings suggest that clinicians will achieve reliable
therapeutic benefit by focusing on affirming
client acceptance of their SSA. Contrary to ex-
pectations, we found no associations between
four health indicators and the five psychother-
apy goals. Post-hoc analysis similarly found no
mean differences between participants who
pursued change-oriented goals and those who
did not for any of the health indicators. There
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was a heightened level of depression and anx-
iety among these sexual minorities general-
ly, but past pursuit of change-oriented goals
did not appear to be a major explanation for
current levels of overall distress. Interpreted
non-partisanly, these findings suggest import-
ant implications and cautions for both propo-
nents and opponents of change-oriented psy-
chotherapy approaches.
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This paper presents results of factors that contribute to deconversion from Christiani-
ty. Six hundred and eighty-nine participants (92.9% received a college education) who
identified with some form of the Christian religion completed a survey comprising both
forced-choice and open-ended questions. Using a concurrent triangulation mixed-meth-
od design, in which guantitative and qualitative methods are concurrently engaged, the
quantitative component of this study led to a discovery of two key factors: believing that
the church is out of touch with their lives and doubting that same-sex marriage is morally
wrong. The common themes revealed by the open-ended data include “judgmental,” “can
no longer relate,” “people of the church do not understand ideas,” etc.

Recent survey data indicate that since 2003,
more and more young adult Christians in the
United States have been leaving the church,
while the number of non-religious people has
been rising (Smith et al., 2019). The phenome-
non to which deconversion is referring has been
called by many different names in the litera-
ture, including walking away from the church/
faith (Need & De Graff, 1996), faith exit (Hui et al.,
2018), religious disaffiliation (Albrecht & Bahr,
1983; Brinkerhoff & Burke, 1980), religious exits
(Regnerus & Uecker, 20086), drop-outs (Caplo-
vitz & Sherrow, 1977), and apostasy (Brinkerhoff
& Mackie, 1993). Furthermore, definitions of de-
conversion have described it as a break from
both religious beliefs and affiliations (McKnight
& Ondrey, 2008). According to Brinkerhoff and
Mackie (1993), deconversion is “the process of
disengagement from two major elements of re-
ligion: belief and community” (p. 235). In a simi-
lar vein, Caplovitz and Sherrow (1977) stated that
this abandonment includes both a loss of faith
and a rejection of the religious community. The
American Psychological Association (2020) sim-
ply defines “deconversion” as “loss of one’s faith
in a religion, as in a Catholic of many years who
becomes an atheist or agnostic.” It is crucial to

Author Note

Special thanks to Harry Hui and Andrew Shelton for their
valuable input to this paper.

Correspondence concerning this article should be ad-
dressed to Chong Ho Yu, School of Behavioral and Applied
Science, Azusa Pacific University.

Email: cyu@apu.edu or chonghoyu@gmail.com

204

point out that all these definitions do not imply
that those deconverted, former believers were
“‘committed” Christians prior to abandoning faith.

It is important to differentiate between the
rejection of the Christian faith and that of the
Christian church. The latter phenomenon is
known as “church refugee,” “churchless,” “un-
churched,” or“disengaged but spiritual,”in which
people regard themselves as spiritual, but not
religious, or maintain the belief of God, but be-
lieve that God can be encountered anywhere,
rather than only in the church (Barna & Kin-
naman, 2014; Exline et al., 2020; Packard & Fer-
guson, 2018; Packard & Hope, 2015; Jacobson,
2016). This study focuses on ex-Christians who
left the Christian faith, not churchless Christians
who looked for an alternate Christian life.

It is clear that the religious landscape of the
United States continues to change at a rapid
rate. Pew Research Center telephone surveys
conducted in 2018 and 2019 reveal that 65% of
American adults identified themselves as Chris-
tians (Gramlich, 2019). However, there has been
a 12% decline over the past decade (Gramlich,
2019). Furthermore, those who identify as un-
affiliated with religion (e.g., atheist, agnostic,
“none”) now stands at 26%, up from 14% in 2008
(Smith et al., 2019). Additionally, church mem-
bership and attendance in the United States has
been declining since the 1990s. For example,
based on political polls that include religious at-
tendance questions, there has been a decline of
7% each month for several decades (Smith et al.,
2019). Recent statistics revealed that member-
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ship of Southern Baptist churches shrunk by 1.8
million over 16 years (Banks, 2020). In addition,
those born from 1981 to 1996 and 1996 to 2000
(i.e., millennials and part of Generation Z) tend
to identify as unaffiliated with religion (Lipka,
2020). The terms “deconversion” and “faith exit”
have been used to describe this phenomenon.
Although in the past, numerous studies attempt-
ed to understand what factors contributed to
deconversion (Barna & Kinnaman, 2014; Bruce,
2002; Kinnaman & Hawkins, 2011; Ro et al., 2016;
Vaidyanathan, 2011; Yu & Hui, 2014), those stud-
ies used either qualitative or quantitative data,
but not both, and consequently they lacked a ho-
listic explanation. To further shed light on the is-
sue, the current study adopted a mixed-method
design. By doing so, results from different types
of data sources might be converged and the con-
clusion can be confirmed by triangulation.

To understand the reasons behind decon-
version, this mixed-method study utilized both
qualitative and quantitative data. First, qualita-
tive data are open-ended, while controlling pre-
conceptions that may occur in the researchers
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Second, qualita-
tive data are used to help analyze information
that cannot be operationalized and measured.
However, Uecker et al.(2007) argued that quan-
titative studies of deconversion are linked with
key factors, such as personal and demographic
characteristics, family background, and reli-
gious experiences. Utilizing these approaches
will result in finding underlying conceptions of
what causes young adults to take part in decon-
version from Christianity. The research design
of this current study is the concurrent trian-
gulated mixed method (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2017). For quantitative data analysis, the deci-
sion tree approach was utilized, whereas both
content analysis and text mining were employed
for analyzing open-ended textual data. Because
deconversion might have multiple factors, the
authors did not operate this study with specific
hypotheses. Hence, the research question is as
broad as “What are the individual and structural
factors of deconversion and/or unchurching?”
In other words, this study is data-driven, not hy-
pothesis-driven.

Cognitive Dissonance

The quiding psychological theory for this
study is cognitive dissonance. Cognitive disso-

nance was first studied by Leon Festinger(1957),
stemming from participants who observed a
study of a cult, which believed that the earth
was going to be destroyed by a disaster. This
resulted in people quitting their jobs and leav-
ing their homes, all to become a part of the cult
that purportedly was protected from the immi-
nent disaster. Festinger’s cognitive dissonance
theory suggests that humans must choose
between incompatible beliefs or actions. As
human beings, there is an inner drive to hold
all our attitudes and behaviors in harmony and
avoid disharmony. This is known as cognitive
consistency (Harmon-Jones, 2019). When there
isaninconsistency between a human being's at-
titudes and behaviors, something must change
in order to reduce the dissonance. In this way,
cognitive dissonance influences both religious
beliefs and behaviors.

Human beings tend to self-justify their reli-
gious beliefs when contradictory evidence is
presented (Mahaffy, 1966). Regardless of the
truth within a notion that one may not accept,
people may choose to ignore or discredit that
truth in order to remain in a state of self-justi-
fication (Melvin, 2010). In other words, people
will lie to themselves or promote inaccuracies
because they fear a confrontation with reality.
However, when information emerges that does
not have any conflict with pre-existing beliefs,
people tend toaccept those ideas without ques-
tions. Consequently, this causes a mental strain
on people because there is conflict between
two or more battling beliefs (Harmon-Jones &
Tarpley, 1997). A question that arises is how one
acts when their core beliefs (non-religious and
religious) are being challenged. From previous
literature, the answers are self-justification,
self-denial, and social justice (Melvin, 2010).

The nature of cognitive dissonance in a Chris-
tian refers to the awareness of one's religious
beliefs being inconsistent with other cognitions.
As mentioned above, this is where self-justifi-
cation plays a role. Cognitive dissonance is said
to be a part of living within a religious tradition
that projects ideals for human behavior (Rogers,
1992). Challenges arise when individuals mature
and enter a new chapter in life. As they develop
new ideas and core beliefs, they are challenged
by their religious beliefs. Thisis commonly found
in younger generations. This study explores
the experiences of younger adults, ages 18 to
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35, which is a common developmental stage
in which individuals explore and integrate new
ideas that may differ from their religious back-
ground. It is hypothesized that some people can
no longer relate themselves to the church when
the church is too conservative to cope with how
the world is currently evolving. Topics such as
politics and popular culture challenge young
adults to the point they leave the church be-
cause of its response to those issues (Packard
& Ferguson, 2018). Postmodern culture is said
to be a blend of religious beliefs that younger
generations have adapted (Mueller, 2007), and it
consists of acombination of biblical and person-
al beliefs. Other researchers, such as Kinnaman
and Lyons(2012), have argued that younger gen-
erations are able to manage conflict and uncer-
tainty as a result of postmodern culture. Still
other researchers argue that younger genera-
tions do not have a “biblically grounded” world-
view (McDowell & Bellis, 2006; Smith & Denton,
2005). As mentioned earlier, cognitive disso-
nance is an act of an inconsistency in either a
person’s attitude or behavior. As a result, there
needs to be a change in either or both attitudes
and behaviors to prevent cognitive dissonance.
In the situation of self-justification, both atti-
tudes and behaviors need to be consistent with
one another. As Festinger (1957) asserted, once
a person performs an action that is inconsistent
with their beliefs, that behavior is difficult to
change. In contrast, this carries on to the next
challenge of self-denial.

Self-denial has challenged Christian forma-
tion, in the sense that Christ followers have a
difficult time reconciling many of their religious
beliefs with how they honestly feel on the in-
side. Self-denial initially results in a person be-
ing blinded by oneself (Rogers, 1992). Self-de-
nial is related to cognitive dissonance because
a person who has self-denial about their Chris-
tian faith is going to have an inconsistency with
either their attitude or behavior toward their
faith. There will often be an opposition with-
in their thoughts that they feel may contradict
their faith. However, although many still support
what the church promotes in order to avoid be-
ing judged, self-denial will only go so far. Even-
tually, a person’s inner beliefs may rule out what
they have been taught religiously, which results
in people walking away from the church; in oth-
er words, deconversion occurs.

When Hendricks (1993) interviewed differ-
ent people about why they left the church, he
found that many of the interviewees had either
self-denial or self-doubt. One of the interview-
ees that was referred to as “Chris” experienced
self-denial. He stated, “So | kept having this nag-
ging feeling that | was missing something. But |
didn't know exactly what it was. It kept me from
hanging on to my faith” (Hendricks, 1993, p. 99).
Chris had experienced cognitive dissonance
due to his inner thoughts telling him something
was missing, and he could no longer adhere to
his faith because his attitude toward faith was
inconsistent. Similarly, an interviewee named
John was experiencing the same problem: “and
yet, as | began to share with the group the dis-
illusionment and emptiness that was setting in
my life, | don't think they really understood what
was going on in me and certainly | didn't" (Hen-
dricks, 1993, p. 140). In a nationally representa-
tive study, Smith and Denton (2005) found that
although 40% of American teenagers, aged 13
to 17, maintained their religious practice, their
belief adhered to a form of Moralistic Thera-
peutic Deism (MTD), a worldview that God is not
actively involved in one’s life except when God
is intended to resolve a problem. This affects a
person’'s mental schemas: how a person makes
sense of religious information, and more impor-
tantly, how one manages religious cognitive dis-
sonance. This finding is significant as it shows
that a person who professes to be Christian may
or may not adhere to the foundational Christian
worldview (Melvin, 2010). And eventually this
tension of double life might be released by de-
conversion. As McKnight and Ondrey (2008)
said, “In essence, those who leave the faith dis-
cover a profound, deep-seated and existentially
unnerving intellectual incoherence to the Chris-
tian faith. The faith that once held their lives to-
gether gave it meaning; and provided direction
simply no longer makes sense” (p. 15).

Further, social justice (e.g., racial equality,
taking care of the poor and the marginalized) is
considered to be a central part of the Christian
tradition. The issue that emerges with social
justice and cognitive dissonance is that people
tend to perceive the social order as a given, and
they fail to understand the connection between
personal and social dissonance (Rogers, 1992).
In other words, they do not understand that so-
cialinjustices, which are structural in character,
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cannot be easily amended by individual choices.
People have a difficult time attaining and main-
taining consistency with both self and society. It
is quite possible that those who experience per-
sonal cognitive dissonance struggle with find-
ing the balance of “societal” dissonance. Due to
the fact that cognitive dissonance is a person-
al dispute and individuals have inner thoughts
that do not reflect their culture beliefs, indi-
viduals who experience societal dissonance
may then practice selective exposure and/or
selective avoidance. The issue is further com-
plicated by the inter-entanglement of religious
belief, social justice, and political ideology. The
Pew Research Center named those people who
have left institutionalized religion “none” (Lipka,
2016). In the 2016 presidential election, while
81% of White Evangelicals voted for Trump, 68%
percent of religious “nones” voted for Clinton.
Researchers found that political disagreements
in the church led some evangelicals to leave the
church (Djupe et al., 2017).

Deconversionisthe least talked-about mental
transition among young adults. Although there
are only a few recent studies on deconversion,
numerous reasoning modes behind individuals
choosing to leave their faith were found in these
studies. However, as mentioned previously, the
most common reasons are related to cognitive
dissonance, such as self-justification, self-de-
nial, and social justice.

Several studies found that self-justification
and doubting whether the church supports so-
cial justice are the primary reasons some peo-
ple no longer want to relate themselves to the
church (e.g., Need & De Graaff, 1996; Sherkat
& Wilson, 1995). Further, some researchers in-
cluded individuals who had already left their re-
ligious affiliation, suggesting that participants
suffered from self-identification, as opposed to
self-denial (Hunsberger & Brown, 1984; Smith &
Sikkink, 2003). While prior research informs the
current study by laying the overall theoretical
foundation (cognitive dissonance), it is import-
ant to point out that this study is intended to be
data-driven. Therefore, the authors did not try
to match all responses from the participants
into pre-existing categories (self-justification,
self-denial, etc.); otherwise, the qualitative
component of this study would be similar to us-
ing forced-option survey items in the quantita-
tive component.

Demographic Factors of Deconversion

Previous studies show that demographic
characteristics are related to deconversion
and cognitive dissonance. Among demograph-
ic characteristics, it is found that men have
walked away from religion more often than
women (Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1997, 2005;
Caplovitz & Sherrow, 1977; Roozen 1980; Uecker
et al., 2007).

However, age is said to be the bigger contrib-
utor to how devoted someone is to religion. As
mentioned earlier, statistics show that there has
been a decline in religion among younger gener-
ations. Prior research has indicated that younger
generations perceive religion as outdated (Pack-
ard & Ferguson, 2018). Many younger adults feel
this way about their current religious affiliations.
Packard and Ferguson(2018)argued that, instead
of letting these young adults walk away from the
church, the church leadership, along with fellow
Christians, should invite young adults in to talk
about why they feel the way they do.

Family background and life experiences are
other factors to deconversion and cognitive
dissonance. In some families, parental involve-
ment in religion was found to positively impact
someone’sinvolvement in the church; in others,
though, the parental involvement hindered the
individual's involvement. Socialization factors
do not have the same effect across religious
traditions, meaning that the influence of a
parent’s religion is dependent on the religious
tradition that is involved (Vaidyanathan, 2011).
Researchers have found that those who have
deconverted state that since they were always
forced to attend church with their families as a
child, they no longer want to associate them-
selves with anything religious because they now
see it as a negative experience, especially the
restrictive sexual norms (White, 2014). Partici-
pants in the Lee and Gubi study (2019) revealed
themes of life traumas, anger, embarrassment,
feeling of fraud, and shame, expressed by in-
dividuals on ex-Christians.net. All participants
revealed signs of cognitive dissonance in their
responses. In contrast, participants asserted
the positive outcomes from deconversion. In a
similar vein, Dyck (2010) found that, when a de-
manding and restrictive lifestyle is placed on its
members, the outcome is often the “rebellious”
leaver. For those who leave the church in such a
manner, they are acting out against the lifestyle
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or morality of the church that they found so
confining. It can be portrayed as a moral stand,
or even a spiritual one against God.

In addition, young adults from divorced fami-
lies have significantly lower religious involvement
compared to young adults from an intact family
unit. Those from divorced families reflected low-
er levels of attendance in religious services (Zhai
et al., 2007). However, while the institution of
religion (church attendance) itself was avoided
by those from divorced families, the spirituality
itself (closeness to God) had not changed. This
suggests that something within the church influ-
enced attendance, rather than attendance being
solely an individual preference.

After reviewing the studies mentioned above
on this topic, the authors of this study found
five common themes within the self-reporting
explanations. First, young adults in the United
Statesarereportingthat the churchisnotaware
of the issues in today's society, and the church
is not willing to accept change. Second, young
adults are reporting that they can no longer re-
late to the church, due to either trauma or life
experiences. Third, the church is “hypocritical”
about many things. Fourth, there are reports of
young adults still believing in God; however, they
do not support the issues for which the church
stands. Lastly, there are reports that the church
does not talk about controversial topics; there-
fore, young adults do not feel like they have a
safe space to go.

In summary, the literature review revealed that
there might be multiple factors leading to this
consequence. Although these prior findings are
informative, the research team attempted to go
one step further. Quantitative methods are good
at showing “what” and “how much,” whereas qual-
itative methods can suggest "how” and “why.” Fur-
ther, in a mixed-method study, the researcher an-
alyzes textual data in the participants’own choice,
as a supplement to the numeric data based on
force-option survey items; thus, the findings can
be grounded in participants’ experiences (Wis-
dom & Creswell, 2013). Although readers can put
the findings of diverse studies together to con-
struct a holistic picture of the deconversion phe-
nomenon, at most we can call it a “meta-analysis”
or “systematic review,” but not triangulation (Am-
menwerth et al., 2003), because settings across
multiple studies are vastly different. To study de-
conversion with a data-driven and triangulation

approach, in this study several methods were
utilized to examine quantitative data (e.g., clas-
sification tree) and qualitative data (e.g., content
analysis and text mining), which will be discussed
in the next section.

Method

Design

This study adopted a concurrent triangulated
mixed-method design (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2017). The purpose of the triangulation design
approach, in which quantitative and qualitative
methods are concurrently employed, is to bring
forth different, but complementary, perspec-
tives by placing an emphasis on convergence
and validation.

Participants and Procedure

This study is a part of a larger project, which
consists of sub-projects focusing on different
population segments. In this study, the focus is
on younger American adults. Participantsin the
entire sample included 783 people; however, in
alignment with the specific target of this study,
the responses of older participants (age > 40)
were not utilized. The age range of 18-40 for this

'In the era of big data analytics, data scientists accumu-
late data sets from different sources so that the overall
pattern can emerge from the data. General Social Survey
(GSS) conducted by the National Opinion Research Center
(NORC) at the University of Chicago (2020) is a good exam-
ple. To obtain a representative, nationwide sample, NORC
researchers recruit participants from different cities and
states over a long time span. Unless the researcher aims
to investigate an issue by taking geospatial variables into
account, usually GSS data sourced from different locations
are aggregated into the analysis (Gitlin, 2019, Yu et al., 2018).

While some researchers have run separate analyses
for online and campus samples (e.g., Lehmann & Steele,
2020), some have pulled them together into the same
analysis. For instance, in the Marks et al. (2020) study on
multiracial identity integration, 61 students were recruit-
ed from two departments (psychology and education) of
a mid-South university, whereas 320 were recruited from
Amazon MTturk. The preceding authors justified the ag-
gregated sample by arguing that no noticeable difference
between online and campus samples was detected in prior
research. Specifically, a study conducted by Casler et al.
(2013) indicated that participants recruited via Amazon’s
MTurk, those recruited via social media postings on Twit-
ter, Facebook, and Reddit, and a standard sample of stu-
dents on a college campus were almost indistinguishable
interms of response patterns. A similar study by Bartneck
et al.(2015) reached the same conclusion. Because MTurk
respondents are affiliated with many different schools or
organizations, the particular Christian university can be
viewed as one of many locations for sub-sampling. To en-
hance generalizability, the data collected from the Chris-
tian University and MTurk were combined for this study.
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study was based on Stage 5 of Erikson’s (1968,
1982)theory of psychosocial development. Spe-
cifically, people before and after age 40 repre-
sent different life stages in social development,
mainly reflected by their education, occupation,
marriage, and family (Danigelis et al., 2007;
Neugarten, 1968). Thus, after removing partici-
pants above 40 years from the sample, the total
number of participants was 689.

Participants were gathered from a Christian
university and Amazon MTurk, an online data
collection site. All analyses were conducted uti-
lizing both the university students and Amazon
MTurk participants. Participants included both
males (n = 213) and females (n = 456). The age
range is 18-40 and the mean age is 23.8, with
a standard deviation of 5.08. Because the age
distribution is skewed (skewness = 1.25), the
median (22) and the mode (20) are also report-

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics of Ethnicity

ed here. Other demographic information about
the participants is reported in Tables 1 to 3. It
isimportant to point out that some participants
skipped some questions and, therefore, differ-
ent analyses had different sample sizes.

After receiving the recruitment message,
participants clicked on a link and were present-
ed with an informed consent document. This
document informed each participant that their
participation is strictly voluntary and they may
choose to close the survey at any time. Upon
consent, participants began the survey. There
were two rounds of data collection. The first
round was limited to the university students
only. Students were asked to voluntarily partici-
pate in a study with regard to their current faith.
The second round was open to participants
provided by MTurk, who identified as holding
to some form of Christianity currently or in the

Ethnicity Frequency Percentage
White 352 51.08
Asian 76 11.03
Black or African American 53 7.69
Hispanic 137 19.88
Native American, American Indian, or Alaska Native 4 0.58
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 8 1.16
Others 41 5.95
Unreported 18 2.61
Table 2

Descriptive Statistics of Education Level

Education Level Frequency Percentage
High school graduate 47 6.82
College freshman n 1.60
College sophomore 85 12.34
College junior 179 25.98
College senior 232 33.67
Graduated with a bachelor’s degree 78 1.32
Graduate student 17 2.47
Graduated with a master’s/doctorate degree 21 3.05
Unreported 19 2.76




REYES ET AL. 210

Table 3
Descriptive Statistics of Religious Affiliations

Religious affiliation Frequency Percentage
Catholic 165 23.95
Eastern Orthodox 17 2.47
Evangelical 145 21.04
Mainline Protestant 108 15.67
Fundamentalist 8 1.16
Non-Denominational 88 12.77
Other (Syrian Orthodox, Seventh-Day Adventist, Moravian) 121 17.56
Unreported 37 5.37

past. For the university students, the incen-
tive was extra-credit, whereas Amazon credit
($1.50) was given to MTurk participants.

Both forced-choice survey items and
open-ended items were presented to the par-
ticipants. The survey regarding faith and church
experience was adapted from Hui et al. (2018),
which was built upon the framework of Jam-
eison's study (2002). Utilizing exploratory factor
analysis (EFA) with an oblique rotation, Hui et
al.(2018) concluded that the survey items could
be classified into three dimensions, namely,
positive experience, negative experience, and
ideological fit. Examples of positive experience
items are "Most of the decisions the church
made are correct” and “The church spends do-
nations in the right places.” Examples of neg-
ative experience items are “Some leaders in
church act autocratically” and “Some recent ac-
tions by the church disappoint me.” Examples of
ideological fit items are “There is a disconnect
between church and my life” and “My church
places too much emphasis on subjective feel-
ings”(See the Appendix).

In the Hui et al. (2018) study, eigenvalues of
these factors yielded from EFA were 5.5, 2.015,
and 1.129, whereas eigenvalues yielded from the
parallel analysis were 1.169, 1.139, and 1.15, re-
spectively. Also, Cronbach alphas of these three
constructs were .93, .67, and .75, respectively
(Hui et al., 2018).

To ensure content validity, the adopted sur-
vey items were reviewed by content experts
(pastors and professors), and three pilot stud-
ies for testing wording clarity and user inter-
face were run. It is important to note that, in

the current study, our team aimed to find out
how perception of a concrete statement, not
an abstract construct, could predict decon-
version; therefore, each item was entered into
the model separately. To be specific, it is more
informative to find that people who agree that
“rejecting same-sex marriage is morally wrong”
tend to leave their church than saying “ideologi-
cal misfit” drives people away from Christianity.

In this study, the quantitative data were ana-
lyzed by the classification tree, which is a data
mining method, whereas the open-ended data
were analyzed by content analysis and text min-
ing. The research design and data collection
method were approved by the university’s Insti-
tutional Review Board (IRB) based on adherence
to the Ethical Code of Conduct of the American
Psychological Association (American Psycho-
logical Association[APA], 2003).

Quantitative Data Analysis

Dependent Variable

The outcome variable for the quantitative
analysis is the status of Christians with regard
to their strength of faith and church atten-
dance. The categories for classification are
based on the research study by Kinnaman and
Hawkins (2011). According to their study, some
Christians who no longer attend church do not
necessarily lose their faith. Rather, their dis-
content with the church drives them to become
spiritual "nomads” and “exiles.” Those who to-
tally gave up their faith are called “prodigals,”
or simply “ex-Christians.” In a similar vein, the
participants were classified into four catego-
ries based on their response to a forced-choice
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question about their faith status: “Which of the
following responses best describes your church
attendance and faith?” The first category is
“Committed Christians,” who are Christians who
continue to attend church and have a strong
faith (n = 390). The second category is “Doubt-
ers,” who are Christians who still attend church,
but have serious doubts of their faith (n = 49).
The third category is "Disengaged,” who are
Christians who have ceased attending church
for one year or longer, but did not lose their faith
(n =154). The fourth category is “Deconverted,”
who are ex-Christians who stopped attending
church and left their faith altogether (n =79).

Seventeen participants did not report their
faith status. Quantitative analyses were con-
ducted after combining “doubters” and “decon-
verts” into one group called “abandoned faith
or have serious doubt.” Conceptually, doubt-
ers embrace humanist and secular philosophy,
while religious belief no longer plays a central
role in their life. Following this line of reasoning,
there is a large degree of overlap between the
two groups (Shermer, 2008, 2017). In addition,
very often “doubters” become “drifters” (Dyck,
2010). These are people who have participated
in the church, but leave slowly. They do not tend
to hold strong feelings for or against Christiani-
ty and often consider themselves to still be par-
ticipating Christians, even if their lifestyle and
church attendance suggest otherwise.

Predictor Variables

The predictor variables are measures of
agreement to statements regarding ideological
fit, positive church experience, and negative
church experience using a 5-point scale, where
1is strongly disagree and 5 is strongly agree (See
the Appendix for the questions).

Classification Tree

The classification tree approach (Breiman et
al., 1984; Podgorelec et al., 2002) was utilized
to identify which independent variable(s) can
make a decisive partition of the data by divid-
ing the whole group into subgroups with refer-
ence to the dependent variable. This process
is iterative and, therefore, a classification tree
is also known as a recursive partition tree. The
purpose of this iterative classification is to rank
the predictor variables by their importance.
In programming terminology, a classification
tree can be viewed as a set of “nested-if” logi-

cal decision points. For example, after systolic
blood pressure, age, and sinus tachycardia are
identified as the number1, 2, and 3 predictors of
heart attack, a physician can use three simple
questions to determine whether the patient is
atrisk: What is the patient's systolic blood pres-
sure over the initial 24-hour period? If it is 180 or
higher, what is his/her age? If the patient is 62.5
years old or older, does he/she display sinus
tachycardia? Because the classification tree is
used for decision support, this approach is also
known as the decision tree. This technique be-
longs to the school of data mining, which aims
todiscover the pattern of the data at hand, rath-
er than reporting the probability of the test sta-
tistics in the context of sampling distributions.
Unlike traditional regression analysis, the clas-
sification tree approach is non-parametric and
assumption-free (Fielding, 2007). In addition, it
has built-in mechanisms to avoid over-fitting,
which often happens to regression modeling
(Harrell, 2001). When more variables are add-
ed into a regression model, the R? always goes
up. On the contrary, a classification tree can be
pruned to remediate overfitting and over-com-
plexity. The classification tree approach is suit-
able to this study because the research team
aims to discover both the data pattern and an
optimal, not complicated, model in order to gain
interpretability for the finding.

Data partitioning in a classification tree is
based upon the entropy algorithm that in-
volves the LogWorth statistics. “Entropy” liter-
ally means “degradation to disorder” or “"chaos.”
During the partition process, observations with
similar values (pure or homogeneous) are put
into the same subgroup with reference to the
dependent variable. If the subgroup is totally
homogeneous, the entropy indicator is zero; in
reality, though, it is extremely unlikely to obtain
perfect homogeneity. LogWorth is calculat-
ed as -log10(p value), where the p value is cal-
culated by taking into account the number of
different ways splits can occur. This p value is
associated with the difference in the error sum
of squares (SS) due to the split. The splits can
also be determined by maximizing a LogWorth
statistic, which is related to the likelihood ratio
Chi-square statistic, known as G?. As the Log-
Worthincreases, the p value is smaller, meaning
that the Chi-square value for the modelis larger.
In other words, a bigger LogWorth means a split
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on the variable that can better isolate pure ho-
mogeneous subgroups (less entropy or chaos)
(SAS Institute, 2011).

Further, in a single analysis, the result might
be over-fitted, meaning that the model could
well-explain the data at hand, but the conclu-
sion could not be replicated in other samples.
Cross-validation was employed to rectify the
situation. To be specific, the sample was ran-
domly assigned into three subsets, namely, the
training set(n=264), the validation set(n=204),
and the test set (n =204). After the initial model
was created with the training set, it was verified
with the two other subsets.

Qualitative Data Analysis

Open-Ended Questions
Informed by theory (cognitive dissonance)
and previous empirical studies (deconverted
Christians perceived a gap between their belief
and their lives), the open-ended survey items
are concerned with the discrepancy between
expectations and church experience, which en-
tails different aspects as follows:
If you think there is a disconnect between the
teaching of the Bible about what the church
ought to be and the actual church that you are
experiencing, please describe what the dis-
connectis and why.
If you think there is a disconnect between the
teaching of the Bible about what the leadership
(e.g., Bishop, Pastor, Minister, Priest, Elder,
Deacon) ought to be and the actual leadership
that you are experiencing, please describe
what the disconnect is and why.
If you think there is a disconnect between the
teaching of the Bible about what Christians
ought to be and the actual congregants that
you encounter, please describe what the dis-
connectis and why.
How would you describe the relationship with
your church members?
If you have any negative experience in church,
please describe what it is.

Content Analysis and Text Mining

There are many forms of data analysis tools
that can be utilized to explore the qualitative
data. For this study, we chose content analysis
and text mining. The former was implemented
in MAXQODA (VERBI GmbH, 2018), whereas the
latter was conducted through JMP Pro (SAS In-

stitute, 2018). Based on the framework of quali-
tative analytical procedures developed by Miles
and Huberman (1994), the common strategy of
content analysis includes the following steps:
(a) the analyst carefully reads the open-ended
data and takes notes; (b) they perform data re-
duction by selecting, focusing, and condensing
the data that are relevant to the research ques-
tions; and (c) they organize and present the
reduced data and the common threads. At the
end, direct quotations are used to illustrate the
common themes or concepts extracted from
the data (Romanowski, 2009; Yu et al., 2011).
This study is data-driven in essence and, thus,
we did not use the predetermined themes to
frame the coding.

Text mining is a process of extracting useful
information from document collections through
the identification and exploration of interest-
ing patterns (Feldman & Sanger, 2007). Text
mining is based on natural language process-
ing, which is a subfield of artificial intelligence
(Al) and computational linguistics (CL). These
technologies can analyze human language with
algorithms that can handle “fuzzy” structures
(Gelbukh, 2007; Jurafsky & Martin, 2000; Kao &
Poteet, 2007; Mehler & Kohler, 2007). There is a
widespread criticism that qualitative research is
subjective, and thus it cannot produce replica-
ble and generalizable conclusions (Carey et al.,
1996). The problem could be caused by the fact
that ahuman coder is subject to many uncontrol-
lable factors, such as fatigue, boredom, varying
emotional states, and carelessness. As a reme-
dy, text mining can produce consistent results,
no matter who runs the program. In this sense,
there are two levels of method triangulation in
this study: (a) quantitative and qualitative data
analyses; and (b) human coding and text mining.

Results

Quantitative

As shown in Table 4, there were 57 females
and 70 males who “abandoned faith or have se-
rious doubts,” 290 females and 99 males who
asserted, “I continue to attend church and have
faith in Christ,” and 109 females and 44 males
who asserted, “| have not attended church for
over one year, but | maintain my faith in Christ.”
Females were more likely to maintain their faith
than males. Fisher’s exact test verified the as-
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Table 4
Descriptive Statistics of Faith Status by Gender
Church attendance and faith status Gender

Female Male
Abandoned faith or have serious doubts 57 12.50% 70 32.86%
Continue to attend church and have faith in Christ 290 63.60% 99  46.48%
Have not attended church for over one year, but maintain faith 109  23.90% 44 20.66%
Total 456 100.00% 213 100.00%

sociation between gender and faith status (p
< .0001). Replicating previous research, more
men than women walked away from religion
(Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1997, 2005; Caplovitz
& Sherrow, 1977; Roozen, 1980; Uecker et al.,
2007).

In Figure 1, participants who reported that they
abandoned faith or have serious doubts are rep-

Figure1
Data Partitioned by Predictors

resented by the dots at the bottom of the graph,
with a line as the separator. Those who reported
that they have not attended church for over one
year but still maintain their faith in Christ are rep-
resented by the dots in the middle, bracketed by
two lines. Those who continue to attend church
and have faith in Christ are represented by the
dots at the top of the figure. The dots at the top
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2: 1 have not attended church for over one year but | maintain my faith in Christ.

3: | continue to attend church and have faith in Christ.
Horizontal legend:

Out of touch: The church is out of touch with my life.
Reject: Rejecting same-sex marriage is morally wrong.

Note. The X-axis denotes the important factors detected by the algorithm. The locations of the data points do not corre-

spond to particular data values.
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quadrant outnumbered two other categories.
Those are participants who perceived that the
church is out of touch and were resentful of the
church’s rejection of same-sex marriage.

The classification tree identified only two
important predictors. Figure 2 illustrates how
the data are partitioned in a tree structure. In
each branch of the tree, there are three rectan-
gles depicting faith status. The bar on the left
symbolizes “abandoned faith or have serious
doubts,” the middle one represents “continue
to attend church and have faith in Christ,” and
the rectangle on the right depicts “have not at-
tended church for over one year but still have
faith in Christ.” The length of the bar implies the
proportion of participants in the category. The
branch in the middle of the tree indicates that
the mostimportant predictor of faith status was
the response to “the church is out of touch with
my life” (negative church experience). When the
average rating on this variable was lower than 3
on ab-point scale, participants were more likely
to maintain their faith and church attendance,
as indicated by the longer middle bar. If the av-
erage rating was 3 or higher, the probabilities of

Figure 2
Classification Tree

being in one of the three faith statuses were al-
most even, as indicated by the similar length of
the bars. Within this subgroup (see the bottom
branch of the tree), participants whose level of
agreement to the statement “rejecting same-
sex marriage is morally wrong” was lower than
4 tended to keep their faith and attend church,
as shown by the longer middle bar. Conversely,
if the level of agreement was 4 or higher, there
was a higher chance to give up both church and
faith, as shown by the longer bar on the left.

To avoid over-fitting, the sample is randomly
partitioned into three subsets for cross-vali-
dation. The area under curve (AUC) of all three
subsets, which indicates the probability of cor-
rectly predicting the outcome, are shown in
Table 4. According to Hosmer and Lemeshow
(2000), if AUC is between 0.7 and 0.79, the mod-
el is considered acceptable. If it is below 0.7,
then the discriminatory power of the model
is just slightly better than guessing. The final
testing model indicates that for predicting who
would give up faith and church (.7205), and who
would continue to keep both (.7132), the model
is satisfactory. However, for the participants
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who stopped attending church, but maintained
the faith,the model has very weak predictive
power (.6311). It is important to point out this
AUC criterion is nothing more than an expert's
opinion and, therefore, it should not be treated
as the absolute standard.

Content Analysis and Text Mining

The qualitative data were imported into MAX-
QDA for content analysis, finding similar results
to the quantitative result: participants who as-
serted that they had become atheist are those
who could no longer relate to the church. The
concept web in Figure 3, generated by MAXQDA,
displays inter-relationships among the most
common co-occurring codes (e.g., became
atheist, nolonger canrelate). The straight lineis
indicated by the frequency number listed next to
the categories. The higher the frequency num-
ber, the more times participants mentioned
the categories in their responses. According
to the concept web, “No longer can relate” was
at the top of the concept web, indicating that it
was the strongest common co-occurring code
that shared a relationship with the other codes.
The response “Became Atheist” was the second
strongest common co-occurring code, having
the strongest inter-relationship with “No longer
canrelate.” The response “Busy” had the second
strongest inter-relationship with “No longer
can relate.” Also, the responses “judgmental,”
“do not like members of the church,” “people of
the church do not support my ideas,” “became
atheist,” and “no longer can relate” co-occurred
most often, while “waste of time,” "have not
found right church,” and “busy” also appear to be
strongly interconnected with “judgmental.” Sim-
ply put, as the concept web descends, the pat-
tern continues, and the further away the code
is, the less of an interconnection it has with the
strongest code. However, each common code
is a significant finding because they all share an
inter-relationship with each other.

The results from content analysis indicate
the discrepancy between what the participants
expected and what they actually experienced.
As mentioned earlier, there are four aspects of
Christian cognitive dissonance: social justice,
self-denial, self-justification, and self-identifi-
cation. In regard to discontent of social injus-
tice, one participant asserted, “l have a negative
perspective of God and do not believe that he is

wholly good. | do not wish to be a part of a reli-
gion that is supportive of the injustice and bru-
tality of humankind.” In a similar vein, another
participant said, “The church is all about making
money, and it doesn't do much to help the needy
in the community. My church has homeless
people less than a mile from it, and they never
receive help.” Similar criticisms can be found in
other respondents: “The Bible said you should
give back to others, your neighbors and espe-
cially those that are less fortunate but | think a
lot of churches do this for show.” “In the Bible,
Jesus is extremely focused on the poor and
treating those as we would like to be treated.”

The following response from a participant
shows his experience of self-denial as he blindly
followed some ideas in question:

| took psychedelic mushrooms and, in the ex-

panded state of consciousness, realized that

Table 6

Recurring Themes Regarding Perceived Dis-
connect and Negative Experiences in Church
Discovered by Text Explorer in JMP

Phrase Count

i

closed minded

judgmental

barbaric

Christians are too hateful
difference destroyed
irrelevant to daily life

just made up stuff

ruined by the Republican

New Testament is about loving
Bible is barbaric

destroyed or shunned

hateful these days

sexual preference
encouragement of child abuse
encouragement of spousal abuse
religious are closed

religions created war; willing to Kill
abortion and sex

judgement and hate
judgmental and hypocritical
money and control

outdated

women and homosexuals
birth control

socially liberal
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Figure 3
Concept Web

No longer can relate. (42)

Busy. (27)

People of the church don't support my ideas. (19)

Became atheist. (37)

Don't like service/rituals. (25) \

Have not found right church. (17)

Do not like members of the church. (12)

just because | believed something didn't make
it true, that my beliefs were only taught (with-
out evidence) at a young and impressionable
age at which | also believed in the monster in
the closet and Santa Claus. | was in a state of
consciousness that did not cling to ideas or
identify with them. With that, | wouldn't say |
gave up my faith so much as realized that | was
blindly following something and was making
myself emotionally unwilling to consider alter-
native views.

Next, the failure of self-justification is mani-
fested in the response from this participant:
Gay marriage is a big problem in my church. It

Waste of Time. (11)

makes people break relationships both with
God and each other. Pastors are against peo-
ple constantly trying to use Scripture to show
it is not biblical, which makes my friends cold
hearted to church because of this opposition.
This participant indicated signs of mental
strain between two conflicting beliefs, namely,
gay marriage and the church tradition. Another
participant was concerned with divorce. She
wrote, ‘I think life evolves constantly. Everyone
can marry whom they want. Divorce is all over
the place among Christians. Who is to say what
is sacred. Fix your own self before fixing oth-
ers!” Thus, the challenge arose when she failed
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torationalize one of her core beliefs, leading her
to question the traditional Christian teaching
about marriage and divorce.

Last, in regard to the challenge of self-identi-
fication, some respondents found it difficult to
identify themselves as a member of the Chris-
tian community that is far from the ideal (e.q.,
a loving and supporting community). For exam-
ple, one participant said,

In America, we believe in religious freedom.
Politically, the church is called to be different
than other place; however, now church focus-
es on everything and picking wrong battles.
Church would have been more effective by
loving than protesting or shooting and being
mean to them. Church would be more effective
to be loving and caring. Changing churches’
approach would make a change; they should
get a relationship with people first, then try to
change them.
In a similar tone, another participant wrote,
| think, in general, many churches are teach-
ing a worldly view in one way or another. Some
want us to believe that an all-inclusive world
is the one Jesus wanted; others want us to
feel comfortable being surrounded by figures
and statues of false gods. The Bible teaches
against these things.

In addition, the following participants ex-
pressed their dissatisfaction with the Christian
church that is not inclusive:

They are preaching about unconditional love,

yet they condemn all sorts of people who don't

fit into the Christian mold. | personally don't
think that fits the description of uncondition-
al love, because clearly there are all sorts of
conditions that a person would need to qualify
first before Jesus will accept him or her. They
don't use love with people they consider “oth-
er.” They use shame, guilt, and violence in their
message (you'll burn in hell) if you don't accept

Christ as your savior.

The church I'm experiencing is very shallow;

our pastor turns people away because of their

dress code and it makes me angry. The Bible
says to love everyone; Jesus loved everyone.

He hung out with tax collectors and outcasts

and he never cared how they were dressed.

| feel that attending [the Christian university]

has made me not like the Christian community.

| think that this school is filled with self-righ-
teous trust fund babies. This makes them close

minded and not open to other walks of life.

Similarly, as discovered by Text Explorer using
JMP, phrases denoting negative experiences in
church had their highest counts among phrases
such as “closed minded” and “judgmental,” mod-
erate counts among “barbaric,” “Christians are
too hateful,” and "hateful these days,” and low-
er counts among “sexual preference,” “abortion
and sex,” and “money and control”’(See Table 6).
Based on the recurring themes regarding per-
ceived disconnect and negative experiences in
the church, it was found that participants were
experiencing cognitive dissonance. Thus, the
internal attitude and behaviors are inconsistent
with each other.

Discussion

Implications

One of the major findings in the current study
was that some participants can no longer relate
themselves to the atmosphere of traditional
churches. Simply put, as participants transi-
tioned into adulthood or a new chapter in life,
they stopped attending church, either aban-
doning their faith or having little to no faith due
to its lack of relevance. The results align with
the claims of Packard and Ferguson (2018), who
found similar results, asserting that popular
culture and politics may relate to why young
adults are changing their beliefs.

The classification tree showed that the
church is out of touch and the anti-homosexu-
ality attitude in the church were crucial factors
in deconversion. When the tree was forced to
further split the data, the same variables kept
recurring, meaning that other variables did not
matter. In addition, the results from the par-
ticipants’ open-ended responses did reveal
signs of cognitive dissonance during the de-
conversion process. The four main aspects of
Christian cognitive dissonance in relation to de-
conversion, namely, social justice, self-denial,
self-justification, and self-identification, were
all detected in the content analysis. Taking all of
the above findings together, the results not only
verify existing theories of cognitive dissonance,
but also challenge it in a way that will encourage
others to further explore other potential factors
of deconversion.

Further, the participants who asserted that
they can no longer relate themselves to the
church are the same people who have become
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atheists. Based on the findings of similar stud-
ies, a more plausible explanation to this cor-
relation would appear to be that the church is
outdated (Packard & Ferguson, 2018; Putnam et
al., 2012).

It is worth noting that many Christian denom-
inations were included in this study, and, thus,
the implications may vary depending on denom-
ination. However, it is clear that many younger
adults are concerned with the traditional be-
liefs within the church, which are in conflict
with, or irrelevant to, their beliefs, values, and
experiences. The results of this study suggest
that many of the church’s beliefs and practices
are disconnected from the experiences of its
members. However, it is not an isolated event
in history for socio-political factors to be in ten-
sion with the church. For instance, Galileo was
tried by the Catholic Church for promoting the
heretical belief that the Earth revolves around
the sun.

Given the historical pattern of disconnect
between socio-political movements and the
religious institution in place, it is important
to consider the ways in which young people
may prepare for these areas of disconnect.
Research has shown that Christian college ex-
periences promote faith-learning integration,
as seen in growth of critical thinking abilities
(Kim, 2020). By fostering critical thinking abil-
ities, an individual is better able to integrate
complex ideas and evaluate the informationina
meaningful way. Encouraging critical thinking in
young people would help them develop the abil-
ities necessary to manage the cognitive disso-
nance they may experience between the church
and their socio-cultural setting.

While the approach to this issue would vary
by denomination, it is worth evaluating wheth-
er the goal and mission of the local church is
being achieved. If the church is not meeting
the needs, questions, and concerns of many of
its members, perhaps the church’'s mission is
not always aligned with its action. One way the
church may better meet the needs of members
with these concerns is to engage with their
guestions and concerns in respectful and em-
pathetic ways. Local churches have the unique
and important opportunity to have meaning-
ful relationships on an individual level and un-
derstand the needs of those who are involved
in the church. Open conversations that seek

to understand others’ perspective can have a
profound impact on the quality of relationship,
respect, and understanding. By simply talking
about and addressing the needs of the individ-
ual, the church becomes more relevant to the
emotional, environmental, and spiritual needs
of the individual. By doing this, individuals may
be less compelled to leave the church to man-
age their cognitive dissonance and more likely
to experience a change in attitude and behavior
that creates room for more integrated beliefs.

Limitations

Although the sample size was not small, the
sampling scheme was convenience sampling,
instead of random sampling. Additionally, fe-
males accounted for the majority of the partici-
pants, and most of the participantsidentified as
White. All of the above limits the generalizability
of this study.

The reliability of self-report data is an Achil-
les’ heel of survey research. First, the authors
let the participants report and define their
own faith status. It was up to the participant
to define what “strong faith” means, and the
so-called committed Christians might not have
been actually committed. In a similar vein, one
might argue that those who thought they were
Christians were not serious about their faith,
and, thus, they had never been deconverted.
Nonetheless, it is difficult, if not impossible,
to verify the participant’s spiritual journey. Be-
cause this study is about personal and sensitive
information (e.g., negative experience in the
church), there is also a possibility that some
participants might not have been fully candid
in their responses. This shortcoming is perva-
sive in survey research. Take the World Values
Survey (World Values Survey Association, 2020)
as an example. This international survey con-
tains questions regarding political and religious
orientations and, thus, besides the issue of
honesty, it is inevitable that people of different
cultures interpret the questions and choices
differently. Strong assumptions about mutual
cancellations of measurement errors are made
to this type of research.

Another source of unreliability is memory er-
ror. People might re-interpret the past on the
basis of current ideas and experiences (Loftus,
2016; Schacter, 1999, 2001). To be more specif-
ic, “consistency biases” might lead people to
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edit history so that the past is in alignment with
what people feel and believe now. For instance,
aftera person left the church due to a traumatic
event, they tended to interpret everythingin the
church as negative and omitted the positive ex-
periences. "Egocentric biases” might drive peo-
ple to remember the past in a self-enhancing or
self-justifying manner. For example, a decon-
verted Christian might blame every dispute on
the "hypocritical” pastor and church members,
but never think about their own responsibility.
“Stereotypical biases” might affect memories
and perceptions in social settings. For example,
when a person constantly receives harsh criti-
cisms against Evangelicals, they might view ev-
erything said by Evangelicals as “narrow-mind-
ed” and “anti-intellectual.” Given the possibility
of these potential biases and memory errors,
the findings of this study should be interpreted
with caution.

Future Directions and Recommendations
Future studies should take the above limita-
tions into account. Specifically, multi-stage
sampling, in which the entire population is
partitioned into different segments, should be
employed in order to enhance the generaliz-
ability of the results. Secondly, future studies
are needed to establish other possible themes
found in those who have deconverted from their
faith; this, however, cannot be done unless
there are honest responses. The remediation
could involve doing field observations in church
settings, rather than solely counting on self-re-
port data. In addition, the literature review re-
vealed that men are more likely to deconvert
from Christianity than women, and younger
people are more vulnerable than older adults
to deconversion. Future research can inves-
tigate gender and age differences in terms of
cognitive dissonance regarding faith exit. Fur-
ther, the literature review indicated that some
young people do not develop a solid Christian
worldview that can inform their understanding
and discernment across domains, including po-
litical and social domains. The authors of this
article had reviewed literature and collected
dataregarding worldviews of social and political
issues, such as the perception of the 2016 elec-
tion, climate change, gun control, immigration,
racism, consumerism, and health care. Howev-
er, these complicated controversies deserve

a paper in its own right. As mentioned before,
this study is a part of a larger project, and these
issues will be addressed in our future study. In
closing, shedding light on the topic of decon-
version may help not only churches, but also
individuals who are thinking about walking away
from the church. For a long time, some Chris-
tian churches have been using a war analogy
to frame the challenges encountered by Chris-
tians: the secular, humanist, and postmodern
world, which is hostile to Christianity, tries to
lure people away from the truth (Fry, 2014). The
authors are doubtful whether this narrative can
reduce or stop deconversion. Further data-driv-
en research that gives a voice to deconverted
Christians may help to bring about openness to
new perspectives and communication within
the church.
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Appendix

Questions Related to the Independent Variables in the Questionnaire

To what extent do you agree with the following
statement? Please answer all items using a 5-point
scale (5 =strongly agree, 1= strongly disagree)

Ideological fit (this header was not shown in the

Itis morally wrong to believe that homosexuality
isimmoral.
Rejecting same-sex marriage is morally wrong.

Positive experience (this header was not shown in

survey)

There is no absolute moral truth. What is right or
wrong depends on the situation.

No religion or philosophy can monopolize the
whole truth.

Religion is anti-science.

Creationism is unscientific (Creationism is the
conviction that the universe was created in the
way described by Genesis).

Intelligent design is unscientific (Intelligent de-
sign is the theory affirming that the universe
originated from an intelligent designer instead
of randomness; however, this viewpoint is not
necessarily tied to any specific creation ac-
count of any religion).

Evangelicals are narrow-minded (Evangelical-
ism is the Christian belief that salvation results
from accepting Jesus Christ as the personal
savior and the Bible is the ultimate authority of
doctrines).

Evangelicals should support the Republican
Party.

Under no circumstance should abortion be le-
galized.

Conditional abortion (e.g., pregnancy resulted
from incest, rape, and the mother's life being
threatened by continuation of conception) can
be legalized.

Same-sex marriage should be legalized.

the survey)

Most of the decisions the church made are cor-
rect.

The church spends donations in the right places.
| have a fairly good relationship with leaders in
church.

I have an important role in the church family.

| always have channels to express my suggestions
to the church.

I have many good friends in church.

The majority of my close friends and | go to the
same church.

People in church sometimes contact me and
show their concern

Negative experience (this header was not shown in

the survey)

Some leaders in church act autocratically.
Recently | was hurt in church.

Some recent actions by the church disappoint
me.

The church is not what she is supposed to be.
The churchis short of female leaders.

My church is placing too much emphasis on sub-
jective experience.

My church is placing too much emphasis on ratio-
nal analyses.

My church is placing too much emphasis on dog-
mas and creeds.

The church is out of touch with my life.
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Positive psychology has yielded rich insights about the nature of human flourishing and is
just beginning to broach the topic of grace. Because of the central role grace plays in Chris-
tianity, a qualitative exploration was conducted with a sample of Christian participants
identifying as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Transcripts from 25 semi-structured interviews
were coded and analyzed using grounded theory. Most participants described growing up
in relatively conservative Christian communities where their emerging sexual identity was
discouraged and then finding new faith communities in late teenage or adult years where
they can experience and practice their faith more freely. They described God as loving
and grace as available freely to all, even as some have reverberating doubts about their
changed theological views. We discuss clinical implications for working with gay Christian
clients in psychotherapy, emphasizing that faith communities are not necessarily places
to be avoided, but can actually be places of healing and support.

Though positive psychology itself is not a field
explicitly tied to religion or spirituality, it is note-
worthy that the constructs studied in positive
psychology were first identified by considering
the themes of the major world philosophies and
religions (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Thus,
many of the topics studied in positive psychol-
ogy deeply root themselves in religion and spir-
ituality, including forgiveness, gratitude, humil-
ity, wisdom, and awe (McMinn, 2017). A relatively
new construct in positive psychology is the ex-
perience of divine grace and its psychological
concomitants (Emmons et al., 2017; Hall & Mc-
Minn, in press; Hodge et al., in press).

Funded by the John Templeton Foundation,
Emmonsetal.(2017)embarked onanimpressive
multidisciplinary effort to articulate grace in a
way that would lend itself to empirical investiga-
tion. Based on this multidisciplinary theoretical
work, they defined grace as, “the gift of accep-
tance given unconditionally and voluntarily to an
undeserving person by an unobligated giver” (p.
277). The Templeton Foundation then funded an
additional project that involved eight qualitative
studies investigating how Christians of various
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persuasions experience divine grace. Each of
these studies involved between 25 and 30 in-
terviews, using a standardized set of interview
questions. Hall and McMinn (2021) completed a
qualitative synthesis of seven of these studies
and reported that the lived Christian experience
of grace is best captured in two definitions. A
general definition that seems to apply for most
Christians in their study was, “the unmerited ex-
pression of God's love, in which God offers the
gift of relationship with Godself” (p. 11), and a
more particular definition applying to some be-
lievers was, “the unmerited expression of God's
love, in which God offers the gift of relationship
with God through the work of Jesus, whose
death on the cross allows for the forgiveness of
sins which separated people from God” (p. 11).
Another recent development in the positive
psychology of grace is an ambitious review by
Hodge et al. (in press), in which the authors re-
viewed all current empirical literature on the
topic, both published and unpublished. They dis-
covered 61 empirical studies, 50 of them quanti-
tative in design and 11 qualitative. These studies
used a variety of different scales to assess how
grace is perceived and can be roughly divided
into four categories: descriptive studies about
what people believe and how they experience
grace, measuring grace, correlates of grace,
and grace as an intervention. The twelve inter-
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vention studies where all offered in relationin a
religious or spiritual context, and they provide
promising evidence that grace may be helpful in
promoting mental health, positive relationships,
and virtue development. Hodge et al. (in press)
suggested that systematic qualitative research
may be helpful to better refine the construct and
measurement of grace for future studies.

The study reported here was completed as
one of the eight funded qualitative studies de-
signed to explore how Christians experience
divine grace. The focus of the other studies
was mainline (2 studies), evangelical, Latter Day
Saint, Roman Catholic, and Quaker Christians,
as well as a study with older adults who identify
as Christian. The focus of this study is to inves-
tigate how Christians who identify as lesbian or
gay experience divine grace. Prior to this study,
there have been no reported qualitative studies
exploring the lived experience of divine grace
among gay Christians.

The historic tension between Christianity
and gay individuals is well-established (Mey-
ers, 2018; Yarhouse et al., 2018) and, at least to
some extent, mirrored in tensions familiar to
psychologists of religion and spirituality. A task
force appointed by the American Psychological
Association (APA, 2009) articulated standards
for sexual orientation change efforts and, in
the process, distinguished between organismic
and telic congruence. Whereas some religions
emphasize living consistently with particular
values (telic congruence), models of lesbian,
gay, and bisexual psychology focus more on
living fully into one’s sense of self (organismic
congruence). This is an important distinction,
highlighting familiar tensions for psychothera-
pists who work with religious clients, as well as
for religious individuals who identify as lesbian,
gay, or bisexual.

This study, then, is one of several funded
studies designed to assess the lived experience
of grace among Christians. In this particular
study, we interviewed Christians who identify
as sexual minorities.

Method

Participants

Participants for this study were collected via
the snowball method and were included based
on their self-identification of being both gay (i.e.,
lesbian, gay, bisexual) and Christian. We did not

require the acceptance of any specific Chris-
tian denomination or doctrine for inclusion in
the study. The initial recruits were selected via
personal connections with one of the authors.
These were typically friends, colleagues, or for-
mer students. At the end of the initial interviews,
we asked the participants to refer their friends
and make social media announcements, which
included the contact information of the authors
and a brief abstract of the study proposal.

Overall, we were able to conduct 25 inter-
views (17 male, 6 female, 1 transgender male, 1
person who chose not to specify). Twenty-four
of the 25 participants identified as non-Latinx
European, with the remaining participant iden-
tifying as European and Latinx. A majority of the
participants (20 participants) identified as gay
or lesbian, four participants identified as bisex-
ual or pansexual, and one person chose not to
specify. The median age of participants was
29 years, ranging from 22 to 67. Participants
reported having been involved religiously and
spiritually for an average of 24 years. Partici-
pants also reported that they received an aver-
age of 15 years of education. Finally, 16 partic-
ipants were Protestant (progressive, mainline,
or evangelical), with one person identifying as
Catholic, three people who identified as Other,
and five people who chose not to specify.

Measures

A semi-structured interview was created by
several researchers collaborating on the project
funded by the Templeton Foundation, providing
a standardized inquiry into the experiences of
divine grace (see Table 1). The interview instru-
ment involved several iterations before being fi-
nalized, with each member of the core research
team providing individual feedback, then an
extended meeting to discuss and revise ques-
tions collaboratively. Finally, a program office
at the Templeton Foundation met with several
members of the core research team to make
additional revisions. As mentioned earlier, this
instrument was part of a larger grant funded
project involving 8 grounded theory qualitative
studies, each focusing on a unique population
who identify as Christian.

Procedures

Interviews were conducted in person (n = 11)
and via the Zoom audiovisual communication
application (n = 14). Interactions were record-
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Table 1

Semi-Structured Interview Questions

Theme Question

Christianity Please tell me the story of how your experience as a Christian has

Your View of God

God’s View of You

Saving Grace

Accepting Grace

Teleology/Sanctifying Grace

played out in your life?

In your view, what is God like? Can you think of a particular story or
example that has helped you understand God?

We've talked a bit about how you view God. How does God feel about
you? Again, a story or example would be very helpful.

[I've heard you mention the word grace] OR [ Christians often speak of
grace]. Christian theologians often mention the concept of salvation
by grace. What does it mean for you to be saved by grace? And not just
what does it mean in your in terms of theological knowledge, but what
does that mean to your own personal identity?

Do you find it difficult to accept God's offer of salvation by grace? Are
there concerns that the term raises in your thinking or in your experi-
ence?

We've just discussed the idea of being saved by God's grace. Are there

other ways you experience God's grace in an ongoing way in your life?

Spiritual Struggle

What is the hardest thing you have ever gone through? Did it change

your experience in being a Christian?

Common Grace

How does God feel about those are not Christian? Does this topic of

grace apply to those outside the Christian faith?

Explicit/Implicit Views of God Sometimes what people believe in their head about God doesn't fully
match what they experience in their experience of God. On the topic
of grace, how does your head knowledge and your experience of God
differ, and how are they the same?

Spiritual Practices

Are there particular spiritual practices that you find helpful in experienc-

ing God's grace? If so, talk some about how you experience that practice.

ed with an iPhone connected to lavalier micro-
phones for the in-person interviews and with
the built-in Zoom recording function for remote
interviews. The interview’s audio material was
then uploaded to an automated transcription
service (temi.com). The resulting transcripts
were then cleaned by reviewing the text in con-
junction with the audio and correcting any mis-
takes made by the software. Once transcripts
were cleaned, they were uploaded to the quali-
tative research application (dedoose.com).

We used grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006;
Ponterotto, 2005) as our strategy for analyzing
interviews. Given the exploratory nature of the
research, it was deemed prudent to use ground-
ed theory to help identify themes emerging

from interviewees' experiences. A qualitative
approach such as content analysis presumes
more a priori knowledge than available about
how people might experience grace. A phenom-
enological approach would avoid the assump-
tion of a priori knowledge, but would be limited
in yielding identifiable themes for subsequent
research. In grounded theory, researchers look
for themes that emerge from the data, while
recognizing some subjectivity in this process.
The perspective uncovered in each interview
is perceived to be knowable, but only through
the imperfect lens of subjective interpretation.
Thus, we do our best to recognize subjective
bias, while also looking for prominent themes
that emerge in multiple interviews.
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Five of the authors participated in the ground-
ed theory analyses, including one experienced
and published qualitative researcher (McMinn)
servingin a supervisory role, three doctoral stu-
dents (Schollars, Peterson, Webster), and a dis-
sertation coordinator (Dunlop) who had listened
to each of the interviews to assess for proper
depth of inquiry. To address and acknowledge
subjectivity, we used a Google Doc application
to participate ina process known as “bracketing”
(Fischer, 2009). Bracketing is a practice arising
from the phenomenology movement (Tufford &
Newman, 2010). In the present study, we record-
ed our own histories and experiences of Chris-
tianity, as well as sexual minorities. We then
reflected on ways our perspectives and biases
might interfere with data analysis and described
ways we might mitigate these confounding
factors. In this case, the five authors who par-
ticipated in coding all described themselves as
shifting from a conservative Christian back-
ground toward a more inclusive and progressive
view of Christianity. This process was important
because it allowed us to reflect on potential bi-
ases in how we read the narratives and also to
explore the topic of the study so that the pur-
suant codebook would portray a deeper, more
nuanced reflection of the participants’ reports.

Next, each collaborator reviewed the tran-
scripts on our own. We noted potential themes
and recorded memos that provided justification
for the inclusion of the theme. After that, we
reviewed each theme as a group and included
those themes we agreed upon. The transcripts
were separated into blocks of five to eight in-
terviews. Two collaborators reviewed the same
block before meeting to compare their level of
agreement and discussed areas of difference
and adjusting ratings accordingly. While some
qualitative research is based on establishing
inter-rater reliability and then having one per-
son rate the remaining interviews, in this study
we opted for the more intensive approach of
having two raters consider every interview and
then meet to discuss coding similarities and
disparities. In all instances, we were able to
achieve consensus. This is the same process
used by Hall and McMinn (2021) to review inter-
views across the various studies funded by the
Templeton grant. Once all transcripts were cod-
ed and discussed, the authors moved on to the
analysis of the primary and secondary themes
found in the data through axial coding. In this

phase, major categories were identified and
other themes organized around these axes.

A written summary of results was then pro-
vided to participants for a process known as
member-checking (Birt et al., 2016). This of-
fers the opportunity for participants to pro-
vide additional input or correct conclusions
that may seem incorrect to them. Among the 2
participants who responded, both affirmed the
themes we identified and no additional recom-
mendations were offered.

Results

Many participants (n = 17) reported a history
of conservative upbringing with regards to reli-
gion, politics, or both. As aresult, they(n=186) of-
ten described a developmental path that began
with a sense of being different and even flawed.
They also tended to report a period of question-
ing, beginning sometime in middle school or
high school, where they began to differentiate
and entertain the possibility that their sexuali-
ty and religion might not be incompatible. One
25-year-old participant described it this way:

So | guess whenever | first started to discover
that my sexuality was not straight, it was scary.
It was something that | pushed down a lot and
hid from and did everything | could to pretend it
didn't exist. But the more and more it became
like a formidable force in my life... the more dis-
sonance | felt. So the trajectory was realizing
that | was attracted to men and trying my hard-
est to like pray the gay away, for lack of a bet-
ter term. All the while since my parents were
such avid members of my church community,
| was as well. So also trying to juggle the part
of upholding that image of a strong Christian,
aleader of the youth group, et cetera. Trying to
deal with that while also like grappling with this
gigantic secret and doing everything | could to
make it go away through the power of prayer.

Most participants described their theology
as having shifted during the process of coming
out. In some instances, participants reported
ongoing strain with family members who dis-
approved of their sexuality. Other participants
described their family members changing their
views after the participant came out, and they
reported that their family now maintains an af-
firming stance. A minority reported that there
never was any conflict in their families regard-
ing their sexuality.
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We organized data analysis around four major
themes related to the interview questions: (a)
the nature of God, (b) the saving nature of grace,
(c) tensions and struggles involving grace, and
(d) ongoing disciplines related to grace. Exam-
ples of each organizing theme and subtheme
are shown in Table 2.

The Nature of God

Throughout the interviews, participants
made a number of observations regarding who
they understand God to be. If God's grace is
described as a qgift, it seems only natural that
participants would be observed pondering the
nature of the giver. We found three subthemes
regarding the nature of God: God's essential
character is love, God affirms me, and God is
present during difficult times. Examples and
frequencies from each of these subthemes are
provided in Table 2.

Overall, participants described God as one
who is loving in essence, one who loves them
and takes pride in who they are, and one who
remains by their side when they encounter life's
evils and hardships. In describing the nature of
God this way, they were not just making theolog-
ical assertions about God's character, but also
reflecting on God’s personal, relational, caring
presence in their personal lives. Often this was
related to their sexual identity, with many par-
ticipants noting that God is proud of them and
affirming of who they are. A 30-year-old male
expressed his view that, “God calls us to see our
goodness, worthiness, and belovedness... be-
cause that's how | think God sees us.” A 67-year-
old male reported, “God is probably very proud
of me, of who I've become and what I'm doing.”
It is noteworthy that participants were able to
name specific experiences where they encoun-
tered God's presence in ways that led them to
conclude these things about God's character.

Saving Nature of Grace

The interview (Table 1) asked specifically
about the saving nature of grace. Participants
affirmed this idea, but typically not in the same
way as they had learned about saving grace in
childhood. This organizing theme was further
divided into five secondary themes: (a) grace
as unearned, (b) grace as forgiveness, (c) grace
as relational, (d) inclusive views of grace, and(e)
the ubiquity of grace. Again, examples and fre-
qguencies of each are offered in Table 2.

Many (n = 15) participants discussed the un-
earned nature of grace, not so much because
they are sinners in need of saving, but because
itis simply in God's nature to offer grace instead
of shame. A 28-year-old female commented,
“God sent his son for us to have eternal life with
him and to give us grace basically. And | don't
use it as a way to be puritanical about it like...
‘I'm not worthy, you know." Of course we're wor-
thy... he created us in his design and everything
around us in his design... To deny that would be
to deny yourself and the peace of God that is
within you and within everybody else.”

Some participants (n = 7) made reference to
the forgiveness that comes with saving grace,
but this was neither a majority of participants
nor a prominent part of any of the interviews.
Others (n = 11) emphasized that saving grace is
relational, not so much about the forensic qual-
ities of being saved from deserved punishment,
but more about entering into relationship with
God and others because of the gift of grace.
A 26-year-old male noted, “Doctrines of hell
aside, it seems to me that the posture of God
is fundamentally one of seeking to restore re-
lationship.” Participants sometimes noted how
they were saved from loneliness as the result
of God's grace and the connections that come
from being in community with others who share
their faith views and affirm their sexual identity.
Still others saw themselves as being saved from
existential fear after having experienced a mys-
tical connection with God, which provided reas-
surance that they were not alone in the universe
or that God was not disinterested or displeased
with them.

Often, participants narrated their initial en-
counters with the concept of grace in childhood
as having been presented as a way to avoid dam-
nation and attain union with God in the afterlife.
In these narratives, grace was seen as a gift giv-
en on the condition of accepting a specific doc-
trinal belief or sacrament, such as acknowledg-
ing their sinfulness and need for Jesus to save
them from their sins. Most of the participants in
this study (n = 18) experienced this as a difficult
or even damaging narrative, especially as they
grew into awareness of being gay in faith com-
munities where this was typically unacceptable.
Their current views have shifted away from any
conditionality to grace. Most (n = 16) narrated a
theological development that has culminated in
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Table 2

Response Themes

Primary Frequency Secondary Example

Theme of Coding Theme

The Nature 16/25 God's Essential And I think that my, my definition of God, my relation-
of God Characteris Love ship with God comes from 1John 4 where we talk about

God is love. Let us love one another for God is love. And
if you don't love, then you don't know God.

20/25 God Affirms Me I can lean into that voice of truth and hear God's saying,
[NAME], I've been in all of this. I've never abandoned
you. All of this belongs. I'm still here. Like there's no
hatred, there's no disappointment. There's just so much
grace. Like where | want to be so hard on myself, which
| often am for whatever it is. Who | sense God to be is
like the kindest, most loving thing. So | think God is
really proud of me.

13/25 God is Presentin And that was the period of time that | like to say that |
Difficult Times really clung to God, that | did really turn to my faith to
help me find answers. And, | think my faith really got me
through that. I miss that time in a lot of ways. Not the
pain of that, but I miss how close I felt to God, during
that time and you know, and | fully recognize that that
was because | moved toward him.

Transforming 14/25 Grace as Unearned | think growing up like what you, what, yeah, what

Nature of do you do to become worthy? You have to prove your

Grace worth. You're having to prove your worth to God, to
where now it's like kind of no matter what I do, I'm
already acceptable and good. | don't have to like be, |
don't have to be trying to be good for God. | don't have to
be hustling myself in some way.

7/25 Grace as It's about walking in faith and that God has grace for
Forgiveness every part of the journey. When you walk in faith, you

get shit wrong because your main goal wasn't to be
right. And | just realized my main goal was no longer to
be right, but to be faithful, which means that there is
so much grace extended over all the things that | did
wrong in all the decisions that may not have been the
best. And it just changed everything, truly changed

everything.
11725 Grace as | think for me personally, | think that's become more a
Relational centerpiece of how my faith is and what | think about

my own relationship with God it's something that on my
own, | would just be incapable.
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Table 2 (continued)
Response Themes

Primary Frequency Secondary Example
Theme of Coding Theme
16/25 Inclusive Views I'm much more global and much more universal in

8/25

Tensionsand 6/25
Struggles Re-
lated to Grace

8/25
Ongoing 9/25
Disciplines of
Grace

10/25

7/25

of Grace and
Salvation

The Ubiquity of
Grace

Difficulty Accept-
ing Salvation by
Grace

Reverberating
Doubts about Pro-
gressive Views

Nature

Community

Learning

terms of it's not just about Christians, it's about we're all
creations of God and every one of us has that same and
equal claim to his grace.

| can sort of experience God's grace in this moment
here in terms of just the sort of freely given gift of life
and the sense | have of the continuation of that as | like
to become aware of it.

[ think | sometimes feel that I'm not worth it, that there
ought to be worthier candidates on the matter. But |
don't think that makes me particularly unique.

think my only concerns with...kind of what ['ve just said
is I don't always fully believe it in my heart. Where |
wonder if it is a like, what if 'm wrong and it's a transac-
tional belief and | didn't do that and then I'm [doomed].
I think that's a similar thing with all of these different
theological concepts where I've reached a place that
feels congruent, but there's still a lot of doubt because
of the shadow of my upbringing in which, well, what if |
am wrong and that was right, then I'm[in trouble].. So |
think that's sometimes my concern...like it sounds real-
ly great. Like God does love us all and his grace covers
us all. What if my conservative background is correct
and this new thing is too good to be true?

And I would say, you know, hiking through nature, | defi-
nitely feel like | feel God more there than in a building.

I mean, I would say that | would say that there is a
sense, the most palpable form of that comes when |
feel like I'm in @ community of truly loving people who
are interested in trying the best they can to work out
this we're that we're sort of trusting in. And being a part
of a community of people who are interested in that as
sort of where, where the identity would come in for me.

| just value so much of just being like in the Bible, like,
just like studying hardcore.
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Table 2 (continued)
Response Themes

Primary
Theme

Frequency
of Coding

Secondary
Theme

Example

10/25 Creative

Expression

19/25 Prayer and Quiet

The spiritual pathway proposed by Ignatius of Loyola is
one that says really straightforwardly, there'll be times,
months, years when you go by, when you might when,
the deepest question of your heart might be, “Does God
exist?” And he would say, well, pray anyway. Because

it might be that it can help you pay attention to that
devastation. It might be that in the, uh, the emptiness
of that, that you'll discover something creative or
something about what it means to be human or some-
thing that is close to glory in terms of virtue and power,
imagination and art.

| see alot of value in like the meditation kind of sitting
and being still, I have found value in those as well.
Meditation, contemplative kind of things. But the times
when | felt like | really experienced God, it's walking the
prayer labyrinth, walking in general can be a spiritual
practice or yoga or anything where 'm moving any kind
of movement, has been really been when I've experi-
enced God.

a description of grace being offered to all hu-
manity, regardless of doctrinal belief or religion,
and often experienced in the everyday joys of life.
Grace was viewed as being available to all people,
in the present, as opposed to grace being solely
about eternal destiny. Many rejected the idea of
hell, and some expressed uncertainty about any
form of afterlife, or at least did not perceive it to
be particularly relevant to their daily experienc-
es of grace. A 27-year-old male respondent de-
scribed it this way: “God's grace isn't conditional
onus acceptinganything. So | think grace applies
to everyone. His love applies to everyone. It's not
conditional on whether you officially believe or
not, whether you say the sinner's prayer or not. |
think his grace covers everyone.”

The theological distinction(see Berkhof, 1979)
between common grace (grace available to all
through the gifts of creation) and salvific grace
(grace available to Christians) was not one artic-
ulated by our participants. They tended to see
all grace as one thing, ubiquitously available,
as the gift of relationship with God and all the
goodness that God has ushered into the world.

A 28-year-old female stated, “So | believe that
everyone has at least tiny moments where they
have been offered grace and offered enough air
to keep living for that day where they didn't do
anything to deserve it.”

Tensions and Struggles Related to Grace

Some participants reported their beliefs
about grace also resulted in some negative
feelings and struggles. This theme was further
divided into two secondary themes: (a) diffi-
culty accepting salvation by grace, and (b) and
reverberating doubts about progressive views.
Examples of each can be found in Table 2.

Several participants (n = 6) described a range
of difficulties in the way they experience grace.
Some described feelings of being unworthy of
God’s grace. They believed in God's grace theo-
logically, but experienced visceral feelings of
unworthiness, often feelings that are still re-
verberating from childhood faith experiences.
A 28-year-old participant described, “I'm con-
stantly having to battle the programming in me
that says I'm not worthy of being loved or that
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I've destroyed my body, like my body is no lon-
ger a temple.” Another participant, a 43-year-
old male, expressed suspicion about the whole
concept of grace because of inherent unworthi-
ness implied by the concept.

Some participants (n = 8) described doubts
and disbelief in their own views of God’s expan-
sive grace, even as they tended toward progres-
sivism. One married female of undisclosed age
put it this way: “I think there are many times
when | think that God is disappointed in me or
is ashamed of my sexuality and like being mar-
ried to a woman. And that 100% stems from my
upbringing and family.” Those who faced doubts
about their progressive views sometimes expe-
rienced fear that their eternal security might be
compromised by their open theological views.

Ongoing Disciplines of Grace
Participantsreported arange of spiritual prac-
tices they use to maintain their relationship to
God and God's grace. We found five secondary
themes observed within this data category, in-
cluding spiritual practices involving nature, com-
munity, learning, creative expression, and quiet-
ness or prayer. Examples are given in Table 2.
Participants reported fulfilling spiritual lives.
Most participants reported regular church at-
tendance and spiritual practices such as prayer,
meditation, theological study, and creative ex-
pression. They reported feelings of affirmation
from God, awareness of God's presence through
beauty, gratitude, and remembrance of God's
support during difficult times. Characteristic of
these common experiences is they were not ec-
static and frenzied, but introduced a feeling of
social, emotional, and cognitive stability.

Discussion

The gay Christians interviewed in this study
expressed belief that God is epitomized by love
and holds an affirming stance regarding their
existence. In one sense, this is consonant with
a religion that teaches “God so loved the world”
(New International Version Bible, 1978/2011, John
3:16)and “God is love” (New International Version
Bible, 1978/2011, | John 4:8); in another sense,
though, this represents a shift for most partic-
ipants in relation to experiences of shame and
rejection in their Christian experiences, often
because of teachings about sin and sexuality.

The doctrines of grace and sin are closely
linked in Christianity (McMinn et al., 2006). Jona-
than Edwards, one of the most influential Chris-
tian theologians of the 18th century, wrote in his
Religious Affections that the more aware a person
is of their need for grace, the more they will be
aware that they are "infinitely deformed because
of [their] sin” (Edwards, 1746, p. 148). Likewise,
the famous 20th century evangelist, Billy Gra-
ham (2005), said this about grace: "We deserve
to die for our sins—but in His grace, God sent His
Son into the world to die in our place." In these
views, grace is a divine gift that heals or corrects
humankind’s natural state of brokenness and the
dire consequences that come from this condi-
tion. Grace, mediated through the work of Jesus
Christ, saves Christians and makes them accept-
able to God. Many of our interviewees now push
against this view of grace that requires it to be
paired with sin and its consequences.

When participants’ narratives seemed to
fall in line with the conventional pairing of sin
and grace, even these similarities were usually
only on the surface. For example, participants
sometimes referenced the concept of forgive-
ness in their grace narratives, but tended not to
describe forgiveness as being saved from hell.
Rather, they viewed God’s forgiveness as a sud-
den awareness that they were already accept-
ed, and they believed that God loves them de-
spite their imperfections. Further, participants
also described a felt awareness that God never
held anything against them in the first place and
they did not earn God's favor, nor did they ever
need to. Thus, in the eyes of the participants,
the transformative nature of God's grace is sim-
ilar to the Rogerian notion that uncondition-
al positive regard will naturally lead to human
flourishing (Emmons et al., 2017).

As mentioned earlier, Hall and McMinn (2021)
synthesized seven studies, including this one,
and found this general definition for almost
all participants: “the unmerited expression of
God's love, in which God offers the gift of rela-
tionship with Godself” (p. 11). The gay Christians
interviewed in the present study endorsed this
view of grace, while generally avoiding the more
particular views found in studies with evangeli-
cal, Roman Catholic, and Latter Day Saint Chris-
tians: “the unmerited expression of God’s love,
in which God offers the gift of relationship with
God through the work of Jesus, whose death
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on the cross allows for the forgiveness of sins
which separated people from God” (p. 11). When
gay Christians in this study mentioned grace in
relation to sin, it was more as a relational expe-
rience, where the function of Christ's life and
death was not just to save humanity from sin;
rather, it was to bring a message to all people
that God loves them, is patient with them, ac-
tively facilitates their growth toward wholeness
and flourishing, and desires to be nothing but
kind to them. This felt awareness that they are
accepted by God allowed participants to move
forward with a new sense of self-worth. These
narratives are conspicuously different from the
narratives of grace that many of the participants
experienced in childhood forms of their faith.

Relational theologies of grace sit firmly within
the bounds of Christian theological discourse,
though they might be absent in some contem-
porary churches. The current resurgence of the
contemplative tradition in Christianity reflects
this relational view of grace that “completely re-
arranges the spiritual universe most of us were
educated into, where grace was an add-on, an
occasional filling of the gaps, a churchy thing,
a prize for the perfect, and, even then, only now
and then” (Rohr, 2014, p. 15). Similarly, the fem-
inist Catholic theologian Catherine LaCugna
(1991) described God's interaction with people in
a way that is reflective of the participants’ nar-
ratives: “God does not have to be loved in order
to love. This is not the situation of the creature
who learns to love in response to being loved.
God is Love itself and the origin of Love, that
is to say, God is the origin of existence” (p. 303,
emphasis in original).

Participants narrated complex experiences
during their spiritual practices. Many contem-
plated beauty, God's presence in other human
beings, and God's presence in nature, art, and
science. Such processes are reminiscent of the
individuative-reflective and conjunctive stages
of faith development described by Fowler (2001).
The individuative-reflective stages were ob-
served when participants reported a process dif-
ferentiating from the beliefs and values passed
down to them and creating a new set of values
regarding gender, sexuality, and Christianity. In
other narratives, the conjunctive stage of faith
development was evidenced in narratives, for
example, where participants were able to expe-
rience feelings of forgiveness and affection and

retain fulfilling relationships with family mem-
bers who continued to reject their sexuality.

Unsurprisingly, some participants also nar-
rated a felt sense of struggle related to grace
and their acceptance by God. They had diffi-
culty coming to terms with this new notion that
they are loved by God just the way they are.
Even some who reported profound mystical ex-
periences, where they felt God’s unconditional
love for them, tended to report alternative ex-
periences where they doubted God's approval
or worried their experience was mistaken. This
may speak to internalized messages from their
earlier faith experiences, where they may have
learned that being gay—or at least acting on
their gay orientation—is not acceptable to God
or other Christians. These messages from early
in life still raise important questions for some of
the participants, even as they have come to be-
lieve differently than what they learned in their
religious upbringing.

Clinical Implications

Several implications are important for psy-
chotherapists to consider. First, while it may be
necessary for some who identify as gay to leave
theirreligious or spiritual practices, itisimport-
ant for psychotherapists to recognize the loss
inherent in such a decision. Some participants
reported that losing their ability to authentically
practice their religion was similar to losing their
ability to express their sexuality. Simply ceasing
their practice of Christianity was not perceived
as an option for some of the participants of this
study. Many reported their faith communities
to be important in their maintenance of aware-
ness of God's love for them.

Second, religion and spirituality are distinct
in various ways, and this distinction may be par-
ticularly important among those who identify
as gay (Stern & Wright, 2018). Many participants
in the present study spoke affirmingly of both
religion and spirituality, though certainly their
views of religion changed in the process of com-
ing out. One possible explanation for thisis a nu-
anced difference in terms. Lefevor et al. (2019)
noted that the congregation-level affirmation
of the gay identity predicted positive attitudes
amongst individual congregants. This speaks
to the possibility that religion itself is not inher-
ently antagonistic to one’s gay identity; rather, it
is the social environment of religious meetings
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and rituals that may be antagonistic. Clinicians
should be aware of the potential positive mental
health effects of their clients’ religious congre-
gation, rather than assuming religious involve-
ment is consistently positive or negative. Here,
it is also useful to remember the distinction
between organismic and telic congruence dis-
cussed earlier (APA, 2009). Not every gay Chris-
tian will choose to resolve their inner tension by
embracing organismic congruence. Some will
opt, instead, to embrace the values of a faith
community that does not endorse genital same-
sex behavior, while striving toward congruence
in living out those values. Only one participant in
the current study was choosing this path of tel-
ic congruence, whereas the vast majority were
opting for organismic congruence.

Third, psychotherapists should include an as-
sessment of their clients’ religious and spiritual
involvement during intake (Richards & Bergin,
2005). Terepka and Hatfield (2020) reported
that a large majority of people consider their re-
ligion to be an important aspect of their mental
health, but therapists are less likely to mention
it at intake. Further, clients who were asked
about religion at intake perceived a stronger
therapeutic relationship than those who were
not asked. Thus, an assessment of clients’ re-
ligious affiliation is clinically indicated. Due to
the complexity inherent to being part of both
gay and Christian communities, it may be even
more important for therapists to explore this
with their gay clients.

Fourth, congregational opposition to gay
identity carries a stronger message than simply
requesting that congregants not fall in love with
people of the same sex. Participants reported
that as they came to realize the reality of their
sexuality, they also became aware of feelings
of deep shame. Bjork-James (2018) reported
evidence that some Christian sects view sex-
uality as an expression of moral allegiance (or
lack thereof), as opposed to a self-expression of
their humanity. This dynamic contributes to the
alienation of gay individuals from some Chris-
tian congregations because of their perceived
disobedience of God's wishes. This disobedi-
ence then becomes grounds for exclusion, and
exclusion is sometimes framed as damnation
in this life and the next. The result of congrega-
tional exclusion is a person who feels like they
have not only been deemed deviant, but also a

person who feels like they are essentially worth-
less and unlovable. Such hegemony not only af-
fects their view of their own sexuality, but their
basic sense of self-worth. Clinicians should be
aware that religiously-oriented strain between
their gay clients and their congregationsis like-
ly to affect multiple layers of their clients’iden-
tity development.

Finally, participants’ description of grace as
a sudden awareness of feeling unconditionally
accepted is reminiscent of a former literature
on the concept of acceptance in the therapeu-
tic relationship. Sandor Ferenczi, a psychoana-
lytic contemporary of Sigmund Freud (who later
ousted Ferenczi), rejected Freud's conception
of analytic neutrality and compared the ther-
apist's communication of love to “glue” that
mended a broken psyche (Schneiderman, 1989).
Otto Rank, likewise, named love as a key thera-
peutic factor (Rank, 1996). Finally, Carl Rogers,
who was deeply influenced by an interaction
and pursuant friendship with Rank, famously
established unconditional positive regard as an
evidenced-based intervention (Kramer, 1995).

More recently, Bland (2009) described the im-
pact of environments that insinuate that their
members “not be who you are” (p. 334). He went
on to describe how partial disavowal of one’s
self leads to shame and quilt caused by the col-
lision between accepted and unaccepted parts
of the self. The antidote to this malady is the
therapist's acceptance of all the client’s parts of
the self. The impact of such a sensibility is that
clients feel more comfortable processing their
shame in the presence of someone else whom
they know will not add to their shame. Bland
termed this sensibility grace.

An important takeaway for clinicians is the
importance of maintaining an accepting (i.e.,
graceful) sensibility within their therapeutic
relationships. Clinical empathy is sometimes
insinuated as a simple parroting of feelings, de-
signed to fill the space between interventions.
However, in this study, a powerful factor present
in participants’ grace experience was a visceral
knowledge of their acceptance by God. It seems
that feeling accepted is more than a cognitive
understanding of one's acceptance by another.
This necessitates that the therapist participate
in their own personal work to shape a sensibility
within themselves that communicates to their
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clients, on a level deeper than verbal, that the
client has inherent worth. Grace is both under-
stood and felt.

Limitations

Several limitations to this study should be
noted. This is a convenience sample, and the
vast majority of participants had opted for or-
ganismic congruence over telic congruence.
Perhaps because of this, participants general-
ly leaned toward more progressive theologies
than what would likely be observed among those
who identify as gay, evangelical, and Christian.

Also, a large majority of the participants in this
study reported a high level of education, often in
theology-related disciplines. It is unclear if edu-
cation alters faith narratives within the gay popu-
lation, but the sample is not particularly represen-
tative inthisregard. We did not collectinformation
about where participants were educated, but it
seems likely that the location of education—par-
ticularly theological education, perhaps—would
have a bearing on how people experience divine
grace in relation to sexual identity.

It should also be noted that the majority of par-
ticipants claimed Protestant faith backgrounds
and congregational membership. People from
other denominations within Christianity might
describe grace differently. For example, not all
sects of Christianity preach a doctrine of salva-
tion by grace alone. So, it might be that salva-
tion and grace are not as tied in other Christian
bodies compared to those that are Protestant
and located in the United States. A large portion
of participants were also European American
and cisgender male, so future research should
include greater diversity as well.

Conclusion

Although it might seem understandable for
some psychotherapists to assume religion
and/or spirituality should be discouraged when
working with gay clients who have felt damaged
by religion, the narratives reported here sug-
gest otherwise. Religious involvement in an af-
firming faith community can provide a positive
support structure and an experience of grace,
which may provide corrective experiences for
those who have previously experienced shame
in relation to their religious views and commu-
nities. Our findings point to the importance of
a felt sense of acceptance by God in the lives

of those who are practicing Christians and gay.
Gay Christians who have negative previous ex-
periences in faith communities are likely to de-
velop new narratives in the process of coming
out and finding more open and affirming places
of worship. These new narratives emphasize
the relational nature of a loving God who freely
dispenses grace to all.
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Remediation has only recently begun to gain momentum as a topic of interest in the lit-
erature of counselor education and supervision. Even more sparse is literature that ad-
dresses gatekeeping and remediation in Christian counseling programs. This paper at-
tempts to present a view of integrated faith and practice in remediation processes based
on Scripture, clinical literature, and ethics codes. Such integration includes a recognition
of the biblical support for upholding standards of professional practice and engaging in
the remediation process. Christian counselor educators are empowered by the Holy Spirit,
equipped with the Word of God, and positioned in the family of God to pursue and correct
students who are demonstrating problematic behaviors. The article concludes with a bib-
lically-based picture of the remediation process. Scripture gives many examples of reme-
diation, with God himself as the initiator of remediation. Christian counselor educators
have an opportunity to reflect the self-sacrificial, pursuing love of God through remedia-

tion in Christian counseling programs.

Programs

Review of Literature Exploring Remediation in
Counselor Education

The gatekeeping function of counseling fac-
ulty and supervisors has been widely cited and
taught(Bernard & Goodyear, 2018; Forrest et al.,
1999; Frame & Stevens-Smith, 1995; Johnson et
al., 2008; Vacha-Haase et al., 2004). While pro-
fessionals are in agreement that gatekeeping
is an ethical requirement for counselor educa-
tors, current literature regarding remediation
primarily explores the ethics and process of
remediation (Baldo et al., 1997; Bemak et al.,
1999; Bodner, 2012; Henderson & Dufrene, 2017;
McAdams & Foster, 2007; Vacha-Haase et al.,
2019; Ziomek-Daigle & Christensen, 2010), cir-
cumstances surrounding remediation (Chi-Sing
Li et al., 2009), and models of gatekeeping (Bal-
do et al., 1997; Frame & Stevens-Smith, 1995;
Lumadue & Duffy, 1999). To date, no research-
ers have published outcome studies that eval-
uate the effectiveness of remediation interven-
tions, though some studies have explored the
appropriateness of personal counseling as an
intervention (Elman & Forrest, 2004). In 2008,
Brear et al. pointed out that few studies had
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been conducted on gatekeeping specifically in
the field of counseling, with most research fo-
cusing instead on the field of psychology. Re-
searchers seemed to have accepted the call
and have since been producing quality literature
exploring remediation in counseling programs
specifically (Brown-Rice & Furr, 2016; Chi-Sing
Li et al., 2009; Foster et al., 2014; Freeman et
al., 2016; Kress & Protivnak, 2009; Schuermann
et al., 2018). Greater consensus is beginning
to emerge in the field of counseling to guide
gatekeeping practices, including unified use
of descriptive language, provision of written
expectations and processes, and ensuring due
process for students (Homrich & Henderson,
2018). However, the literature exploring reme-
diation in Christian psychology and counseling
programs is sparse to say the least.

One study by Palmer et al. (2008) explored
the issue, finding that educators in Christian
programs for master's-level students in men-
tal-health related disciplines (clinical psy-
chology, counseling, social work, etc.) cited
similar numbers of students with problems of
professional competence (10.9%) to those cited
in Gaubatz and Vera(2002), who surveyed secu-
lar institutions. The same study by Palmer et al.
(2008) showed that rates of intervention at the
Christian institutions were similar to those of
secularinstitutions(p. 34). According to alitera-
ture review conducted by Brear et al. (2008), es-
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timates of annual impairment in social science
programs range from 4.6% to 10.4%. Hender-
son and Dufrene (2017) acknowledged that ed-
ucators may be hesitant to initiate remediation
with students because of the time involved for
both supervisors and students. Kerl and Eichler
(2005) recognized that counselor educators
may refrain from the remediation process due
to fear of retribution. The same authors indi-
cated that educators, being counselors them-
selves, may overemphasize their helper roles to
the detriment of their responsibilities as evalu-
ators and gatekeepers (Kerl & Eichler, 2005, p.
77). Of course, student dispositions play arolein
receptivity to and engagement with the reme-
diation process, with some issues being more
amenable to change than others (Freeman et
al., 2019). Students who respond poorly to re-
mediation may simply leave their programs,
but others may give poor evaluations of their
evaluators, ruminate on their shortcomings,
or act passive-aggressively in the remediation
process (Kerl & Eichler, 2005). The hesitancies
of counselor educators, along with the varied
reactions of students, make remediation an
emotionally charged and potentially complicat-
ed journey. Remediation may be further com-
plicated in Christian counseling programs due
to legal issues related to differing standards of
behavior often present in Christian institutions.
A thorough exploration of those legal issues is
outside the scope of this paper. However, Hom-
rich and Henderson (2018) emphasized a guiding
principle pertinent to the present discussion:
programs must make all standards clear in stu-
dent handbooks, providing informed consent to
students entering programs. This practice of
informed consent applies to Christian and sec-
ular programs and should include information
regarding remediation practices.

The issue of gatekeeping presents com-
plexities across both secular and Christian
programs; however, Christian programs face
unigue challenges related to integration. Palm-
eretal.(2008)referenced added considerations
related to gatekeeping in Christian programs,
such as students’ sense of calling and educa-
tors’ views of grace, that further obfuscate the
gatekeeping process (p. 37). Applied theology
clearly plays a role in the gatekeeping function
for Christian counselor educators, as well it
should. The purpose of this article is to devel-

op a biblical understanding of the remediation
process for Christian counselor educators in
order to encourage ethical, effective, biblically
grounded, and Spirit-led remediation processes
in Christian counseling programs.

Biblical Call to Professional Standards

Professional standards may appear to rest
squarely in the secular domain. After all, sec-
ular boards determine professional licensure,
and secular systems enforce accreditation
standards. However, Christian counselors have
a call to excellence in all areas, including soul
care, which requires attention to and promotion
of professional standards as manifestations of
Christian faith (American Association of Chris-
tian Counselors [AACC], 2014, ES1-200). Godli-
ness in the life of the Christian counselor would
be to act as Christ would act, to reflect the char-
acter of God in clinical practice. Reflecting the
character of God and walking in a manner worthy
of the gospel (The Holy Bible, English Standard
Version, 2011, Philippians 1:27) through promo-
tion of professional standards includes applica-
tions of selfless love, stewardship, self-exam-
ination, and the exercise of what Watson (2018)
called “practical wisdom.” While Christian stan-
dards of care developed from a biblical world-
view may occasionally put counselors at odds
with secular professional standards (for exam-
ple, if secular professional standards require a
counselor to affirm all legal sexual practices as
positive expressions of love), more often Chris-
tian standards of care actually overlap and ex-
ceed secular professional standards.

Christians bear witness to their place in the
family of God through their demonstrations of
love (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version,
2011, John 13:35). The second greatest com-
mandment, to love neighbor as self (Mark 12:31),
requires that Christian counselors care for the
souls of their clients as they would want others
to care for their own souls. The Christian coun-
selor who seeks to demonstrate love will find
the blueprint in God himself, since “God is love”
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, 1
John 4:8). Since love can be expressed through
a wide range of behaviors, any definition must
be broad to encompass all loving actions. For
the sake of this paper, Grudem’s(1994) definition
will suffice: “self-giving for the benefit of others”
(p. 199). Christian counselors give of themselves
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for the benefit of others. Watson (2018) pro-
moted application of the virtue of love through
“relational competence” in counseling. She tied
the virtue to professional standards address-
ing the demonstration of positive regard and
interpersonal relationship skills (Watson, 2018,
pp. 89- 90). Interpersonal relationship skills en-
compass many behaviors, ranging from patient
listening to loving confrontation. Christian love
encompasses and supersedes minimum inter-
personal competencies to provide the highest
level of care out of honor for the imago Dei in
each person. By requiring counseling students
to meet professional standards, counselor edu-
cators promote an ethic of self-giving love that
displays regard for persons through the compe-
tent application of professional skills.

Counselor educators also recognize the grav-
ity of the trust and power inherent in the helping
professions. The nature of the work as relational
and vulnerable and the position of the counselor
asone of authority requires counselors to be held
to high standards (AACC, 2014, ES1-110; The Holy
Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, Matthew
18:6, James 3:6). Students who cannot meet
competencies in counseling skills or character,
yet forge ahead in spite of this, demonstrate a
self-oriented ethic that does not take into con-
sideration potential impacts on clients (AACC,
2014, ES2-210-b). This behavior constitutes poor
stewardship of the power and trust that counsel-
ors have been given. Counselor educators must
help students conceptualize professional stan-
dards as a means of ensuring that the counselor
is caring for clients well, which reflects faithful
stewardship of the trust and position that they
have been given (The Holy Bible, English Standard
Version, 2011, 1 Corinthians 4:2).

Explicit professional standards also protect
against the self-deception inherent in the hu-
man heart (The Holy Bible, English Standard
Version, 2011, Jeremiah 17:9). In the book of 1
John, the apostle spoke to the benefit of walk-
ing in the light to avoid self-deception since all
are prone to sin(1John 1:5-9). Holding up deeds
for examination against an external standard
provides accountability, reassurance, and free-
dom. Such reflection fosters transparency,
repentance, and redemption, continual pro-
cesses in the lives of Christians as they work
toward sanctification alongside the Holy Spirit.
1John 5:17 identifies all wrongdoing, a word of-

ten translated to mean “breach of duty,” as sin
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011).
If a Christian has a duty, then breaching that
duty is sin, which requires repentance, turning
away from that action and toward what is right
(Romans 6:12-14). Professional standards help
Christian counselors recognize breaches of
duty and help promote the reflective practice
that Watson (2018) associated with the virtues
of temperance (pp. 148-150) and wisdom (p.
109). This reflective practice guards against
self-deception as Christian counselors honestly
evaluate their work.

Christians are ultimately called to do every-
thing as unto the Lord (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011, Colossians 3:23-24),
which is a call to supreme ethics, dedication,
and excellence. The work of a Christian is a sa-
cred affair. Watson (2018) associated compe-
tence and sound ethical decision-making with
the virtue of wisdom (pp. 108-111). Professional
standards aid wisdom by providing guidance for
good clinical judgment. Proverbs exhorts the
reader to pursue wisdom relentlessly (Proverbs
1:20-33, 4:5-9, 8:1-31), noting that “the fear of the
LORD is the beginning of wisdom (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version, 2011, Proverbs 9:10).
As far as professional standards align with bibli-
cal wisdom, Christian counselors ought to value
those standards as sources of common grace
wisdom and exceed such standards through ex-
cellent clinical practice as done unto the Lord.

The nature of the task of counseling as giv-
ing care to image-bearers of God makes it a
particularly sacred task, one in which Christian
counselors ought to strive to exceed baseline
standards of professional conduct. Certainly,
Christian counselor educators do well to uphold
professional standards in their supervision and
teaching of Christian counselors (AACC, 2014,
ES1-760), which means that Christian counselor
educators are also called to the process of re-
mediation as a means of fulfilling biblical calls to
justice, brotherly love, and caring intervention.

Biblical Call to the Remediation Process

Christian counselor educators must promote
beneficence and nonmaleficence in counsel-
ing, ethical principles that ultimately reflect
love toward students and clients. As educators
who endorse the competency of graduating
students, Christian counselor educators must
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honestly assess counselor competency and in-
tervene for the sake of both students and clients
(AACC, 2014, ES1-750-e). The American Coun-
seling Association (ACA) Code of Ethics (2014)
states that supervisors “monitor client welfare
and supervisee performance and professional
development” (F.1.a). Looking the other way re-
garding issues of competence puts vulnerable
clients at risk. Rather than being a punishment
orrejection, remediation helps students achieve
professional competencies that are appropriate
to their stages of development as counselors.
The process requires loving honesty and inter-
vention. However, the remediation process may
also lead to a realization that the student may
not be fit for the profession if the student does
not demonstrate an ability to meet profession-
al standards. In such cases, Christian counsel-
or educators must maintain their integrity by
dismissing the student from the program, rec-
ognizing that they cannot in good conscience
recommend the student for graduation. Reme-
diation promotes justice for clients, develop-
ment of knowledge and wisdom in students, and
for some students, character development in
the form of repentance and sanctification.

Just as God cares for and protects the vulner-
able (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version,
2011, Psalm 82:3-4; Isaiah 1:17), so must Chris-
tian counselor educators care for and protect
the vulnerable (AACC, 2014, ES1-110-c). Chris-
tian counselor educators demonstrate this
virtue of justice in the way they monitor client
welfare and uphold professional standards of
practice in their own practices and with their
students. Glance et al.(2012) cited the empathic
nature of counselor educators as one potential
barrier to carrying out the remediation process.
Kerl and Eicher (2005) cited “conflict and nega-
tive attention” as reasons educators may avoid
gatekeeping responsibilities (p. 78). These au-
thors pointed out that the fear of consequences
is not unfounded, as many students do respond
negatively toward supervisors who engage in
remediation and gatekeeping. Fear of litiga-
tion has also been cited as a reason educators
may be hesitant to intervene (Baldo et al., 1997;
Frame & Stevens-Smith, 1995; Gaubatz & Vera,
2002). While issues of conflict avoidance may
stifle the will to intervene, Proverbs 24:10-12
promotes the responsibility to intervene in cas-
es of potential harm:

If you faint in the day of adversity, your strength
is small. Rescue those who are being taken
away to death; hold back those who are stum-
bling to the slaughter. If you say, ‘Behold, we
did not know this,’ does not he who weighs
the heart perceive it? Does not he who keeps
watch over your soul know it, and will he not re-
pay man according to his work? (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version, 2011)

While the remediation process requires sig-
nificant strength, intentionality, and work, stu-
dents are worth the effort of intervention. The
parable of the lost sheep (The Holy Bible, En-
glish Standard Version, 2011, Luke 15:3-7), while
primarily addressing salvation, also speaks to
the value of putting in extra effort to pursue
one who wanders. Counseling students may
be “stumbling to the slaughter” through char-
acterological issues that affect professional
behaviors, skill deficits, or other problematic
behaviors that can lead to client harm or failure
in the field of counseling (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011, Proverbs 24:11). Just as
God cares about redemption enough to inter-
vene, so Christian counselor educators must
“avoid avoidance” by intervening when a student
demonstrates problematic behavior. The call to
lay down one’s life for a friend (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version, 2011, John 15:13) for
the Christian counselor educator may take the
form of self-sacrificial entry into the remedia-
tion process.

According to Henderson and Dufrene (2013),
the top five behaviors identified by faculty as
requiring remediation included (1) receptivity to
feedback; (2) basic counseling skills; (3) bound-
aries with clients, supervisors, and/or col-
leagues; (4) openness to self-examination; and
(5) advanced counseling skills” (p. 2). Some skill
deficits may be indicative of lags in compre-
hension and mastery, while others may reflect
psychological disorders. In such cases, coun-
selor educators must honestly and compas-
sionately address the issues, helping students
gain knowledge and wisdom, while recognizing
that some students will be able to overcome
deficits and others will not. Some students may
require educational opportunities, while others
will need access to psychological services or a
leave of absence from the program. The AACC
Code of Ethics (2014) states that “Christian
counseling educators help students overcome
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limitations and deficiencies that might impede
performance” (ES1-750-d). Equipping students
through the remediation process in such cas-
es can develop the knowledge and wisdom re-
quired for ethical, competent counseling.

Some problematic behaviors, however, are
reflective of sin dominating in a student’s life.
Behaviors that could reflect sin include refusal
to humbly accept feedback, acting disrespect-
fully toward clients, peers, or supervisors, put-
ting self-interest above client care, and crossing
boundaries with clients, peers, or supervisors.
James 5:19-20 applauds the one who brings
a sinner back from wandering; Galatians 6:1
speaks to the role of Christian brothers and
sisters in restoring those caught in sin; and a
resounding lesson in Genesis 4:9 is that we are,
indeed, the keepers of our brothers and sisters
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011).
While counselor educators may be hesitant
to address problematic behaviors, Scripture
speaks positively of rebuke delivered in love
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011,
Proverbs 27:5-6), speaking the truth in love (The
Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, Ephe-
sians 4:15), and the competency of believers to
judge amongst themselves (The Holy Bible, En-
glish Standard Version, 2011, 1 Corinthians 6:1-6).
Christian counselor educators have a call to in-
terventionin cases of Christian trainees demon-
strating sinful problematic behaviors due to the
inherent dual relationship of both supervisor
and brother and sister in Christ. As “wounded
healers” (Nouwen, 1972), Christian counselor
educators recognize that {w]e must confess
in humility how often we fall short of charity be-
cause of our own self-interest and the repetition
of relational patterns from our own histories”
(Watson, 2018, p. 101). The profession of Chris-
tian counseling requires ongoing confession,
repentance, and restoration as an ongoing part
of the Christian life. Through the remediation
process, Christian counselor educators can af-
firm the value of repentance and restoration in
the life of a fellow believer, recognizing the val-
ue of such character development in the lives
of counseling trainees. Just as sin and grace
are important concepts in counseling (McMinn,
2008), so sin and grace are important concepts
in the supervision of Christian counselors.

Whether the problematic behavior of a stu-
dent reflects unique challenges in meeting stan-

dards or the behavior reveals sinful dispositions
leading to noncompliance, the caring exhorta-
tion of a supervisor who is also a fellow Chris-
tian protects the student against the danger of
self-deception (The Holy Bible, English Standard
Version, 2011, Hebrews 3:13), upholds the virtue
of justice, and reflects God's caring pursuit of
those who are wandering. Thankfully, Christian
counselor educators are positioned and em-
powered to engage in the remediation process.

Christian Counselor Educators as Positioned
and Empowered for Remediation

Christian counselor educators hold an un-
avoidable dual relationship with students who
are seeking to become Christian counselors.
Educators and students are sisters and broth-
ers in the family of God. This dual relationship
certainly benefits both student and educator,
though it has been cited as a source of some
tension for Christian counselor educators
(Scott, 2020, p. 110). First, Christian counseling
students are being socialized into the profes-
sion. Educators play a role in that socialization,
quiding the students’ perceptions of them-
selves, others, and the world. Students who
desire to integrate their faith benefit from the
influence of Christian counselor educators who
hold and teach through the lens of the biblical
worldview, as opposed to a secular worldview.
Further, the spiritual familial relationship be-
tween Christian counselor educator and stu-
dent actually serves as a prerequisite for the
biblical restoration process. Galatians 6:1 says,
“Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgres-
sion, you who are spiritual should restore himin
a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself,
lest you too be tempted”(The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011). Paul addressed the re-
storers as “brothers,” indicating that kinship
in the family of God uniquely positions believ-
ers to engage one another in restoration. The
phrase, "you who are spiritual,” in Galatians 6:1
assumes that the restorers are Christians walk-
ing according to the Spirit, a lifestyle further
elucidated in Galatians 5 (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011). Christian counselor ed-
ucators, therefore, have a position in the family
of God that enables them to act as those who
pursue the wandering or transgressing brother.
The shared worldview between Christian broth-
ersand sisters serves avital role in remediation,
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since the end of the remediation process should
be for a student to reflect Christ in the way the
student behaves according to professional and
biblical standards. The worldview of counselor
educators affects the teleology of the remedi-
ation process.!

Further, Christian counselor educators are
positioned to recognize the spiritual nature of
earthly problems. Problematic behaviors and is-
sues of character are not merely about meeting
earthly standards and requirements. Rather, be-
haviors reflect the heart and have spiritual and
interpersonal implications. Even unintentional
problematic behaviors hold spiritual significance,
since Christian counseling is a spiritual endeav-
or and counselor trainees are spiritual beings.
Skills deficits may not always be “heart issues,” as
such deficits may derive from ignorance or lack
of practice. However, ignoring skills deficits can
indicate any number of heart issues: overcom-
mitment, self-deception, pursuit of comfort, and
even laziness. Problematic behaviors in areas
of social skills may simply indicate a personality
that is not suited to the counseling context, but
ignoring such a mismatch may indicate an un-
willingness to love others more than self, a form
of self-deception, or a desire for position, rath-
er than a commitment to brotherly love. Prob-
lematic behaviors, like most issues in life, often
have both earthly and spiritual considerations
involved. Having access to the wisdom of God and
the Holy Spirit, Christian counselor educators are
positioned to recognize the spiritual nature of
problematic behaviors.

Christian counselor educators are also posi-
tioned to engage in remediation because they
experience the restoration provided through
Christ every day. All Christians are those who
have been restored by God through Christ. All
Christians continually engage in the process
of sanctification, in which Christ is remediat-
ing the believer in an ongoing change process
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011,
2 Corinthians 3:18). Christian counselor edu-
cators, as those who have experienced and
continually experience restoration, can loving-
ly provide remediation to students as part of

'While a discussion of the role of education in the so-
cialization process is beyond the scope of this paper, a
review of works such as Berger and Luckmann’s (1967)
The Social Construction of Reality may contribute to a
more thorough understanding of the influence of educa-
tion on professional socialization.

the students’ sanctification processes. In this
way, Christian supervisors engage in a parallel
process as “wounded healers” (Nouwen, 1972).
Since sanctification is a process empowered
by the Holy Spirit, Christian counselor educa-
tors are empowered for the process of reme-
diation, and Christian counseling trainees are
empowered for change (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011, Romans 8:9-13; 1 Peter
1:2). When Christian counselor educators en-
gage in the remediation process, they wage war
with weapons that have “divine power to destroy
strongholds” (2 Corinthians 10:3-4), recognize
that they are “not waging war according to the
flesh” (2 Corinthians 10:3), and are empowered
by the Spirit of “power and love and self-control”
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, 2
Timothy 1:7). Christian training contexts prove
fertile ground for spiritual warfare. Therefore,
Christian counselor educators must put on the
fullarmor of God and rely on the power of God to
engage in that spiritual warfare (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version, 2011, 2 Corinthians
10:4-5; Ephesians 6:10-18).

Finally, the gospel empowers the remediation
process. Christians are empowered by the free-
dom to obedience that was bought by the blood
of Christ. Christian counseling students have
unigue hope for restoration because they are
made free from the dominion of sin by the grace
of God through Christ Jesus (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version, 2011, Romans 6:1-14).
Christian counselor educators can walk into the
remediation process with hope and confidence,
empowered by the Spirit and emboldened by
the knowledge that Christian counseling stu-
dents are free by the blood of Christ to grow,
repent, and be restored.

A Biblical Vision for Remediation
of Counseling Students

While Scripture does not give specificinstruc-
tions for the remediation of counseling students
demonstrating problematic behaviors, it does
give guidance for the nature of correction and
restoration processes and several stories that
provide a blueprint for biblical remediation.

The spirit in which remediation is undertaken
must reflect the biblical, loving nature of con-
frontation. Kallaugher and Mollen (2017), in their
exploration of students’ experiences of reme-
diation, identified the perceived intentions of
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remediators and relationships with remediators
as central factors in students’ experiences (p.
279). Since love is the motive of the process,
remediation should reflect love as outlined in
1 Corinthians 13 (The Holy Bible, English Stan-
dard Version, 2011). Remediation should be done
without resentment, rudeness, or irritation. Re-
mediators must be patient and humble, bearing
with the student as the student learns, hoping
for the growth of the student, and enduring the
process required to bring about restoration to
good standing. Remediation must be a process
that demonstrates a joyful embracing of both
truth and grace, as Christ embodies both (The
Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, John
1:14). The truth delivered in the remediation pro-
cess ought to focus on building up the hearer
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011,
Ephesians 4:29). The process must be done in
a spirit of gentleness (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011, Galatians 6:1), reason-
ableness (The Holy Bible, English Standard Ver-
sion, 2011, Philippians 4:5), and humility (The
Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, Phi-
lippians 2:4). Remediation ought to honor the
dignity of the student as an image-bearer (The
Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, Gene-
sis 1:26-27). The process should reflect biblical
wisdom (The Holy Bible, English Standard Ver-
sion, 2011, 2 Timothy 3:16), focus on equipping
the student for good works (The Holy Bible, En-
glish Standard Version, 2011, 2 Timothy 3:16), and
focus on correction, rather than punishment
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011,
Hebrews 12:7-11). Remediation plans ought to
be action-oriented, rather than insight-oriented
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011,
James 1:23-24). While the process of remedi-
ation may feel like a trial, remediators should
undertake it joyfully, not in a spirit of grumbling
(The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011,
Philippians 2:14; James 1:2). Ultimately, the re-
mediation process, as a disciplinary procedure,
is intended to produce “the peaceful fruit of
righteousness to those who have been trained
by it" (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version,
2011, Hebrews 12:11).

Having considered the nature of the remedi-
ation process and spirit of the remediators, we
turn our attention to the process itself. First,
remediators must self-reflect on their own role
in the problem (The Holy Bible, English Standard

Version, 2011, Matthew 7:5), knowing that they
also are prone to the human tendency toward
self-deception. Forinstance, have expectations
been clearly communicated to the student? Has
the behavior of the educator contributed to
the problem in any way? Has the student been
provided with sufficient guidance and ample
resources to meet the standards set forth? In
this self-reflection, the Christian counselor ed-
ucator may discover a need to correct their own
course first, which would be a successful out-
come. Next, the remediator can engage in con-
frontation, according to the principles of Mat-
thew 18:15-17 (The Holy Bible, English Standard
Version, 2011). First, the remediator approaches
the student in a one-on-one setting to address
the issue. If the student is unresponsive, then
two educators meet with the student to address
the issue. This can mitigate the reactivity that
a student may have to one particular faculty
member or supervisor and any tendency to be-
lieve that one faculty member or supervisor is
“targeting” the student (a form of self-deception
in which the student believes the problem lies
with the remediator, rather than with the stu-
dent). If the student is still unresponsive, then
they can be brought before the entire faculty
to either address the issue or to leave the pro-
gram. While Matthew 18 lays out a plan of action
for biblical confrontation, other parts of Scrip-
ture provide exemplary pictures of biblical con-
frontation and restoration.

God himself first demonstrated the process
of confrontation and restoration in the Garden
of Eden (The Holy Bible, English Standard Ver-
sion, 2011, Genesis 3). When Adam and Even
sinned, God did not ignore or excuse it. He did
not wait and hope that the problem would re-
solve itself. God pursued Adam and Eve. He
initiated the confrontation with a question that
promoted self-reflection: "Where are you?"(The
Holy Bible, English Standard Version, 2011, Gene-
sis 3:9). God then followed up with more ques-
tions: “Who told you that you were naked? Have
you eaten of the tree of which | commanded you
not to eat?’(The Holy Bible, English Standard Ver-
sion, 2011, Genesis 3:11). In 2 Samuel 12, a similar
picture forms when Nathan confronted David by
first using a parable to promote self-reflection,
then directly addressing the behavior. The pro-
cess of first encouraging self-reflection, then
following up by directly addressing the behavior,
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clearly proves effective (The Holy Bible, English
Standard Version, 2011). Returning to Genesis
3, God directly addressed the wrongdoing and
outlined consequences of the action that Adam
and Eve took (The Holy Bible, English Standard
Version, 2011). God began to share a plan for rec-
onciliation that develops and comes to fruition
in the rest of the biblical narrative. Throughout
the process of restoration, God remains con-
nected to mankind, working toward redemption.
Christian counselor educators can reflect this
process in remediation by pursuing students
with problematic behaviors, using questions
and stories to promote self-reflection, direct-
ly addressing problematic behaviors, sharing
consequences of those behaviors, and outlin-
ing a plan for restoration to right standing in the
program (a remedy). Educators can then walk
alongside students as they follow the plans,
remaining connected throughout the process.
When students who had experienced remedia-
tion were interviewed, those who experienced
ongoing support from faculty reported a more
positive experience overall, demonstrating the
functional wisdom of ongoing connection with
students in the process (Kallaugher & Mollen,
2017, p. 279). A biblical commitment to relation-
al connection will help students endure the pro-
cess of change.

Once the student successfully completes
the plan, the student enters into the process
of comfort and affirmation. After a Christian
repents and pursues restoration, other believ-
ers must forgive and comfort them, lest they be
overcome by excessive sorrow (The Holy Bible,
English Standard Version, 2011, 2 Corinthians 2:5-
8). The example given in 2 Corinthians demon-
strates wisdom for addressing the shame, lack
of confidence, and stigmatization that often ac-
company the remediation process (Kallaugher
& Mollen, 2017, pp. 279-280; The Holy Bible, En-
glish Standard Version, 2011). Christian counsel-
or educators must follow all the way through to
the phase of comfort and reaffirmation of love
in order to help the student successfully move
forward from the remediation process.

The possibility also exists that students will be
unwilling to pursue remediation, in which case
counselor educators must uphold their duty to
dismiss such students from their programs.
Such dismissals need not be done in anger or
resentment. Rather, Christian counselor educa-

tors can hope and pray that students will experi-
ence change and find an area in which their skills
and dispositions can be successfully applied.
Counselor educators can serve dismissed stu-
dents by helping in the process of finding an area
for which such students are better suited. This
practice affirms the value of the student, recog-
nizing that they have strengths that can be ap-
plied to benefit the world, eveniif those strengths
are not suited to the field of counseling.

Certain instances of extreme unethical be-
havior may not fit this process. For instance, a
student who develops a sexual relationship with
a client may be subject to immediate expulsion
from a program, without opportunity to remedi-
ate. A student who practices while under the in-
fluence of mind-altering substances might also
be subject toimmediate dismissal. Such actions
may disqualify a student from the ministry of
counseling, at least for a period of time. Chris-
tian counseling programs must clearly identify
circumstances that would result in immedi-
ate dismissal in student handbooks, a practice
which provides a form of informed consent for
participation in the program. The biblical reme-
diation process outlined above merely serves as
a template, and Christian counselor educators
must still exercise wisdom in their gatekeeping
responsibilities. However, the process outlined
in this article would apply to the remediation of
behaviors identified by Henderson (2010).

While Scripture does not directly address
remediation in Christian counseling programs,
it does provide wisdom for characteristics of
loving confrontation, along with guidelines and
examples of restoration processes. Christian
counselor educators can use biblical wisdom
both explicitly in remediation policies and
plans and implicitly through Christlikeness to
guide their attitudes and actions during re-
mediation processes. A uniquely Christian re-
mediation process integrates biblical wisdom,
is executed by Christian counselor educators
empowered by the Holy Spirit, and promotes
the welfare of students and clients, including
their spiritual welfare.

Conclusion

Remediation has proven to be a complex
and often emotionally-charged process across
secular and Christian counseling programs
alike. Gatekeeping responsibilities often bring



245 AN INTIGRATED APPROACH

up feelings of fear, avoidance, and distress for
counselor educators, and Christian counselor
educators face additional complexities, such as
applications of grace and consideration of call-
ings. While the remediation process can appear
intimidating, Christian counselor educators are
positioned and empowered to uphold profes-
sional standards in ways that honor the imago
Dei in students and ultimately honor God. Scrip-
ture gives guidance for the attitudes that should
characterize the process, as well as steps in
the process itself. This paper provides one
perspective on integration in gatekeeping for
Christian counselor educators. Equipped with
wisdom and the Holy Spirit, Christian counselor
educators can lovingly and sacrificially engage
students in the remediation process, reflecting
the loving pursuit and restoration of the errant
that God himself has modeled.
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| Cry Out Loud so That God May Hear Me:
An Intersubjective Use of the Psalms

Chris D. Gioielli

Colorado Therapy & Assessment Center

This paper explores a theological and intersubjective understanding of praying the psalms
in the life of Judeo-Christian faith in order to deepen the way Judeo-Christians and Ju-
deo-Christian leaders pray the psalms. Walter Brueggemann has described praying the
psalms as a way to help the Judeo-Christian get more in touch with their faith experienc-
es and with God. The intersubjective psychoanalytic understanding by Jessica Benjamin
provides a depth to praying the psalms not only by utilizing Brueggemann'’s categories, but
also enriching them by offering an explanation of the relational processes at play. Inter-
subjective processes such as mutual recognition and the analytic third provide a deeper
understanding for praying the psalms in order to strengthen spiritual and relational inti-

macy with God.

The Book of Psalms is commonly referred
to as the “prayer book of the Bible” (Bonhoef-
fer & Bethge, 1970, p. 4). It portrays seasons
of faith, testimonies to God's character, and is
even considered "a manual on God's relationship
with us”(Goldingay, 2018, p. 10). The unique liter-
ary context of the psalms also tells us that the
psalmists speak about a communal dynamic for
relating both to God and their faith community.
Judeo-Christians who pray the psalms today
actually connect with the psalmists’ accounts
of faith as they read, sing, or pray the psalms in
their own faith and cry out loud so that God may
hear them (cf. Psalm 77:1).

Walter Brueggemann (1984, 2002, 2007;
Brueggemann & Strawn, 2014) has been signif-
icant for the resurgence of the contemporary
use of the psalms. He has provided a typology
of the life of faith by framing the psalms in cat-
egories of orientation, disorientation, and new
orientation (Brueggemann, 1984). This struc-
ture helped create a heuristic so that people
of faith can more readily pray, or “reperform,”
the psalms (Brueggemann & Strawn, 2014).
By praying the psalms, Judeo-Christians can
better understand their own experiences and
gain knowledge about God (Brueggemann,
2002). Furthermore, the psalms also become
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therapeutic and provide healing by helping Ju-
deo-Christians to express their deepest emo-
tions to God (Brueggemann & Strawn, 2014).
While Brueggemann acknowledged the funda-
mental relationality in the psalms, he did not ful-
ly explain the relational dynamics at play in this
process. Since arelational transformationis the
heart of healing in the psalms, | will argue that
an intersubjective understanding of praying the
psalms helps to deepen the ways in which Ju-
deo-Christians engage this practice.

If praying the psalms is fundamentally a re-
lational process, then there is a co-created
nature that must be acknowledged and under-
stood. To aid in this relational understanding,
| will utilize an intersubjective psychoanalytic
understanding by Jessica Benjamin. Benjamin
(2016) presented a compelling view of intersub-
jectivity that is “understood both in terms of the
philosophically defined problem of recognizing
the otheraswellas the developmentally defined
capacity to recognize the other” (p. 155). The
goal of relational intimacy and development for
Benjamin is mutual recognition, which is a pro-
cess of “being able to sustain connectedness to
the other’s mind while accepting his [sic] sep-
arateness and difference” (Benjamin, 2018, p.
24). Mutual recognition is achieved by surren-
dering to the third, a stance by which one can
hold union and differentiation of self and other
in relationship. This stance of surrender and
recognition gives way to being able to have a
vantage point outside of the two in relationship,
birthing a shared reality and mutual influence.
By exploring the intersubjective concepts of
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mutual recognition and the third in praying the
psalms, this paper will seek to deepen Bruegge-
mann's understanding and aid in relational and
spiritual transformation for Judeo-Christians.

Defining Terms and Traditions

When | speak about “praying the psalms/”
| recognize that this is a view embedded in a
specific theological tradition. Moreover, my
use of intersubjective psychoanalysis is yet
another specific psychological tradition. Since
these traditions are central to the intersection
of this paper, my approach toward the psalms
may resonate best with those from similar tra-
ditions (Strawn et al., 2014). My hope is that this
paper will also act as a voice beckoning others
from different contexts to consider the ways in
which their own traditions intersect in order to
produce a genuine life of faith.

Relationality is a foundational starting point
for both my views of intersubjective psycho-
analysis (Benjamin, 2018) and relational theism
(Sanders, 1998, c.f. Pinnock, 2001; Shults, 2003).
Both of these traditions are rooted in the re-
lational turn in philosophy, theology, and psy-
chology. By using the terms “relational turn” and
“relationality,” | am referencing the postmodern
philosophical shift whereby relationship, as op-
posed to substance, acts as that by which we
understand knowing, reality, and being in the
world. Anthropology, then, is rooted in priori-
tizing relational capacities that develop the self
and reality instead of prioritizing the substance
that makes up individuals. While there are some
who may critique my use of the relational turn,
my hope is that this paper will make a strong
argument for how relationality deepens the
practice of praying the psalms and can bene-
fit all who aspire for a more genuine life of Ju-
deo-Christian faith.

Intersubjective Psychoanalysis
and Jessica Benjamin

Intersubjective psychoanalysis has argued for
a radical transition for understanding how so-
cial bonds contribute to the makeup of anoth-
er's mind and affect, as well as the psychic life
of subjects (Benjamin, 2018). This theory holds
a relationally-centered anthropology and may
even provide a framework for understanding
Judeo-Christians as they pray. Some may argue
that psychoanalytic theory should remain with-

in the analytic dyad; however, Benjamin (2018)
argued that intersubjectivity provides social
implications that also benefit other disciplines.
In this same vein, | argue that intersubjectivity
can serve to explain and understand relational
dynamics in religion.

Contemporary neuroscience has helped to
frame intersubjective anthropology by em-
phasizing the roles of affect regulation and
relationship on the development of the brain
(Schore, 2000). The discovery of mirror neurons
and the role of imitation have revealed how we
are wired to observe the intentions, feelings,
and behaviors of others (Brown & Strawn, 2012).
More specifically, affective neuroscience has
shown how infant development is rooted in the
affect-driven nature of the infant-mother rela-
tionship (Schore, 2000). Beyond the emotion
requlation and behavioral influences, contem-
porary neuroscience has also explained how
social dynamics produce an “as if it were me”
experience for the observer, which then cre-
ates a theory of mind, an inference of another’s
mental state. As persons go throughout their
world engaging with other persons of the same
human nature, a complex and dynamic system
exists between the constant intersection of
persons’ imitations and desires of one another
(Brown & Strawn, 2012). Therefore, neurosci-
ence aids in presenting an intersubjective view
of human development that explains anthro-
pology as “whole-embodied-persons-embed-
ded-in-the-world-of-relationships” (Brown &
Strawn, 2012, p. 97).

Out of these ideas of anthropology, Benja-
min (2018) proposed an understanding of in-
tersubjective psychoanalysis around the idea
of recognition between the “reciprocal know-
ing interaction” of minds (p. 1). This approach
to relational psychoanalysis shifts the focus
from intrapsychic conflict within classical psy-
choanalysis by emphasizing an intersubjective,
relation-seeking component to human develop-
ment and interaction. The human mind, there-
fore, is not a defined monadic system, but is an
interactive system that is socially constructed
(Benjamin, 2004). Furthermore, consciousness
itself is not something isolated, but a product
of the interaction of multiple minds (Spezzano,
1996). Therefore, people go through life inter-
acting with each other as living subjects with
socially-constructed realities simultaneously
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influencing and being influenced by others who
are wired the same way. | argue that this way of
existing in the world necessarily includes the
life of religious faith.

Mutual Recognition

If human beings interact in an intersubjective
fashion, growth for humans must involve rec-
ognition. “Acts of recognition,” Benjamin (2018)
stated, “confirm that | am seen, known, my in-
tentions have been understood, | have had an
impact on you, and this also must mean that |
matter to you; and reciprocally, that | see and
know you, | understand your intentions, your
actions affect me and you matter to me” (p. 4).
These acts of mutual recognition function as
the basic encounters and fundamental pos-
tures that are needed to have relational con-
nection between persons (Benjamin, 1990).

Mutual recognition plays out in intersubjec-
tive psychoanalysis in a two-person, intersub-
jective experience, but can also be applied to all
relational encounters. This greater social reality
is what bears significant application to how Ju-
deo-Christians pray the psalms. In psychoanal-
ysis, the analyst and patient move in and out of
mutual recognition by way of surrendering to
the third, “the position in which we implicitly
recognize the other as a ‘like subject,” a being
we can experience as another mind” (Benja-
min, 2018, p. 4). There is an understanding that
recognition occurs moment to moment, where
each person can bear the potential to act upon
the other or conversely be acted upon by anoth-
er. The seesaw effect of one’s will acting on or
being subverted by another’s is what Benjamin
calls the “doer/done-to” dynamic or “‘comple-
mentarity,” a contributing force to enactments
and impasses in the analytic context (Benjamin,
2018). The goal in intersubjective psychoanalyt-
ic psychotherapy is, therefore, to move beyond
the “doer and done-to” mode and into mutual
recognition (Benjamin, 2004).

If relational transformation includes move-
ment toward mutual recognition for relation-
al growth, how might this be at play when a
Judeo-Christian prays the psalms? Benjamin
(2018) utilized three relational states to describe
the progressive nature of mutual recognition:
rhythmic third, complementarity, and differen-
tiated third. | believe that further explaining this
progression aids in understanding the relational
transformation when praying the psalms.

Rhythmic Third

For Benjamin (2018), the “rhythmic Third” is
the primary state of union by which an infant
experiences attunement and accommodation
with their mother (the explicit mother/infant
terminology is used within Benjamin's psycho-
analytic theory). During infancy, the pre-verbal
attunement of the mother and child creates a
union and bond. Benjamin (2004) previously de-
scribed this experience as “the One in the Third”
since there was a “felt experience of being one
with the other” (Benjamin, 2018, p. 30). There is
a connection between the two that is grounded
in shared experiences and patterns of being to-
gether. The synced nature of this dyad creates
an alignment that lacks a certain distinction be-
cause “both of them simultaneously create and
surrender to” their interaction (Benjamin, 2018,
p. 31). However, the rhythmic third lacks differ-
entiation and recognition of the contribution of
individual subjectivities. As a way of initiating
the maturation process toward differentiation,
the complementarity dynamic is experienced.

Complementarity

When there is a breakdown in recognizing
each other, the sense of union is lost. Benjamin
(2018) described this breakdown as a “collapse
into twoness,” where “the other appears as ob-
ject or objectifying, unresponsive or injuring,
threatening to erase one's own subjectivity or
be oneself erased” (p. 4). The lack of seeing
the other as a subject with subjectivity leads
to a“doer and done-to” dynamic, where the two
are locked into a battle over whose subjectivi-
ty will take more space. This locked state does
not allow for conflict to be worked through,
further splitting the two. There is no space for
navigating a resolution together in this locked
state, since it only allows for options of resis-
tance or submission (Benjamin, 2018). In order
to break from this state, there needs to be the
recognition of one’s own contribution to hurting
the other and producing the breakdown (Benja-
min, 2018). By doing so, there is the flexibility for
space to recognize the other and lead to anoth-
er point of view. The new space is considered
thirdness and allows for the negotiation of dif-
ferences and connection (Benjamin, 2018).

Differentiated Third
Benjamin(2018)is clearin stating that the third
is not something to be achieved, but is “an inter-
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active process that creates a dialogic structure”
(p. 35). The dialogic structure allows for there to
be the existence of both sameness and distinc-
tioninrelationship, which offers the opportunity
for both to experience mutual recognition. The
differentiated third is this experience of union
in distinction, or distinction in union, that gives
way by surrendering to being with the other.
Emotional liberation comes from not only be-
ing the one recognized, but by also doing the
recognizing (Benjamin, 2018). Furthermore, the
differentiated third opens one to a different mo-
rality, or moral third, which is “the orientation to
alarger principle of lawfulness, necessity, right-
ness or goodness”(Benjamin, 2018, p. 37). This is
different from compliance or submission, since
it emphasizes self-understanding in light of
recognizing the other. Life in the differentiated
third is emergent and transformative. Creation
and newness come as a surprise since the en-
counter is something truly co-created.

While Benjamin's intersubjective process is
spelled out in the analytic and social contexts,
it lacks theological explanation on its own. In-
tersubjectivity presents a certain anthropology
and relational dynamic between humans, but
does itinclude the person of God? Can intersub-
jectivity deepen the way a Judeo-Christian un-
derstands their relationship with God, too? | be-
lieve that the theology within relational theism
upholds a deep theological reality for relating to
God and others in an intersubjective fashion.

Relational Theism

There are a number of theological traditions
that share my view of relationality in Christian
theology (e.g., Reformed traditions, Wesleyan
traditions, Anglicanism). However, | find that
John Sanders’ definition of “relational theism”
is helpful to identify what these theological tra-
ditions have in common for an intersubjective
view of the psalms. He states that relational
theism is “any model of the divine-human rela-
tionship that includes genuine give-and-take
relations between God and humans such that
there isreceptivity and a degree of contingency
in God" (Sanders, 1998, p. 12). Theological views
such as presentism(Sanders, 1998) or open the-
ism (Pinnock, 2001) hold this view of relational
theism and have a history of being criticized
within evangelicalism(Pinnock, 2005). Although
this is the case, | hope critics of relational the-

ism may be open to affirming its motivation for
deepening the intimacy between God and hu-
manity, especially in suffering (Sanders, 1998).
| believe that further explaining theological
anthropology, theology proper, and Scripture
from arelational theism perspective will help to
emphasize the importance of an intersubjective
view of praying the psalms.

Theological Anthropology

One area within relational theism that is fun-
damental to the God-humanity relationship is
theological anthropology. Relational theism up-
holds aview of theological anthropology derived
from the relational turn in philosophy, which de-
fines humanity in terms of relationship to God
through the biblical account of the person of
Jesus Christ. This relational nature is oriented
in God and extends through relationship to all
other humans and elements of creation (Shults,
2003). It highlights more than just relationships,
since it acknowledges that “knowledge emerg-
es out of relationality inherent in reality” (Shults,
2003, p. 58). Therefore, it is also a metaphysical
view that helps to understand human nature,
human reality, and human relationality.

If relationality helps to form the very expe-
riences of reality for human beings, then the
human body and human context are data hubs
for understanding human nature. Human nature
is no longer seen in dualistic categories (i.e.,
body and soul), but rather as a unified whole
self (Brown et al., 1997). This is an area of the-
ology that has been significantly influenced
by the work of neuroscience and the explana-
tion of consciousness as an emergence within
the brain (Shults, 2003). Some contemporary
theologians have moved toward seeing human
nature in a holistic model in the biblical texts
(Green, 2008; Murphy, 20086). Therefore, theo-
logical terms such as “soul,” “spirit,” “heart,”
and "body” are all "referring to the whole person
under a particular aspect of his or her being in
relation" (Shults, 2003, p. 176). With this holistic
and relational perspective in mind, the theologi-
cal concept of the “image of God” appears to re-
fer to the complexity of relationality, instead of
some kind of immaterial soul (Brown & Strawn,
2012). Human nature, therefore, is inextricably
linked to relationality, causing the body and so-
cial contexts of humanity to be immensely im-
portant for understanding reality.

n o
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If human nature is seen in holistic terms, then
the way in which humans construct reality is out
of free willed, embodied, and embedded expe-
riences. There is an inherent intuition in human
persons that they have freedom of self (Pin-
nock, 2001). The ability to choose, have prefer-
ence, make mistakes, love, etc., cannot fully ex-
ist witha God whois coercive and deterministic.
Rather, humans make use of their complex brain
functions by way of the embodied and emotion-
al information they experience in social context
and express through free will (Brown & Strawn,
2012). Even complex tasks like memory and lan-
guage are produced by embodied and embed-
ded experiences (Brown & Strawn, 2012). Thus,
when we speak about God, faith experiences, or
really anything, we use human embodied expe-
riences as referents for our language (Sanders,
1998). Human beings bring human-centric expe-
riences to spirituality, especially while praying
the psalms, as a way of constructing reality, but
also in how humans relate to God.

Theological traditions within relational the-
ism acknowledge that there is a bi-directional
connection between God and humanity. This
connectionisinseparably linked to the nature of
God and the nature of humanity. If there is mu-
tual influence between God and humanity, then
part of human nature includes being “collabora-
tors with him [God]in achieving the divine proj-
ect of mutual relations of love” (Sanders, 1998,
p.12). While human nature includes the super-
natural presence of the Spirit by way of Christ,
relational theism also acknowledges an anthro-
pomorphic emphasis in relationship with God
(Sanders, 1998). This means other people actu-
ally help construct the emotional and relational
experiences for relating to God, becoming quite
literally the Body of Christ (cf. 1 Corinthians 12).

Theology Proper

Relational theism begins with an argument
fora God who is genuinely related to creation by
making Godself known and knowable through
revelation for the purpose of co-existing with
God in love (Pinnock, 2001). God values hu-
manity’s freewill by not forcing God’s will upon
humanity, but by being faithfully present. The
combination of God's presence and holistic re-
lationality means that God is immanent in cre-
ation and accessible in all things. Further, God
is presented as a faithful relational partnerin a

manner that is affected by what happens in the
world (Pinnock, 2001). Therefore, relational the-
ismrejects theological ideas of the immutability
and impassibility of God. Rather, God is personal
and actually hears Judeo-Christians’ prayers,
feels their neediness, and responds according
to their cry. | argue that this is seen in both the
visceral language of the psalms and the pos-
ture Judeo-Christians take as they come to the
psalms out of neediness and desperation for a
God who is involved in their reality.

Doctrine of Scripture

Inherent in my relational use of the psalms is
a particular doctrine of Scripture. In addition to
affirming traditional Christian orthodox views
of Scripture (e.g., inspiration, canonization,
authority), the psalms highlight the subjective
and objective natures of Scripture (Pinnock,
2000). By subjective, | mean that the psalms
depict real human experiences in human lan-
guage toward God (Goldingay, 2018). | believe
that the psalmists represent both personal and
communal experiences informed by embodied
and social contexts. By objective, | mean that
the psalms also represent true characteristics
of God (Pinnock, 2000). The psalms, as a re-
sult, are active for the Judeo-Christian today by
helping to make sense of their life of faith and by
relating to God (Brueggemann, 2002).

Relational Dynamics in the Psalms

Having established the relational traditions
at play in this paper, | now use Brueggemann'’s
typology for the psalms in concert with inter-
subjective theory. At the core of Brueggemann'’s
view of the psalms is a function that draws Ju-
deo-Christians into relationship with God in
honesty (Brueggemann & Strawn, 2014). The
psalms, therefore, contain multiple relational
dynamics at play. First, the psalms function as
a developmental relational commentary on the
life of faith. Though not to be taken rigidly or in
alinear progression, his typology of orientation,
disorientation, and new orientation mimics the
processes of human life. They speak to the dif-
ferent seasons of life, such as comfort, safe-
ty, celebration, fear, desperation, and agony.
Second, praying the psalms is an act of relat-
ing to God, highlighting the active presence of
subjectivity between both God and the prayer.
Being written by those in relationship with God
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for others in relationship with God, the psalms
function as “models of prayer that can be re-ut-
tered” for our healing (Brueggemann & Strawn,
2014, p. xiii). When there is relational breakdown
with God, relational repair is needed to move
forward. Third, the psalms also expose individu-
al and communal experiences in the life of faith.
The Book of Psalmsis written as poetry or songs
for acommunal audience, as well as a means to
connect the individual with God (Brueggemann
& Strawn, 2014). Both in the modern use of the
psalms and the original construction, the inter-
play between individuality and community em-
phasizes social construction. Thus, the psalms
also tell the prayer what kind of use is helpful for
relatingto God and others. These three relation-
al dynamics will be expanded in what follows.

| must acknowledge that by utilizing intersub-
jective theory, | am limiting what | can say about
the supernatural nature of God. Intersubjectivi-
ty is helpful in exposing relational dynamics at
play between personsin a certain social system.
When God intervenes in human lives out of this
system, psychology is limited to only speaking
to the experiences of humanity, not God, which
is theology’s task. As a result, | acknowledge
that intersubjective theory is a powerful re-
source for understanding relationships in the
life of faith and not some exhaustive theory for
the Christian life.

The Psalms in Developmental Typology

Psalms of Orientation

The psalms of orientation describe “satisfied
seasons of well-being [ emphasis is original ] that
evoke gratitude for the constancy of blessing”
(Brueggemann, 1984, p. 19). They are accurately
described as orienting since they act to a settled
confidence of faith in God. In orientation, these
psalms describe the ways in which life's anxiet-
ies are not threatening since there is trust that
Godisreliable and present(Brueggemann, 1984).
There is a glad sense of security and gratitude
toward God to live in a world without fear. These
psalms can, therefore, produce a sense of safety
and security in God and the community of God.

The psalmists are writing expressions of faith
that are both personal and communal, echo-
ing the confidence and equilibrium of the faith
community surrounding them. Brueggemann
(1984) described that these psalms not only
“serve as a ‘sacred canopy,” but also function

as a “form of social control” (p. 27). This con-
notes a kind of union with the faith community
for young Judeo-Christians to be brought up
and oriented toward the world with which they
live. Brueggemann (1984) argued that “the reli-
gious power of these psalms is considerable for
all sorts and conditions of people [emphasis in
original]'(p. 28).

The psalms of orientation describe a union-
like relational experience within a faith commu-
nity that serves to inform an individual in their
life of faith, echoing the experience of union
in the rhythmic third (Benjamin, 2018). Devel-
opmentally, the psalms describe a faith that is
not matured in that it is shared and not differ-
entiated. Both the psalms of orientation and
rhythmic third are underlying relational experi-
ences that orient one’s experiences in a secure
manner. Benjamin (2018) is helpful by indicat-
ing that there is a role for the faith community
to affectively attune to the relational needs of
someone who is at this relational stage. This
Judeo-Christian needs the people they are
connected to because they may not have de-
veloped the regulatory capacities to integrate
their life with their new faith. Like the infant
with the mother, a Judeo-Christian can experi-
ence a sense of relational oneness in the faith
of their church/synagogue community when
explicit theology, liturgy, and communion serve
to hold their experiences and mimic a secure
base (Bowlby, 2008). As a result, they take on
the sense of stability that is aligned with the
other as a good object, attributed to God (Park-
er, 2008). Therefore, the community of faith and
state of orientation in the psalms indicates that
there is a developmental experience in the life
of faith that is heavily influenced by the rela-
tionships around them.

The Israelite writers of the psalms held a
collective identity in addition to their commu-
nal practice (Brueggemann & Strawn, 2014).
This meant that all relationships in Israel con-
tributed to this foundational orienting identity,
which means that relationships outside of the
churched context have an effect on one’s life of
faith. Thus, the infant-mother dyad in Benjamin
also influences the life of faith in the psalms of
orientation. Primary relational instincts, such
as mirroring, affect attunement, and accom-
modation, give way to a sense of oneness when
the mother can maintain awareness of the in-
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fant's needs, as well as her own perspective
(Benjamin, 2018). These experiences provide
the safe relational “canopy” with which there are
affective and relational referents to then turn
to God and say, “The Lord is merciful and com-
passionate, very patient, and full of faithful love.
The Lord is good to everyone and everything;
God’s compassion extends to all his handiwork!”
(Common English Bible, 2011, Psalm 145: 8-9).

Psalms of Disorientation

The psalms of disorientation describe the
psalmists’ hardship, pain, hurt, abandonment,
or near-death experiences that are contrary
to how they first knew their relationship with
God to be. They give voice to these life expe-
riences through the emotional poetic form of
lament. During these instances of suffering,
God is described as being absent or not having
the interest in the writer’s experience that they
once knew God to have (cf. Psalm 13). The lan-
guage used is raw, gritty, and at times violent
(cf. Psalm 137:9). As such, these psalms appear
dark and are a “means of expressing that tries
to match experience [emphasis in original]’
(Brueggemann, 1984, p. 53). They also imply that
it is unjust that the life of faith would include
such painful experiences. Lament psalms help
to bring potentially unwelcomed emotions to
light by modeling raw and unfiltered emotions.
They seek to put blame on God, petition God to
change things, complain to God, and try to sway
God to act in their favor (Brueggemann, 1984).

Put simply, psalms of disorientation indicate
trouble in one's relationship with God (Bruegge-
mann, 2002). God had a unique covenantal re-
lationship with Israel, but even David struggled
to understand how God could provide safety
when others were out to kill him (cf. Psalm 86).
Conflict is inevitable in relationships, and the
psalms of disorientation shed light on the de-
velopmental process of conflict in relationship
with God. Specifically, these psalms indicate
that conflict is necessary for maturity and dis-
play a deep trust in God's ability to work within
the conflict (Brueggemann, 2002).

Intersubjectivity offers a helpful way to un-
derstand what has contributed to the relation-
al breakdown. From a developmental state of
orientation or union, some event shatters the
sense of safety experienced at this point. As a
result, the psalmist turns to God, replies with

complaint, and urges God to do right accord-
ing to their needs (cf. Psalm 86). The painful
breakdown from oneness into twoness creates
separation and an inability to recognize the oth-
er (Benjamin, 2018). In this state, the two are
locked in “doer/done to” dynamics, where the
power of an individual's subjectivity finds dis-
sonance with their relational partner. For the
psalmist, there is dissonance between their
faith in God and their current suffering. It is
also assumed that because their experience is
so prominent, their particular view of God also
does not include recognizing them in their suf-
fering. Therefore, God is blamed for being the
one who allows wrongdoing to happen and not
necessarily those doing the evil (cf. Psalm 77).
Further, the psalmist's desire to have God on
their own terms, as evidenced in the petitions
for God to act, creates aninability to understand
what God is doing in the midst of their suffering
(cf. Psalm 35). Without an ability to repair, the
psalmist may be stuck with a theology where
God is unresponsive or injurious.

Psalms of New Orientation

The move from disorientation to new orien-
tation is one that bears “witness to the surpris-
ing gift of new life just when none had been ex-
pected” (Brueggemann, 1984, pp. 123-124). This
category of psalms describes a newly realized
faith as a result of disorientation and suffering.
The psalmists describe engaging in a different
kind of relationship with God that produces a
new understanding of God and the life of faith
(cf. Psalm 93). The movement from breakdown
to repair can even be seen as a surprise, unable
to be understood (Brueggemann, 1984). Howev-
er, there are relational experiences described
in these psalms that help to shed light on this
faith transformation.

In a developmental typology, the psalms of
new orientation depict a transformation toward
relational differentiation. The process from es-
tablishment to deconstruction has given birth
to aresurrected relationship with God; it is a re-
sult of co-creating a new faith with God. In these
psalms, the psalmist models how to hold on to
their experience, while also claiming a repaired
trust in God. While the psalms give credit to God
for the transformation, and rightly so, there is
not much explanation as to how the transforma-
tion happened. Benjamin (2018) offered insight
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by stating, “to heal psychologically, we need
the other’s witnessing and empathy, but also to
create conditions for mutual sharing of positive
affect so as toinflect even the witnessing of suf-
fering with the opening to mutual transforma-
tion” (p. 12). Mutual recognition brings liberation
in both being recognized and doing the recog-
nizing (Benjamin, 2018). However, before recog-
nition can happen, there needs to be acknowl-
edgement of contribution to the breakdown.

In Psalm 32, David confessed his sin in the
midst of feeling oppressed, acknowledging his
part of relational conflict with God. His con-
fession gave birth to a sense of forgiveness
and relief from his groaning and resulted in
exclaiming God's faithful love (cf. Psalm 32:10-
11). It is important to remember the communal
context that perhaps bore witness to David's
pain. David confessed his sin to Nathan after he
sinned against Uriah and Bathsheba (cf. 2 Sam-
uel 12:13). Nathan assured God's forgiveness,
offering validation and a referent for knowing
how God works. David continued in Psalm 32 to
speak of God’s forgiveness to others, offering
an extension of the same acts he received from
Nathan. In this relational experience, David was
able to make sense of the relational breakdown
with God, experience being recognized, and
then recognize God's action toward him. David’s
account also displayed God's pursuit of David to
reestablish relational intimacy.

Perhaps these psalms show us that part of
how God works in new orientation is by way of
utilizing the co-created nature of the communal
life of faith. Since intersubjectivity highlights
the role of social construction, Judeo-Chris-
tians may move in and out of mutual recogni-
tion with God and others who also share rela-
tionships with God. Faith development in the
psalms, therefore, cannot be purely individual-
istic and inevitably includes relational ruptures.
However, the psalms also portray the ways in
which God is faithfully and actively moving to-
ward the believer to establish relational repair
after a rupture. When we cry out loud so that
God can hear us (cf. Psalm 77:1), God hears our
prayers and responds, telling us about God's re-
lational characteristics. Therefore, the psalms
inform us about how the life of faith may look,
and they also act as the very means by which
we can be drawn into an active relationship with
God through Scripture.

Praying the Psalms as Relational Action

It is one thing to just understand oneself and
God through the text of the psalms, but Brueg-
gemann is also encouraging that the psalms are
to be prayed or “reperformed” (Brueggemann
& Strawn, 2014). If persons of faith are praying
the psalms, what is happening in that process of
prayer? Prayer, being a relational act, is a way in
which Judeo-Christians communicate with God.
The words of the psalms act as a liturgy that Ju-
deo-Christians can use to disclose their deepest
emotional secrets with God when they lack the
language or insight (Brueggemann & Strawn,
2014). The words of the psalms can also serve
as acts of faith, holding to testimonies of God's
faithfulness in light of suffering. In these ways,
the psalms illuminate and evoke an intrapsychic
reality within interpersonal relationships.

Building off of the relational turn in psycho-
analysis and relational theism, the act of pray-
ing the psalms is an embodied action. When
we read and pray another person’s writing, we
engage with it as if we feel and act the very
things they describe (Brown & Strawn, 2012).
So, in Psalm 6:6-7 where the psalmist said, “Ev-
ery night | drench my bed with tears; | soak my
couch all the way through; My vision fails be-
cause of my grief; it's weak because of all my
distress” (Common English Bible, 2011), we can
feel the visceral pain and sorrow because our
brains imagine what it would be like to actually
put ourselves in that state. Stories and testimo-
nies act as subjective accounts that influence
our faith. When we pray the psalms, we engage
with the original writers and their writings tes-
tify to ways in which God might relate to us,
broadening our scope of relationship with God.
The temptation is that this action can be done
individualistically. While there is value in praying
the psalms in personal devotion, it also limits us
when we do not also consider how the psalms
are a communal book written from a collective
faith. As a result, we must also consider the re-
lational shifts at work when praying the psalms
as members of Christ's Body.

There are two relational shifts in the psalms
that Brueggemann identified, one toward dis-
orientation and another toward reorientation.
In disorientation, the movement arises out of
some injustice, bringing the need for a theodicy.
In the psalms, theodicy is about the legitima-
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cy of one’s view of the world, indicating a need
for recognition (Brueggemann, 2002). When
we lament, we put to speech to God and others
the injustice we experience. A Judeo-Chris-
tian can pray laments, which “may evoke reality
[emphasis in original] for someone who has en-
gaged in self-deception and still imagines and
pretends life is well-ordered, when in fact it is
not” (Brueggemann, 1984, p. 53). These psalms
act like a mirror to reveal and feel difficult emo-
tions and trouble in one’s relationship with God
(Brueggemann, 2002). When Judeo-Christians
pray these emotionally evocative psalms, they
invite God into their most intimate places and
experience change in their distress and rela-
tionship with God (Cohen, 2008).

The psalms also tell us about how God pur-
sues and moves according to the cries of God's
people. While psalms of disorientation aid in
bringing hidden or defended emotions to God,
that awareness is not what ultimately shifts to
new orientation. Rather, Israel sang songs of
praise after disorientation because God had
chosen to resolve their experiences (Bruegge-
mann, 2002). God, being our faithful relational
partner, heard Israel’s cries and responded to
change their circumstances. When the psalm-
ists “[cried] out” to God and made their hopes
known (e.g., Psalm 3:4, 4:7-8), they displayed
trust that God would act according to their de-
mands (Brueggemann & Strawn, 2014). Praying
these psalms can provide a sense of being val-
idated, which can create enough space to have
faith to surrender to the relationship and recog-
nize that God does not conform to our catego-
ries. In so doing, the believer and God engage in
mutual recognition, co-creating a transformed
faith relationship. The relational emphasis in
praying these psalms is further emphasized
when placed in social construction categories
within intersubjectivity.

Praying the Psalms and Social Construction

A final area of intersubjective exploration in
the psalms lies within the interplay between
individual and communal relating. Hopefully,
it has been clear that an intersubjective use of
the psalms is inseparably connected to our ho-
listic and contextual human nature. The Book of
Psalms was written with this communal identity
in mind, prompting implications for our commu-
nal use of it. | argue that the practice of reading,

praying, and singing the psalms in a community
context bears greater implications for transfor-
mation than only practicing them individually.

The relationships in the faith community act
as the very emotional and relational referents
for how Judeo-Christians relate to God. Without
others to hear our pain, validate our worry, and
acknowledge our anger, there are limitations to
how we might experience those emotions with
God. When others read the psalms aloud and
testify to their work in their life, those who lis-
ten are influenced by placing themselves in an
“as if" state (Brown & Strawn, 2012). Even if a lis-
tener is not in a time of mourning, an openness
to recognize the other who is mourning creates
the opportunity for bi-directional influence with
divine implications. With this in mind, it caus-
es a different kind of recognition to come to
light when the psalmist prays, “l cry out loud to
God—out loud to God so that he can hear me!”
(Common English Bible, 2011, Psalm 77: 1). We
are reminded of God's character and we expe-
rience the emergence of spirituality as a result
of being a part of God’s Body. Brueggemann and
Strawn (2014) spoke to this influence in stating,
“Thus the practice of the Psalter protects the
community from both religious temptations of
negating the reality of God or negating the legit-
imacy of the life of the community”(p. 2). There-
fore, Judeo-Christians need each other to be
the Body of Christ to one another, both needing
to be recognized and to do the recognizing (cf.
Benjamin, 2018). Remembering our experiences
of God for others, with others, and in front of
others are ways of establishing the third, result-
ing in relational transformation through faith
(cf. Psalm 77).

Religious and Clinical Applications

Lament prayers have been widely avoided
in church contexts, creating experiences that
“much of contemporary prayer is denial, as
though our secrets can be hid from God" (Brueg-
gemann & Strawn, 2014, p. 92). However, pray-
ing lament psalms are an essential experience
of an intimate life of faith. Laments can be sung
in musical worship, like the psalms, prompting
communal and individual invitation to a deeper
relational reality with God. Church leaders must
guide the gaze of Christians to such a reality
so that leaders can offer and model the invita-
tion from leadership positions. As a Body, the
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church can lament injustices such as racial vi-
olence in the world by making their pain known
and their requests heard. As an individual, the
Judeo-Christian can hear a sung or read lament
as a chorus of validation to their personal angst,
offering an opportunity for God and others to
come close. Within liturgical traditions, lament
psalms are often read alongside of church com-
munities worldwide from the Lectionary and
church calendar. Such liturgies beckon Chris-
tians to the emotional ebb and flow of the life
of faith. The vision given by Israel in the Psalms
is an orientation to relational intimacy with
God and others, drawing communities of faith
to consider prayer a life source for the Body of
Christ. Therefore, adequate implementation of
psalmic theology and lament practice is need-
ed from congregational gatherings and small
group studies to bearing each other’s pain and
personal prayerful complaint.

Laments also have a crucial place in the
counseling, psychological, and spiritual direc-
tion contexts for people of faith. As a psychol-
ogist who is a Christian working with a Christian
client, laments offer an integrative invitation
to joining in another’s pain as the therapeutic
dyad jointly calls on God's work in that client’s
life. An example of this is seen in the work with
a Christian client who lost loved ones in acts of
violence. The therapist and client called upon
the psalmist’s example of lament to voice the
internal anger and rage against those who stole
life from the client with joint awareness of God's
presence in session. Without even needing to
speak their own words, the client resonated
with the psalmist’s pain in Psalm 77 as it were
their own. The client accepted the invitation to
voice their rage and pain, prompting the oppor-
tunity to be seen and cared for by both the ther-
apist and God, changing the ways in which they
could recognize God's work in pain. In helping
contexts like therapy, counseling, or spiritual
direction, the caretaker can be the very love of
God by giving a relational experience that helps
to access the hidden painful secrets previously
warded off from self, others, and God.

Conclusion

Intersubjective theory magnifies the trans-
formational process in the psalms. Psalmic the-
ology bears witness to faith transformation, but

does not fully address the relational dynamics
active in this process. Three areas of relation-
ality in the psalms were explored in intersub-
jective psychoanalytic thought in order to offer
a deeper way to understand and practice the
psalms in the life of faith. By amplifying the re-
lational dynamics of the psalms, Judeo-Chris-
tians can better grasp God’s immense love and
faithful pursuit of them as they cry out to God.
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Considerations in Culturally Modifying Brief History: Why Cultural
Psychotherapy Modification is Necessary
Tina Armstrong

Psychotherapy’s historical roots can be
traced back to its European and Western an-
cestry. In an ever expanding application of psy-
Introduction chotherapy to diverse individuals from various
contexts, it is essential to consider how to apply
such a practice in a culturally responsive and
congruent manner. The U.S. social and polit-
ical context necessitates that practitioners
be cognizant of how the historical and current
forms of oppression influence the experiences
of many marginalized individuals and how this
also impacts the expectations and outcomes of
psychotherapy (Bernal & Domenech Rodriquez,
2012). Psychotherapy’s Western roots have a
tendency to focus on a more individualistic val-
ue system and deprioritize an interdependent
and interconnected way of being, which has the
potential to underutilize key cultural protective

Graduate School of Psychology,
Fuller Theological Seminary

For nearly 30 vyears, researchers, practi-
tioners, and scholars have been wrestling with
how to best adapt psychotherapy interventions
to be of maximum efficacy with diverse pop-
ulations. In today's climate, practitioners are
aware of the need to provide culturally informed
treatment. However, questions regarding how
to accomplish this still exist. The American Psy-
chological Association has put forth guidelines
to address multicultural education, training,
research, and practice to ensure that gener-
al competencies when working with culturally,
linguistically, and ethnically diverse clients are
met (American Psychological Association[APA], - o
2003; APA, 2017). Nevertheless, implementation factors. Additionally, more tradlt.lc.)nal forms.of
of these guidelines is not always clear. psychotherapy deemphasize spmtual practic-

Practitioners are charged with providing es and cultural values that are |nher.enF t.o the
culturally sensitive and congruent care; yet, growth and development of diverse individuals
the relevant resources to meet these complex (Sue & Sue, 2013). To date, there.have been sev-
challenges may be elusive. Sue and Sue (2013) eralmetg—analysegthat haye reviewed culturally
suggested that, in light of current research, adapted intervention :?tudles apd favor the use
it is most effective to choose an empirically of culturally adapted |ntgrvent|ons (Nagayama
supported treatment and culturally modify it Hall et al., 20186). As the field of cultural adapta-

to address the needs. This approach allows for tions continues to develop, Miranda et al. (2005)
the practitioner to individualize a treatment called for more consistent and systematic pro-

approach by taking into account the unique as- cesses in culturally appropriating treatment for
pects of the client. While it is widely recognized diverse clients.

that culturally adapted treatments have been

L . Approaches to Cultural Modification
found to be more beneficial to culturally diverse

clients (Benish et al., 2011), it can be difficult to Cultural adaptation of any type must first be-
determine a course of effective treatment. This gin with cultural humility. Cultural humility is a
article seeks to address this concern by provid- learning posture adopted by the practitioner
ing a brief review of the literature with regard that starts with curiosity and a sense of def-
to key considerations in developing and imple- erence, respect, and openness to the cultural
menting culturally modified interventions, while experiences and background of the other (Hook
also illustrating how this presents within a Ba- & Davis, 2018). This approach focuses on “ways
hamian Christian context. of being” with the client as a central tenet of
the multicultural orientation framework. Such

Author Note an approach has been associated with positive

) ) ) treatment outcomes (Hook & Davis, 2019) and
Correspondence concerning this article should be R X T
addressed to Tina Armstrong, Fuller Theological Semi- sets the tone for valuing the diverse individual.

nary, 180 N. Oakland Avenue, Pasadena, CA 91101. Email:
tinaarmstrong@fuller.edu
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Ecological Framework

Bernal and colleagues developed a concep-
tual framework to support culturally modified
treatment. They identified eight components
of culture that could be adapted to enhance
the ecological validity of interventions (Ber-
nal et al., 1995; Bernal & Saez-Santiago, 2008),
thereby enhancing engagement and treatment
outcomes for diverse clients. These dimensions
include language, persons, metaphors, content,
concepts, goals, methods, and context (Bernal
et al., 1995). Language has the ability to trans-
mit culture, convey nuances, and facilitate
emotional expression. Therefore, interventions
need to be language specific and go beyond a
literal word for word translation to ensure em-
bedded signifiers are addressed and commu-
nicated. The person's dimension addresses
both the client and the therapist, in addition
to their relationship. This dimension recogniz-
es that the therapist needs to be aware of not
only the client's culture, but their own beliefs,
values, experiences, etc., and how they inform
the treatment process. Metaphors relate to the
use of familiar objects, symbols, images, etc.,
that represent the clients. This can be achieved
visually through the use of cultural artifacts
and design aesthetics and verbally through the
use of embedded cultural sayings, common
colloguialisms, etc. Content describes cultural
knowledge, which can be a more challenging
dimension to address, as it causes the practi-
tioner to be familiar with the generational shifts
in cultural values, customs, and beliefs, while
also being aware of the client’s current context.
Concepts denote the constructs used within a
theoretical framework, making sure that they
are operationalized and communicated in a
congruent manner. Goals refer to the outcomes
that both the client and therapist desire from
the treatment process. It is essential to strive
for congruence and fit the goals within a cultur-
ally relevant frame to ensure credibility and buy-
in. Methods refer to the actions taken to obtain
the treatment goals. The final dimension, con-
text, takes into consideration the totality of the
client's experience, including social, economic,
political, and developmental factors with regard
to how this impacts the client.

Cultural Sensitivity Approaches

Cultural Tailoring

Pasick et al.(1996) offered insight into the rel-
evance of using culture as a guide for adapta-
tion, as opposed to ethnicity and race. They also
challenged readers to consider the adaption
practice of cultural tailoring, which is defined as
“the development of interventions, strategies,
messages, and materials to conform to specific
cultural characteristics” (Pasick et al., 1996, p.
145). A tailoring approach goes beyond issues
of race and ethnicity to capture the factors
that are salient to values, beliefs, traditions, so-
cial norms, and experiences of individuals and
groups. A tailoring method allows the client's
context and culture to be fully seen and actively
incorporated into the treatment process.

Cultural Sensitivity Framework

Resnicow et al. (1999) developed a cultural
sensitivity framework that offers two levels of
influence in modifying interventions: surface
and deep structures. Surface adaptations refers
to providing overt and recognizable preferred
cultural symbols of which the target group will
immediately identify and relate to. In a clinical
setting, this could include ensuring that clini-
cians conduct therapy in the client's preferred
language, paired with an ethnically matched
therapist, when available, the clinic’s aesthetic
is culturally relevant, and treatment takes place
in a context that allows for convenient and com-
fortable access (e g. a church, community cen-
ter, etc.). The purpose of deep structures is to
develop interventions that are congruent and fit
within a target culture, incorporating context,
beliefs, worldviews, etc. It is common for sur-
face adaptations to increase receptivity, open-
ness, and engagement to treatment, whereas
deep structures offer points of contextual con-
vergence. By default, deep modifications are
more complex and require greater thought and
resources. However, they are also credited in
significantly improved mental health outcomes.

Culturally Adapting Evidence-Based Practices
Adapting evidence-based practices (EBPs)
has the potential to decrease disparity gaps for
diverse communities. Though it is not without
controversy, EBPs opened the door to more ful-
ly integrating the context and culture of the cli-
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ent. Multiculturalism and EBPs can be comple-
mentary. EBPs include “the integration of the
best available research with clinical expertise in
the context of patient characteristics, culture,
and preferences” (APA Presidential Task Force
on Evidence-Based Practice, 20086, p. 273). The
literature notes that the effectiveness of cul-
turally adapted treatment has been as much
as five times greater in the reduction of psy-
chopathology than nonadapted interventions
(Nagayama Hall et al., 2016). There are two com-
mon approaches to adapting EBPs that will be
discussed, including top-down and bottom-up
frameworks.

Top-Down Approach

Hwang's (2008) Psychotherapy Adaptation
Modification Framework (PAMF) posits that var-
ious domains of mental health are influenced by
culture and, therefore, treatments need to be
adapted to incorporate the values, beliefs, and
worldview of the individual. PAMF provides a
guide to key domains, principles, and rationales
of mental health practice that warrant individ-
ualized attention and cultural customization.
Domains refer to the areas of a therapeutic ap-
proach that are under consideration for modi-
fication. Principles refer to the suggested prac-
tices on how to adapt treatment for a specific
target group. Rationales provide the reasoning
behind why the modifications would be of bene-
fit. This model helps the clinician think through
their rationale in a systematic manner to de-
termine how and why to make specific modi-
fications (Hwang, 2006; Hwang, 2012). Hwang
(2008) posited that PAMF supports the practi-
tioner in thinking through (a) issues of cultural
complexity, (b) orienting the client to psycho-
therapy, (c) exploration of the client’s cultural
beliefs of mental health concerns(d) enhancing
the client-therapist relationship, (e) the under-
standing of culturally congruent coping and
help-seeking behaviors, and (f) cultural treat-
ment and intervention issues (Hwang, 2006;
Hwang, 2012).

Bottom-Up Approach

Hwang(2009) developed the Formative Meth-
od for Adapting Psychotherapy (FMAP), which
offers a bottom-up culturally focused collabo-
rative approach. FMAP has five phases meant
to be accomplished in conjunction with the cli-
ent or relevant stakeholder: (a) collaborate and

generate knowledge; (b) integrate information,
with theory and empirical and clinical knowl-
edge; (c) review the co-constructed culturally
adapted intervention with the stakeholders
and update, as needed; (d) test the culturally
adapted intervention; and (e) finalize the cultur-
ally adapted intervention (Hwang, 2009, Hwang
2012). Nagayama Hall et al. (2016) found that this
type of bottom-up strategy tends to be more
culturally responsive and addresses specific
concerns within a target cultural group.
Though initially developed to address sepa-
rate concerns, PAMF to improve cultural com-
petence for providers and FMAP to support the
design of culturally based EBPs, both models
can be combined to offer a systematic ap-
proach in adapting treatment for diverse clients
(Hwang, 2012). An integrated top-down, bot-
tom-up framework has the capacity for cultural
specificity and the inclusion of empirically sup-
ported treatments (Hwang, 2012). The combi-
nation of the two allows for a complex interplay
between cultural and clinical concerns.

Cultural Modifications: A Christian lllustration

Given the centrality of faith for some individu-
als and groups, a culturally modified framework
provides an opportunity to integrate a Christian
perspective into the treatment process. Worth-
ington and Sandage (2016) noted that spirituali-
ty is filtered through one’s context and culture.
They suggested an individual makes meaning or
uses hermeneutics to interpret their spiritual
experiences, based on their world views, beliefs,
etc. Such complexity calls for a clinical approach
that can address multidimensional aspects of
the individual. Abernethy and colleagues mod-
ified a classic group therapy intervention to
support the socialization of adults exposed to
community violence in the Bahamas (Abernethy
et al., 2017), a context where over 90% of the
population identifies as Christian. Given the par-
ticipants’ culture and context, the intervention
was modified to reflect the Bahamian values of
community interconnectedness and family cen-
teredness, supported by strong Judeo-Christian
beliefs (Abernethy et al., in press).

A culturally responsive approach to the par-
ticipants’ Christian faith included the integra-
tion of spiritual beliefs and interventions. In
the Bahamian culture, stigma and shame are
related to mentalillness and therapy. Therefore,
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the researchers intentionally named the inter-
vention “The Family: People Helping People.”
Not only did this increase responsiveness and
acceptability to the intervention, but it also lev-
eraged another important cultural value, that of
family centeredness. As the name implies, the
focus of treatment was on how each individual
could play arole in the healing of their commu-
nity, a more communal versus individualistic
approach. This name also operationalized a
strong Christian value of taking care of one an-
other and bearing one another’s burdens. In lieu
of providing the therapeutic group in a clinical
setting, the treatment was offered in a commu-
nity-based setting, allowing members access to
treatment without being attached to a stigma-
tized therapeutic milieu.

The flow and structure of each group session
was also influenced by the Christian values and
beliefs of the participants. The group began
with a guided meditation that was culturally tai-
lored to include images, metaphors, and sym-
bolism salient to their context and culture and
concluded with a prayer of healing and guidance
as they entered into the discussion phase of the
group intervention. Throughout the group, addi-
tional spiritual interventions were incorporated,
including the corporate singing of communal
songs (spirituals and hymns), along with prayers
spoken aloud. The spiritual music helped to
shape the sacred space and conveyed deeply
felt ideas that the participants could affirm in
harmony. It was common for the spontaneous
use of song led by the group facilitator or mem-
bersin moments to express the inexpressible or
draw attention to other entrenched emotions
and beliefs. The therapist-client relationship,
or, in this case, member-leader relationship,
was constructed to reflect a Bahamian sensi-
bility. Though there was an identified facilitator
of the group, this facilitator was also a member
of the community and had been exposed to the
same types of experiences as the group mem-
bers. The leader was able to convey culturally
congruent spiritual beliefs and practices that
represented a truly collective and embodied ap-
proach. “The Family” illustrates how a commu-
nity-embedded group can be modified to em-
brace culture and context, including spirituality.

Conclusion

Culturally modified interventions take seri-
ously a systemic approach to integrating empir-
ically supported treatments, along with culture
and context of the target group. Practitioners
can glean from these approaches, frameworks,
and guidelines to influence their practice with
diverse clients. Culturally responsive models
explicitly call for the client’s culture and context
to be considered in all aspect of practice, with a
stance of cultural humility. This approach takes
seriously the ways in which an individual's con-
text must be embedded to support engagement
and treatment outcomes. This includes being
spiritually or religiously sensitive, as this is an
equally important domain of culture.

References

Abernethy, A. D., Allen, D. F., & Allen, M. A. (2017).
Adapting group therapy to address real world
problems: Insight from groups offered in Baha-
mas. International Journal of Group Psychother-
apy, 68, 17-34. https://doi.org/10.1080/00207284
.2017.1335582

Abernethy, A. D., Grannum, G. D., & Allen, D. F. (in
press). Spirituality and transformation in a com-
munity-based group in the Bahamas. Mental
Health, Religion & Culture.

American Psychological Association. (2003).
Guidelines on multicultural education, training,
research, practice, and organizational chang-
es for psychologists. American Psychologist,
58, 377-402. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-

American Psychological Association. (2017). Mul-
ticultural guidelines: An ecological approach to
context, identity, and intersectionality. http://
www.apa.org/about/policy/multicultural-guide-
lines.pdf

American Psychological Association Presiden-
tial Task Force on Evidence-Based Practice.
(20086). Evidence-based practice in psychology.
American Psychologist, 61, 271-285. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.4.271

Benish, S. G., Quintana, S., & Wampold, B. E. (2011).
Culturally adapted psychotherapy and the legiti-
macy of myth: A direct-comparison meta-anal-
ysis. Journal of Counseling Psychology. 58, 279-
289. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023626



https://doi.org/10.1080/00207284.2017.1335582
https://doi.org/10.1080/00207284.2017.1335582
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.58.5.377
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.58.5.377
http://www.apa.org/about/policy/multicultural-guidelines.pdf
http://www.apa.org/about/policy/multicultural-guidelines.pdf
http://www.apa.org/about/policy/multicultural-guidelines.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.4.271
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.4.271
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023626

INTERVENTION IN RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 262

Bernal, G., Bonialla, J., & Bellido, C.(1995). Ecolog-
ical validity and cultural sensitivity for outcome
research: Issues for the cultural adaptation and
development of psychosocial treatments with
Hispanics. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology,
23,67-82. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF 01447045

Bernal, G., & Saez-Santiago, E. (2006). Culturally
centered psychosocial interventions. Journal of
Community Psychology, 34, 121-132. https://doi.
0rg/10.1002/jcop.20096

Bernal, G., & Domenech Rodriquez, M. (2012). Cul-
tural adaptation in context: Psychotherapy as a
historical account of adaptations. In G Bernal &
M. Domenech Rodriquez (Eds.), Cultural adapta-
tions: Tools for evidence-based practice with di-
verse populations (pp. 3-22). APA.

Domenech Rodriquez, M., & Bernal, G. (2012).
Frameworks, models, and guidelines for cul-
tural adaptation. In G Bernal & M. Domenech
Rodriquez (Eds.), Cultural adaptations: Tools for
evidence-based practice with diverse populations
(pp. 23-43). APA.

Hays, P. (2016). Addressing cultural complexities in
practice: Assessment, diagnosis, and therapy.
American Psychological Association.

Hook, J., & Davis, D. (2019). Cultural humility:
Introduction to the special issue. Journal of
Psychology and Theology, 2, 71-75. https://doi.

Hwang, W. (2012). Integrating top-down and bot-
tom-up approaches to culturally adapting psy-
chotherapy: Application to Chinese Americans.
In G. Bernal & M. Domenech Rodriquez(Eds.), Cul-
tural adaptations: Tools for evidence-based prac-
tice with diverse populations (pp. 179-198). APA.

Miranda, J., Bernal, G., Lau, A., Kohn, L., Hwang, W.
C., & La Fromboise, T. (2005). State of the sci-
ence of psychosocial interventions for ethnic
minorities. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology,
1, N3-142. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinp-
sy.1.102803.143822

Nagayama Hall, G. (2001). Psychotherapy research
with ethnic minorities: Empirical, ethical, and
conceptual issues. Journal of Consulting and
Clinical Psychology, 69, 502-510. https://doi.
0rg/10.1037/0022-006X.69.3.502

Nagayama Hall, G., Yee Ibaraki, A., Huang, E. R.,
Marti, C. N., & Stice, E.(2016). A meta-analysis of
cultural adaptations of psychological interven-
tions. Behavior Therapy, 47, 993-1014. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2016.09.005

Pasick, R. J., D'Onofrio, C. N. & Otero-Sabogal, R.
(1996). Similarities and differences across cul-
tures: Questions to inform a third generation for
health promotion research. Health Education
Quarterly, 23, 142-161. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F
109019819602301S11

0rg/10.1177%2F0091647119842410

Hwang, W. (20086). The psychotherapy adaptation
and modification framework: Application to
Asian Americans. American Psychologist, 61, 702~
715. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.7.702

Hwang, W. (2009). The Formative Method for
Adapting Psychotherapy (FMAP): A communi-
ty-based developmental approach to culturally
adapting therapy. Professional Psychology: Re-
search and Practice, 40, 369-377. https://doi.
0rg/10.1037/a0016240

Hwang, W., & Wood, J. J. (2009). Acculturative
family distancing (AFD) in immigrant families: A
structural model of linkages with mental health
outcomes among young adults. Child Psychiatry
and Human Development, 40, 123-138.

Hwang, W. (2011). Cultural adaptations: A com-
plex interplay between clinical and cultural
issues. Clinical Psychology: Science and Prac-
tice, 3, 238-241. https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1468-
2850.2011.01255.x

Resnicow, K., Braithwaite, R., Ahluwalia J., &
Braanowski T. (1999). Cultural sensitivity in pub-
lic health: Defined and demystified. Ethnicity and
Disease, 9,10-21.

Sue, D. S, & Sue, D.(2013). Counseling the culturally
diverse: Theory and practice(6th ed.). John Wiley
& Sons, Inc.

Worthington Jr., E., & Sandage, S.(2016). How spir-
itual transformation occurs. In E. Worthington
Jr. & S. Sandage (Eds.), Forgiveness and spiritu-
ality in psychotherapy: A relational approach (pp.
37-59). American Psychological Association.

Author

Tina Armstrong (PhD, Fuller Graduate School of
Psychology) is Director of Clinical Training and As-
sociate Professor of Psychology at Fuller Theolog-
ical Seminary, in Pasadena, CA. Her research inter-
ests include spiritual transformation and culture,
well-being, multiculturalism, and training.


https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01447045
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20096
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20096
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0091647119842410
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0091647119842410
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.61.7.702
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016240
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0016240
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2850.2011.01255.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2850.2011.01255.x
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.1.102803.143822
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.clinpsy.1.102803.143822
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.69.3.502
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006X.69.3.502
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2016.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.beth.2016.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F109019819602301S11
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F109019819602301S11

Journal of Psychology and Christianity
2021, Vol. 40, No. 3, 263-266

Copyright 2021 Christian Association for Psychological Studies
ISSN 0733-4273

Assessment in Research and Practice
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In the psychology literature, well-being has
beendescribedbyvariousdimensions, including
perceived quality of life, positive affect, flour-
ishing development, or even having the neces-
sary resources in order to meet psychological,
social, and physical needs(Lawton, 1983; Dodge
et al., 2012). Some have also described sub-
jective well-being with three distinct aspects:
evaluative well-being (life satisfaction), hedonic
well-being (feelings of happiness, sadness, an-
ger, stress, and pain), and eudaimonic well-be-
ing(sense of purpose and meaning in life)(Step-
toe et al., 2015). Much of this literature mentions
positive and negative aspects of psychological
well-being, but it often overlooks another di-
mension of well-being, which we believe could
be very informative—religious/spiritual well-be-
ing. Religiousness and spirituality have been
studied for decades within the field of psycholo-
gy and have been found to play a significant role
inindividuals' physical and mental health (Demir,
2018; Koenig, 2009). Research publications re-
garding spirituality, religiousness, and health
have increased significantly over the past two
decades (Demir, 2018). Even with the increased
interest and publications, studies often include
spirituality as a variable (e.g., coping) that is
typically then linked to psychological well-be-
ing (Koenig, 2009). However, religious/spiritual
well-being can be an important outcome vari-
able to assess with Christians not only in re-
search, but also in practice. In this article, the
distinction explored was how religious/spiritual
well-being among Christians can be assessed
and what domains researchers have used to op-
erationalize religious/spiritual well-being. Also,
we present some measures that assess various
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dimensions of religious/spiritual well-being that
clinicians and researchers can utilize to better
understand how individuals are doing spiritually.

Search Method and Selection Guidelines

For this column, we focused on measures re-
lated to religious or spiritual well-being. We first
conducted a broad search in the PsycTESTS da-
tabase, from the year 2000 to 2021, using the
search terms [Religio*], [Faith], [Christian*],
[Spiritual*], [God*], and [Church] to search
by Test Name and Acronym and Construct. To
identify the measures that would be most ap-
propriate for the purpose of this column, we fol-
lowed the criteria below:

1. Only measures that could be faith-based
and applicable to Christians, rather than
general non-religious spirituality, or scales
solely relevant to other non-Christian reli-
gious groups.

2.Scales that went beyond the simple assess-
ment of religious practices(e.g., church at-
tendance, prayer, reading the Bible).

3.Scales that addressed some form of reli-
gious or spiritual well-being (e.g., personal
feelings of peace and contentment, willing-
ness to put faith to work in relation to oth-
ers, experiencing God).

Two members were involved in the scale
search process: a faculty member at a clinical
psychology program in the U.S., originally from
Taiwan, and a fifth-year Armenian American
clinical psychology doctoral student, originally
fromIran. The second reviewer firstidentified 59
possible scales. Then, the two reviewers further
used the criteria to narrow the measure pool to
the final five scales deemed most appropriate.

Religious Well-Being Measures

Daily Spiritual Experience Scale

The Daily Spiritual Experience Scale (DSES;
Underwood & Teresi, 2002) is a 16-item mea-
sure created to assess perceptions or expe-
riences of connection with the transcendent
in daily life. Sample items include “| feel God's
presence,” ‘| feel guided by God in the midst of
daily activities,” and “l am spiritually touched
by the beauty of creation.” Items are rated on a
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B-point Likert scale (1 = many times a day to 6
= never or almost never), with lower scores re-
flecting more frequent daily spiritual experienc-
es. A B-item version of the scale was also devel-
oped. Data from several samples were utilized
to attain psychometric analysis results. High
internal consistency reliability estimates were
achieved, with Cronbach’s alpha of .94 and .95
for the 16-item version of the scale and .91 for
the B6-item scale (Underwood & Teresi, 2002).
In terms of construct validity, individuals who
reported “no religion” also reported significant-
ly less daily spiritual experiences than those
who identified as Protestant or Catholic. Addi-
tionally, the DSES has been compared across
sex, ethnic, and religious groups. For example,
African American women reported significant-
ly more daily spiritual experiences than White
women, and women reported significantly more
frequent daily spiritual experiences than men.

Functional Assessment of Chronic lliness
Therapy—Spiritual Well-Being

The Functional Assessment of Chronic lliness
Therapy—Spiritual Well-Being (FACIT-Sp; Peter-
man et al., 2002)is a 12-item measure created to
assess spiritual well-being in people with can-
cer or other chronic illnesses. The measure in-
cludes two subscales: Meaning/Peace (8 items)
and Faith (4 items). Sample items include “| have
a reason for living” (Meaning), “I feel peaceful”
(Peace), and “I find comfort in my faith or spiri-
tual beliefs” (Faith). tems are rated on a 5-point
Likert scale(0=notatallto 4 =very much)on the
basis of how much each item applies to their ex-
perience in the past seven days. The sample of
the study consisted of 1,617 participants, with a
median length of diagnosis of 29 months(83.1%
cancer patients). The Cronbach alpha coeffi-
cients for the composite and subscales scores
ranged between .81-.88 (Peterman et al., 2002).
In terms of validity, moderate to strong correla-
tions were found between the FACIT-Sp scores
and quality of life.

Spiritual Assessment Inventory-Revised

The Spiritual Assessment Inventory-Revised
(SAl; Hall & Edwards, 2002) is a 54-item (47
questions, with 7 follow up questions) measure,
revised from the original SAI (Hall & Edwards,
1996) to improve psychometric properties, as
well as to add a subscale. The measure assess-
es spiritual development and consists of six

subscales: Awareness (19 items), Realistic Ac-
ceptance (7 items), Disappointment (7 items),
Grandiosity (7 items), Instability (9 items), and
Impression Management (5 items). Sample
items include “I have a sense of how God is
working in my life” (Awareness), “When [ feel
angry at God], | still have the sense that God
will always be with me” (Realistic Acceptance),
“There are times when | feel disappointed with
God” (Disappointment), “l seem to have a unique
ability to influence God through my prayers”
(Grandiosity), “l am afraid that God will give up on
me” (Instability), and “l am always in a worshipful
mood when | go to church”(Impression Manage-
ment). ltems are rated on a 5-point Likert scale
(1=not at all true to 5 = very true). The SAl sub-
scale scores had strong Cronbach’s coefficient
alphas, ranging from .73 to .95 (Hall & Edwards,
2002). Construct validity of the SAl was sup-
ported by correlations of the SAl subscales with
various other scales measuring constructs,
such as spiritual well-being, intrinsic/extrinsic
religious orientation, and narcissistic personal-
ity. Additionally, the incremental validity of the
SAl in predicting alienation above and beyond a
spiritual well-being and an intrinsic/extrinsic re-
ligious orientation scale was supported through
two-step multiple regressions.

Spiritual Well-Being Questionnaire

The Spiritual Well-Being Questionnaire (SWBOQ;
Gomez & Fisher, 2003) is a 20-item measure
assessing well-being based on four domains
conceptualized by Fisher (1998): Personal, Tran-
scendental, Environmental, and Communal (5
items each). Sample items include “Developing
joy in life” (Personal), “Developing peace with
God" (Transcendental), “Developing awe at a
breathtaking view” (Environmental), and “Devel-
oping forgiveness toward others” (Communal).
Participants in the study were asked to report
how the statements in the items described their
personal experiences in the past 6 months, us-
ing a 5-point Likert scale (1= very low to 5 = very
high). High internal consistency was achieved
for the composite scores, as well as each do-
main, with a .92 Cronbach’s alpha value for the
composite score and .89, .86, .76, and .79 for
domains of Personal, Transcendental, Environ-
mental, and Communal, respectively (Gomez &
Fisher, 2003). Convergent and discriminant va-
lidity of the SWBQ were supported through its
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correlation with scores on the Spiritual Well-Be-
ing Scale (SWBS; Ellison, 1983), which also in-
cluded items reflecting Fisher’s main domains.

Sky Spirituality Scale

The Sky Spirituality Scale (SS-25; Kimura et
al., 2018)is a 25-item measure that consists of 3
components: Pious Mind (8 items), Social Con-
nections (8 items), Life Satisfaction (4 items),
and 5 other items. Sample items include “| have
experienced meaningful coincidence in my
life” (Pious Mind), “I would like to do something
to make society better” (Social Connections), ‘I
have inner peace” (Life Satisfaction), and “l envy
people who seem happy” (other items). Each
item is scored using a b-point Likert response
scale (0 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree,
except for the 7 reverse items). This scale was
developed to examine spirituality with a sample
of students at two private Japanese universi-
ties, and spirituality was defined based on their
cultural context. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
of SS-25 exceeded .70, with the exception of
the Life Satisfaction domain (Kimura et al.,
2016). The SS-25's construct validity for assess-
ing spirituality in university students was sup-
ported through factor analysis and the scale’s
relationship with religiousness.

Table 1
Religious/Spirituality Well-Being Measures

Conclusion

In this column, we identified five different
measures of religious/spiritual well-being.
These measures have conceptualized the con-
struct through different domains that involve
individual and social aspects, existential and
transcendent perspectives, and perceptions
and experiences of God. Four of these five
measures were developed in the early 2000s.
The four measures established around two de-
cades ago all have a decent amount of citations.
Based on Google Scholar on May 27th, 2021, the
DSES and FACIT-Sp have been cited over 1,000
times and the SAl and SWBQ around 500 times.

Each of the five measures have unique char-
acteristics, which practitioners and research-
ers can consider when deciding the one to
use. For example, the FACIT-Sp is a measure
that is designed for people dealing with iliness
and meaning of life concerns. The SAl includes
both positive and negative aspects of spiritual
well-being and is a tool that examines spiritu-
ality from very different dimensions linked with
various psychological constructs. The SWBQ is
also multidimensional, covering individual, so-
cial, and transcendental aspects of well-being.
The DSES is single-dimensional, with a focus

Scale name Authors/year Subscales Items
Daily Spiritual Underwood & N/A 16
Experience Scale Teresi(2002)
Functional Assessment of ~ Peterman et al. Meaning/Peace & Faith 12
Chronic lliness Therapy— (2002)
Spiritual Well-Being
Spiritual Assessment Hall & Edwards Awareness, Realistic Acceptance, 54
Inventory - Revised (2002) Disappointment, Grandiosity,

Instability, & Impression Management
Spiritual Well-Being Gomez & Fisher Personal, Transcendental, Environ- 20
Questionnaire (2003) mental, & Communal
Sky Spirituality Scale Kimuraetal.(2016)  Pious Mind, Social Connections, & 25

Life Satisfaction
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on one’s connection with the transcendent.
The DSES has been sampled with various eth-
nic, gender, and religious groups; it can be used
when assessing spiritual well-being across dif-
ferent groups. The SS-25 is the only measure
that was not developed in the Western cultural
context. Developed within the Japanese con-
text, this measure can broaden the construct
of spirituality beyond the Western cultural lens.
Although there are likely other religious/spiri-
tual well-being measures beyond the five that
we introduced, our hope is that the religious/
spiritual aspect of Christians’ well-being will re-
ceive more attention through better utilization
of these assessment tools in psychological re-
search and clinical practice.
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Introduction

Ever since the wife-husband team of Anne
Case and Angus Deaton (Case & Deaton, 2015)
popularized the term deaths of despair, psy-
chologists have become more interested in
seeing despair as a psychological phenomenon
in its own right, apart from its association with
clinical depression and anxiety (Pecchenino,
2015; Shanahan et al., 2020). Despair’'s central
marker is the loss of hope. It is characterized
by feelings of social and spiritual isolation,
meaninglessness, hopelessness, helplessness,
demoralization, and shame (Clark & Kissane,
2002; Pecchenino, 2015). Causes of despair are
complex, ranging from individual (e.g., grief, bad
health, addiction, abuse), to societal(e.g., social
and cultural dislocation, unemployment, eco-
nomic disaster, poverty), to a combination of
both (Johnson & Tomren, 1999; Mair et al., 2012;
Pecchenino, 2015; Shanahan et al., 2020). As
Shanahan et al.(2020) noted, despair affects an
individual on multiple levels—from hopeless and
helpless thoughts about oneself and the future,
to feelings of excessive sadness, irritability, and
apathy, to reckless and self-destructive behav-
ior, to a breakdown in the body’s functioning
(Shanahan et al., 2020).

How can such an individual be helped? Some-
times, acknowledging and/or addressing de-
spair's material causes is enough. But the prob-
lem with despair is that it tends to generate a
vicious cycle of self-defeat. Often, it manifests
in self-perpetuating negative cognitive bias-
es, self-defeating emotional reactions, and
self-destructive behavior (Shanahan et al.,
2020). To break free, the person must address
the psychological and spiritual roots of her de-
spair. Here, | offer insights from a Christian
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tradition grounded in the monastic spirituality
of the Desert Fathers, in the hopes that these
might help a therapist seeking to do just that.

Despair in the Deadly Sins Tradition

The Deadly Sins Tradition

The Deadly Sins tradition originated in the
desert Christian communities functioning as
ancient precursors of monastic communities.
These were formed by men and women who fled
into Egyptian and Palestinian deserts to pursue
salvation through purity of heart and undivided
focus on God. They lived either as hermits or in
small communities, and their days consisted of
prayer, meditation, reading, and simple manual
labor, like rope weaving or basket making. Hav-
ing left behind the many distractions of civiliza-
tion, they were forced to face their own selves
and confront their hidden motivations and de-
sires(Chryssavgis, 2008, pp. 37, 39). Through the
relentless practice of individual and communal
spiritual discernment, they achieved what Eva-
grius termed cardiognosis (knowledge of the
heart)—a deep knowledge of the human psyche.

The desert fathers and mothers detected
patterns among the monks” manifold tempta-
tions and struggles. They noticed that some of
the temptations and sins were rooted in deep-
er spiritual problems and identified eight “evil
thoughts” or “demons” that tended to engender
and nourish other sins. By the end of the sev-
enth century, it became customary to talk about
deadly vices or sins, instead of evil thoughts or
demons, and the number of deadly sins was
fixed at the infamous seven.

Why, though, should we pay special attention
to these vices? After all, there are many worse
things a person can do than, for example, post
too many TikTok videos aimed at boosting their
vanity. The deadly vices are significant because
they constitute the underlying causes of our
more “visible” negative traits. The wisdom of
the desert fathers and mothers lies in recogniz-
ing that, instead of spending our time and ener-
gy battling the secondary and tertiary sins, we
should address their roots. This insight brings
the desert fathers and mothers into such prox-
imity with contemporary therapists’ approach
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to the human psyche that contemporary thera-
pists might benefit from listening to the accu-
mulated wisdom of the voices from the desert.
This is especially true given that the ancient
monks’ cardiognosis covers not only the na-
ture of the deadly vices, but also the tested and
proven ways of combating these “evil thoughts.”

Despair as Emotion vs. Despair as Sin

How does despair fit into the Deadly Sins tra-
dition? As its Latin name (desperatio) suggests,
despair as an emotion is a loss of hope (spes).
As a basic human emotion, hope signifies “a
reaching out for anything that is perceived as
good, and for the anticipated fulfillment that the
possession of something good brings” (Pieper,
1986, p. 27). Consequently, the emotion of de-
spair “implies not only privation of hope, but
also arecoil from the thing desired, by reason of
its being esteemed impossible to get”(Aquinas,
2012a, p. 372).

Not all despair is considered a sin. Aquinas,
for example, takes the sin of despair to be not
an emotion or mood, but, rather, an error in
judgment (Aquinas, 2012b, pp. 187-91). In his ac-
count, a despairing person believes that God is
good and merciful. Yet, they also believe them-
selves to be such a great sinner that God's mer-
cy does not extend to them. Consequently, they
lose hope of salvation and turn away from the
goodness that is God.

This deliberate, volitional act of turning away
is the mark of the sin of despair. Anyone can ex-
perience despair as an emotion—it is a natural
reaction to the irreparable loss of something
we love and desire. These non-sinful instances
of despair follow the right judgments of reason
by giving up on those things which are truly
unattainable and by not blocking our ability to
perceive other significant goods. The vice of
despair, on the other hand, consists of a per-
sistent, deliberate turning away from and giving
up of the goods that we should not give up. That
we do give them up shows that we are affect-
ed by the deadly sins and that our judgment is
clouded. Here, | address only the sin of despair.

Despair as the Daughter Vice of Acedia and
Pride

The Deadly Sins tradition views sinful despair
as a potential “daughter” of two vices. The first
vice is acedia. It is "a specific temptation that
diverse psychological states and demonic sug-

gestions may produce in a monk: the temptation
to stop his practice of divine contemplation” (Ai-
jian, 2021, p. 7). Acedia is characterized by rest-
lessness and the inability to stick to the tasks of
ascetic life. This restlessness can manifest as
either apathy or a constant distracting activity
and is brought on at least partly by the monk's
concern with their lack of spiritual progress.
Toiling away every day with seemingly nothing to
show for it, the monk comes to see their work as
useless and blames this ineffectiveness on their
external circumstances(e.g., the people who sur-
round them, a lack of support from their spiritual
leaders, etc.). Aijian writes, “The acedious monk
has convinced himself that until his circumstanc-
es change, none of his work will be effective, and
so he stops working, looks for distractions, and
imagines a different environment in which he
could be effective” (Aijian, 2017, p. 188).

Looking at acedia helps us understand how
a person might fall into despair. Acedia makes
us feel that the daily grind of our tasks in pur-
suit of holiness, a good marriage, good parent-
ing, decent living standards, etc., accomplishes
nothing. We perceive the goal as being out of
reach, so we are tempted to turn away fromitin
despair. Yet, something else besides acedia is
necessary to push the personinto sinful despair.

The vice that supplies this push is pride. As
the first and most fundamental sin, pride is the
desire for excellence gone wrong. Generally, it
goes wrong in two ways. The first is when we
desire to have more excellence thanrightly is or
ought to be ours. It may manifest as presump-
tion, pretension, arrogance, conceit, excessive
competitiveness, or other similar attitudes and
dispositions. Think of a person who, while fall-
ing apart, neverthelessinsists that everythingis
under control or a person who strives to be the
best in their field, not because they care about
the subject, but because they want to be bet-
ter than everyone else. Second, we succumb to
pride when we pursue excellence in the wrong
way. We want to be independent and self-made,
and we do not like acknowledging our depen-
dence on God and others. We grasp for a modi-
cum of control because it helps us maintain the
illusion that we are in charge of our lives and
destinies. This is the sin of a person who refus-
es help because they do not want to be in any-
one's debt. And it is the sin of one who, despite
benefitting from generations of financial and
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social wealth-building, maintains that their suc-
cess is the result solely of their own hard work.
At pride's extreme end lies despair, as, deep
down, pride-born despair is twisted self-love.
When we become convinced that, for whatev-
er reason, the excellence we crave is unattain-
able, pride makes us grasp for the next best
thing: control. Overwhelming circumstances
or acedia can leave a person feeling utterly im-
potent, which is when pride-born despair might
take over. In the face of perceived failure, pride
makes us grasp for anything that would allow us
to hold onto anillusion of power—like the power
to judge oneself. When a person loses hope and
feels isolated and helpless, despair allows them
to hold onto some vestiges of control: Nobody
but the person themselves tells them whether
they are worthy. As Thomas Merton (1961) wrote,
“Despair is the absolute extreme of self-love.
It is reached when a man deliberately turns his
back on all help from anyone else in order to
taste the rotten luxury of knowing himself to be
lost” (Merton, 1961, p. 140). Unsurprisingly, the
Deadly Sins tradition has pointed to proper hu-
mility as a remedy for pride. If pride lies at the
root of a person’s despair, then cultivating hu-
mility might help the despairing person as well.

Counteracting Despair

Humility

In the West, humility has had a complicated
history.! Its popularity ebbed and flowed, but
humility (at least cultural and intellectual hu-
mility) has made a recent comeback. Psycholo-
gists have even linked humility with better phys-
ical and mental health outcomes, as well as the
strengthening of social bonds, the promotion
of social cooperation, and better leadership
(Worthington et al., 2016). But what is humility?
Currently, several rival conceptualizations exist.
For this article, | adopt Aquinas’s definition and
supplement it with Kent Dunnington’s take on
the Augustinian account.?

Aquinas understood humility as the right valu-
ing of ourselves before God and others(Aquinas,
2012b, pp. 531-543). It is a developed character
disposition that moderates our desire for excel-
lence by bringing it in line with our reason’s cor-
rect estimation of our abilities. A humble per-
son does not strive for something beyond their
capacities, but subjects themselves to God and
his ordering of things; they also subject them-

selves to other people for the sake of God (Aqui-
nas, 2012b, pp. 535-536). A humble person can
do this because they believe God is worthy of
their glad submission and they are willing to rely
on God for their being, goodness, and self-iden-
tity (Dunnington, 2016).

The four markers of humility thus identified
are low concern with one's status, other-orient-
edness, accurate self-estimation, and owning
of one’s limitations. A humble person is clear-
eyed because a bloated sense of self does not
block their view. They see their limitations and
failures for what they are. They also see God for
what he is: someone greater than their sins,
failure, and circumstances. Accordingly, they
readily subject themselves to God and others,
but not because they consider themselves un-
worthy. In a very important sense, they do not
consider themselves at all. Rather, they subject
themselves to God and others because they val-
ue them and their goodness. Humility functions
as an antidote for pride by helping the person
“get over themselves.”

Humility undercuts acedia as well. Remem-
ber, acedia is a temptation to abandon a good
but difficult task, stemming from the person's
secret anxiety about their efforts’ effective-
ness. When we indulge this anxiety, our previous
desire for the difficult good becomes an aver-
sion. The traditional cure for acedia is stabilitas
loci, which means remaining in one’s place and
doing one’s work exactly when the temptation
to flee into distraction or laziness is strongest.
Aijian (2017) compares this cure to behavioral
therapy, in which developing a habit to “‘com-
bat [one’s] urge to escape” changes a person’s
perception of her work and place (Aijian, 2017, p.
194). Cultivating humility can bolster this behav-
joristic approach. Aijian (2017) points to studies
suggesting that maladaptive perfectionism of-
ten undergirds avoidance behavior. Our fear of
failure can sabotage us, and what we see as a
lack of progress can discourage us. By helping
us take our eyes off ourselves, humility enables
us to stop chasing the phantom of success as
we define it and to focus on the task itself.

'For an excellent overview of humility’s conceptual histo-
ry in the West, see Dunnington (2018).

2By doing so, | do not wish to negate other compelling,
yet competing, accounts of humility. For a good overview
of other conceptual accounts, see Worthington et al.
(2016) and Dunnington (2018).
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We have seen how humility targets both ace-
dia and pride. | now offer two examples showing
how humility targets despair as well.

Narrative lllustrations

The first example is from the Gospel of Mat-
thew 26:69-27:10. Matthew tells of two betray-
als: one by Peter and one by Judas. Both men
betrayed Jesus at the point when he appeared
to be the most vulnerable. Both are undone by
their betrayals. And yet, while Judas hangs him-
self, we next see Peter with the rest of the disci-
ples, on his way to meet the resurrected Jesus.
Judas gives in to despair, but Peter is saved.

The second example is from the first book of
Edmund Spenser’s The Fairie Queene. Spens-
er tells the story of St. George and the famous
victory of that knight over a fierce dragon. Sur-
prisingly, the dragon did not pose the most dan-
ger to St. George. Instead, a weak-looking man
named Despaire was the greatest threat. Before
St. George was St. George, he was Redcrosse,
a knight sworn to protect Lady Una and kill the
dragon desolating her land. Redcrosse’s pride
and lack of care caused his separation from
Una, or truth personified, and his entanglement
with Duessa, or deception. Redcrosse capped
a string of spectacular combat and moral fail-
ures by rushing into Despaire’s house, thinking
he could easily overpower the villain. However,
when Despaire spoke, he reminded Redcrosse
of all the stupid, shameful acts the latter had
committed with Duessa. He showed that even
Redcrosse’s victories were marred and sug-
gested suicide to break the cycle of ongoing sin.
Overcome with guilt and feelings of unworthi-
ness, the knight was about to stab himself when
he was saved by Una. She took the knife from
his hand, scolded him harshly for his cowardice,
and reminded him of God's mercy and his quest
to slay the dragon. She ordered Redcrosse to
follow her out of “this dreadful place.” To every-
one's astonishment, he did.

What united Redcrosse and Peter? Why did
they live, while Judas died? If my suggestion
that despair is rooted in inordinate pride is cor-
rect, the answer to both questions is humility.
It takes true humility to stop looking at oneself
and judge oneself by one’s own standards. And
it takes true humility to respond to a call from
someone you have abandoned and betrayed the
way Redcross abandoned and betrayed Una.

Could it be that Judas despaired because he
could not get over himself? All he saw was his
wretchedness and foulness, and he could not
imagine how someone like him could be forgiv-
en. Peter, meanwhile, looked at Jesus' good-
ness, instead of his own smallness and shame.

A therapist, working with a person struggling
with despair, might take away three insights
from these stories. First, a despairing person
might benefit from practices aimed at cultivat-
ing humility, such as laying one’s thoughts bare
to God, fasting, acts of service, etc. However, a
despairing person should not undertake these
practices alone, in isolation from others. This
brings us to the second insight: a despairing
person needs community. When we despair, we
cannot rightly see ourselves or our place in the
world. We need someone else to remind us that
acknowledging our smallness and inadequacy
is the first step. We must also relinquish our
right to judge ourselves and, instead, submit to
God’s judgment. In other words, others—be it a
therapist or members of a therapy group—must
show us that our despair is the ultimate form of
self-indulgence and help us get over ourselves.

Third, a despairing person needs to see that
they, like every other human being, have a call-
ing, and that this calling is other-oriented. Red-
crosse looked up from himself only when Una
showed her anger at his readiness to abandon
his quest to liberate Una's homeland. She re-
minded him that he had a task for which the
Fairie Queene chose him, and he would be aban-
doning it by committing suicide. Now, few of us
are called to something as obviously heroic as
Redcrosse, but we all have a calling to fulfill, and
a despairing person might need their therapist’s
help to remember this. At minimum, everyone is
called to the demanding work of being a neigh-
bor and growing closer to God. To do both of
these and other worthwhile tasks, we must take
eyes off our status or performance and focus on
what we are called to do. This allows us to see
the hard work of staying in place and showing
up, not as pointless and ineffective, but as the
very thing that transforms us into who we are
called to be.
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Welcome to our first column on Justice in
Teaching, Research, and Practice. This first ar-
ticle is intended to provide a biblical framework
from which many of the articles that follow will
spring forth. As we set the stage for this column,
itis worth noting that our decision to offera col-
umn explicitly focused on the topic of justice is
grounded both in observance of the socio-his-
torical realities that are shaping our nation and
world and the firm conviction that a life marked
by justice is inextricably linked with the life of
faith according to the Scriptures for the peo-
ple of God. As a result of this conviction, we as
integrators—integrative scholars, practioners,
students, educators and activists—are called
to pursue an ever-deepening understanding of
justice. This understanding finds its fulfillment
in the faithful application of these principles in
every sphere of our lives.

In this column, our aim is to devote undivided
attention to the ways that justice may be carried
out in various aspects of our professional lives.
Although the focus of this column will be on
various aspects of our vocational endeavors as
they relate to our formal work, it would behoove
us to acknowledge that congruence, or integri-
ty, between our professional pursuits and per-
sonal practice is of the utmost importance. As a
result, the biblical witness, empirical evidence,
and theological and theoretical arguments that
are explored in this professional context will
necessarily have ramifications for other as-
pects of our lives as well. | trust that the Holy
Spirit will provide ample wisdom for each of us
as we discern how to apply these principles to
other parts of our lives.

Before taking a step further, it is essential
that we begin with a working definition of jus-
tice. Any clarity surrounding our engagement
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with this topic must begin with our awareness
about what justice is in the first place. Accord-
ing to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.),
justice is defined in the following manner: “The
quality of being just, impartial, or fair; the prin-
ciple orideal of just dealing or right action; con-
formity to this principle orideal: righteousness.”

There are many things about this definition
of justice that are worth observing. First, “jus-
tice” is a noun that describes a way of being, or
engaging, in the world around us. A person, in-
stitution, or larger system that operates in line
with justice is marked by the qualities of just,
impartial, or fair behavior. Second, as social
scientists, the word “impartial” stands out, as it
clarifies that a lifestyle of justice is marked by
intentional mitigation, or erasure, of bias. The
person, group, or institution that claims that it
is just must not only be mindful of their biases,
but actively account for them in order to fully
address them. Third, the word justice is asso-
ciated with the virtue of righteousness. As fol-
lowers of Jesus, everything that we do is meant
to be marked by righteousness. Christians are
called to not only think righteous thoughts
(Philippians 4:8), but the people of God are also
called to live entire lifestyles that are marked by
righteousness (Proverbs 21:3).

Thus, as followers of Jesus, this dictionary
definition of justice finds even greater credence
in the fact it is in keeping with a biblical under-
standing of justice. It is noteworthy to observe
that the biblical pairing of “justice” with “righ-
teousness” is a well-known word association
among biblical scholars. There are dozens of
pairings of these words throughout the Old Tes-
tament. In fact, these two words are so closely
associated with one another that, while they
are distinct terms, it is safe to say that they are
inextricably linked: from a biblical perspective,
you cannot have one without the other. This link
between justice and righteousness matters, in
part, because the way of justice is always meant
to accompany righteous behavior. While it may
be uncommon for someone to think of “justice”
being served in an “unrighteous” manner, it is
important to remember that true justice cannot
simply be accomplished by following “the rule of
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law.” Rather, justice can only be accomplished
(in a judicial system, institutional setting, or in-
terpersonal relationship) when the mediation of
justice also accomplishes what is morally right.
(This distinction seems worth noting due to the
fact that contradictions can and do arise be-
tween what is “just”according to national law and
what is “right” according to God's law.) Careful
attention, then, to the manner in which justice is
provided also matters for the people of God.

Continuing our observation of the role of jus-
tice in the Scriptures, we find that justice holds
a prominent place in the life of faith because it
is a “divine attribute”—a characteristic trait of
God. As a psychology professor, | spend quite a
bit of time thinking about “traits.” When | teach
my students about personality traits, | remind
them that, unlike the more temporal nature of
“states,” “traits” are consistent characteristics
that mark a person, group, or organization. Our
traits show the world who we are and demon-
strate to those around us what matters to us.
These characteristic behaviors reveal our val-
ues even more strongly than any words that we
might speak.

Likewise, divine attributes are immutable
characteristics of God's character and nature.
They tellus who God is and what God cares about.
Notably, the term “justice”is a characteristic that
God uses as a divine self-description over and
over and over again. God repeatedly uses this
term to describe God's self in order to make sure
the characteristics of the divine nature may not
be mistaken, minimized, or underestimated. “The
Lord is a God of justice” (New International Ver-
sion Bible, 2011, Isaiah 30:18). God's throne and
God's kingdom are established through justice
(Psalm 89:14). God's interactions with the world
are marked by justice—interactions with the peo-
ple of God and the enemies of God (Psalm 72:2).
Moreover, those whose lives are not marked by
justice—be it the people of God or the enemies
of God—will be brought to justice (Deuterono-
my 27:19). This divine commitment to justice is
echoed in the New Testament as well (Luke 18:7;
Acts 17:31; Revelation 19:11).

So, we see that justice is a divine character
trait in the Scriptures. But we also see that the
Lord calls the people of God to emulate this di-
vine way of being as well. Repeatedly, we hear
some iteration of the following: “Learn to do
right; seek justice. Defend the oppressed. Take

up the cause of the fatherless; plead the case
of the widow” (New International Version Bible,
2011, Isaiah 1:17). We also hear of the sobering
outcome for the people of God when they do not
bring about justice for the least of those among
them: “Cursed is the one who distorts the jus-
tice due an alien, orphan or widow” (New Inter-
national Version Bible, 2011, Deuteronomy 27:19).

Yet, for all of the hundreds of Scripture pas-
sages that speak to the way of justice, for many
21st century Western Christians, discovering
that the God of the Bible is a God of justice of-
ten seems strange, at best, and off-putting,
at worst. More often than anything else, many
Western churches (Western, White churches,
more specifically) are inclined to highlight “love”
and “grace” as the preeminent divine attributes.
Often, this emphasis on divine love and grace
overshadows other divine characteristics. For
many contemporary Christians, this reasoning
stems from the New Testament’s attestation
that “God is love” (New International Version Bi-
ble, 2011, 1John 4:8). However, | venture to pro-
pose that an overemphasis on the love of God
may be just as damaging to our theology (knowl-
edge of God) and ecclesiology (understanding
of the Church) as an underemphasis of other
divine traits.

It may not be much of a stretch to observe
that underlying many modern Christians’ em-
phasis on the love of God is a deep fear and
growing confusion about how to make sense
of God's behavior when demonstrating divine
righteousness and justice—particularly in the
Old Testament. For many, God's demonstrations
of righteousness and justice showcases a God
that frightens us so much that we would rath-
er engage in a type of dissociation that classic
Kleinian theory would call “splitting”: the inabil-
ity to hold in tension the traits of an individual
that seem incompatible to us (Feist et al., 2018).
It is easier to simply lay aside the divine char-
acteristics that we do not fully understand and,
instead, pay close attention to the ones that
we find endearing. Often, this means placing
a wedge between our understandings of God's
character in the Old Testament and the way of
Christ in the New Testament.

To resolve this tension, it seems that many
Christians subconsciously subscribe to an ear-
ly Christian heresy that most have never heard
of, but whose roots run deep in Christendom,
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even to this day: the heresy of Marcionism. In
short, Marcionism was a theological heresy that
emerged in the 2nd century AD, based on the
teachings of Marcion: a wealthy and influential
preacher’s kid (his father was a bishop in the
early church) who, as an adult, was known for
popularizing the following ideas: “The God of
the Old Testament is a tyrant,’ ‘Jesus came to
show compassion, unlike the God of wrath,”and
‘Love is the opposite of the law” (Tilby, 2007, p.
74). These sentiments are not unlike many of the
thoughts and feelings expressed by believers
today. The “God of the Old Testament” seems so
different from the Christ of the New Testament
that it is easier to simply think of them as sepa-
rate beings or to assume that God's personality
shifted over time, such that the justice herald-
ed in the Old Testament was replaced by love
in the New Testament. Whether or not this ex-
change takes place intentionally, the character
traits that mark many Western Christians today
seems to reflect this bifurcation in deep and
profound ways.

But what does this brief trip down ecclesial
memory lane, traipsing through Church history
and theological heresy, have to do with justice
for the integrator? | propose that slipping into
this theologically binary way of thinking is fatal
for the life of faith in general, and detrimental
for those of us who teach, practice, or research
psychology specifically.

The Scriptures are clear about the unchang-
ing nature of God's character (Hebrews 13:8;
James 1:17), and choosing to buy into an over-
simplified view of the divine nature is harmful
to us and to the work of the gospel that we are
called tolive out in every sphere of our lives. Itis
a gift to us, as the people of God, to worship and
obey a God who sees the marginalized (Genesis
16:7-13), cares for the oppressed (Psalm 9:9)
and champions the way of justice (Zechariah
7:9-10). The reality of the goodness of this truth
is plain to us when we are the marginalized, the
oppressed, and those in need of justice.

But what do we do when we find ourselves re-
moved from the experiences of the oppressed
or, worse yet, in a season of discovery that we
are connected to—directly or indirectly—the
oppression of others? How do we find solace in
the truth that justice remains a hallmark of the
divine nature and is also the call of the people
of God?

These moments of epiphany ought to be ap-
proached with gratitude and humility. Though
sobering, such moments of clarity allow us to
see the world, and ourselves, as we really are.
As psychologically oriented professionals, we
know that staying grounded in reality is founda-
tional to our psychological well-being. The first
step towards cultivating a lifestyle marked by
justice begins by acknowledging where we, in-
dividually or collectively, have been and are as-
sociated with injustice. Thereafter, it becomes
our responsibility to find those around us who
live lives marked by justice to emulate.

As educators, it isincumbent upon us to know
the history of our discipline and ensure that the
narratives that we tell about who we are as a
discipline and how we came to be adequately
recounts our successes, as well as our failures.
This means our students are clear about the
role of antisemitism, misogyny, and homopho-
bia that are wrapped up within the founding of
psychology and psychoanalysis (Moss, 2001). It
also means that our choice of textbooks and
course assignments require that our students
engage with the implications of our past and
ethical responsibilities of the present so that
they are equipped to enact and promote justice
in their own lives as well. Failure to tell the pain-
ful truth about who we have been and what we
have done is a form of injustice in and of itself.

For those of us who have the privilege of writ-
ing for the academy and/or the Church, the aim
of our scholarship ought to be marked by justice
from beginning to end. For researchers, this
means paying attention to the ways that jus-
tice and injustice have shaped the populations
that we study and the ways that these realities
will impact the interpretation of the data that
we collect. Additionally, as we put together our
literature reviews and engage with the work of
colleagues, it is incumbent upon us to attend to
the diversity of perspectives and backgrounds
of the authors whom we are referencing and
with whom we are in theoretical dialogue. At-
tention to the representative nature of those
with whom we engage is a practical way to
proactively promote equitable access to the
voices of others—particularly those voices that
have been historically underrepresented and
systematically misrepresented (Fort & Watson,
2021).
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As practioners, we also have the unique op-
portunity to embody and promote justice in
the therapy room, at the consulting table, and
within our supervisory conversations. Specif-
ically, our commitment to pay attention to the
ways that our own subjective experiences and
cultural heritage shapes the way that we see
our clients and supervisors/supervisees is just
as important as the material that we read in our
efforts to develop a posture of cultural humility
within our cross-cultural interactions (Hook et
al., 2017).

Our intentional pursuit of justice is meant to
have far reaching effects: ensuring (and not
merely intending) that every nook and cranny of
our personal and professional lives are marked
by just and right appraisals of ourselves, our cli-
ents, our research participants, our dialogical
partners, our students, our communities, and
our institutions and that our just attitudes and
actions flow from these accurate appraisals.
In doing so, we acknowledge the inherent risk
to ourselves and our reputations: we acknowl-
edge the foibles, failures, and—more sobering
yet—fatal implications of the injustices that
surround us and the injustices to which our own
practices make regular contribution.

Even with this sobering reality in view, howev-
er, as the people of God, we also take courage in
the fact that a lifestyle marked by justice is one
that is empowered by the Spirit of God. It is the
same God of justice—The God of the Oppressed
(Cone, 1997)—who enables us to serve as Christ’s
ambassador in every sphere in which we find
ourselves (2 Corinthians 5:20). As a result, we
step forward in bold and convicted humility as
we actively make space for the virtues of the
Kingdom to permeate life here on earth, just as
they do in heaven (Matthew 6:10).

References

Cone, J. H.(1997). God of the oppressed (Rev.). Or-
bis Books.

Feist, J., Feist, G., & Roberts, T.(2018). Theories of
personality (9th ed.). McGraw-Hill International
Editions.

Fort, C. J. & Watson, T. S. (2021). Journeying to-
ward a more inclusive integrative endeavor:
Fostering integrative leadership through an
intentional focus on intersectionality, mutuali-
ty and empowerment. Journal of Psychology &
Christianity.

Hook, J. N., Davis, D., Owen, J., & DeBlaere, C.
(2017). Cultural humility: Engaging diverse
identities in therapy. American Psychological As-
sociation.

Merriam-Webster  Dictionary. (n.d.). Justice.
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
justice

Moss, D. (2001). On hating in the first person plu-
ral: Thinking psychoanalytically about racism,
homophobia, and misogyny. Journal of the Amer-
ican Psychoanalytic Association, 49(4), 1315-1334.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00030651010490041801

New International Version Bible. (2011). Zondervan.
https://www.biblegateway.com/

Tilby, A. (2007). Marcionism: Can Christians dis-
pense with the God of the Old Testament? In
B. Quash & M. Ward (Eds.), Heresies and how to
avoid them: Why it matters what Christians be-
lieve. Baker Academic.

Author

Christin J. Fort (PhD, Clinical Psychology, Fuller
Theological Seminary) is an Assistant Professor
of Psychology and the Director of Integrative Dia-
logue at Wheaton College. Her academic publica-
tions provide robust theoretical grounding for in-
tegrative work, as well as practical frameworks for
using these theories in clinical contexts. Dr. Fort's
research lays the foundation for her service as a
practitioner, and her clinical work serves as a cata-
lyst for her research and offers practical application
points for use in academic contexts.


https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/justice 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/justice 
https://doi.org/10.1177/00030651010490041801
https://www.biblegateway.com/

PUBLICATION POLICY OF THE
JOURNAL OF PSYCHOLOGY AND CHRISTIANITY

Material in the following areas will be considered for publication:

1. Theoreticalandresearch articles focusing onissuesin psychology, theology, sociology, marital
and family studies, social work, and related fields which can be useful to academic and applied
communities in those disciplines.

2. Theoretical and research articles which have bearing on the relationship between psychology
and Christian faith, including the interface of psychology with theology and the psychology of
religion.

3. Applied articles treating current issues in clinical practice, pastoral counseling, family and
community services, and similar matters involving the helping professions.

4. Articles dealing with the application of psychological theory and data to the work of the church,
missions, and other Christian organizations.

5. Responsesto current or past journal articles.

6. Book and journal reviews in fields relevant to psychology and theology

INSTRUCTIONS TO AUTHORS

Manuscripts should be electronically submitted through Scholastica:
https://jpc.scholasticahg.com. A brief biography including research and/
or professional interests of no more than five lines must be submitted
on separate pages. JPC utilizes a blind review system. Thus, authors’
names, institutions, and other identifying information should appear
on only one of the two submitted copies. All manuscripts should be
in accordance with the quidelines of the American Psychological
Association Publication Manual, 7th ed.

Disclaimer: The ideas and opinions published in the JPC are not necessarily those of CAPS or its Board
of Directors but are the sole responsibility of the individual authors. The JPC is designed to be a forum
of discussion and exchange of any and all ideas relevant to the psychological and pastoral professions, in
keeping with the historic spirit of CAPS.

276


https://jpc.scholasticahq.com

INTERNATIONAL

P.0. BOX 365 « BATAVIA, ILLINOIS 60510-0365 < (630)639-9478 « WWW.CAPS.NET



