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Reflections on the Effects of a Protestant Girlhood 

Nancy McWilliams 

Background 

 In formulating links between my religious sensibility and my vocation as a therapist, I 

find myself starting, in standard psychoanalytic fashion, with my personal history. The earliest 

home I remember was in a New England suburb where I lived from age two until age eleven. My 

family belonged to the First Congregational Church in Longmeadow, MA, and although we 

attended regularly, I do not recall my parents putting much emphasis on my religious education. 

My mother, who loved to sing, was in the choir there, and as soon as I was old enough, I joined 

the junior choir. The words of the hymns we sang can return to me intact decades later. I thought 

the church was beautiful (I still do; it is a typically spare, elegant, white, steepled New England 

house of worship). I recall liking the picture on the wall of the Sunday school classroom: a kind-

looking Jesus surrounded by children. 

I enjoyed Bible stories from a young age, especially “Joseph and the Coat of Many 

Colors” and “David and Goliath.” I suspect that my psychologically astute mother read me those 

stories in an effort to mitigate my suffering from my older sister’s occasional envious attacks on 

me for having displaced her. This may have been the template for my later consulting scripture 

in times of trouble. I remember my maternal grandmother teaching me the Lord’s Prayer when I 

was about three. It was a source of much amusement in my family that my grandparents bickered 

constantly, except when reading the Bible aloud to each other every morning and evening. They 

usually read psalms, and I became familiar with some of their favorites.  
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Interestingly, my maternal grandmother was a convert to Christian Science. The story 

was that as a toddler, my mother contracted scarlet fever and was at death’s door. All the doctors 

had given up on her. In desperation, my grandmother hired a Christian Science practitioner, who 

led a long, bedside prayer vigil. My mother survived, and my grandmother credited Christian 

Science with her recovery. She was an oddly practical Scientist, however, who explained that if 

material existence is an illusion, it doesn’t matter whether one takes medicine or not (and how 

could it hurt?). Her father had been a doctor, and I think she could not fully devalue his 

profession. So during my childhood, Grandma would talk in phrases from Mary Baker Eddy’s 

(2006, orig. 1875) Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures, urge us to appreciate that 

physical treatments for illness were unnecessary, and then make sure we followed the doctor’s 

orders. As a child I did not find this peculiar; as an adult I find it an interesting example of a 

common tendency for people to find in a religious tradition only what is convenient to take in. 

My father, a deep-dyed moralist, told me when I was an adult that he had once considered 

going into the ministry but had decided against it because he worried about the kind of life his 

wife would be expected to live as the spouse of a pastor. When I was a teenager, he once 

surprised me by remarking that theologically, he was more of a Jew than a Christian (my older 

sister remembers him saying this more than once, as well), meaning that he regarded Jesus as a 

great teacher but not a divine being or a resurrected one. So he had evidently thought a lot about 

religious matters. But I remember few childhood references to God, and prayers only at bedtime 

(“Now I lay me down to sleep . . .”) and on occasions such as Thanksgiving when we would say 

grace.  

I must have asked many questions about death and evil and other things that trouble 

children, but only one theologically related conversation stands out from my earliest years. At 
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about age 5, having witnessed my mother’s pregnancy with my younger sister and knowing that 

babies grow inside women, I wanted to understand the role of men in conception. I asked my 

mother why only women with husbands had babies (in 1950s white suburbia, single mothers 

were invisible). She replied that God would not want a child to grow up without a father. I 

remember clearly that this was an unsatisfying answer; I was asking about ontology, and she had 

responded with teleology. But I also got the message that God cared about children. 

When I was seven, my mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer and was forthright 

about her grave prognosis. Knowing she would die, I went to the Bible for solace. I remember 

opening it randomly, hoping my eye would fall on a message from God, but nothing I read 

seemed to be speaking to me. Still, it was comforting to have that book in my hands. My 

mother’s death two years later was a terrible loss, especially because my father fell apart horribly 

afterward. My sanity in that difficult time was saved by a loving African-American woman he 

hired to take care of me and my younger sister. Anna was with us only a few months, but she 

assured me with conviction that I was going to be okay, and I believed her. She also talked about 

a sister who worked with the mentally retarded, and for the first time I began imagining a career 

helping others with psychological problems. This was not simply altruism: Anna’s sister 

reportedly earned $25 a day, which seemed to me a magnificent salary; I knew that my father 

paid Anna, who was worth a fortune to me, $40 a week plus room and board for herself and her 

toddler son. 

One lesson of my bereavement was the searing realization that life is capricious, that we 

can all die at any time, and that given the ongoing possibility of sudden loss or change, we must 

live as well and fully as possible in the here-and-now. A deep sense of gratitude for the things I 

still had (health, intelligence, people who loved me, the memory of a good mother), became a 
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constant companion. I idealized my dead mother, who was known for her sympathetic kindness. 

Around this time, the Good Samaritan story became important to me, and I self-consciously tried 

to live my life by the Golden Rule. I also identified with my father’s moralism, probably in an 

effort to make sure I was acceptable to the one parent I had left, and became very concerned 

about trying to live up to a Christian ethical code.  

From age nine on I went every summer to a Girl Scout camp in western Massachusetts, 

where we campers had late-night discussions comparing our religious beliefs. My Irish Catholic 

tent-mates assured me that I was going to Hell, because unlike ignorant pagans, who could spend 

eternity in Limbo, I had been exposed (by them) to the One True Faith and had rejected it. The 

Jewish campers considered us Christians a little loopy in our assumption that the Messiah had 

already come. I envied my Catholic friends, who could confess and be temporarily purified – we 

Protestants had to live with unremitting sinfulness. (Jesus may have taken on our sins and 

relieved us of them in his suffering on the cross, but I understood my church’s message to be that 

our original sinfulness also somehow remained and was not erasable by good deeds or ritual. 

This theological position confirmed my internal sense that I had somehow damaged my mother 

and could never undo that.) I also envied my Jewish friends, for being the Chosen People.  

The camp staff, influenced by the lesbian couple who administered the camp and who 

valued respectful explorations of difference, encouraged such discussions. Camp Bonnie Brae 

was a safe space to ponder the big questions about life that young people need to ask. The 

diversity there – of ethnicity, religion, race, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status – was a 

welcome antidote to my white-bread suburban existence the rest of the year.  
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A year after my mother’s death, my father married a kindhearted woman who adopted me 

and my younger sister and stepped gracefully into the maternal role. Because of a change in my 

father’s job, we moved when I was eleven to New Canaan, CT, a painful relocation for me at a 

hard age to leave old friends and find my way in a new and much larger school where the 

students seemed not particularly interested in the new girl. We joined the Congregational Church 

there, and I sang in the youth choir and sometimes played the piano to accompany the hymns. At 

least I felt at home in another classic white, steepled church, with a familiar liturgy.  

When I was thirteen, another change in my father’s job took us to a predominantly 

Pennsylvania Dutch community, a suburb of Reading, where there were no Congregational 

churches. Most of my classmates went to Atonement Lutheran, but my parents preferred the First 

Presbyterian Church – not white, no steeple, a disappointment. But there I attended a weekly 

youth discussion group, in which members of the small Presbyterian minority in my high school 

talked earnestly about ethical questions. I enjoyed those meetings and my new friends in this 

community, which was smaller, stabler, and more welcoming than the New Canaan cliques had 

been. But I was also homesick for New England. I began collecting postcards of white churches 

with steeples. My stepmother, noting this interest, gave me a book (for my birthday or 

Christmas, I think) about the architecture and history of such churches, and also gave me a 

painting of such a church. I still have them. Perhaps I was homesick not only for a particular 

setting but also for a kind of confidence in my faith, which I began to question in the ways that 

adolescents question all the certainties they inherit. 

Because my parents felt that joining a religious denomination was a decision that should 

not be made in childhood (reflecting itself a Protestant orientation toward religious issues), I was 

not baptized into the faith until my thirties, when my husband and I joined the Presbyterian 
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church in which we would bring up our children. I was struggling with many epistemological, 

eschatological, and moral questions in high school, however, and I looked to my religion for 

answers. I read the New Testament carefully and tried to follow Jesus’s teachings. Probably 

because of my enduring love for our housekeeper Anna, and because the Calvinist injunction to 

do good works had gotten in pretty deep, I was powerfully drawn to the Civil Rights movement, 

especially to its passionate Christian message of non-violent protest. I made a close (and 

continuing) friendship with an African-American girl I met in the local high school chapter of 

the National Council for Christians and Jews, and I occasionally went with her and her family to 

the Presbyterian church that Reading’s African-American community attended. I loved the 

energy there, especially the joyful singing. 

 In 1962, I applied to, and was accepted by, Oberlin College. My older sister had urged 

me to go to a good co-ed school (she had attended a women’s college in the era when such 

institutions expected their students to learn to be intelligent extensions of powerful males, and 

she regretted her choice), and there was fine music there, which was a big plus from my 

perspective. But mostly I was attracted to Oberlin’s history of concern for social justice. It was 

the first American college to admit women on an equal basis with men and blacks on an equal 

basis with whites. It had had been founded in the context of a passionate, evangelical 

abolitionism and had been a major stop on the Underground Railroad (James McBride captures 

this sensibility and its relationship to Oberlin, also his alma mater, in his recent [2013] fictional 

treatment of John Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry.) Mid-sixties Oberlin students were active in 

current civil rights issues, and Martin Luther King, Jr. occasionally came to campus.  

When I applied to Oberlin, the college brochure still described it as an explicitly 

Christian institution, and this depiction appealed to me. (That epithet disappeared within a couple 
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of years, as the Jewish students expressed their irritation at being marginalized; the turning point 

as I remember it was when a consciously well-intentioned Dean of Women referred to Jewish 

students in print as “guests” and was surprised that they felt this as less than wholehearted 

inclusion.) The college brochure wasn’t really wrong: The climate of Social Gospel evangelism 

in which Oberlin was founded still pervades the place in subtle ways. It produces legions of 

serious scholars and passionate do-gooders, and I am struck by how many of my classmates have 

found their way to careers in psychotherapy. 

 I met my husband at Oberlin. He was a young professor of political science, a “radical 

from Berkeley.” The first time I heard him speak was at a chapel talk. I had attended it out of 

curiosity: it did not fit my stereotypes that a Berkeley leftist would be giving a sermon. Carey 

McWilliams was a spellbinder, and I decided to take some courses with him, which led to my 

majoring in his field and choosing him as my faculty advisor. I fell in love with him when he 

reached out to me in the context of my beloved stepmother’s terminal cancer diagnosis when I 

was eighteen, a traumatic repetition for my family. Carey also encouraged me to read Freud, 

handing me a copy of Civilization and Its Discontents (Freud, 1930) and suggesting that I do my 

junior thesis on Freud’s political theory “because you’re pretty psychological.” I soon fell in love 

with psychoanalysis and began imagining a career as a clinical psychologist. 

We married at the beginning of my senior year - this was before the era when faculty-

student romances were regarded as inherently exploitive. Despite the age difference, we had a lot 

in common, including a Calvinist sensibility. Carey was a deeply religious and brilliant man, a 

serious and learned Christian, but also a kind of walking ecumenical movement: He had studied 

with Jesuits and with a leading rabbi as well as within the Protestant tradition in which he was 

raised. He read Hebrew, taught courses on religion and politics, and knew a great deal about 
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theology. I envied both his erudition and the depth of his faith. Now several years after his death, 

I still miss my conversations with him on these topics. 

In Carey’s personal library were many psychoanalytic books, including some that dealt 

with religious topics. I was particularly taken with several books by Theodor Reik, who was 

talented at writing for nonprofessional readers as well as for other analysts. What stood out most 

sharply to me in his work were his comments about female psychology – he was the first writer 

on sex differences I had ever read who did not convey an assumption of female inferiority – but I 

was also fascinated by his psychoanalytic writing about religious matters (e.g., Reik, 1945, 

1946). When I decided to consider analysis for myself, taking advantage of its availability once 

we had moved to Brooklyn just after my graduation from Oberlin, I sought Reik out; he was then 

an old man, living in Manhattan and still practicing a little. He sent me for an intake interview at 

the clinic of the National Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis, which he had founded in 

reaction against the medical domination of psychoanalysis in the United States, and where I 

eventually trained as an analyst. 

When I went through psychoanalysis in my twenties – a profoundly therapeutic 

experience with a warm, Jewish social-worker analyst who ran a settlement house on the Lower 

East Side of Manhattan – I became aware that I struggle with unconscious oedipal guilt (did my 

badness somehow kill my mother?) and guilt in general. Perhaps because of that tendency, the 

Protestant notion of radical moral equality, that we are all equal in our sinfulness, has always 

seemed self-evident – and comforting - to me. I remember struggling as a teenager with the 

problem of the sin of pride. How could one conquer that sin? As soon as I felt I was succeeding 

in being less prideful, I noted that I was taking pride in my humility. I now think about such 
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questions in the psychoanalytic language of infantile omnipotence and narcissistic entitlement. 

But it was the Christian terms that framed my first efforts to understand the complexity of being.  

In my analysis, I noticed the difference in temperament between me and my analyst: Like 

many self-critical Protestants, I was always looking for the “right” path of service and trying to 

resist “self-indulgence” (when I read The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in college 

[see Weber, Baehr & Wells, 2002] - I was astonished that Max Weber could put words to a 

sensibility that had been water to the fish for me. The Jewish sense of paradox, irony, trade-off, 

the “on the one hand, on the other” rabbinic outlook, was a welcome corrective to my tendency 

toward being self-righteous and opinionated. Training as an analyst in New York in the 1970s, I 

felt treated as a curious minority, and I joked that I practically had to learn Yiddish to graduate 

from my institute.  

The cultural differences between me and my Jewish colleagues, and the overall Jewish 

sensibility informing psychoanalysis itself, were sources of fascination to my young-adult self. 

As a system of thought, however, I found psychoanalysis quite resonant with my understanding 

of Presbyterian theology. Freud’s concept of psychic determinism, for example, did not feel too 

different from Calvin’s idea of predestination, a much misunderstood concept that I had thought 

a lot about. I was not surprised to learn that Freud had had warm, intellectually stimulating 

friendships with Protestant theists such as Oskar Pfister and James Jackson Putnam.  

Later, as a therapist serving patients of diverse religious sensibilities, I discovered Robert 

Lovinger’s (1984) Working with Religious Issues in Therapy. The depiction there of the 

sensibilities characterizing the major religions in the United States deepened my understanding 

of my clients. For example, Lovinger explored how guilt might be experienced differently by 
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individuals of different faith backgrounds, depending on the context in which their religion had 

developed. He observes, for example, that Protestants tend, with Martin Luther as perhaps the 

icon of this sensibility, to feel guilty when they are not brave enough to stand alone on matters of 

conscience and resist the pull of a community they see as corrupt; in contrast, Jews tend to feel 

guilty about separation and other threats to the maintenance of a community that has been 

historically beleaguered. Lovinger attributed the devaluation of faith that was common among 

therapists not only to their identification with Freud’s effort to frame religion as an “illusion,” 

but also to the fact that most people’s religious education ends at about age twelve. That felt right 

to me. It is easy to conceive of religion as “childish” if one has stopped learning from religious 

teachers at an age when one is still thinking like a child. 

Personal Implications 

 As I consider my religious background and its effect on my work, I suspect its strongest 

influence has been on my overall moral sensibility. I loved Jesus’s tendency to hang out with 

prostitutes and low-lifes. The Judeo-Christian emphasis on the dignity of every person rings true 

to me. The Golden Rule, or simple kindness, still seems to me a pretty good guide for living, 

though a friend of mine who studies Judaic texts has told me that there is an earlier rule, “Do not 

do unto others what you would not have them do to you.” I like that even better.  

The ethic of respect, the I-Thou, subject-to-subject connection that I hope characterizes 

my clinical work, derives directly from the Judeo-Christian tradition (Buber, 1953). The concept 

of grace, that God loves us despite our not deserving this love, has always moved me. I distrust 

worldly authority and cherish the radical egalitarianism of Christianity and the back-to-basics 

drive of the Protestant movement. I enjoy the writing of sensitive religious thinkers such as 

Karen Armstrong (e.g., 1994, 2007) and Marilyn Robinson (e.g., 1998, 2004, 2008). I am also 
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interested in trying to understand the psychology of Jesus as a human being (e.g., Aslan, 2013; 

Crosson, 1992), in making sense of the psychological power of the Christian narrative (e.g., 

Parnini 2013), and in making connections between Christian themes and psychoanalytic ones 

(e.g., Hoffman, 2010). 

I am not observant. I do not pray or meditate regularly, but I am ongoingly aware of the 

presence of God - or whatever we call that which is unimaginably greater than ourselves. I 

experience my spirituality mostly in two areas, awe and gratitude. Awe takes me over whenever 

I witness the magnificence and beauty of things that defy mortal comprehension. When a patient 

makes a surprising discovery, or has survived a traumatic background with more resilience than I 

would have thought possible, or in mysteriously synchronistic moments when my client and I 

have a similar dream or find ourselves with the same mental image, or when I witness sudden 

growth after a stretch of mutual frustration and deadness, I feel awe. In the natural world I can be 

overwhelmed by the numinous; snorkeling at the Great Barrier Reef a few years ago, I felt dumb 

with wonder at the beauty of the vast, silent, magnificent underwater universe.  

I am often possessed by gratitude. I find myself saying spontaneous prayers of thanks for 

my life, for my family, for friends, for bodily pleasures, for moments of joy, for natural beauty, 

for meaningful work, for all the people who have nurtured me. I am keenly aware that although I 

have worked hard to succeed as a therapist and teacher, I have had innumerable advantages of 

which I was no more deserving than anyone else. I have written about gratitude and remorse as 

the “glue” that supports and repairs relationships, and I understand narcissistic psychopathology 

in terms of the absence of the capacities for genuine appreciation and apology (McWilliams & 

Lependorf, 1990). It seems that I am circling back to the topic of the sin of pride and the value of 

recognizing the futility of human efforts to be perfect or omnipotent. The notion that we are all, 
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in Sullivan’s words, “more simply human than otherwise,” and, as Lacan noted, we are all 

“broken” has a deep appeal to me. 

Clinical Ramifications 

I have worked therapeutically with many people of faith and several practicing clergy. 

They seem to have radar for professionals who disdain religious belief, and they may find their 

way to me because they have picked up in my writing my respect for the spiritual. Most of my 

more religious patients have been observant Protestants, Catholics, and Jews in the mainstream 

of their respective traditions. I have also worked with committed Quakers, Eastern Orthodox 

clients, fundamentalist Protestants, Hindus, and Buddhists. I have had Muslim students – 

Turkish, Palestinian, Pakistani, and Lebanese - who taught me a lot, but I cannot recall ever 

working intensively with an observant Muslim client. 

Much of psychotherapy, at least as I see it, is simply bearing witness. Unbearable 

suffering and the inability to imagine anything better require a relationship in which grief can be 

tolerated and hope can emerge. When I was bereaved as a child, I was comforted not by those 

who tried to distract me or gave me glib reassurances but by those who could bear my pain and 

tell me the truth. The language of my religious tradition captures this universal human need for 

honest engagement with suffering, as in Isaiah’s “man of sorrows . . . acquainted with grief.” I 

have appreciated writers who construe therapy as a mourning process (e.g., Stark, 1994), and I 

am allergic to facile efforts to fix what ails us most deeply. I have welcomed the now extensive 

empirical research showing that it is the relationship, not the technique, that heals (e.g., 

Wampold, 2010). 
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Psychotherapy feels to me like a sacred trust. Like Jerome Frank (Frank & Frank, 1993), 

I see therapists in secular and diverse societies as having a priestly function (one that is under 

threat these days, but that is a different paper). The 45- or 50-minute session and the other 

conventional boundaries of treatment provide a container in which both patient and therapist can 

tolerate the pain that we must process in bits and pieces in order to heal from our psychic injuries 

and begin growing again. I resonate to theories that emphasize our shared humanity, our inability 

to know fully someone else’s mind, our inevitable wounding of each other, and the cycle of 

rupture and repair that characterizes therapeutic progress (e.g., Benjamin, 2010).  

I think that for me, psychoanalysis has become a kind of religion. Not in the sense of 

being doctrinal or dogmatic, but in the sense of offering a worldview and an ethic of honesty. 

Sometimes I muse that I have become an evangelist for psychoanalytic ways of understanding 

human psychology and emotional suffering. I identified with my father’s moralism and my 

mother’s compassion, and (notwithstanding the notorious arrogance of many in the analytic 

community, especially in the heyday of American ego psychology) I cherish the attitude of 

humility that I think is inherent in theories that emphasize how much of our behavior is 

unconsciously motivated. This feels like a familiar spiritual surrender (cf. Ghent, 1990), a 

continuation of my Judeo-Christian preoccupation with smallness in the face of the infinite. My 

late colleague Herbert Strean was once interviewed by a reporter who challenged, “Isn’t 

psychoanalysis really just another religion?” “Oh no!” Dr. Strean protested. “Psychoanalysis 

differs from all other religions in that . . . .”  I could completely identify with that slip. 

Many of my patients struggle with issues of faith. Here are a few vignettes from my 

practice in which religious issues played a big part. One of my most rewarding clients was a 

woman who worked as a pastoral counselor for a fundamentalist evangelical denomination that 
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emphasized the sinfulness of homosexuality. She had read one of my books and felt I might 

respect her religious convictions (though as the transference elaborated, she was in constant 

expectation of my contempt, the attitude with which her mother had typically responded to her 

individuality). This woman knew she was gay, but she believed God did not sanction homoerotic 

love, and she was committed to a heterosexual marriage – a difficult one with an abusive 

husband. She could not imagine improving her life, given her theology, but she told me she 

wanted someone to know who she really was, and she wanted to feel alive again.  

This was a long treatment in which I watched her slowly feel seen and accepted as she 

was. Although I never took a position about what she should do, she eventually gave up her 

hatred of her sexual orientation. Ultimately, she addressed her situation with courage, left her 

husband safely, dealt honestly and effectively with her children, and only then met a Christian 

lesbian partner whom she eventually married. During this therapy of many years duration, the 

first thing she reported as changing internally was her relationship to God. She realized that she 

had experienced him as a judgmental, punitive male, and she noted that she was beginning to 

experience God as also merciful and motherly.  

She began participating in discussions with other members of her church who were 

struggling with sexual orientation issues and trying to “stay straight.” The longer they talked 

together, the more they all acknowledged the failure of this solution. Eventually, and probably 

several weeks or months after the change had taken place internally, she told me her theology 

had evolved, that she believed that God loves people as they are. She began the wrenching 

process of leaving her marriage, her disapproving church community, and her restricted life. She 

retains her deep faith and her spiritual practices but worships now with her same-sex spouse in a 

new, accepting environment. 
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Another of my patients is a man who grapples with significant paranoia. He was reared 

by secular Jewish (and I think also anti-Semitic) parents who literally terrorized him, when they 

wanted to control him, with the threat, “Hitler is coming back, and next time he’ll be coming for 

you.” Not surprisingly, he associates his Jewish heritage with humiliation and sadism. Attending 

a Buddhist temple has helped him to relax and get some respite from the otherwise constant 

hypervigilence and agitation to which he is prone. Like my lesbian patient, he also suffered from 

diffuse and relentless parental contempt and finds himself, despite all evidence to the contrary, 

worried that I will assail his spiritual interests and devalue his Buddhist meditation.  

With every improvement in his life, this man expects envious attack, and I do not believe 

that he could have tolerated his own successes without the spiritual disciplines he has adopted. 

When he read a draft of this paper (because I needed his permission to publish what I have just 

described), he noticed with amazement that even after years of work with me, he was surprised 

to learn that I really do not, like his parents, have contempt for faith, that my stance supporting 

his spiritual quest is not simply an assumed professional façade of acceptance, and that in fact I 

have derived great strength from the religious tradition in which I was brought up. 

A charismatic minister once came to me with the agenda of becoming a better person. It 

would not be too hard for most of us to have been better than he had been: In his younger days 

he had led a drug-dealing ring of thieves. He had the charm and manipulativeness of the 

psychopath, but in his fifties, with all his old friends either dead or in jail, he had become curious 

about an alternative, more ethically conventional way of life. Having along the way developed a 

severe substance use disorder, he had finally gone to Alcoholics Anonymous, where he had 

found God. He then trained as a minister in an evangelical Protestant sect, and he had become 

the pastor of a small church. The immediate precipitant to his seeking therapy was an occasion 
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when one of the elders in his church had disagreed with him, and he had decked the guy – a 

response that his parishioners deemed not very ministerial and regarded as grounds for some 

professionally guided introspection. 

What intrigued me about this man was that his childhood had been so abusive, negligent, 

and inconsistent that even the hypothetical concept of treating people well was new to him. The 

only reasonably competent adult in his history was an uncle who was good with his fists (hence 

his reaction to the unfortunate elder). He resembled an anthropologist attempting to figure out 

the mores of an alien tribe of ethical people. He was trying to be faithful to his wife – an 

unfamiliar practice - and to be a good parent to their young children. His religion and AA had 

given him a new language for how to live one’s life, and he could see that those precepts offered 

more potential satisfaction than he had known before. I worked with him for about eighteen 

months, at which point he was called to a bigger church in another state.  

In our last session, I did my usual “exit interview,” asking him what he felt he had gotten 

from our work, and what had disappointed him. He responded that he was unambivalently 

pleased with and proud of his progress. When I pressed for specifics, he declared, “I sat across 

from a woman I was attracted to for a year and a half and didn’t put the make on you!” At first, I 

was deflated by this version of his experience (what about all my sensitive interpretations?), but 

then I realized that for him, it was a significant, life-changing achievement to have related to 

another person without exploitating or manipulating her. 

I find that individuals differ greatly as to how central or experience-near the spiritual is to 

them. Many patients find it harder to talk about their religious attitudes than to talk about lust or 

greed or vanity or homicidal wishes. For believers, their spirituality is a matter of the tenderest 
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intimacy. When I work with clients whose religion is important to them yet relatively unfamiliar 

to me, I often ask them to give me something to read so that I can understand the spiritual part of 

their mental life better. (Sometimes they offer such items spontaneously, out of their intuition 

that I will not understand them well enough without a window on their religious sensibility.) I do 

this out of my own wish to learn but also to convey that this dimension of their psychology is 

important for us to recognize together. Once they feel relatively safe with me, they often recount 

to me their spiritual practices, their conversations with God, and their efforts to deepen their 

relationship with the divine.  

Sometimes religious issues are at the epicenter of a person’s suffering. It is not 

uncommon for people to seek therapy after taking their problems to their faith community and 

running into insuperable internal resistances to the help they are offered there. For example, an 

African-American Protestant woman came to me because she was angry with God for allowing 

her to suffer a series of terrible losses; she was not comforted by her community’s reassurance 

that He would not give her more than she could bear. A Hindu man came because he had worked 

hard within his ashram on his attitude toward his wife, and despite his efforts to accept her as she 

was, he was still impatient and irritated with her.  

A teacher who had been groomed by his Southern white parents to be a great evangelist – 

a vocation he had embraced until he reached puberty and realized that avoiding sin is not so easy 

once sexual desire enters the picture – came to treatment because despite his gratifying career, he 

felt he had failed his family. Gay and lesbian believers often come to negotiate a painful coming-

out process, which may mean for them the loss not only of their parents’ support but also of their 

whole religious community. 
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Concluding Comments 

 I have tried to account for my own spiritual inclinations and to connect them with my 

therapeutic stance and my experiences with patients of varying religious sensibilities and beliefs. 

I think the legacy of my Protestant background includes an ethic of respect, a sense of the 

presence of both good and evil (especially evil) in everyone, a tilt toward gratitude, the habit of 

compassion in the face of suffering, a tolerance of painful emotional states such as grief, and a 

sense of awe about phenomena that are far beyond human control or influence. I think that these 

attitudes are often not fully conscious and that they infiltrate my work with patients in mostly 

silent but probably powerfully consequential ways.  
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