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Many of the greatest Christian thinkers
have believed that knowing God and
knowing one’s self were intimately interwoven, including Augustine, Bonaventure,
John Calvin, and Sören Kierkegaard. 1

article is a consideration of the mental
health benefits of prayerfully meditating
upon some of the main features of God’s
nature.

Calvin called the knowledge of God and
the knowledge of one’s self the sum and
substance of all “true and sound wisdom”
and believed they were thoroughly interdependent.2 As Kierkegaard briefly put it,
“The more conception of God, the more
self; the more self, the more conception of
God.”3 The more one knows God, he
believed, the more one becomes a self (a
responsible person as Christianly conceived); and the more one becomes such a
self, the more deeply one can appreciate
God. The best of historic Christian thought
has consistently maintained that it is not
possible to know one’s soul accurately
apart from a corollary knowledge of God.
Such a stance offers a radical reconceptualization of the field of counseling, currently conceived of in thoroughly secular
terms. But the secular stance of modernism/postmodernism is nothing more than
a communally-based assumption that was
largely unquestioned in the twentieth
century. For the Christian community,
grounded as it is in the Christian Scriptures
and, secondarily, in the Christian tradition,
an accurate understanding of human
nature and oneself can only proceed in
concert with one’s knowledge of God (and
vice versa).4
To develop a distinct psychology and
form of counseling and psychotherapy that
is foundationally Christian, then, requires
a deeper exploration of the implications of
this “bi-polar” stance. The purpose of this

Some Psychospiritual Benefits of
the Experience of Some of God’s
Attributes
Because of the thorough interdependence of self-understanding and Godunderstanding according to Christian
thought, we would expect that the Christian self would be profoundly benefited by
its perception and experience of God. The
Bible contains many examples of people
being deeply affected by an immediate
exposure to God: Abraham, Jacob, Moses
(repeatedly), Isaiah, and, of course, most
of Jesus’ own disciples! The predicament
of post-resurrection disciples like ourselves
is that our experience of God is mediated
through God’s word and requires the
agency of the Holy Spirit acting upon
our capacities. In the present, through our
reading, hearing, and reflecting on the
word of God, God the Holy Spirit reveals
the knowledge of God to the soul (as well
as true self-knowledge and a truer knowledge of others).
And this knowledge of God is good for
the soul. Jesus equated it with eternal life
(John 17:3). Augustine took this insight
very seriously. “For Augustine the goal of
life is knowing and enjoying God. Knowing God occurs on two fronts. One is the
sphere of God’s works in history: creation,
Incarnation, and so forth. The other is the
spiritual sphere—a proper understanding
of the qualities of God. In order to enjoy
God it is necessary to know who God is

based on what he has done and to understand ourselves in a certain way, a way
that takes pleasure in the qualities of God
and of ourselves as participants therein.”5
As the Puritan, Henry Scougal, wrote
(influenced, at least indirectly, by Augustine), “The true way to improve and ennoble
our souls is by fixing our love on the divine
perfections that we may have them always
before us and derive an impression of them
on ourselves.”6
Before we look at some of God’s traits,
we must consider the way in which we are
to know God, for the wrong kind of knowing does nothing to benefit the soul. On
the contrary, it leads to spiritual death.
Edwards sharply distinguished what he
called “notional understanding” (an
abstract and speculative knowledge that
only involves the intellect) and “spiritual
understanding” (an apprehension that
engages the whole person: the affections
as well as the intellect, issuing in love and
awe in the heart). For Edwards, spiritual
understanding was necessary for true
religion. He equated true knowledge of
God with the love and worship of God, for
true knowledge of an object, according to
Edwards, entails the aesthetic perception
of its worth, a perception that necessarily
produces an emotional, evaluative
response. In the case of a spiritually healthy
soul, such a perception of God produces
immense love and awe. So, for Edwards,
knowing facts about God were essential,
but not enough. The only saving understanding of God involves both an intellectual and affective appreciation or
experience of the beauty of God that
draws our hearts out to him in love and
adoration.7
This point cannot be overstated. Some
Christians have concluded that the understanding of God produces little, if any, ben-

efit to the soul, because they assume a
strictly intellectualistic approach to such
efforts, and so they look elsewhere for psychologically transformative experiences.
But if, following Edwards, we insist that
the true knowledge of God entails a “tasting” of God’s goodness (Ps 34:6), it produces, by definition, emotional change (as
a result of a deeper physiological change
than factual learning alone can produce),
and it is only such changes that can lead to
the “re-formative” kinds of encouragement, conviction, humility, and peace that
can contribute to a genuine and deep healing of the soul, changes that are especially
necessary to aid in the recovery of people
who have been emotionally traumatized.
However, there is a balance here. God has
revealed cognitive content about himself
in the Bible that provides the essential grist
for Christian experience. Christian orthodoxy does not disparage an intellectual
understanding of God, since it provides
the necessary foundation for Christian
experience of God, without which Christians have no understanding of what they
experience and therefore no ability to
distinguish the true God from false ones.
This feature decisively separates Christian
and Eastern approaches to religious experience. The Christian life is based on truth
and love.

God’s Greatness
God possesses many traits, and we do
not have space to deal with them all here.
Erickson distinguishes between two types
of traits (or attributes) of God: those having to do with his greatness and his goodness.8 Though we humans are inclined to
focus on those traits that relate directly to
us (mostly those of his goodness), we will
begin with God’s greatness, because the
greatness of his being is what most distin-
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guishes him from us, and it also heightens
the significance of his relationship with us
and provides its proper context.

God’s Self-Existence and
Self-Sufficiency
Humans have needs for food, water, and
air in order to live, and for social
relationships in order to develop (when
children) and to live well (as adults). God,
by contrast, requires nothing outside himself to exist. God has life in himself (John
5:26). This, of course, makes God utterly
unique. He needs nothing outside of himself to be fulfilled or happy, so he certainly
does not need humans to fill a void he has.
Since God exists as a triune set of persons,
God has always existed in perfect, fulfilling social relationship and unthreatened
contentment.
Some might feel that this understanding takes significance away from humans
(compared to a view that sees God as needing humans). And this is true. Christianity
does not place humans at the center of the
universe (as humanism does), but God.
Upon reflection, the superficial boon a
human-centered universe would provide
for our self-esteem is quickly negated. If
God was made content by the likes of us,
the universe would be managed by a needy
and unstable deity (in fact, we would be
his helper, turning us into his deity), making it difficult, to say the least, to find peace
through entrusting our lives into his hands.
On the contrary, knowing that God is
absolutely self-sufficient is deeply reassuring. It is good for our souls to know, in the
midst of our contingent, unpredictable life,
that our God is never drained, burned out,
or out of control, and is therefore always
able to care for us and our needs (though
we may have to reconceive our needs).9 His
sufficiency meets the ultimate needs of my

28

insufficiency. Secular existential psychology raises the issue of our contingency,
frailty, and finitude, but offers no consolation; it just claims that we must face such
realities alone. Christianity also encourages
us to face them, but armed with the knowledge that we have an all-sufficient God
who is with us.
Many people are troubled about their
deficiencies, weaknesses, and shame. Such
knowledge is made desperate without
God. Moreover, out of a need to protect
ourselves from our fundamental frailty,
humans create and maintain defenses, and
become self-sufficient, independent, and
even proud and self-absorbed. Over time
knowledge of God’s self-sufficiency can
give us the courage to allow those defenses
to be softened and gradually taken down.
If it is true that narcissism is the disorder of our age,10 what better way is there
to treat it than fostering a relationship with
the God of the universe? Loving this God
gets us outside ourselves and focuses our
attention on One who is truly worth
magnifying. And the experience of God’s
affection for us in Christ may go a long
ways towards meeting deep, unmet relational needs that foster narcissism. Relating to the absolutely self-sufficient God
(as we grow in our ability to acknowledge
our own limitations and sins) may be one
of the most helpful relational activities in
which one struggling with narcissism can
engage. One might argue that only a
genuinely God-centered religion is able
adequately to treat the self-absorption of
narcissism; certainly its resources are more
beneficial than contemporary Selfism,
which simply aids in the sophistication and
success of one’s autocentric orientation.
None of the foregoing should be read
as implying that other humans are not
extremely important to such therapeutic

processes. The point here, in this article,
is that the awareness of God is, also,
extremely important to such processes, and
part of Christian counseling is to help
Christians avail themselves of the therapeutic resources of their faith.

God’s Self-Awareness
Since God knows all things, he knows
himself perfectly. He is absolutely selfaware.11 In this capacity, God provides a
model for human psychological wellbeing. Humans are prone to self-deception,
defensive activity, self-alienation, dissociation, and, in extreme cases, can experience
psychosis. And the more self-aware
humans are, the more mature they are, and
the more they are able to control themselves and the less they are controlled by
unacknowledged dynamics. Knowing
God, who knows himself exhaustively, provides a profound encouragement to grow
in self-awareness, and God himself,
through the enlightening power of the
Holy Spirit (2 Cor 4:4), makes such selfawareness possible. “Only by being before
God can one totally come to oneself in the
transparency of soberness.”12

God’s Omni-Competence
To say that God is the greatest being in
the universe means that he is superlative
in every way. He has no limitations or
imperfections, and so he is unimprovable.
There is no power greater than his own and
so nothing (meaningful) he cannot do (he
is omnipotent), nothing he does not know
(he is omniscient), and nowhere he is not
(he is omnipresent). God then is perfectly
competent.
For those who have a personal
relationship with him and believe he is
perfectly good, such truths can contribute
to a deeper sense of comfort and security.

Though most things are outside human
control and everyone has experienced
some suffering in life, it is encouraging to
know that God knows everything that is
going to happen to us, he is in absolute
control, he is always present with the
believer, and he works all things together
for the believer’s good (Rom 8:28). Such
awareness can go far to reduce stress,13 and
it seems likely that many psychological
difficulties could be impacted by a deep
acceptance of God’s omnicompetence
(combined with the belief that he is “on
my side”), including such things as perfectionism, a sense of meaninglessness or
insignificance, inferiority, anxiety, phobia,
obsessive-compulsive disorder, depression, and feelings of personal incompetence.
Each of the attributes that contributes
to God’s omnicompetence provides its own
psychospiritual consolation. His omnipotence communicates that no ultimate harm
will come to believers. God is their alwaysvictorious protector. “When we say that
God is omnipotent, it is not only that we
may honor Him, but in order that we may
be at rest and invincible in the face of all
temptations, for, since the power of God is
infinite, he is well able to preserve and
guard us.”14 Being omniscient means that
God knows the future and will not be surprised by anything that happens to us. It
also means that he knows everything that
is in the believer’s heart. There is no point,
therefore, in hiding from him (or from oneself), so believers are encouraged to “come
clean” and open up their souls self-consciously to his gaze (and so to their own).
Tozer says God’s omniscience is sweet
because “no talebearer can inform on us,
no enemy can make an accusation stick; no
forgotten skeleton can come tumbling out
of some hidden closet to abash us and
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expose our past; no unsuspected weakness
in our characters can come to light to turn
God away from us, since He knew us
utterly before we knew Him and called us
to Himself in the full knowledge of everything that was against us.”15 God’s omnipresence means that no matter where the
believer is, God is there present with
him and will be there to support the
believer through whatever happens. For
the believer, there is no place in the
universe of absolute loneliness and abandonment.
God is supremely, wondrously great.
Since he is the most glorious being in the
universe, his beliefs and values are of
supreme importance. He is the absolute
expert or authority; therefore, he knows
what he’s talking about. This is all-important therapeutically because a deep awareness of his greatness makes his affection
for us and his understanding of us very
important (for example, his view of us as
justified in Christ). An awareness of his
supreme greatness causes us to value what
he thinks about us, more than what other
humans think (or have thought) and more
than what we fundamentally think about
ourselves (in our core beliefs; “we shall
assure our heart before him, in whatever
our heart condemns us, for God is greater
than our heart, and knows all things,”
1 John 3:19-20). Julian of Norwich recognized some of the value to the soul of such
knowledge. “Of all things, the beholding
of and longing for the Maker most makes
the soul become less in its own sight, for it
most fills one with reverent dread, true
meekness, and fullness of charity toward
one’s fellow Christians.”16

God’s Goodness
We began this section by looking at
God’s greatness because it provides the
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necessary background for properly understanding God’s goodness. Only after recognizing the vast supremacy of God can
one properly appreciate his love for
humans and benefit from it. “It is the greatest joy possible, as I see it, that he who is
highest and mightiest, noblest and worthiest, becomes lowest and meekest, friendliest and most courteous.”17 So we consider
next God’s overall goodness.

God’s Moral Goodness,
Righteousness, and Justice
“God is light and in him is no darkness
at all” (1 John 1:5). Such knowledge can also
be deeply helpful to our souls. We were
created to correspond to such moral perfection, so we are predisposed to be optimistic about ourselves and our future, to
be positive about things in general, and to
form a just-world theory of how things
work out.18 Autocentric non-Christians
must engage in self-enhancing “positive
illusions”19 to maintain such a positive
stance, leading sometimes to tragic selfdeception, since humans in this age are
inclined to justify themselves and blame
others for their difficulties.20 Knowing God
through the gospel allows the Christian,
ideally, to find cognitive satisfaction for this
“positive orientation” in God, in spite of
one’s personal shortcomings.
This leads to another reason why the
knowledge of God’s moral goodness is
good for our souls. Calvin believed that
knowing God in his righteousness was one
of the best promoters of accurate selfawareness.
As long as we do not look beyond
the earth, being quite content with
our own righteousness, wisdom,
and virtue, we flatter ourselves most
sweetly, and fancy ourselves all but
demigods. Suppose we but once
begin to raise our thoughts to God,

and to ponder his nature, and
how completely perfect are his
righteousness, wisdom, and power
—the straightedge to which we
must be shaped. Then, what wonderfully impressed us under the
name of wisdom will stink in its
very foolishness.21
Knowing God’s righteousness can help
Christians to be more humble, authentic,
and accurate in their self-representations.
On the other hand, problems arise when
Christians over-identify with God’s righteousness and come to assume unconsciously that they are intrinsically as good
as God. This, unfortunately, can lead paradoxically to greater self-deception and
arrogance than that to which non-Christians are typically given.
Recognizing God’s moral goodness also
can benefit the soul by reducing the anxiety, bitterness, and self-pity that can arise
from the feelings that one’s maltreatment
at the hand of others will never be
redressed. God’s righteousness guarantees
that everything wrong in this life will
somehow be made right in the end. This
knowledge can be deeply satisfying,
because much of the secret anguish in
life that derives from mistreatment in
childhood is due to the immense sense
of injustice that the victims of such sin feel
so deeply.

Can There Be Anything
Therapeutic about God’s Wrath?
Surely the most disturbing trait of God
is his capacity to be angry (1 Kgs 14:9; John
3:36; Eph 2:3). The Bible makes clear that,
in response to the rebellion of his imagebearers, God can be extremely displeased
and looks like the opponent of sinners,
eventually consigning those who disobey
him to hell.22 The prophetic literature in
particular shows God to be enraged at sin.

We might think that nothing of therapeutic benefit can be derived from thinking
about such a threatening attribute as God’s
wrath, but because of the psychological
perplexities this attribute poses to the soul
(and because of modern discomfort with
it), we will examine it a bit more in depth.
Theological liberals, who do not take
biblical revelation seriously, find it easy to
reject God’s wrath, positing instead a God
that is more “accepting” of human faults.23
Such a stance might seem superficially
beneficial to the soul, but trusting God’s
word, we should expect that in the long
run too much is lost for it to be truly psychologically helpful. For if God were simply to “overlook” wrong-doing, he would
of necessity be a moral relativist himself,
one without ethical standards, a view that
throws the universe into moral chaos, ultimately a devastating move psychologically, since it subtly encourages human
moral carelessness, which inevitably brings
harm to its practitioners (Prov 1:32, 8:36).
In addition, God’s wrath most clearly
reveals his absolute opposition to all evil,
abuse, and oppression, and this truth, as
suggested above, is ultimately consoling to
its victims.
When convinced that God is thoroughly
holy and righteous, even in his wrath,
intellectual problems with his anger dissolve. The real problem in this doctrine
comes from its tragic distortions in human
sinful anger, since human anger rarely
attains the righteousness of God (James
1:20). Most human wrath is narcissistic and
self-serving, in the light of God’s holy
emotions, and so it hurts others. Excessive parental anger, in particular, is deadly
to the child who, being an emotional
“sponge,” soaks in aggressive rejection and
in different ways takes it into her soul,
being profoundly damaged in the process.
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Adults who have been exposed to such
sinful distortions will be inclined to either
reject God, or the idea of wrath in God, or
will come to over-identify with God (and
his wrath), falsely legitimizing their own
sinful wrath (as is the tendency of authoritarian parents, who tend to be religious).
We are driven to take seriously the
wrath of God for no other reason than that
it is a pervasive theme in the Bible.
Rightly handled, God’s holy indignation
against sin causes a healthy, theocentric
sense of the awfulness of evil. It can lead
to soul-maturing experiences of conviction
and a deepening humility. God’s wrath in
Scripture points to his values, that which
robs him of glory, but that also happen to
be what is ultimately most self-destructive
for humans! His anger reveals what is
against God and ourselves. It is, for the
believer, the corollary of his love.24 Theological liberals seem not to grasp this. God
has revealed his wrath to spare humans
from the harmful consequences of sin,
ultimately from that wrath itself (2 Pet
3:3-13). The revelation of God’s holiness,
righteousness, justice, and wrath, when
combined with the gospel, can profoundly
benefit the soul by causing humans to
reject, or repent of, harmful thoughts,
behaviors, desires, and motives, to separate themselves by faith from the old self
and its evil, and so ultimately to contribute to a fuller and healthier self-awareness
and ability to relate to others.
But this attribute must obviously be
handled with great care. When perceived
through the lenses of past emotional or
physical abuse, God’s wrath can be interpreted as personal rejection. Consequently,
the Christian counselor will have to
encourage some clients not to focus on
God’s anger, until, after receiving healing
through the gospel of the grace of God,
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they are better able to interpret it, separated
from their own abuse and pain. Perhaps
this trait is of greatest value to those on the
ends of the spiritual-ethical continuum: on
one end, those whose very souls are in
immediate eternal danger through the
ongoing practice of sin (chronic substance
abuse or adultery, see 1 Cor 6:18) and, on
the other end, those who are the most
psychospiritually mature, who are capable
of handling it with little distortion and so
can use it to promote humility, seriousness,
and earnestness in the Christian life.
Ultimately, any consideration of God’s
anger must take us to the cross of Christ,
for there was the greatest display of God’s
wrath and his love, simultaneously, since
there God’s anger against sin and sinners
is swallowed up in his own saving goodness.25 In light of the revelation of the cross
of Christ (and his resurrection), humans
find whatever angry abuse they have suffered, and their own shame, sorrow, anger,
and guilt reckoned to Christ (Isaiah 53),
ultimately setting the believer free from all
that stands in the way of God’s saving
purposes. The cross is the tree of life to the
believer.26 However, in this age, it takes
time to take in more and more of the healing found in that tree.

God’s Grace, Mercy, and Forgiveness
At this point, it must be made clear that
none of God’s attributes can be properly
perceived (i.e., in a way that benefits the
soul) apart from the gospel of God’s grace
in Christ. “The way to diminish and even
overcome those terrors which arise from
partial and false apprehensions of God is
to attain spiritual, clear, and enlarged views
of Him as a God whose glory it is to be
merciful and gracious even to the chief of
sinners.”27 Many humans struggle with a
conscious awareness of shame and guilt,

and most humans possess an unconscious
sense of the same. Shame, in particular,
fosters an avoidance of self-examination
and the assumption of responsibility, fear
of others and of “being exposed,” defensiveness and aggressive anger; it keeps
people from reaching out to others; and it
is associated with most forms of psychopathology.28 The revelation of God’s grace
and mercy, his love for sinners and the
broken and hurting, can therefore be profoundly encouraging and hope-giving.
Direct experiences of God’s grace in the
gospel can lead to a reconfiguration of
one’s self-representations, and one’s view
of others and the world, and can facilitate
a growing honesty and openness with God,
oneself, and others, and so can help Christians become more willing to take risks
with others. This is because knowing that
the greatest Being in the universe is committed to one’s ultimate well-being in
Christ, regardless of one’s sin and dysfunction, provides a deep sense of security,
integrity, wholeness, and fulfillment, a
sense that corresponds to the extent the
individual is able to embrace it and so
undermine previous destructive patterns
of shame and self-abhorrence.
People who are especially burdened by
their guilt and shame can become especially transformed by God’s mercy, grace,
and forgiveness. In fact, the greater the
sense of shame, the greater can be the eventual sense of gratitude and affection to God
(Luke 7:47; though such an awareness
tends to grow throughout one’s life with
God). The deepening reception of one’s
forgiveness gives the soul a serious kind
of joy quite unlike any other, one that
brings psychospiritual healing in its wings.

God’s Love
Understanding God’s Trinitarian nature

leads to the recognition that God in himself is perfect love and communion (John
17:23, 24; 1 John 4:10, 16).29 So gazing upon
the triune God of all love, by faith, is
fundamentally beneficial. Naturalism,
humanism, and postmodernism have
nothing more to give their clients than the
admonition that they should care about
and love themselves, because it makes persons more happy, adaptive, and successful. But what if someone sincerely believes
that he is not lovable (as many depressed
people do)? Humanistic psychotherapy
has always been hampered by the contradiction of encouraging “unlovable selves”
to love themselves. Humans need a transcendent basis for a change in self-evaluation that originates from outside the
tainted self.
God, furthermore, is absolutely committed to his children; he is for them; he is on
their side (Rom 8:26-39). “We may, with his
grace and his help, stand in spirit, gazing
with endless wonder at this lofty,
unmeasurable love beyond human scope
that Almighty God has for us of his goodness.”30 For Christians, this absolute support, grounded in his covenantal promises
to them in Christ, can become the primary
catalyst driving their psychospiritual
improvement. As God’s supreme dedication to one’s welfare is increasingly
accepted, a deep-seated psychological
paradigm shift begins to occur, and believers come to feel that the “cloud” that has
hovered over their lives is being gradually
lifted, that God really is on their side, and
that their life really is worthwhile.
God’s word encourages believers to see
his love as directed personally toward
them. “The Lord your God is in your midst,
a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice
over you with gladness, he will be quiet in
his love; he will exult over you with loud
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singing.” (Zeph 3:17). Because of Christ,
God takes absolute delight in the believer.
Experiencing attachment with God can
repair attachment damage.31 Experiences
of his favor help to supplement damaged
and weak self-structures and relational dispositions and foster the development of
new, healthier internal structures. People
who struggle with “co-dependence” or
dependent personality disorder can derive
special benefit from fostering a deeper
relationship with their Father and Friend.
The unmet needs that cause people to be
overly dependent on other humans in
unsatisfying ways can, to some extent, be
met in a real sense through a deepening
relationship with the Lover of their souls.
The revelation throughout the Bible of
God’s love of the poor, the weak, the
oppressed, the sinful, the broken, and the
suffering, particularly as demonstrated
through Christ’s life, ministers to those
who have felt disenfranchised, alienated
from others, and marginalized. Persons
with serious psychospiritual problems are
given hope as they accept this revelation.
Counselors must take seriously the pain of
God’s “absence” in someone’s childhood,
the result of the evil or carelessness of
human caregivers. While God was not
actually absent, distorted image-bearers in
childhood seem to provide “evidence” that
God does not exist, or perhaps that he is
one’s enemy, and, combined with one’s
own original sin, these experiences can
persuade the soul that it is unlovable and
abandoned. Thus, the revelation of God’s
love through Scripture can become profoundly curative and therapeutic as the
adult comes to know and love this God
who felt so distant in earlier periods of life.
(This is enhanced when Christian imagebearers [like the counselor] express this
love concretely through supportive rela-
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tionships with the individual.32) Together,
the love of God, experienced through
private and public worship and that which
is mediated through God’s people, provides the kinds of relational experiences
that permit the relinquishing of pathological self- and other-representations and the
incorporation of healthy self and relational
structures.

God’s Joy and Contentment
Throughout Church history, Christians
have also understood God to exist in unalterable happiness and bliss.33 God is intrinsically content and joy-filled. He is perfectly
satisfied in himself and beyond any threats
to his infinite enjoyment. This has powerful implications for human well-being and
our relation with God. For this means that,
God is never irritable or edgy. He is
never fatigued or depressed or blue
or moody or stressed out. His anger
never has a short fuse. He is not
easily annoyed. He is above any
possibility of being touchy or cranky
or temperamental. Instead he is
infinitely energetic with absolutely
unbounded and unending enthusiasm for the fulfillment of his
delights.34
God’s perfect peace and joy provide the
ultimate foundation for the psychological
well-being of the human soul. Human joy
has an objective basis in God.35 It is therefore good for the soul to gaze upon and
fellowship with this perfectly mentallyhealthy and joyful God. Since God is so
characterized by such joy, those who worship God and dwell in him (through
prayerful meditation) are exposed to and
gradually drawn into his contentment.
Given his joyful nature, God himself “gives
pleasure, creates desires and rewards with
enjoyment, because He is pleasant, desirable, and full of enjoyment.”36 Secular

counselors have no such transcendent
resources; how advantaged is the Christian
counselor who can help others to access
such joy in God!
On the other hand, to be cut off from
the God of all joy, through distrust and
unbelief, makes humans more susceptible
to the kinds of psychological dissatisfaction and suffering that are devoid of transcendent joy (e.g., depression) or that result
from trying to find transcendent joy in
less-than-transcendent places (e.g., in the
creation, through drugs). So, Christian
counselors assist their counselees as they
point them to the God who is perfectly
blissful and teach them how to dwell in
him and obtain more of the gift of his bliss.

Summary
Since humans are made in God’s image,
humans can only become whole selves in
love with God. Because of the breadth of
God’s character, just about every distressing or dysfunctional state can be addressed
by some trait of God. Knowing and being
loved by God strangely transforms one’s
sense of worthlessness and inferiority. The
self-importance of narcissism is relativized
in God’s presence. His sovereignty soothes
anxiety and fear. His righteousness and
justice help to put into perspective experiences of injustice and so reduce bitterness.
It would seem that whatever one’s psychospiritual difficulties, they can be fundamentally improved by looking to God. By
focusing increased attention and affection
on the beauty of God (and so more and
more “bringing” the beauty of God into
one’s internal world), it would seem likely
to lead gradually to a fundamental reconfiguration of one’s self-other relational context; one’s narrative; one’s feelings of
security, hope, and belongingness; and
one’s sense of meaning and purpose.

At the same time, it must be restated that
God made humans to be in human relationships as well as divine, and the experienced Christian counselor knows that prior
harmful relational experiences and later
self-understandings and choices can push
the experience and comfort of God’s goodness outside one’s immediate reach. This
reality provides no excuses, but it must be
taken with utmost seriousness. To minimize such conditions leads to a distorted
view of the hindrances that inhibit one’s
ability to receive the grace of God’s nature.
Here is where the Christian counselor’s
resourcefulness comes into play, recognizing that he or she is a sign of God that
immediately reveals something of God to
the counselee, a function that can eventually become a relational bridge for more
direct work with God.

Healing Time with God
Before we finish, we must consider how
to help people access God in more of his
beauty for therapeutic purposes. For this
we need to consider those spiritual disciplines that have been used for centuries for
such purposes: prayer; spiritual reading
(lectio divina), especially the Bible, but also
good devotional literature; meditation (or
contemplation); and worship.
Christians need more supernatural visits from their Father and Savior to be beneficially impacted by God’s nature. It is not
enough simply to read the Bible. That is
necessary, but such reading must be enlivened experientially by the Holy Spirit, so
that our religious affections are engaged
and focused on God and we experience his
presence.37 For this, Christians have to learn
how to cultivate the frame of heart to gaze
upon God’s beauty. Christians (and too
many Christian counselors) are often
unconvinced that communing with God

35

will produce the kind of psychological help
people need.38 Many Christians have little
understanding of the psychospiritual benefits that result from learning how to abide
in Christ and worship God in private and
public, so devotions and church attendance
often degenerate into mere formal duty.
But Christians have to re-wire their brains
for accessing glory. It takes time to learn
how to meditate and how to develop a
simple, daily focus on God that more consistently connects with God’s greatness and
goodness. So Christians, including emotionally troubled Christians, need to be
taught the relevant spiritual disciplines,
and they need to make space in their lives
for God, getting free of distractions, and
getting alone more with God. This is often
a huge hurdle because of the busyness of
modern life and because of the disarray of
many Christians’ inner lives. But helping
in these areas is also what Christian counseling is about.
Christianity is nothing if it is not relationship with God. So prayer is primary
(and therapeutic).39 But it cannot consist
merely in restless supplications for it to be
deeply helpful. The practice of “listening
prayer” leads to a richer, more dialogical
form of prayer that rests in the presence of
God.40 Second, as the Christian learns how
effectively to meditate on the nature of
God, through Scripture especially, but also
good Christian books (something that can
take from weeks to months to learn), such
meditation tends to produce daily benefits
(through ongoing stress-reduction), as well
as long-term benefits (by enabling the creation, over time, of new internal structural
change in one’s deep understanding of
reality, one’s story, one’s relationships, and
one’s self). Prayerful meditation is essential, especially when it is affectivelycharged, because it accesses deeper parts
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of the brain (the amygdala and hippocampus)41 that can bring about fuller, healthier
internal reorganization of one’s memories
and emotional orientation, than can mere
intellectual apprehension of spiritual truth,
that by itself does little to change the heart.
It should be added that it is also highly
therapeutic for Christians to go on nature
walks, hikes, or camping trips, to get alone
with God and allow his peaceful dignity,
contentment, power, and wisdom to be
directly communicated to the soul through
his creation. Nature does not belong to
New Agers; it really belongs to God and to
his children. Nature contains countless
metaphors of spiritual truth and healing,
and some of God’s traits seem sometimes
almost palpable in nature (Rom 1:20). The
assignment of spending time in nature will
make good clinical sense for some clients.
So, knowing God is not to be reserved
for those who are already psychologically
whole. On the contrary, for the Christian,
God is always central to human life and
to its development, regardless of its
degree of psychopathology. May God lead
all of us into more of his beautiful, healing
presence.
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in the twentieth century. Most of the following are classics.
Augustine. The Confessions of St. Augustine. Translated by H. Chadwick. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1998.
Augustine was one of the most Godcentered Christian thinkers of all time. This
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