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Heart and Soul – A Duet in E.F. Major 
 

Many of my clients come to me seeking “Christian Counselling”.  My understanding of this is 

that they want a counsellor who is a Christian and will therefore understand and respect their 

Christian values and spirituality.  They want to hold on to their Christian faith although they 

are often struggling to make sense of it amidst emotional pain and distress. However, often I 

discover that the Christian worldview they ascribe to is distorted and is based on a legalistic, 

punitive belief system which perpetuates their maladaptive emotional processes.  It is one that 

I believe is contrary to the Christian gospel of grace. 

 

I have discovered that as an ordained Salvation Army Officer I can work within an Emotionally 

Focused framework to help my clients discover not only their authentic self but also an 

authentic Christian spirituality. Heart and Soul is a process of working towards both emotional 

and spiritual re-formation.  It uses the therapeutic relationship which develops within an 

Emotionally Focused approach.  It is a duet of therapist and client majoring in retuning a heart 

and soul in discord. This article will demonstrate how making the Emotionally Focused 

therapeutic relationship the work of the therapy can bring about this dual re-formation.  

Clinical examples from therapy will be used to illustrate this parallel process. 

 

 

When I was young, whenever there was a piano and a group of children, it was inevitable that 

two of them would end up playing “Heart and Soul”1. It is a simple duet. It is about making 

music together. It is about two people tuning into each other. Each has a part. It takes two to 

make it work. 

 

This is also true of the therapeutic relationship. It is a duet. It is about being together. It is a 

therapist and a client tuned into each other. Each has a part. It takes two to make it work as 

they commit themselves heart and soul to the relationship. This relationship between a 

counsellor and a client has always fascinated me. However, it wasn’t until I commenced long 

term Emotionally Focused Therapy2 with clients that I began more fully to realise how 

powerful the therapeutic relationship is to bringing about holistic change. 

 

In this article I want to reflect on my experiences of the power of the therapeutic relationship 

to facilitate not only emotional but also spiritual reformation in Christian clients who have 

sought therapy with me because of my Christian faith. It is not a formal argument for 

psychological and theological integration. It is a reflection on my understanding of why the 

parallel process may be occurring and on what has been happening between me and my clients.  

Because I am writing out of the unique personal journeys I share with my clients I have used 

their stories as the basis of my reflection on this dual process of heart and soul. 

 

The Heart and Soul Relationship 

                                        
1 Heart And Soul composed by: Frank Loesser and Hoagy Carmichael from: Paramount Short Subject "A Song 

Is Born" ©1938. 
2 The Institute for Emotionally Focused Therapy distinguishes between counselling and therapy. Counselling is 

seen as a process where the clinician works with the recent issues and helps the client to explore and develop new 

ways of dealing with their current life experiences. Therapy is a more in-depth process whereby clinicians work 

to explore and work through past difficulties, healing past wounds and helping in the recovery of the inner self. 

The client’s relationship to their emotional experience is a very important dimension of the work. The relationship 

between the therapist and client is seen as crucial to the success of the work (Webster, 2004a, p.6). 
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My realisation of the power of the therapeutic relationship came out of a deeply moving session 

of therapy with a long-term client. When grounding him at the end of the session I asked if 

there was anything more he needed before leaving. He replied, “A prayer would be good.”  I 

prayed with him and it was a very special moment of deep intimacy between us – emotionally 

and spiritually. 

 

In reflecting on this incident, I realised that something else had been happening within our 

relationship. There had been a dual process that I had not really been conscious of.  As well as 

connecting to me emotionally he had also been taking in my spirituality. I went on to discover 

that this was happening for other Christian clients also. It seems strange that this was a surprise 

for me. I have been an ordained Salvation Army officer3 for 24 years and my Christian 

spirituality is an integral part of me. Yet in the therapeutic relationship there are dynamics 

which I was not totally prepared for. These are the dynamics of being real and nurturing. 

 

In Emotionally Focused therapy, being real and nurturing as a therapist are essential 

ingredients. Webster (2004, p. 35) describes being real in relationship with our clients as 

showing how we feel and react to what they have experienced as well as to what we are 

experiencing with them. This enables them to question, feel and re-experience other 

relationships where this did not happen. 

 

In-depth psychotherapy using an Emotionally Focused approach places nurturing as the 

guiding principle of the therapeutic work. In a nurturing relationship, the therapist provides the 

client with an experience of someone being fully there for them. This encompasses 

unconditional love and acceptance. From an Emotionally Focused perspective, this nurturing 

is internalised and enables a client to grow, heal and re-integrate those aspects of themselves 

they have lost and split off (Webster, 2004, p36–37). As a therapist, they are dynamics which 

cause me to “be” rather than to “do”.  It is not so much about what I am doing in therapy; it is 

about how I am being in relationship with my client. It is allowing the real, nurturing 

relationship to do the work of therapy. 

 

There are strong parallels which could be drawn here with my vocation and ministry as a 

Salvation Army Officer.  As a Christian I am called to “be”.  Being a Christian is based not on 

a set of beliefs but on a spiritual relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  Christian theology 

ultimately focuses on that relationship4. 

 

Christianity is a relational religion. The Ten Commandments are often regarded as a description 

of a religion of human performance. However, they are relational in that the first four deal with 

our relationship with God while the last six deal with our relationship with one another5.  

Kirwan (1984, p. 55) comments that Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount6 is often 

regarded as a checklist of “do’s”. However, he believes that such an analysis is superficial 

because the lifestyle described by Jesus is impossible apart from a relationship with God. It is 

a lifestyle which calls for love and respect for others7. 

 

                                        
3 The Salvation Army Officer is a full time ordained minister of religion. 
4 Ephesians 2:8, John 17:20, 2 Corinthians 6:16.  

All Scriptural references are from The New International Bible, Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International 

Bible Society. 
5 Exodus 20:1–17. 
6 Matthew 5, 6 and 7. 
7 Mark 12:30–31, John 13:34-35, 1 Corinthians 13:4–7. 
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At the heart of the Christian gospel is a spiritually real and nurturing relationship of 

unconditional love and acceptance by God, who is understood as a heavenly parent8. Jesus told 

a parable9 to explain God’s unconditional love and acceptance. It is often referred to as the 

parable of the Prodigal Son but could equally be described as the Loving and Forgiving 

Father10. 

 

The father in the story represents God and the son is humanity, who rejects him. Contrary to 

cultural norms the father runs to greet the wayward son, embracing him despite his behaviour 

and appearance. The core of the teaching is of God accepting us unconditionally. It portrays 

what we are offered spiritually by a loving, compassionate and forgiving God.  In essence it is 

a portrayal of the Christian gospel of grace. 

 

Rembrandt’s painting The Return of the Prodigal Son portrays this grace relationship 

beautifully. Henri Nouwen (1994, p. 99) believes that the hands of the father symbolise God’s 

spiritual parenting. The two hands are different. The father’s left hand holding the son’s 

shoulder is strong and masculine, whereas his right hand is a more feminine hand and lies 

gently on the son’s shoulder. It speaks of God being both a mother and a father. There is  

strength and security as well as gentleness and nurturing. 

 

Unfortunately, many of my clients have not experienced God like this. What they perceived is 

a God who judges and punishes harshly if they do not meet his exacting standards.  They may 

believe intellectually in God’s grace but it remains at a cognitive and behavioural level.  Their 

beliefs control their moral and ethical code but they don’t experience being loved, accepted 

and forgiven by God unconditionally. This leads to feelings of spiritual distance, fear, failure 

and of never being good enough. There is no sense of an authentic grace relationship with a 

loving, heavenly parent. This happens because they have had an unhealthy spiritual nurturing.  

This occurs in their family or church culture. Often it is influenced by both. The faulty spiritual 

understandings are internalised through poor role modelling and relationships as well as by 

distorted teaching. Thus, just as people internalise a difficult parent, they can internalise a 

difficult God. 

 

                                        
8 Matthew 6:9. 
9 A parable in a scriptural context is an earthly story with a spiritual meaning. 
10 Luke 15:11–24 (New International Version) - The Parable of the Lost Son  

    11Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger one said to his father, 'Father, 

give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them.  

    13"Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there 

squandered his wealth in wild living. 14After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that 

whole country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, 

who sent him to his fields to feed pigs. 16He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were 

eating, but no one gave him anything.  
    17"When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and 

here I am starving to death! 18I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have 

sinned against heaven and against you. 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one 

of your hired men.' 

   20So he got up and went to his father. "But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and 

was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.  

    21"The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy 

to be called your son.  

    22"But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his 

finger and sandals on his feet. 23Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate. 24For 

this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate. 
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In Emotionally Focused terms this creates a block that stops them having their authentic 

spiritual experience. My observation is that just as they can split off emotionally, they can also 

split off spiritually. Unable to have their authentic spiritual self, they operate from a false 

spiritual self. 

 

My proposition is that clients need to be spiritually re-nurtured just as they need emotional re-

nurturing and that this can take place in the Emotionally Focused therapeutic relationship.  

Therefore, in the process of internalising a new mother/parent, they can also internalise a 

revised way of understanding about and being with God.  This takes place primarily because 

of the real relationship we have together. It is in my way of being with them that they also 

sense God in a gentler, more loving way and, in turn, find comfort and security in their faith. 

Although I may carefully challenge their belief system in my role as the enlightened witness11, 

what is more important is how they experience my spirituality in the relationship. 

 

Kirwan (p. 53) supports this when he says, “Christian counsellors must do more than know and 

recite the doctrine; they must actually live and be the doctrine.” As a Christian therapist, I can 

model the grace relationship I have with God.  The unconditional love and acceptance I have 

experienced spiritually empowers and enables me to offer unconditional love and acceptance 

to my clients.12  Thus I mirror God to my clients in a way that reflects Him as the loving parent 

of the parable of the Prodigal Son.  This is in a relationship that provides a strength that gives 

a sense of security and a gentleness that nurtures them.  In an Emotionally Focused relationship 

this is internalised emotionally and spiritually. 

 

Heart and Soul Duets 

I have chosen to write about five of my long-term clients13 who are on a journey with me. They 

are brave people who were willing to seek help and bare their hearts and souls in order to grow 

and heal. Their stories highlight the dual process of emotional and spiritual re-formation as I 

have allowed the real, nurturing therapeutic relationship to become the work of the therapy. 

 

Poor White Trash 

Stephanie is 37 years old and has been in therapy for two years.  She is married with two 

children.  Her presenting problem was anxiety over her parenting ability with her two-year-old 

son.  However, as the counselling progressed, I was able to assess that her real issue was 

shame14.  Her shame was an interior experience15 of being bad, unworthy and flawed. She 

described herself as “poor, white trash from the western suburbs”. This interior response 

developed from a primary past shame16 experienced in her childhood traumas with an 

                                        
11 Enlightened witness is a term Alice Miller used to refer to a therapist being a supportive and corrective witness 

(Webster, 2004a, p. 88). 
12 1 John 4:19, “We love because he first loved us.” 
13 Pseudonyms are used for all clients mentioned in this article. 
14 Shame is an experience about being uncovered. It is a feeling of being exposed, which comes from a person 

feeling they are being seen to their disadvantage. They feel that they are both exposed and vulnerable, and being 

judged. The experience of shame produces a desire to be covered (Webster, 2001, p. 5). 
15 Interior experience is the emotional experience that is connected or related to oneself (Webster, 2001, p23). 
16 Primary past shame evolves from the internalisation of early shaming experiences. It generates further trauma, 

hyper-vigilance and sensitivity (Webster, 2001, p. 23). 
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alcoholic, abusive mother. Stephanie’s exterior experience secondary response17 was of self-

criticism. Her emotional signature18 is one of annihilation19 and she had a strong inner critic20. 

 

Our journey together has been one of her feeling and developing trust in me. As this has 

happened over the two years, she has gradually revealed to me a series of shameful secrets 

from childhood, adolescence and adulthood. She describes the process as “building trust upon 

trust” as I accepted her and her secret shame.  She said to me, “I never realised that you could 

trust someone so much and tell them all these things that I’d never told anyone.” There came 

a point about 15 months into our journey when she told me, “There are no more secrets. You 

know them all and I’m okay. You’ve done well.”    

 

It was after this that the work dropped to a deeper level that in Emotionally Focused terms is 

considered therapy. During the course of the two years, I have used various experiential 

techniques to help Stephanie have her emotional experience. She has responded well to 

drawing and cushion work21. However, it is the therapeutic relationship that has enabled her to 

trust me enough to let go of her tough, angry, critical and controlling false self and experience 

the vulnerability of her inner-child. She is finding that she doesn’t need the annihilating critical 

energy to falsely protect her. She has learnt to look at me and in looking, find that she is 

accepted, loved and understood. In turn, she is finding that acceptance and understanding for 

herself. In being nurtured in the therapeutic relationship she is learning to nurture herself and 

speaks of being softer but stronger and of feeling good about herself for the first time in her 

life. 

 

Stephanie’s spiritual pattern was similar to her emotional one. Her shame and deep sense of 

unworthiness led her to feel unable to be accepted by God or have the right to belong to a 

church community. She saw those who attended the church as “having it all together” and thus 

along with God had the right to judge her and exclude her. She remembers when I asked her to 

tell me about this God and these Christians, because I did not know a God or people like this.  

This helped her to be open to a different understanding of Christianity. 

 

My role as the enlightened witness in regards to this spiritual understanding has been important 

to Stephanie. I have never sought to proselytise her. It has been in response to her questioning 

and what she now terms “warped beliefs” that I have helped correct and clarify Christian 

theology as I understand it. 

 

However, it is the sense of being in relationship with a “mother-like friend” who offers 

unconditional love and acceptance that the spiritual shift has gradually taken place.  If someone 

                                        
17 Exterior Secondary feelings are a learnt emotion. They are an emotional reaction to an underlying process of 

feeling (Webster, 2001, p. 23). 
18 An emotional signature is the expression or display of a person’s emotional template or scheme. It is their 
patterned way of dealing with emotional experiences, both theirs and others, that developed out of the 

internalisation of early infant care (Webster, 2003b, p. 5). 
19 Annihilation refers to the form of rejection a person experienced in being blamed or attacked. The annihilated 

client is strong, defiant, critical and self-blaming and split off emotionally (Webster, 2004, p. 10). 
20 The inner critic is an internalised part of the psyche composed of the mother and father experience as well as 

other significant carers. It contains messages around the themes of lovability and worthiness (Webster, 2003, p. 

32). 
21 Drawing in therapy is where the therapist uses the visual medium through drawing and colour work to help the 

client make contact with aspects of themselves (Webster, 2001b, p. 39). 

Cushion work uses cushions to help the client experience their feelings and reactions in a safe and contained way 

by remembering, observing or feeling the feelings (Webster, 2003, p. 79). 
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who was “up there in the chain, a Major in the Salvation Army” could continue to love and 

accept her, then she could also accept God’s love and forgiveness and the fellowship of a 

community of Christians who were ordinary people with their own life issues. In being released 

from her shame emotionally, as she has experienced it in relationship with me, she has been 

able to embrace a grace relationship spiritually.  Recently she wrote the following to me: 

 

I am like a flower beginning to bloom.  I started as a seed and because you have watered 

me, loved me and nurtured me, my stalk grew tall and strong.  I have a green vibrance 

and my bud is just beginning to bloom. 

Slowly, slowly, one by one, my petals are opening and will hopefully reveal a complete 

flower, beautiful in fullness with a softer centre. 

So please continue to feed me and nurture me because it’s kinda nice. 

. . .  

We also talked about the journey, what point we are at, where we are going, even how we 

are going to get there and the recurring theme throughout that resonates with me is that 

we are in it together and that’s the best thing about it. 

Dawn, I thank God for putting me in your path and the fact that you accepted me with 

open arms and held on. 

 

The Abandoned Boy 

Matthew is 30, married for eight years and has been in therapy for two years. He is the second 

son of a mother who was an alcoholic and his childhood was one of abusive neglect.  He does 

not know who his father is although he has a stepfather he calls Dad but has no relationship 

with. Matthew’s presenting issue was the guilt of an obsessive behaviour that violated his 

Christian moral code. He was also experiencing acute shame in that his wife had discovered 

his behaviour. 

 

I was able to work with this issue at a counselling level and assessed it was symptomatic of 

deeper issues. Much of this early work was empathic listening and a non-judgemental stance 

around the behaviour. He was able to understand that the behaviour was about looking for an 

emotional connection that he did not have in any of his relationships. The relationship of trust 

we developed in these early sessions set the foundation for the therapeutic journey that has 

followed. It is also where I made the commitment required for a long-term therapeutic journey 

with Matthew. 

 

His early childhood traumas have been experienced by Matthew as “abandonment”22 and this 

is his emotional pattern. His secondary exterior experience is of feeling empty, of working hard 

and keeping busy, and of thinking “You just have to get on with it. What else can you do?”  

Sadness and shame are his primary feelings and his interior experience is one of being 

unworthy and unlovable. As we have worked with the issues of his workaholism, his 

emotionally disconnected marriage relationship and the difficult relationship he has with his 

mother, Matthew has learnt to manage his emotional reactivity and he deals with everyday life 

far more confidently now. 

 

                                        
22 Abandonment refers to the form of rejection a person experienced in being neglected, ignored, unseen and 

unacknowledged. The abandoned client is usually compliant and self-blaming in not feeling good enough.  

Anxiety and confusion are present (Webster, 2003b, p. 9). 
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Our most important journey together though has been directed by what Matthew calls “the 

boy”.  He discovered this part of his inner-child23 during some directed regression work24 using 

cushions. All major childhood traumas occurred with his “wounded child” of six to seven years 

old. 

 

In a later session involving some work around a situational event with his mother he had a 

spontaneous regression25 to the place of this “boy”. He was very distressed as he experienced 

the loneliness, emptiness and sadness of that place. When I asked him what the boy needed, he 

said, “The boy needs a hug.” I responded with one to soothe and comfort him26. 

 

The next week in a directed regression he spoke of never being wanted and of being a mistake.  

When I asked him what the boy needed, he said, “The boy needs more than a hug. The boy 

needs to be held forever because he was never meant to be.” Physical holding as I would hold 

a baby was my response to this deep psychic pain.  

 

Being there fully for Matthew when he re-experienced the vulnerability and pain of his 

childhood traumas has obviously impacted our therapeutic relationship. There is a very real 

and symbolic sense of re-parenting. This has been a journey for both of us.   

 

For me, it is working with the maternal feelings I experience for him and providing him with 

a nurturing relationship where he can heal and become himself. For Matthew it has been the 

process of internalising this relationship. He has had to work through transference issues related 

to his mother and her abuse. However, there is now a strong sense of attachment. He describes 

the relationship we have in therapy as “the most important thing in the journey.” He says he is 

“slowly but surely accepting my ‘motherly love’ because there is a feeling of it being real 

which only comes through our real relationship.”27  

 

Matthew went to a small Salvation Army church when he was 13. It was a very positive 

experience. It helped him break the cycle of poverty and way of life socially. It was also the 

beginning of his Christian faith. This faith has been a positive aspect of Matthew’s life but 

understandably much of his spiritual experience has reflected his emotional experience. He has 

worked hard to earn his right to be accepted by God. He had an intellectual understanding of 

grace but emotionally and spiritually felt a sense of failure in the struggle to be good enough 

as a Christian. This is significantly changing. 

 

Matthew has discovered what he refers to as “the gentler part of God” through our journey 

together.  When I asked him to describe what he meant by this, he said,  

 

                                        
23 Inner Child is a metaphor for reactivity.  The child aspect is the response or reaction that feels like it belongs to 
a “littler” person.  Emotionally Focused Therapy refers to the free child, the wounded child and the responding 

child (Webster, 2003, p. 70). 
24 A Directed Regression is where a therapist invites a client to use the material of a current event such as feelings, 

thoughts or actions, or another person’s comments and actions, as a point of exploration of early childhood matters 

(Webster, 2004, p. 16). 
25 A spontaneous regression is when a client talking about an adult experience finds themselves re-experiencing 

childhood scenes, overtaken by the feelings they had back in that situation (Webster, 2004, p. 16). 
26 Physical holding is used in Emotionally Focused Therapy to help a client feel the pain in safety and to soothe 

and calm. Informed consent is obtained from clients to physically touch and is processed with the client as part of 

the therapeutic relationship. 
27 All quotes are from a recorded interview, 5th May, 2005. 
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“It’s the caring that God uses through you. That sort of caring, comfort, love and I 

suppose making me feel okay. It’s having that focus, of having someone take an interest 

in me. It started with God years ago but I experience Him in a deeper way now through 

your caring. It’s a serious caring.  It’s not a caring from six to seven and it’s over. It’s 

always there and that to me is the spiritual side.”  

 

When I asked him how he experienced my Christian spirituality in therapy, he said: 

 

“I experience it in that I see it, I hear it. I suppose you breathe it, in a sense. It’s not like 

you have to wear a sign that you’re a Christian counsellor. There’s that warmth about 

it.  It’s sort of … It’s hard to explain. For me it probably brings comfort, hope, sort of 

trust. I suppose that motherly feeling, that Godly feeling. I don’t want to sound tacky 

but that’s how it feels. It comes back to that realness again – of being real and to me 

feeling at times of failure – of feeling comforted and that even though I’m a Christian 

it’s okay to fail.” 

 

Matthew likes the option of prayer at times. He says, “It doesn’t always have to happen but it’s 

open to that and that allows God to be a part of it.” My sense is that praying with him is more 

than just a spiritual connection. There is a nurturing process similar to what happens when a 

Christian mother prays with her child and teaches her child to pray. Thus the prayer reflects 

the therapeutic relationship as well as re-forming his spirituality and understanding of a God 

of love, grace and compassion. 

 

What About Me? It Isn’t Fair! 

Carol is in her late fifties, is married and has one adult son. She has been with me for 15 months. 

The only child of parents in church ministry, Carol grew up being transferred almost annually 

to different locations.  She was taught that this was God’s will and that to complain or object 

would be disloyal to God and the church. Each move was traumatic to her as she tried to fit 

into a new church and school. She was unable to express her feelings about this for fear of 

upsetting her parents and God. When Carol married, she and her husband entered into the same 

ministry lifestyle and have moved frequently. 

 

When she came to me, she was experiencing anxiety especially related to her current ministry 

appointment and was feeling overwhelmed with emotions. She spoke of a voice within her 

crying out, “What about me?  It isn’t fair!” It frightened and confused her. It also made her 

feel guilty.  Her emotional pattern was one of abandonment. She had very little sense of 

entitlement and her interior experience was of not being good enough. Her abandoning critic 

was very powerful and was the source of her fear, confusion and guilt. 

 

Work with Carol has been one of acknowledging and validating her feelings of being 

abandoned and treated unfairly, not only by the church system but by her parents.  This has 

been delicate because of the loyalty issues at stake for her.  The journey has therefore been a 

slow, tenuous one of her being helped to listen to and understand the voice that I identified as 

her wounded child. 

 

To help facilitate this, I asked her to choose a cushion or toy for this little voice. She chose a 

rag doll and through directed regression she was able to go back to her childhood experiences 

of being unacknowledged. She identified her “little Carol” and was able to feel the sadness, 

loneliness and grief of her child part with me. This created a major shift in her being able to 

soothe and nurture herself. She describes it as “comforting the little Carol when she pops up”.   
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I have also worked with her in separating the inner critic from God. Cushion work has been a 

helpful experiential technique here as well as my role as an enlightened witness.  For Carol, 

my being a Salvation Army Officer gives me a right to question and discern what is a Biblical 

and authentic Christianity and what is distorted. 

 

As she has separated her inner critic (which was shaped by not only her parents but by the 

church system) from a God who is understanding, caring and just, she is actually getting in 

touch with a “righteous anger” at the injustice perpetuated on her over a lifetime. Whilst 

initially being frightened by her angry emotional response, with acknowledgement and 

validation from me, she is finding it liberating to have the right to feel the way she does. She 

speaks of it giving her energy to speak up for herself and set new boundaries. She actually 

refused to move house recently when asked by the church system. This was the first time in 

her life she has done this. 

 

The therapeutic relationship between Carol and I has a different dynamic to that of other clients.  

Her age and her common professional ministry have led to what feels like a more sisterly than 

maternal relationship.  Nevertheless, I believe it is the reality of the accepting and caring 

relationship that is helping bring about emotional and spiritual re-formation. 

 

Looking for a Father’s Love 

Lauren is 40 with three dependant children. She has been divorced from an abusive husband 

for four years. When she came to me two years ago she was experiencing anxiety and 

depression.  The presenting problems were her ex-husband’s continual emotional abuse and an 

emotionally abusive relationship she was having with a married man from her church. Lauren 

is the daughter of now retired minister parents. She grew up in a very fundamentalist Christian 

church system. Her father was very rigid and legalistic in his beliefs and behaviour and very 

dominant in the family. Her mother was very passive and compliant. 

 

It took time for me to assess Lauren’s emotional pattern. She presented in many ways as 

abandoned but annihilation was also present. I realise she had experienced both forms of 

emotional trauma from her mother and her father. This pattern is further complicated by the 

effects of the rigid and manipulative church culture at the time of her youth. Her interior 

emotional experience is one of “there’s something wrong with me” whilst her exterior primary 

feelings are of anger and frustration. Unable to have these, she has an exterior secondary 

experience of collapsing into anxiety, confusion and sadness. 

 

In the earlier stages of counselling, it seemed as if I would never get past this secondary 

emotional response. However, as well as strengthening her adult aspect, I realise that these 

many sessions laid the relational foundation to work at the deeper stage of therapy. It was in 

this period she said to me, “You’re the first Christian who hasn’t judged me about my divorce 

and the affair.” Whether this was totally accurate, I’m not sure, but it helped me realise how 

important a non-judgmental empathic relationship with a Christian minister was to her. 

 

During the therapy, a couple of incidents she re-experienced have highlighted her abuse and 

explained her inability to have her authentic emotional experience of anger. Through drawing 

work, Lauren could access a childhood event and re-experience it with me. It was an incident 

in which, as a teenager, she had been caught smoking. Her father, in holding out the cigarettes, 

asked her to choose the devil or God. He also proved that she was not too old to have her pants 

pulled down and her bottom smacked. She was able to cry the tears of humiliation and vent the 
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anger she had felt in this event with me although it was 25 years later. I especially remember 

her sobbing out, “That’s not God is it? The devil’s not a packet of cigarettes. My father’s an 

idiot!”  

 

Cushion work was helpful in helping Lauren to re-experience another traumatic incident that 

happened when she was seventeen.  It involved clergy sexual abuse where Lauren was sexually 

molested by a minister who was a friend of her parents. Although her father reported the 

incident to the church authorities it was never spoken of in her family again. Nor did the church 

authorities address the issue by apologising to her or by disciplining the minister.   

 

Physical holding to help her feel the pain in safety and to soothe and calm her has been 

important in my therapeutic work with her.  I believe this has been necessary to help her realise 

that she is safe and that I am really with her.  This is in contrast to her abandonment at the time 

of the traumatic events.  Thus, my response is different and she re-experiences the event within 

a caring and nurturing relationship. 

 

Emotionally this has been cathartic in that it helped her work through and express blocked 

feelings. It has also been cathartic spiritually for there was anger at God and the church for 

abandoning her. She could vent this as I acknowledged my disgust at her treatment.  There was 

a very real sense of my role and relationship representing a God and a church that abhors and 

feels the pain of such abuse and injustice. 

 

I am aware that there is still a long journey ahead but I have witnessed a change in her pattern 

of looking for love with emotionally abusive and spiritually manipulative men.  She is far more 

discerning about relationships. She also has stronger personal boundaries that enable her to 

speak up and feel entitled to her opinion with her ex-husband and family of origin and friends.  

Her Christian worldview is also changing as she internalises a different understanding of a God 

who cares and understands and accepts her for who she is.  She is also learning to separate God 

from the institutional church. 

 

She has transferred to another church and at this church is quite discerning about her attendance 

and involvement in its activities. She makes these decisions now not based on guilt or by 

coercion but on the basis of what is best for her and her children. 

 

Where is God in this? 

Ann is 45, married with two adult children. My journey with her spans over five years, much 

of it being incident related counselling. She returned to me 12 months ago with a family crisis 

involving one of her children and the journey has now become one of therapy as we address 

her deeper issues. Her presenting issue involved her adult daughter disclosing to her family her 

homosexuality and a long-term lesbian relationship they had assumed was platonic. 

 

Ann’s emotional pattern is one of abandonment. Her secondary exterior reaction was 

depression and withdrawal.  In working with her secondary feelings, I discovered an inner critic 

that told her not to feel sorry for herself or to feel angry.  This was connected to a Christian 

worldview that believed Christians are to praise God in all circumstances.  This blocked her 

from being able to have her primary experience of grief and anger. 

 

I used drawing work to help her experience these feelings.  In one session, she drew God using 

a white crayon. Her reaction in looking at this was to get angry at God because He had 

abandoned her. He couldn’t be seen. He was invisible. He was not there for her. 
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My relationship with Ann was very important at this stage because she quickly felt guilty at 

venting her anger at God. I was able to physically hold her by taking her down on my shoulder 

and allowing her to sob out her pain. At this point she revealed her interior experience of 

“badness” which God was punishing her for. Being there for her and soothing her with words 

of comfort was important. So too was acknowledging her pain and letting her know her anger 

was understandable and that God could take it. 

 

My role as an enlightened witness has also been important in the therapeutic relationship. She 

sees me as having “spiritual wisdom” because of my ordination, I have been able to gently 

challenge some of her beliefs that block her authentic emotional experience. The issue of 

homosexuality has been a difficult one because she fears her daughter’s eternal damnation. I 

am transparent in not knowing all the answers or the mind of God. However, I point out to her 

God’s grace and mercy and my own simple faith in this. 

 

At the end of a recent session, she asked me to pray with her. Her response after prayer both 

encouraged and humbled me when she said, “I can’t see God in all of this but I can see Jesus 

in you and that holds me for now.”  

 

Conclusion 

What I have sought to highlight is the power of the therapeutic relationship to bring about not 

only emotional but also spiritual re-formation. Emotionally Focused Therapy provides a 

perfect modality for me to offer a real and nurturing relationship where clients can experience 

what it is like to receive unconditional love and acceptance. With my Christian clients, the 

psychospiritual dynamics have enabled this to be a journey of both the heart and the soul. 

It is a sacred privilege to share the journey with them. 
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