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In Emotion Focused Therapy, clients’ emotions are prioritised and prized in the therapeutic 

process (Webster, 2011b, p. 1). The goals of therapy are emotional “awareness, acceptance, 

and understanding of emotion; the visceral experience of emotion in therapy; and the 

importance of changing emotion [schemes] in promoting psychotherapeutic change” 

(Greenberg, 2011, p. 4). For a person with Christian faith, this can seem at odds with 

traditional church teaching that often places greater emphasis on thinking and behaving 

correctly. This paper asserts that Psalms, in addition to the customary spiritual use of 

providing comfort in distress, legitimatises the prizing of emotion in human experience and 

provides a model of processing emotion that has similarities to EFT. As a point of integration 

of Christian faith and Emotionally Focused practice, when therapists introduce spiritual texts 

such as the language of the Psalms to process their emotions, facilitated by the therapist, 

spiritually orientated clients may have acceptance and permission to have their authentic 

emotional experience. 

Introduction 

Psalm 40:1–2  

I waited patiently for the LORD; 

    he inclined to me and heard my cry. 
2 He drew me up from the desolate pit, 

    out of the miry bog,  

and set my feet upon a rock, 

    making my steps secure.  

(The Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version)  

When clients come and they are stuck and struggling, when they seem to be mired down in a 

messy place of emotional turmoil, how can we help them? The emotional turmoil might be 

quite difficult to put into words, might be murky or muddy in its texture. There are the 

conventional therapeutic methods of talking, drawing, or enacting the experience that could 

be useful in bringing clarity for the client (Webster, 2011; Webster, 2013b). We might also 

consider the client’s spiritual orientation. For the client with a Christian or Jewish faith, 

introducing them to the emotive and symbolic language of the Psalms could provide another 

tool for processing their emotional experience in session.  

This paper would like to explore, from an Emotion-Focused perspective, how the Psalms of 

the Bible provide examples of how a person can be in the process of moving out of the miry 

bog and onto a rock of clarity and acceptance of their emotional experience. I would suggest 

that the Psalms provide a process that has similarities with emotionally focused techniques 

because they demonstrate awareness, acceptance, expression through symbolising the 

experience and transformation of emotional experience. In addition, Psalms normalise and 
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validate the human experience of a wide range of emotions, even those considered 

unacceptable by some church teaching. With the support of the therapist, the Psalms could 

provide a way to facilitate the client to access and transform their emotional experience. 

Emotion Focused Therapy (EFT) is, according to Greenberg (2011), a “neo-humanistic, 

experiential approach” that “emphasises the importance of awareness, acceptance, and 

understanding of emotion; the visceral experience of emotion in therapy; and the importance 

of changing emotion [schemes] in promoting psychotherapeutic change” (p. 4). Work with a 

client in-session is guided by client markers of problematic emotional states, such as 

problematic reactions, unclear felt sense, conflict splits, self-interruptive splits, unfinished 

business and vulnerability (Greenberg, 2011, pp. 85–87). The therapist then identifies an 

appropriate task relevant to the marker and works in alliance with the client to complete the 

task. EFT strongly embraces the role of the therapist in providing a corrective emotional 

experience that is curative in its own right (Watson, Greenberg, Lietaer, 1998, p. 4). In 

addition Emotion-Focused therapeutic work supports the transformation of the client’s 

emotion schemes and promotes strengthening the self of the client, regulating affect, and 

creating new meaning (Greenberg, 2011, p. 66).   

At the Institute for Emotionally Focused Therapy (IEFT), Annandale NSW, the practice of 

Emotionally Focused therapy gives attention to exploring the role of a client’s past 

experiences in forming emotional patterns of responding and relating and the varied inner 

aspects of a client’s world as child and adult (Webster, 2011a, p. 18). The goals of therapy 

are the client’s emotional well-being, defined as “entitlement to have emotional experience, 

authentic relating to others, and positive self-experience” (Webster, 2011a, p. 17). Webster 

(2013a) also places an emphasis on the therapeutic relationship, asserting that “this is a real 

relationship that has to be experienced and dealt with in the therapy process, as well as a 

symbolic relationship that needs to be understood and interpreted” (p. 13). 

In general, during the process of therapy for clients who have a spiritual orientation, there is a 

natural emergence of their spiritual concerns if the therapist is open to them. The benefits of 

including spirituality in the therapy sessions with these clients are: therapists honour the 

crucial importance of client beliefs and experiences that it would be unethical to ignore or 

denigrate, and there is open exploration of the impact of spiritual experiences on the client’s 

values (West, 2000, pp. 6–9; Kim-van Daalen and Johnson, 2013, p. 24). There are new 

possibilities for healing when clients move away from being overly identified with their 

problems and begin seeing themselves as part of a larger story, which then reduces the 

feelings of isolation in one’s pain and increases their sense of meaning in life (Frankel, 2003, 

p. 1–2; Hardin, 2014). It also builds rapport between therapist and client (McMinn, 2011) and 

strengthening of this therapeutic presence enhances healing for the client (Geller and 

Greenberg, 2012, pp. 140–141).    

However, beliefs that some Christians associate with their faith may complicate the 

experience of emotions, such as fear or anger, when they are seen as sinful. As Blake (2006, 

p. 8) described, they feel bad and rejecting of self, due to, in part, their understanding of God 
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as “critical and judgmental” as a result of church teachings. Or as Jones and Butman (2011) 

present, “Christian clients often feel confused about the morality and validity of their 

feelings, resulting in a tendency to ignore, deny or avoid feelings that are viewed as negative” 

(p. 330).  

Another aspect of Christian faith that can block the authentic expression of emotion is the 

client’s view of God as harsh and punishing, creating a climate of fear and distance in the 

spiritual relationship (Smith, 2006, p. 42). McMinn & Campbell (2007, p. 269) discuss that 

another source of religious beliefs blocking the authentic expression of emotion is when “we 

tend to transpose our ways of viewing the world onto our views of God. The person who 

believes perfection is the only acceptable standard will probably perceive God to be 

demanding and harsh.” Thus the difficulties in processing emotions for the Christian client 

when they have strong spiritual values can be related to their view of God as unaccepting of 

certain emotions and/or unaccepting of themselves as a person when in a problematic 

emotional state. They can be mired in doubt about the validity of some emotions and about 

God’s acceptance which holds them back from expressing and experiencing some emotions. 

Both Blake (2006, p. 9) and Smith (2006, p. 42) assert that the change in their clients’ 

spiritual relationship came as a result of the therapeutic relationship holding them in an 

accepting, nurturing way. In other words, the therapist was alongside them, guiding them out 

of the miry bog, being the enlightened witness to the reality and awfulness of the mire, and 

showing gentleness and grace, which is in contrast to their former perception of how God 

would relate to them. These positive changes in the clients’ spiritual relationship are expected 

since the therapeutic relationship as a vehicle of change is a central tenet of emotionally 

focused therapy (Webster, 2013a, p. 10; Greenberg, 2011, p. 66). While it is important to 

note the issues related to ethically conducting the therapeutic relationship, such as managing 

projection and transference, and they should be kept in the therapist’s mind, these issues are 

beyond the scope of this paper.  

I would propose that, in conjunction with the corrective experience of the therapeutic 

relationship, there can be a corrective experience when clients experience the language of the 

Psalms. The Psalms have the potential to facilitate a client to have the entitlement to access 

and accept their emotional experience and therefore accept their authentic self and have a 

positive self-experience. The genre of the Psalms is especially suited to helping people 

engage with their emotions due to their poetic nature which appeals to the emotions in a way 

prose does not achieve. The emotive language gets a message to the mind through the heart, 

and uses metaphorical imagery (Fee and Stuart, 2003, pp. 207–208; Kidner, 1977, p. 28; 

Craigie, 1983, p. 26, 36). Their purpose is not to teach doctrinal truths but to demonstrate 

prayer to God and hymns about God or about the life of the people of God. Where we 

struggle for words, the Psalms “help in expressing joys and sorrows, successes and failures, 

hopes and regrets” (Fee and Stuart, 2003, p. 205). Parts of the Psalms also normalise the 

doubt and fear present in times of suffering, with “painful candor,” particularly for the person 

who is struggling to maintain their faith in a compassionate and faithful God (Brueggemann, 
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1991, pp. 72–79). The commentators already quoted are presenting the Psalms as helpful for 

the Christian audience. In addition, Jewish worshippers have read and meditated on the 

Psalms on all kinds of occasions, including joyous times as well as times of grief with a 

soothing result (Newman, 1989, p. 20). 

We can see the wide range of authentic human emotion present throughout the 150 Psalms, 

from sorrow (Psalm 88) to rage (Psalm 137) to joy (Psalm 98) to depression (Psalm 22). Due 

to the lack of censorship of expression, this seems to legitimise and normalise the experience 

of these emotions, even if not overtly endorsing them, from a faith perspective. What’s more, 

Psalms shows God as accepting of these emotional expressions and willing to listen. As 

Psalm 40:1 states “He [God] inclined to me and heard my cry.” 

Not all Psalms function in the same way. We must understand their nature and types in order 

to decide which ones are suitable for therapy purposes. The generally agreed types are: 

laments, thanksgiving, hymns of praise, salvation history, celebration and affirmation, 

wisdom, and songs of trust (Fee and Stuart, 2003, pp. 212–215). The laments, which were 

written to express a mixture of distress in suffering and trust in God, would be the most likely 

Psalms to appeal to clients who come for Emotionally Focused counselling. However, I 

would include those of thanksgiving or hymns of praise as relevant for some clients. Psalm 

40 is classified as a psalm of thanksgiving, yet it demonstrates the progression of the writer’s 

emotional state, from stuck in a miry bog to the firm footing of standing on a rock, which 

might resonate with some clients while they are moving through a similar process.  

A few brief examples in which the writers of the Psalms express their emotional experience 

in an engaging manner using symbolic language are (all quotes taken from the NIV Bible): 

Psalm 22:14 expresses sadness, “I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of 

joint. My heart has turned to wax; it has melted away within me.” Psalm 31:12 expresses loss 

about broken relationships, “I am forgotten by them as though I were dead; I have become 

like broken pottery.” And Psalm 143:4 expresses fear, “My spirit grows faint within me; my 

heart within me is dismayed.” These Psalms draw the reader in to identify with the writer’s 

emotional experience.  

The question still remains – is this similar to an Emotionally Focused process? Using Psalm 

42 (see Appendix A), categorised as a lament (Fee & Stuart, 2003; Craigie, 1983; Kidner, 

1977), we can see examples of Emotionally Focused processes. First there is awareness and 

expression of emotion in the writer’s longing for relationship and feelings of sadness and 

loss. This is expressed in captivating symbolic and metaphorical language. The Psalmist 

writes that he is like a deer panting for water, that tears have been his food, and that he is 

pouring out his soul. There is also an example of what Emotionally Focused therapists would 

call a conflict split, defined by Greenberg (2011) as an internal experience where “one aspect 

of the self is in opposition to another aspect” (p. 86). Two parts are identified in this Psalm: 

one that is downcast and despairing and one that affirms his hope in God as Saviour (verses 5 

and 11). Many Christian clients would feel exactly this kind of internal struggle, but believe 

their church teachings would inform them to block expressing the despair as a lack of faith; 
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the only expression that is acceptable is trust in God. However, Kidner (1977) reminds us that 

“The Psalmist’s refrain teaches us to take seriously both aspects of our existence” (p. 166). 

This Psalm can provide a normalising of this common human experience of despair (Craigie, 

1983, p. 329). Therefore, this Psalm models an openness regarding our human tendency to 

doubt and have struggles within; pain and faith often co-exist. Awareness and expression of 

these struggles in the spiritual relationship and faith community are encouraged. 

The writer of Psalm 42 expresses his experience freely in his prayer to God; there is no hint 

of fear, rejection, or of the emotions that go with them. He believes that his expression will 

be accepted and in verse 8 he tells us there is comfort that has come to him through God’s 

love. The writer’s spiritual relationship with his God allows him to have his authentic internal 

dialogue of struggle, which is not yet resolved, except for hope in a future rescue from his un-

named enemy. 

Notably, the intervention recommended by Greenberg (2011) for conflict splits is that 

“thoughts, feelings, and needs within each part of the self are explored and communicated in 

a real dialogue” (p. 86). In EFT the purpose of the dialogue is for the client to have some 

awareness of each part, giving attention to whether one part is critical of, or interrupts, the 

other. This awareness then provides the client with information so that they can move 

forward in a healthy manner. As the Psalmist goes through the process of writing out his own 

dialogue between his despairing part and his hopeful part, he is gaining awareness of what he 

needs and transforming his emotion. He expresses his sadness in saying “tears have been my 

food day and night” (verse 3), and he continues on to understand that this is because he has 

lost the opportunity to “go with the multitude” (verse 4) and lost closeness in relationship 

with God, stated as “why have you forgotten me?” (verse 9).  Then his faith in his loving God 

speaks to his needs; he is transformed to be able to say, “Put your hope in God, for I will yet 

praise him” (verse 11). Even here he is not quite settled, there is more along the lines of this 

dialogue in Psalm 43; however, he does finally finish with the same affirmation of hope in 

God’s rescue sustaining him. 

Therefore, Psalms inform us that emotional struggles are an inherent part of the human 

experience and paint a picture of a God who acknowledges and accepts those struggles. 

Garzon (2005) supports this view that the reading of the Psalms, “might help [clients] be 

more accepting of their emotional side” (p. 116). Hardin (2014) agrees, believing that the 

process of acknowledgement and reflection on “internal soul states during times of emotional 

distress” is helpful, particularly as demonstrated in the Psalms. I think we could use the 

example of the Psalms and begin to form a theology of emotion that endorses the value of 

emotions and allows their depth and reality to be seen openly without fear of criticism from 

the faith community. This can hold the Christian therapist who might wonder about the 

validity of an emotionally focused therapy that prioritises working with emotion and the 

unconditional valuing of a client’s experiencing.  

I have had the privilege of being part of a spiritual healing process with several Christian 

clients. I can think of two particular clients who came into therapy with emotional struggles 
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but had previously used their faith practices to discount these struggles. They felt depressed 

or anxious and believed they shouldn’t feel that way because it indicated a failure of the 

strength of their faith. These clients had tried very hard to pray or quote scripture to 

themselves repeatedly to “cure” their painful feelings from unresolved family of origin 

conflicts. However, their problematic feelings could not be resolved in using spiritual means 

to prop up their inauthentic selves. It was in the process of speaking out their pain with the 

support of the therapeutic relationship that they could then authentically approach their 

spiritual relationship. These two clients had a spiritual experience outside the therapy 

sessions that greatly transformed their self experience. One had a dream that led her to 

understand the value and importance God’s placed on her as a person; the other was given a 

picture of what she could expect in the process of healing (a valley, and God’s presence in 

that valley). During the exploration of the spiritual meaning of their experiences, I also used 

EFT techniques of drawing and cushion work to deepen the clients’ understanding of their 

internal processes. Because I, as the therapist, was open to discussing and integrating their 

spiritual experiences in therapy, these clients could holistically engage in exploring their 

emotional experiences.  

Several writers have addressed other aspects of emotional experience in regards to the level 

of compatibility between Emotion-Focused therapies and the Christian worldview. McFee 

and Munroe (2011, p. 323) find there is a high level of compatibility in the core techniques, 

especially those that reinforce the relational aspects and the therapist tracking and responding 

to client emotion in therapy. They would say that some client presentations, particularly 

concerning issues of “faith and/or attachment to God,” could be dealt with in an Emotion-

Focused manner but would shift the therapy to “occur within the full dialect of Christian faith 

and practice” rather than pure EFT (p. 324). Hardin (2014) also affirms EFT’s emphasis on 

the dignity of clients aligns with biblical principles. He goes on to assert that the 

Emotionally-Focused view of human agency, some aspects of dialectic constructivism and 

the existence of emotion schemes that can be out of awareness for the client are compatible 

with biblical ideas. However, he would object to EFT’s lack of explicit inclusion of a 

Christian framework in facilitating clients to make spiritual meaning during the process of 

activating and exploring difficult emotional experiences. Kim-van Daalen and Johnson 

(2013) see EFT’s compatibility with Christian thought in the following ideas: emotion is 

essential to being human, transformation (in their case referring to spiritual) includes 

emotional experiences as well as knowledge of truth, and maturity involves “learning to 

listen and manage and work with one’s heart.” They note that when clients have limited their 

engagement with emotion to subjecting feelings to rigid constraints of so-called Christian 

behaviour, then the “less-than-perfect parts of their souls [are] pushed out of awareness” 

(Location 3069). In contrast to Greenberg’s EFT or the Annandale model, Kim-van Daalen 

and Johnson (2013) use the labels “legitimate” or “sinful” to distinguish between what they 

call “negative” emotions. I would disagree with both labels and the use of “negative” to 

describe emotions from a biblical and psychological perspective. However, the basis for that 

disagreement is not able to be addressed in this paper except that there is no evidence in 

Psalms for such labels. Jones and Butman (2011, p. 333–339) would agree with all of the 
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above compatibilities and add that Emotion-Focused therapies provide a way for Christian 

clients to examine and integrate their Christian values and beliefs in light of the constructivist 

view of human experience. They would strongly support the use of EFT with caution around 

the individual-centric perspective present in humanistic therapies.  While a full critique of 

how Emotionally Focused therapy sits with a Christian worldview is outside the limits of this 

paper, at a quick glance there are a wide range of areas that EFT and a Christian worldview 

fit together. Thus the Emotion-Focused therapist can implicitly use the Psalms for their own 

knowledge of how emotion can be appraised in a Christian worldview.  

The next step is to look at how Psalms might be used explicitly in therapy with Jewish or 

Christian clients who have an interest in incorporating spirituality into their therapy. One 

explicit use is in a psycho-educational manner. In this case, the Psalms could be offered to a 

client by the therapist as an example of how the Bible allows and normalises free expression 

of all human emotion in prayer to God without censorship. One of my Christian students 

found this teaching very helpful, remarking in her essay that: 

“I found it very encouraging to hear that the book of Psalms is full of expressions of 

emotions. I learnt that feeling everything in God’s presence is okay” (Counselling 

Skills 1, Bachelor of Social Science, Tabor College NSW, 2014). 

Following are some suggested explicit uses for Psalms for the Christian or spiritually-

oriented client within the therapy process. One would be the reading, either in-session or out 

of session, of selected Psalms that have content that is relevant to the client’s life experiences. 

The reading of emotive, symbolic language might provide a client who struggles with putting 

their feelings and experiences into words with a vocabulary around emotional expression. 

When the client is reading a spiritual text that validates their own emotions, they could have a 

corrective experience within their spiritual worldview if previously such beliefs had limited 

their emotional expression. This can create a safe and accepting spiritual space as well as 

providing a way to symbolise feelings. 

A second use is advocated by Barker and Powell (2014, pp. 269–271), designated as “Psalm 

therapy.” They describe this as a form of journaling where clients use the model of the 

Psalms as a way to write out their own prayer to God which would include a description of 

their struggle and a request for his help. This is suggested as a way for a client to shift or 

transform their angry or despairing emotions through externalising the emotion and feeling 

the subsequent relief. At the Institute, it is recognised that this is not always a process that is 

safe or recommended for the client to do on their own because of the depth of emotion that 

could be aroused and its impact on the client.1 Thus, the writing out of a personal Psalm or 

prayer to God could be done together in the therapy session so that the therapeutic 

relationship supports and contains the process of accessing and expressing the client’s 

emotion. McMinn and Campbell (2007, pp. 291) would assert that a further benefit of 

                                                           
1 Dr Webster advised me in group supervision of 30 August 2012 that interventions that the client does away 
from the presence of the therapist do not provide the client with the support and safety of the therapist’s 
presence when they are in the midst of having their emotional experience.   
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combining contemplative prayer with therapy is that it has the potential to facilitate the 

client’s access to maladaptive schemas and, with the support of the therapeutic relationship 

and in view of “gaining God’s perspective,” achieve enough distance from the schemas to 

become an observer to them. Once a reflective distance is achieved, a person is more likely to 

be able to effect change. Rabbi Jeffrey Newman (1989, p. 26) describes a similar process as 

occurring in Psalm 40, that is, the psalmist moves from “the depths of despair” to “evidence 

of life and activity within him” which is indication of a separation of the person from their 

problem.  

Another intervention, recommended by Span (2009, p. 70), is for clients to choose a symbolic 

expression depicted in the Psalms, such as Psalm 23:2 (NIV) “He leads me beside still 

waters,” and draw what that means to them. More than talking or writing about their 

experience, drawing “allows the opportunity to experience the image in a more direct 

manner” (Webster, 2011b, p. 119). Thus Psalms can facilitate the client to understand their 

emotional experience, in a deeper way, either through drawing, talking or writing about it. 

These activities could be done in individual or group sessions (Span, 2009).  

Garzon (2005, p. 116) demonstrates the creative application of Psalms to the therapeutic 

practice of coaching anxious clients in breathing and relaxation techniques. The client is 

encouraged to choose a comforting or supportive phrase from the Psalms, or any Scripture, 

and repeat this phrase during the exhale of a breathing exercise. This was recommended to be 

practiced in the session and then set as a task for the client between sessions. There is 

research that supports this practice of using religious and spiritual imagery in line with a 

client’s faith worldview – it is more effective in reducing anger, anxiety and muscle tension 

than the standard practice without such imagery (Richards and Bergin, 2005, p. 256). 

As with all interventions, using Psalms in therapy needs to be done in an ethical manner. 

Richards and Bergin (2005) advise careful assessment of the client, using practices that are 

compatible with the client’s beliefs, avoiding theological debates, and ensuring that 

recommending the reading of scripture does not become interpreted as a “magical cure” (p. 

261–262). Other cautions have been raised regarding the use of scripture in therapy and they 

are: possible emergence of shame in the client, detracting from the therapeutic relationship, 

deflecting from emotional experience to intellectual spiritual discussion, and the use of 

scripture as a tool for abuse (McMinn, 1996, pp. 114–116). Keeping these guidelines in mind 

as well as the industry standard ethical codes of practice, therapists can use Psalms with 

clients in a beneficial way. 

In conclusion, Psalms can be used in therapy with spiritually-oriented clients by any therapist 

open to spiritual interventions. The use of Psalms supported by a safe therapeutic relationship 

promotes the Emotionally Focused therapeutic goals of awareness, entitlement and authentic 

expression of emotional experience. The symbolic language of Psalms can also provide 

clients with imagery aligned with their faith practices to facilitate the client’s vocabulary of 

emotional expression. Using Scripture can be especially helpful to Christian therapists and 

clients who need reassurance that expression of emotions previously judged as “negative” is 
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acceptable within their faith traditions. The Psalms’ language and intent is such that they 

appeal to the “miry bog” of confusing and problematic emotional experiences. The therapist 

and client can follow the psalms of lament to engage in dialogue with parts of self, tapping 

into the spiritual resources of healthy faith to find a way onto solid “rock.” There are various 

ways to use Psalms in therapy, though there are opportunities to use more creativity in 

developing further applications. I look forward to implementing more interventions related to 

Psalms into my practice with spiritually-orientated clients. In future work and research, I 

would be curious about if and how such interventions facilitate a strengthening of the client’s 

secure attachment to God and how engaging with Psalms could serve to regulate the client’s 

emotion. 

 

Appendix A 

Psalm 42 

1 As the deer pants for streams of water, 

    so my soul pants for you, my God. 
2 My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. 

    When can I go and meet with God? 
3 My tears have been my food 

    day and night, 

while people say to me all day long, 

    “Where is your God?” 
4 These things I remember 

    as I pour out my soul: 

how I used to go to the house of God 

    under the protection of the Mighty One 

with shouts of joy and praise 

    among the festive throng. 

5 Why, my soul, are you downcast? 

    Why so disturbed within me? 

Put your hope in God, 

    for I will yet praise him, 

    my Saviour and my God. 

6 My soul is downcast within me; 

    therefore I will remember you 

from the land of the Jordan, 

    the heights of Hermon—from Mount Mizar. 
7 Deep calls to deep 

    in the roar of your waterfalls; 

all your waves and breakers 

    have swept over me. 
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8 By day the LORD directs his love, 

    at night his song is with me— 

    a prayer to the God of my life. 
9 I say to God my Rock, 

    “Why have you forgotten me? 

Why must I go about mourning, 

    oppressed by the enemy?” 
10 My bones suffer mortal agony 

    as my foes taunt me, 

saying to me all day long, 

    “Where is your God?” 

 
11 Why, my soul, are you downcast? 

    Why so disturbed within me? 

Put your hope in God, 

    for I will yet praise him, 

    my Saviour and my God. 

(Holy Bible, New International Version) 
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