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+» Literature Review—Practice

Families and Spirituality: Therapists

as Facilitators

Brian A. Griffith
Vanderbilt University
Joseph C. Rotter

University of South Carolina

Family therapists often encounter issues of spirituality in working
with families. Instead of avoiding them, therapists can use the spiri-
tual and religious orientations of families as resources for growth.
This article will describe how therapists can help families work
through spiritual problems and maximize the benefitsthat spiritual-
ity brings to family functioning.

H istorically, there seems to have been an attitude in the
profession that religion and spirituality are separate
entitiesfrom therapy. The notion that one’' sissuesin counsel-
ing cannot be related to concerns over on€e' sreligious beliefs
suggests the secular focus that has existed within the thera-
peutic community. However, there has been an interesting
evolution of thought in the area of spirituality and religionin
counseling that most recently stems from the focus on diver-
sity—diversity asit relates to ethnicity, gender, race, culture,
sexual orientation, and, aptly, religion and spirituality. Kelly
(1995) found, in asurvey of members of the American Coun-
seling Association, that

64% of the respondents believe in a personal God while
another 25% believe in atranscendent or spiritual dimension
toreality. Approximately 70% expressed somedegreeof affil-
iation with organized religion, with aimost 45% indicating
that they were highly active or regularly participate in reli-
gion. (p. 37)

Asisthe case with counselors, the general population also
has indicated an emphasis on spiritual and religious beliefs.
Quoting again from Kelly (1995),

Ina1993 Gallup poll, 59% of thoseinterviewed said that reli-
gionwasvery important to them, down from ahigh of 75%in
1952 but upfromalow of 52% withthesameview in1978. (p. 34)

Ina1992 Gallup survey (ascitedin Kelly, 1995) two thirds
of respondentsindicated that if faced with a serious problem,

they would seek the help of a counselor who held spiritual
beliefs and values, and 81% preferred to have their own val-
ues and beliefs integrated into the process.

One caution offered by Kelly (1995) is that there appears
to be agap between knowledge and behavior in the reporting
of spirituality in that people’ s professions of faith appear to
be greater than their actual practice. In fact, we could con-
clude that it is the incongruence between people’s belief
systems and their behavior that often brings them to coun-
selor offices. Counselors would be well advised to explore
not only the stated beliefs but also how the clients practice
their faith.

Therehavebeen several definitionsof religion and spiritu-
ality presented in theliterature. For the sake of thisarticlewe
have decided to quote Kelly (1995), not to define, but to con-
trast the terms. He indicates that

atypical distinction between religion and spirituality isfound
in a demarcation between spirituality as a persona affirma-
tion of atranscendent connectednessin the universe and reli-
gionasthecreeda, institutional, and ritual expression of spir-
ituality that is associated with world religions and
denominations. (p. 4)

Whether we reference religion and/or spirituality, we are
always reflecting people’'s belief systems or faiths.

Although the literature and research would suggest that
we as human beings are more alike than different, we have
discoveredthat those differences, assmall asthey may be, are
often the focus of our concerns. Indeed, those slight differ-
encesvery well may berelated to our spiritual beliefs, which
are a powerful influence in our lives. Spirituality cannot be
denied in that we are all spiritual in our own ways.

FAMILIESAND SPIRITUALITY

Thefamily unit is at the center of most religious systems.
The great religions of the world, including Christianity,
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Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, and
Zoroastrianism, all specifically join family life and religion.
Spirituality is strongly connected with the mental health of
individuals and the overall functioning of families. But spiri-
tuality and religion are not always benefitsto families. Indis-
criminating between healthy and unhealthy faith, Allport sug-
gests the terms intrinsic religiosity and extrinsic religiosity,
respectively (seeKelly, 1995, pp. 60-62). Intrinsic religiosity
isreligiousbelief that relatesto all of lifeand isunprejudiced,
tolerant, mature, integrative, unifying, and mean-
ing-endowing. This is in contrast to extrinsic religiosity,
which is compartmentalized, prejudiced, exclusionary,
immature, utilitarian (used to gain comfort and status), and
self-serving. Extrinsic religiosity is used as a defense against
anxiety, whereas intrinsic religiosity makes for growth and
wellness.

Intrinsic spirituality and religion can have a very positive
effect ontheoverall mental health of individualsand families.
Emotional healing and development are often significant
byproducts of spiritual growth and maturity. A review of
research completed in the last decade on the relationship
between mental health and religion (Worthington, Kurusu,
McCullough, & Sandage, 1996) reveals that people with
strong religiousfaith (especially intrinsic) report higher levels
of life satisfaction, greater personal happiness, greater social
support fromfriends, higher levelsof empathy, lower level sof
depressive symptoms, lower blood pressure, lower hosgtility,
and less narcissistic exploitation of others. In addition, par-
entswith high religious scores correlated with morefavorable
parenting practices.

A strong faith system helps families and individuals make
meaning out of life. Spirituality is “an essential mean-
ing-making activity whereby individuals grapple with the
purpose and value of human lifein general, and of their own
lives in particular” (Cook & Kelly, 1998, p. 3). Common
beliefs and values provide stability and coherence for fami-
lies. Spirituality also provides a framework of moral princi-
ples that are necessary for al healthy social groups. Faith
development can be an essential component to overall family
wellness.

Families also can be affected adversely by spirituality and
religion. Sloat (1990) suggests that many of the problems of
dysfunctional religious families resemble alcoholic families.
Adult children of dysfunctional religious families have simi-
lar characteristics to those of adult children of alcoholics.
Family rules that frequently are found in both environments
are “Don't talk,” “Don't trust,” “Don’t fed,” and “Don’t
want.” Overly rigid rules and family structures can be detri-
mental to the development of family members. Spirituality
and religion can be used to manipulate and control other fam-
ily members. Instead of facilitating growth, spirituality can
foster irrational guilt or confusion.

Many adults have had negative childhood experienceswith
spirituality and religion. Rigid rules and authoritarian

parenting stylesjustified by religious beliefs can be counter-
productive to the emotional, relational, and spiritual growth
of family members. Spirituality that isused to control instead
of nurture can be destructive. In this way, spirituality
becomes amanipulative tool to keep family membersinline
instead of a path to a higher plane of development.

CASE STUDY

Winner of three academy awardsin 1971, themusical Fidd-
ler on the Roof (Joseph Stein) provides an interesting case
for discussing familiesand spirituality. After commenting on
the precariousness of a fiddler playing on arooftop, Tevye,
the patriarch of apoor Jewish family, statesthat “ every one of
usisafiddler ontheroof trying to scratch out apleasant, sim-
ple tune without breaking his neck.” In the village of
Anatevkain Czarist Russia during a great period of change,
keeping your balance comes through one word—tradition.
Adherence to cultural and religion tradition helps people
“know who they are and what God expectsthemto do.” Faith
and custom are the fabric of family and societal coherence.
Religious rituals, such as wedding ceremonies and keeping
the Sabbath, give life meaning in addition to marking signifi-
cant life events.

Tevyeandhiswife, Golde, havefivedaughterswithfamily
roles and responsibilities defined by a rich heritage. Reli-
gious tradition dictated that fathers choose grooms for their
daughters. The village matchmaker presents possible candi-
datesfor thefather to consider. When hegiveshispermission,
hethen blessesthe union. In thisfamily, troubles begin when
the three oldest daughters decide to break with tradition and
find husbands on their own. During his many conversations
with God and quoting frequently from the “Good Book,”’
Tevye is struggling with his faith, his daughters' independ-
ence, andthedizzying changesthat aretaking placeinthevil-
lage. He reluctantly gives his permission to his two oldest
daughtersbut refusesto blessthe marriage of histhird daugh-
ter, who wishesto marry agentile. An outraged Tevye cannot
accommodate his daughter’'s choice and therefore disowns
her. Sheis no longer considered a part of the family.

Perhaps acounsel or could have helped thisfamily. A Jew-
ish girl’s marriage to a gentile was a serious religious and
family problem. The counselor would have to be very sensi-
tive and facilitate dialogue within the family. Perhaps there
could have been away for the daughter to have her wish and
gtill maintain relations with the family. Creative problem
solving possibly could have found away for all partiesto be
reasonably satisfied while upholding religious integrity. If a
compromise could not be reached, the counselor could help
the family process the “loss’ of the family member and the
realignment of relationships. In both cases, the counselor
must respect and integratereligious beliefsinto the therapeu-
tic process.
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DISCUSSION

Marriage and family counsel ors must be prepared to work
with the spirituality of families. Kelly (1992) suggeststhefol -
lowing three waysthat counsel ors may interact with the spiri-
tuality of families: (a) becoming aware, (b) encouraging, and
(c) reworking. First, counselors must become aware of how
religious and spiritual values affect family life. “The family
therapist is encouraged to adopt an open-minded sensitivity
toward clients' religious background, beliefs, and practices”
(Kelly, 1992, p. 198). Becoming aware of one’s own beliefs
and understanding how faith interacts with life and relation-
shipsisaprerequisite to understanding the faith of clients. If
counselors are comfortable and value their own spirituality,
they will bemorelikely to allow spirituality to be apart of the
therapeutic process.

Second, family counsel ors can encourage the devel opment
of hedlthy, intrinsic faith. Helping families articulate their
spiritual views and live consistently with them can be a great
serviceto clients. During timesof crisisand struggle, individ-
uals and families often turn to their faith for strength. In one
survey, 63% of respondentsreported “ that religion can answer
all or most of today’ s problems” (Smith, 1992, p. 367). Spiri-
tual resources, such as prayer, consultation with religious
leaders, reading of religious literature, rituals, and so forth
may be helpful for families who are struggling.

Religious communities often can be a source of strength
and guidancefor familiesthat are going through difficult tran-
sitions and struggles. Because of the mobility of our culture,
churchesand synagogues can becomethe extended family for
transplanted couples and their children. Many religious orga-
ni zations offer resources such as parent training classes, mar-
riage enrichment retreats, youth programs, support and
12-step groups, and so forth. Often, there are opportunitiesfor
community serviceinwhich thewholefamily can participate.
Counselors may encourage families to take advantage of one
of the many resources that faith communities have to offer.

Third, counselorscan helprework families’ spiritual orien-
tationsif they arehaving negative effects on any member or on
the family as a whole. Kelly (1992) notes that when certain
spiritual beliefs or practices

become damaging to the family, the therapist should not sim-
ply dismissthereligious element but rather help the family to
explore differences between beneficial and detrimental
expressions of religious belief. (p. 200)

Although this may seem intimidating at first, counselors are
well prepared to facilitate problem-solving interventions,
even with spiritual problems.

Counselors can help families examine their beliefs and
how they may contributeto family problems. Because spiritu-
ality isasacred topic, it must be approached with gentleness
and respect. Counselors would be well advised to take a
“one-down” position and adopt the posture of “learners’ as
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opposed to “teachers.” Once the family understands how
spirituality may be causing problems, they can discuss if
there are any changes that can be made to meet the needs of
family members without denying core spiritual beliefs and
practice. When the problematic spiritual beliefs and/or prac-
tices have been reworked, counselors then can encourage
more positive spiritual development.

CONCLUSION

There appears to be a dearth of articles referencing reli-
gion and spirituality in marriage and family journals. In a
chapter in Religion and the Family: When God Helps, edited
by Laurel Arthur Burton (1992), Kelly presents the findings
of areview of thefamily literature over the past several years
and concludesthat only 1.3% of 3,615 articlesaddressed reli-
gion. Asimportant asreligion and spirituality appear to befor
boththegeneral publicand practicing counselors, there needs
to be agreater emphasis on thistopic in the literature. Over-
looking or ignoring religion and spirituality in working with
families diminishes the significance of thisinfluential piece
of family life. If therapists are not aware of the benefits as
well as the harm that certain beliefs can bring, then they are
functioning in a vacuum and may, in fact, be practicing
unethically.

Kelly (1992) says that

family therapy research and practice can benefit by clearly
distinguishing between religiousfaith that enhances personal
and family life and distorted forms of religiosity that impede
personal and socia growth. (p. 197)

This article has presented only a brief observation of the
importance of religion and spirituality in family therapy. You
are encouraged to continue to evaluate your own religious
and spiritual beliefs and to become sensitive to the beliefs of
your client population.
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