Dear Editor,

Christian belief and psychology

I was interested to read the letter entitled "Is anyone out there?" (Forum 141: July 2000, p.3) in which the author, Sue Sterling, made a plea for an understanding of people's belief systems ("religion") to be brought within the legitimate purview of psychology,  and inviting debate. She rightly pointed out that for some of us (and our clients), religious conviction remains an important determinant of attitudes and behaviour. Many psychological interventions pale into insignificance in comparison with the potency of  religious experience as a cause of behavioural  and emotional change. Of course this is nothing new: William James observed much the same a century ago. 

I wonder if it is a peculiarly British thing to be so ostensibly disinterested in an area of the human condition which, even for the obdurate atheist, has such profound effects. For example, Forum readers may be unaware of a major debate which has been going on over the past decade in the United States concerning the values and beliefs of the therapist and whether therapists should be explicit about these from the outset. Clearly this is anathema to the British "neutral therapist" stance; nevertheless many Americans now view the latter as a dangerous myth in which we fool ourselves and our clients that therapeutic transactions are value-free and culturally benign whilst inadvertently promulgating an implicit Western atheistic humanist imperialism. Personally I have not yet made up my mind about these issues, and clearly we must be very careful of the exploitation of the therapeutic relationship for the purposes of  proselytisation, but I regret the absence of a similar lively debate in this country.

Forum readers may be equally unaware of the number of British clinical psychologists (many of which are very eminent members of the profession) who are also ordained priests, deacons, pastors, lay readers, etc. In the 1980's it was said that the ultimate evolutionary end of the clinical psychologist was the general manager: for the 1990's it could be argued that this changed to that of priest, if numerical comparisons are anything to go by!

The United States have a large and active Christian psychologists' organisation, and many of our European neighbours have similar groups. In this country there is the Network of Christians in Psychology (NeCIP) with a membership of over 200 ( and growing steadily), and also the Catholic Psychologists Group. NeCIP is ecumenical and seeks dialogue and engagement between secular psychology and Christian faith, including plentiful discussion of the kind of issues to which Ms Sterling alludes. So yes, there is very much "someone out there".

Yours sincerely,

Michael Wang,

Conference Chair, Network of Christians in Psychology

Department of Clinical Psychology, University of Hull 

