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Naturalistic versus Theistic Approaches to Psychotherapy:  
A Case History

Brent D. Slife, Brigham Young University

I laid some important ground work in my first presentation that I hope to extend today into the important field of psychotherapy.  If you missed my first presentation, the full text of that presentation is posted on my website – www.brentdslife.com.  And this presentation will be posted there as well, following our discussion today.  

Allow me to summarize my main conclusions from that first presentation.  First, psychology is grounded in a relatively unrecognized paradigm that could be labeled naturalism.  What I mean by this label has two main features – its lawfulness, in the sense that physical or natural laws are considered to govern world events, and its godlessness, in the sense that the world is considered to operate without reference to any divine being.  In psychology, naturalism is manifested not only in the obvious absence of god concepts among the explanations of psychologists, but also in the emphasis on laws and principles, whether theoretical or empirical.

Importantly, naturalism is a philosophy, not a fact – a view, not the view.  This means, among other things, that it has its own assumptions and biases about how the world operates, which conflict with other philosophies and worldviews.  The worldview that I specifically contrasted it with in my first presentation is the worldview of the theist, the worldview that says that God matters and is even required to understand and explain the world completely.  You may also recall that I acknowledged that many people think they have reconciled naturalism, where God is absent or passive, with theism, where God is present and active, through deism or dualism.  However, as I argued then, these attempts at making naturalism and theism compatible not only fail but also affirm their ultimate incompatibility.  

In this sense, naturalism and theism truly are different worldviews with many conflicting assumptions.  Indeed, I attempted to show in my last presentation how these differing assumptions can become prejudices, if we are not careful.  Prejudices, of course, can often be problematic, but in this case they are doubly so, because the prejudices of naturalism discriminate against the theist – the main consumer and client of psychological ideas and practices.  For example, our research shows that naturalistic psychotherapists, without always knowing that they are doing so, routinely attempt to persuade their theistic clients that their theistic values are wrong.  
However, I am not focused today on the possibilities of these prejudices in psychotherapy, though I do contend that they exist and occur more frequently than we would like to admit.  Rather, I am focused on the implications of these two worldviews for psychotherapy.  If I am right, and naturalism is a hidden paradigm for psychology, how has this paradigm been incorporated into psychological practice, particularly psychotherapy?  I focused on theory in my first presentation, pointing to how our explanations and ideas have been affected by the assumptions of godlessness, hedonism, and determinism.  I propose today to look briefly at how these kinds of assumptions affect our views of therapy strategies and clients.
As I also mentioned in my first presentation, the assumptions of naturalism are so taken-for-granted that they are viewed as almost axiomatic.  That is to say, they are seen as the “only game in town,” the view, rather than a view.  This has led me routinely, in presentations such as these, to discuss alternative assumptions alongside the current assumptions of psychology.  In this particular presentation, I want to emphasize a set of non-naturalistic assumptions.  In fact, I want to describe to you an entire treatment system – the Alldredge Academy –  that is based explicitly on non-naturalistic and even theistic therapy strategies.  We have the privilege today of following Laura, a fictional name for an actual adolescent woman who participated in this treatment system.  I think you will be interested to hear about her experiences as I have abstracted them from a 10 cm pile of her daily journal notes.  
To understand Laura’s experiences, however, I first need to explain the philosophy of her treatment facility and especially describe why this facility is not naturalistic.  Your handout will come in handy, because it displays the connections and contrasts of the six assumptions of the Alldredge Academy.  What I propose to do first is introduce you to each of these briefly, one by one.  I realize that this introduction will be too brief for those of you who are unfamiliar with these assumptions and too tedious for those of you who are familiar with them.  Here, I ask your indulgence, because I need you to have some sense of these, so that you can see the non-naturalistic assumptions in action and the naturalistic not in action.  Fortunately, we will then quickly move to Laura’s experiences, which should put flesh-and-blood on these philosophical bones.

God-absence versus God-presence.  Consider first the naturalistic assumption that God’s activity is not necessary to treatment.  Certainly, no such divine Being is required to explain or provide a rationale for conventional therapy interventions.  Instead, therapeutic principles – psychology’s modest substitute for natural laws – are thought to govern treatment.  The Alldredge Academy, by contrast, assumes that good treatment is impossible without the Source – the Academy’s term for God, Allah, Holy Spirit, or the Angel Gabriel.  Therefore, the Academy deliberately facilitates student experiences that help them to get in touch with the Source, how ever students might conceptualize this divine entity.
Objective versus Value-laden.  Objectivism is the second naturalistic assumption on your handout.  This is the notion that all worthy methods, including therapeutic techniques and scientific methods, should strive to be objective and value-free (Bernstein, 1983; Richardson et al., 1999; Slife, in press).  Otherwise, values would “bias” and distort our knowledge of the natural world.  As applied to therapeutic communities, therapy should be derived from value-free scientific methods as much as possible.  The position of the Alldredge Academy, by contrast, is that values are inescapable.  All therapeutic treatments promote and discourage particular values, whether or not they acknowledge it.  This position implies that therapists should identify and prominently present their values for the purposes of informed consent (Slife & Richards, 2001).  Another crucial task (or value) of any such community is helping clients to discern the values that are best suited for them and their circumstances.  

Hedonic versus Altruistic.  (#3 on your handout)  Hedonism is the notion that the chief good and ultimate motivation of all natural beings is self-preservation and self-benefit (Merriam-Webster, 1998; Slife, in press).  If a species consistently seeks pain instead of pleasure, then this pain-seeking invites evolutionary extinction.  As applied to a therapeutic community, this assumption implies that the chief good and most important therapy motivator and goal is client benefit (Fisher-Smith, 2000).  The altruistic position of the Alldredge Academy does not mean that the self cannot be a motivator; it merely claims that self-benefit is not the best or most natural motivator.  As applied to therapeutic communities, the end of any action (by therapist or client) should not be the self, with the means being other people (as with hedonism).  The end must be others, with the means being the self.  Self-benefits can ensue from caring about others, but true self-benefit should not be pursued (Slife, 1999; Yalom, 1980).

Determined versus Agentic.  (#4 on your handout)  Because naturalism assumes that physical laws and principles govern the real world – including the human world – those laws determine human behavior and cognition (Richards & Bergin, 1997).  Determinism here connotes what is responsible for things and events.  As applied to therapeutic communities, physical and social laws are responsible for human behavior.  Therefore, the psychotherapist’s job is to discern those laws (or postulate them through theory), as much as possible, and manipulate them in instrumental ways that benefit the client.  By contrast, the Alldredge Academy assumes that the clients themselves contribute intentionally to their own behavior (Howard, 1994; Rychlak, 1994).  This assumption does not preclude the contextual importance of the environment and biology, but it does reorient the notion of ultimate responsibility and thus modifies conceptions of causality and intervention (Slife, 2002; Slife & Fisher, 2000).  As applied to therapeutic community, it means that clients can and should be held responsible for their own actions, and interventions can only facilitate healing experiences and never cause behavior change (Rychlak, 1994).

Rational versus Dialectical.  (#5)  The lawfulness of natural laws is thought to imply their rational and orderly consistency (Gunton, 1993; Rychlak, 1988; Smith, 2001), implying that the most effective therapeutic interventions are themselves consistent, rather than inconsistent, with the stated goals of therapy.  Because clients are typically encouraged to frame their goals hedonistically – in terms of their own benefit – the assumption of rational consistency is often joined with hedonism to mean “consistent with self-benefit” (Shaver, 1999).  At the Alldredge Academy, however, rational consistency, in this sense, is sometimes intentionally violated to enhance dialectical relations.  As we will see, the Academy’s staff will sometimes reinforce or even enhance Laura’s problems rather than attempt to reduce them.  The dialectic implies that “inconsistency” and paradox are just as important as consistency and rationality, even when considering her treatment goals.
Atomistic versus Relational.  (Final assumption on handout)  The philosophy of naturalism assumes that the qualities of all objects are inherent in the objects themselves – atomism.  In psychology, atomism has often implied that the basic unit of study is the self-contained individual, not the group or culture (Richardson, Fowers, & Guignon, 1999).  If a therapeutic group or community is considered at all, it is viewed as a collection of individuals, each with their own self-contained qualities, such as a self-contained intra-psychic structure.  The Alldredge Academy, on the other hand, believes the focus should be the relationships among the individuals of a therapeutic community, not the individuals themselves.  Just as any part of a whole gets its qualities from its relation to other parts, so too individuals of a community get their qualities from their relationships to other individuals or their God (Slife, Hope, & Nebeker, 1999).  As applied to a theistic therapeutic community, the group or team, including God, is as important as the individual, and meaningful relationships are more important than individual self-benefits.

Now, I apologize to you again.  For those unfamiliar with these contrasting assumptions, this was a lot to throw at you.  Still, I think these will make more sense as we see them through the eyes of a recent resident and student – Laura.  At the time, Laura was a 16-year-old US girl with parents who were both addicted to drugs.  Prior to attending Alldredge, Laura was admitted to an inpatient psychiatric ward for a series of incidents, including running away, heavy drug use, and misdemeanor convictions for shoplifting and truancy.  She was diagnosed in this hospital as ADHD (with secondary depression) and placed on Prozac, but her problematic behaviors continued.  Therefore, she was referred to the Alldredge Academy.

Laura arrived at the Academy and joined a group of eight other adolescent students with similar profiles.  This group moved together through the three-month journey of the Academy and shared experiences with similar sized groups along the way.  Upon their arrival, the members of the group were taken immediately to the Canaan Valley in West Virginia, which consists of high elevation mountainous terrain.  They were outfitted for continuous camping and told they would be trained as a search and rescue team, with all the technical, emotional, and physical skills necessary to save someone’s life.  
Laura was “absolutely shocked,” as she writes in her journal, because she was not there primarily for herself.  She reports that all her prior treatment programs emphasized her individual benefit.  Although she first resists this altruistic focus, as we will see, she writes later that this was her first exposure to the concept of real teamwork and a life based on service.  Even at this early stage of Laura’s treatment, the instructional staff was clearly led by two violations of the philosophy of naturalism.  First, students were not there for their own benefit (hedonism); they are there for someone else’s benefit entirely (altruism).  Second, as Laura will learn, she is not there to cultivate her individuality (atomism); she is there to cultivate the team (relationality).

Laura reports in her journal that these notions are completely foreign to her.  However, the “instructors” do not attempt to convince or persuade her of anything.  Indeed, this is one of the salient features of Alldredge.  Although the instructors are committed to an explicit set of broad values (assumption #2), such as love, integrity, hope, and valor, there is no preaching.  Instead, the instructors model these values and facilitate experiences that aid the students in agentically coming to their own values – by and through the Source.  In fact, there is considerable evidence that the wilderness camping experiences facilitates the students’ desire to explore different values and seek inspiration from the Source in order to come to their own value systems.

How do the instructors facilitate such experiences?  Two of the main guiding assumptions are themselves violations of naturalism:  agency and the dialectic.  In the case of agency, Laura is expected to be responsible for herself in the wilderness, because she is the agent of her own actions.  She learns quickly that important camping skills are required to care for others, as a member of the rescue team.  For the first time in many years, she reports in her journal seeking the advice of adults (because the instructors volunteer very little) – and she listens.  Hedonists may assume that this small progress is the result of natural reinforcement contingencies, such as surviving in the wilderness.  However, Laura’s needs are only important insofar as she can be trusted as a team member to save the life of another.  In other words, even her responsibility (and agency) is relational and altruistic.  Laura is not the end; she is the relational means to serving others.

Of course, Laura has many old attitudinal and behavioral patterns that help her avoid personal responsibility and meaningful relationships.  Again, however, the instructors never coax or preach.  They instead help her to generate her own lessons, dialectically.  That is, they act inconsistently with Laura’s “logic,” even (seemingly) the logic of the program itself.  When adolescents are viewed as agents of their own actions, therapists will rarely attempt to persuade them with mere logic, particularly if their patterns of decision-making are ingrained and longstanding.  Therapists must therefore help clients to experience the contrast or dialectic of their treatment goals, so they can truly understand and desire the goals for themselves.

As a brief example of the many big and small dialectical interventions, consider how Laura constantly interrupted instructors with wisecracks and jokes.  Instead of the instructors chastising her or attempting to extinguish this behavior, they “reinforced” it.  They praised Laura for her comedy and gave her the team responsibility for being funny, an “important responsibility,” she writes in her journal, when the “going gets tough,” such as in a steady rain.  This dialectic intervention reframed her individualistic (and thus atomistic) behavior as a relational service to the team and their altruistic tasks together, and Laura rapidly tired of her responsibility.  Not only did she find it hard to joke during these tough times, she also found very few people laughing with her.  She solemnly asked the group for a release from her responsibilities, abandoned her “clown” pattern, and never interrupted anyone again.

Laura writes that she was generally “confused” by these dialectical experiences.  For some reason, her usual behavioral and attitudinal patterns were not getting their usual result.  In addition, she reports experiencing other feelings that seemed unfamiliar yet positive – feelings of belonging, camaraderie, caring, and a willingness to be taught.  As she reports, a particular incident helped these positive feelings overcome her negative confusion.  The local Sheriff radioed the team that a battered woman had apparently taken refuge in the mountains from her drunken husband.  The woman’s relatives were convinced that she was lost and afraid her husband would find her before anyone else and abuse her again.  Laura and her team worked like a well-oiled machine, not only locating the woman and providing first aid, but also shielding her at one point from her threatening husband.  

Laura recalls being completely unafraid for herself during this incident, though she was voluntarily taking personal risks.  She was so involved in caring for and protecting the woman that she now believes she found not only herself through this service but also inspiration and courage from the Source.  In other words, she found herself in a moral (value-laden) situation that led her to choose (agentically) to cooperate with the team (relationally) and give of herself (altruistically) for the sake of another.  The dialectic of the situation is that Laura may have benefited most from an incident that was not, ostensibly, for her sake at all.

The Village Phase.  There is, of course, much more to the wilderness experience.  However, the net effect for Laura, like so many other students, was that she now yearned for something more substantive than her “silly games,” as she came to call them – her old attitudes and behavior.  After an emotional, but productive visit with her family (during the Alldredge parent/student program), her journal indicates that she had new life goals, decided spontaneously and completely by her:  she wanted to learn more about this “Source” that everyone talked about, how to best help her teammates, how to be respectful of her instructors, and how to truly love others (altruism).  

In the village phase of her experience with the Alldredge Academy, she often turned to her instructors for easy answers to these questions.  However, the village is not set up to provide easy answers; it is set up dialectically for Laura to experientially discover these answers for herself.  Although specific virtues are extolled and discussed in the village, such as love, hope, integrity, and forgiveness, these virtues are not viewed as ends in themselves; they are viewed as the means for Laura to arrive at her own answers and own moral system in relation to her community (assumptions #2 and 4).
The village is a group of primitive hut-like structures nestled between two rivers.  Yet, the village was “luxury” to Laura after her month-long camping and hiking experiences (a dialectic appreciation, as she put it, for “what I usually take for granted”).  Village experiences are divided into four “Journeys,” with each journey essentially representing a different system of theistic values from a particular primitive culture.  The four Journeys together form a dialectic, through contrasts and oppositions, bringing hidden life meanings to each student’s awareness.  

As the students enter each Journey, they enter a culture – living like, thinking like, and basically trying on the values and “spirit” of each “culture.”  For Laura (as she notes in her journal), this dialectic of cultures helped her to gain a perspective on her own beliefs and teenage culture back home.  The Village also focuses on relationship issues (assumption #6), with students counseling each other to trod the “path of virtue” (assumption #2).  Each night there is a “truth circle” where a truth stick is passed to each student and feelings are expressed.  As problems are identified, students must take personal responsibility for solving their problems rather than blaming others (assumption #4).

Uniting all the Journeys is the Source (assumption #1).  Indeed, the Alldredge instructors see the Source as uniting all their therapeutic interventions, right from the beginning.  However, the notion of a Source is made less explicit in the first wilderness phase, because the students are typically not ready.  They do not initially desire the guidance the Source can bring.  Still, the instructors attempt to facilitate student experiences of the Source.  They assume the Source is already present; their only job is to facilitate these “spiritual” experiences and loving relationships, so that students can recognize the Source (however they might conceive of it).  

At one point, for example, Laura writes that the asked her instructors for advice about “praying” to the Source.  In keeping with the Alldredge lack of explicit direction, the instructors offered several dialectical options, with Laura agentically choosing one for herself.  As she put the experience in her journal, “I asked Carrie [the instructor] to show me, Brad, and Julie how to create Indian prayer ties.  She gave each of us five squares of fabric and a string.  We picked a pinch of ashes out of bowl, held it up, silently thought our prayer, held it to our hearts, then wrapped it and tied it to our strings.  It was one of the coolest things I’d ever done.  I told Julie I was glad we shared this together and gave Brad and her hugs.”  Laura later connects these good feelings to the wholeness and relationships she felt, which, as she termed it, “could only have come from the Source.”

Well known to all present and former students of the Alldredge Academy is that no one, but no one, ever wants to leave the village.  Its soil is considered almost sacred and holy ground.  It is viewed as a place of vital discoveries as well as a location of deep security and incredible relatedness to the instructors, the other students, the land, and perhaps most of all, the Source who unites them all.  Laura reported the same feelings in her journal.  However, she also admitted considerable fear and anxiety.  How was she going to leave this “womb?”  How could she face “school” and all the “crap” that this might bring with it?  She felt she had “new wings,” but now they would really be tested.  Could she fly?

The School Phase.  The school phase is intentionally more “school” oriented to provide a more realistic transition from the Academy.  After another four-day round of family therapy, more traditional coursework is studied and more conventional schedules are kept.  The mission of the “school” is to transfer and consolidate the experiences and insights related to the Source.  Instructors accomplish this task by continuing the spiritual scaffolding and dialectic begun by the four Journeys of the Village.  
With Laura, the West Journey had always been her Achilles heel.  Although the West Journey is adorned with important symbols of primitive cultures, such as the Invisible Warrior, its main theme (or virtue, in accord with assumption #2) is forgiveness.  Laura admitted to having many problems with this virtue, problems in forgiving herself and problems in forgiving others.  She knew and endorsed the concept intellectually, but she also knew that she did not “know it in my heart.”  Rather than her usual “games” in struggling to understand forgiveness – isolating herself and avoiding the issues that really mattered – she voluntarily and agentically (assumption #4) turned to the members of her group (along with the school counselors) and made a point of asking their help in investigating her problems with forgiveness (assumption #6).

Through her community, Laura realized that she was still struggling with the heartfelt forgiveness of a particular person – her mother.  Her instructors then provided her with empathy exercises that helped her to step into the identity, beliefs, and history of her mother.  At the same time, she explicitly asked the Source for the “spirit of forgiveness,” and to her utter surprise, as she reports, she realized her request had been granted.  Indeed, she learned through this process that she had always had a gift for understanding what people were going through, though this gift had somehow been blocked.  As she developed this gift, however, she found compassion for her mother and the desire to forgive her.  By empathically understanding the vulnerability of others, even when they seemed strong, she found she wanted to forgive them, even forgive herself.  

“The Source provided,” she writes in her journal.  Indeed, her discovery of the forgiveness virtue and all that she gained through more meaningful relationships indicated to her that the Source would always provide.  Suddenly, her fears about leaving the village “womb” were gone, and her hopes for a future “outside” the Academy brightened considerably.  She realized that she would have to give up much of what she once thought she had, including her old druggie friends, her old images of her parents, and her need for approval.  However, she knew that with the help of the Source she could belong somewhere else, minister to others somewhere else, and continue to grow somewhere else.  
Currently, four years after her Alldredge experience, Laura’s parents report that she is doing well in college, with no drug abuse or bouts of serious depression.  They also report that she has found a college major that she says will maximize her service to others.

Review and Preview
As I conclude, I realize that this case history of Laura may raise as many questions as it answers.  Perhaps I can anticipate a few issues as I close this chapter of my series of lectures, and I look forward to any questions you may still have.  First, please note that I am not meaning to say here that the theistic, non-naturalistic approach to therapy is best, nor am I attempting to convince you of theism in general.  I have really presented no evidence for either claim.  I am, instead, merely attempting to show you that a theistic approach to therapy is possible, perhaps even plausible – perhaps even successful.  In other words, theistic therapy strategies, such as the Alldredge Academy, are not only conceptualizable but also potentially attractive to many psychological consumers, such as Laura’s parents.

Still, many mainstream psychologists will understandably assert that all this virtue and “Source” stuff is just too value-laden and subjective and theological for a secular discipline, such as psychology, not to mention science.  Here, I directly challenge this assertion as a myth.  The myth is that the theism worldview of the Alldredge Academy is any more value-laden than the naturalistic worldview of psychology.  As I spelled out in my first presentation and will elaborate in my next presentation, the naturalism of mainstream psychology is just as value-laden, subjective, and, yes, even theological.  Indeed, in my next presentation I will attempt to explicate these elements of the scientific method itself.  

And, speaking of the scientific method, I want to address one final issue, before closing my presentation today.  Some will surely say that all the therapeutic interventions with Laura are interesting, but the final judge of such an approach is its ultimate effectiveness.  Are theistic therapy strategies more effective than naturalistic therapy strategies?    Unfortunately, the issue of effectiveness is more complicated than just submitting them to the scientific test.  First, of course, we have to decide what effectiveness means.  As you might have guessed, there is effectiveness from the theistic perspective and effectiveness from the naturalistic perspective, based on each worldview’s assumptions and values.  

As difficult as this issue might seem to be, an even tougher problem is what we could call the “method problem.”  As I have hinted, the scientific methods of psychology, as adopted from the natural sciences at psychology’s inception, are themselves underlain with the philosophy of naturalism.  Supporting this claim will be the task of my third and final presentation.  However, this claim raises another interesting question:  If psychology’s traditional methods are grounded and guided by the worldview of naturalism, what would a non-naturalistic research strategy be like?  Much as the Alldredge Academy served as an example of a non-naturalistic set of therapy methods, could there be such a thing as a non-naturalistic, or even theistic, research method?  Please return to my third presentation to find out.

