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This text is written for those persons called to work with soulsÑ
pastors, pastoral counselors, and spiritual directorsÑand for

those in the mental health disciplines interested in the interface
between psychology and religion or psychotherapy and spirituality.
Laypersons who have been through a psychotherapeutic or spiritual
guidance experience will also benefit from the discussion here.

These pages are written for those who seek to heal other souls
while finding further healing for their own. The text looks specifi-
cally at the role Christian symbols play in the healing process.

There is much discussion today regarding the integration of psy-
chology and religion, and the necessity of integration in the life of
the professional helper. In these pages I share my own continuing
journey of integration. I speak of growing up in a religious home, of
then becoming a pastor, and subsequently of becoming a pastoral
counselor. I hope that my journey will prove helpful to you the
reader in your own area of service.

This book speaks of the soul. What is the soul? How is the soul
related to God? How can we get the two together more often? What
is the role of Christian symbols in the process of soul healing? All of
us who work with persons need help in discovering ways to aid their
healing. I hope that this book will provide you with such aid even as
you come to further healing within yourself.

ÑÑ
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As with all projects, I could not have completed this book 
without the input, help, and support of others. The main body

of the text first appeared as my 1986 Doctor of Ministry degree pro-
ject through The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in
Louisville, Kentucky. I would like to thank Bill Leonard and Glenn
Hinson, former professors there, for their encouragement and chal-
lenge in writing the project, The Use of Christian Symbols in
Spiritual Formation. I wish also to thank Morton Rucker, Vernon
Maxa, and my brother Tim Melton for supporting me in the 
personal work needed to complete the project.

Chapters 1 and 6 came several years later. I thank Seymour
Rabinowitz for personal help for my own soul, and the staff and
peers in the Clinical Pastoral Counseling Program of the Virginia
Institute of Pastoral Care in Richmond, Virginia, for challenging me
to continue to understand life theologically. I further thank Barbara
Tucker for many hours of patient typing.

I could not have completed this book without the personal sup-
port of my wife Kathy. Daughters Kate and Caroline stood close by,
bringing joy and pleasure to every endeavor. I dedicate this book to
my family, hoping it helps them understand why ÒDad reads so
much, and talks about God and counseling!Ó
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My introduction to the idea of spirituality occurred at the
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Ken-

tucky. Professor E. Glenn Hinson was teaching a course entitled
ÒThe Classics of Christian Devotion.Ó I found myself studying
something I knew little aboutÑChristian devotion. I was vaguely
familiar with Augustine, Bernard of Clairvaux, and St. Francis of
Assisi, but I knew little about their works and certainly did not
know that their writings were Òdevotional classics.Ó

ÒDaily quiet timeÓ was the normative devotional practice in the
small-town Southern Baptist church in which I grew up. Quiet time
consisted of spending a few quiet moments with God, reading a
portion of Scripture, and closing with a short prayer. I even went to
youth retreats and learned how to develop the Òtechniques!Ó 

ÒQuiet timeÓ remained my devotional practice throughout my
first years of college. I also began to read self-help books for aid and
comfort. Later I added family life and psychology courses to my
sociology major. These new readings also became a part of my devo-
tional life. I found myself not only interested in God but also in
interpersonal relationships.

This interest in relationships and human functioning led me to
consider a career in marriage and family counseling. Undecided,
however, at graduation time from college, I decided to work as a
youth minister in a church for a year and get married. Positive 
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experiences in marriage and in the church leadership role led me to
think further about seminary and a ministry career. After a year of
church work with a positive pastor role model, I answered what I
felt to be a call to ministry and left for seminary.

The practice of reading as a means of spiritual growth 
continued as I entered the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.
Something happened, however, when I actually arrived on campus.
Suddenly I was bombarded with new informationÑBultmann, 
exegesis, Greek, and eschatology. My old prayer and devotional
practices did not seem to fit my newfound theological knowledge. I
felt guilty at first until I remembered what a college professor once
told me: ÒWhen you get to the point where you no longer feel good
about praying, stop.Ó This advice was a source of comfort when tra-
ditional means failed as I searched for new ways to approach God.

That day of new beginning came during my final year at 
seminary. I sat in the seminary lounge one afternoon and wrote
what would later become the first words of a Òspiritual journal.Ó I
wrote to myself, ÒI have learned a lot about God in seminary, but I
do not know God.Ó From that day forward I wanted nothing more
than to know God. My passion to know God led to daily entries in
the spiritual journal, a practice continued after seminary graduation
and into the years of full- time ministry experience. 

A few years later change occurred again. The spiritual journal to
which I had grown accustomed no longer met my devotional needs.
Readings in spirituality led me to the writings of Morton Kelsey,1

John Sanford,2 and Carl Jung.3 These writers spoke of knowing
God through dreams and other experiences of the unconscious
dimension of the personality. I began to record personal dreams in
my spiritual journal. Soon those dreams (and other thoughts that
sometimes Òwhispered from my soulÓ) became a focus for my 
devotional life.

I soon learned something about the negative possibilities in the
spiritual journey. No one had told me that the ÒunconsciousÓ
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dimension of the personality includes darkness as well as light.  As I
began to discover good things deep within my unconscious, I also
stumbled upon strong emotions of anger, distrust, and aggression. I
had made the mistake of trying to walk alone on the deeper spiritual
path. I had not heeded the warnings of Kelsey,4 Leech,5 and others
that one should not make this journey aloneÑthat one needs direc-
tion on the spiritual journey. Opening the unconscious caused me
to feel much differently than before, and the experience was 
frightening.

Because of the growing sense of fear inside me, I sought help
from someone who was familiar with the power of the unconscious
mind. I attempted to locate a Òspiritual director.Ó6 In the small town
in which I lived I had few choices. I did not know where to turn. I
had a problem, one that many Baptist ministers face. 

Where does one turn for spiritual help in a faith tradition where
soul healing is neglected? As a Baptist I had grown up in a tradition
where healing of the soul was not talked about. We believed you got
Òall of GodÓ at one time, when you Òwalked the churchÓ aisle and
Ògot saved!Ó We were not told that the Christian life is a growth
process and that sanctification and Ògrowth in graceÓ take place over
a lifetime. Because of the emphasis on salvation as punctilliar rather
than process, we were not taught too much about devotional 
practices that helped in the continual healing of the soul.

Further difficulty at this time in my life came from the fact that
I was facing external stress in addition to my internal problems. I
was in the process of changing churches, hoping to move from a
position as associate pastor to a position as pastor. I was particular
about what type of church I wanted to serve, while at the same time
feeling pressure to move as quickly as I could. The pastor I worked
with was retiring, and I too needed to move. My support system was
beginning to break down, and I began to experience anxiety. Life
itself became threatening. I felt overwhelmed by my feelings,
dreams, and the inner experiences of my life. Conflicts of which I
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was unaware began to surface. It was a frightening new world. I felt
I had lost control of my life. 

I needed spiritual direction and sought out a spiritual guide.
The person I found was a Jewish man by faith and a psychoanalyst
by profession. Through our therapy times together, I began to learn
a great deal about my inner war and what was needed to end it. 

Six months later I moved into a position as a pastor. As I made
the move, my devotional life again changed direction. This time I
turned to a pastoral counselor who understood his work with me as
spiritual healing. While in this process, I experienced many of the
same realities encountered in analytic therapy. The focus of my spir-
itual formation shifted again during this period. Instead of working
through my emotional conflicts entirely internally, I began to exter-
nalize them to a large degree. I stopped my long practice of journal
writing. Instead of sharing my inner feelings only with God through
my journal, I began to share them with the Sunday morning 
congregation through sermons.

As a result of pastoral counseling, I began to focus more on
what avenues of healing were available to me within the Christian
tradition. At this time I rediscovered the power of Christian symbols
to mediate GodÕs grace. My work as a pastor thrust me each week
into the role of not only preaching, but leading in all aspects of wor-
ship. Suddenly, I was the one offering people bread and wine, and
baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy
Spirit. Worship began to be meaningful to me personally, even
though I was the one leading it. Each week as I prepared and led the
worship services of my church, I found myself undergoing deep
spiritual experiences. The words of Scripture I used to prepare ser-
mons spoke personally to me. Baptism took on deepeer meaning
each time I stepped into the pool to baptize a new convert. I found
myself being healed personally by the power of the symbols and
talking about this healing effect in sermons and small group 
discussions.
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As I settled into service as a pastor and continued to receive 
pastoral counseling, I sought to let the rich symbols of my Christian
faith mediate grace to my troubled soul. As I continued in the 
pastorate, I received further help from a psychoanalyst. I also com-
pleted a Doctor of Ministry project on spiritual formation and
Christian symbolism. My search led me to many new authors in
seeking healing for my soul: Karen Horney, Paul Tillich, Hans
K�ng, Rollo May, Eric Fromm, Gerald May, S¿ren Kiekegaard,
Sigmund Freud, and Charles Hartshorne.

I continue today seeking ways to further my healing. I do so
with the help of psychology, sociology, philosophy, and religion. At
the level of Òdeep metaphor,Ó7 these disciplines provide me with lan-
guage and symbols to talk about my life and experiences. Yet the
symbols provided by these disciplines are not as powerful as the
human symbols that lie behind them. The men and women whose
books I read spoke to me through the sharing in print of their own
experiences. 

As I look back on my journey I see how the power of GodÕs
grace mediated through these human symbols brought me healing.
Human persons are the most powerful symbols we have. Jesus of
Nazareth illustrates this supremely. In the process of psychotherapy
there are many powerful symbols that mediate GodÕs graceÑwords,
actions, beliefs, stories, and persons. Yet, for me, my therapists were
the most powerful symbols. Wayne Oates speaks of the pastor as a
symbol of God.8

For some persons, pastoral counselors and secular therapists also
take on this role. My therapists and the therapists I read became
powerful God-symbols for me. I saw two ÒJewishÓ psychoanalysts
and one ÒPresbyterianÓ pastoral counselor. I did my pastoral coun-
seling training in an ÒecumenicalÓ pastoral counseling center. These
shepherds, healers, and counselors were powerful Christian symbols
to me. Jesus himself was Jewish, male, and the Good Shepherd who
went about healing the spiritually and physically ill. My therapists
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were Jesus symbols to me. They mediated GodÕs grace to my soul.
Through them psychotherapy became a process of Christian sancti-
fication led by a spiritual healer. The result was healing for my soul.

ÑÑ

My journey reveals the personal needs that resulted in this book
about the power of Christian symbols to heal the soul. My needs,
however, were not extraordinary. All persons need to experience the
power of Christian symbols as mediators of GodÕs grace.

This book represents an effort to awaken persons to the 
powerful role Christian symbols can play in their healing process.
The book seeks to accomplish two goals: (1) to facilitate soul heal-
ing in the lives of the readers and (2) to aid in the development of
the caregiverÕs role as healer of souls.

We start to accomplish these goals in chapter 1 by exploring the
experience of the God behind the symbol. Without a God behind
the Christian symbol, then the symbol itself remains powerless to
bring healing. In chapter 2 we look both theologically and psycho-
logically at how religious symbols affect the healing of the soul.
Chapter 3 reviews the role Christian symbols have played in healing
throughout the history of the Christian church. In chapters 4 and 5,
I share how one group of Baptist believers experienced the power of
Christian symbols through guided prayer and meditation. Chapter
6 moves to the power of Christian symbols in the process of psy-
chotherapy. As religious persons see the psychotherapy process
through the symbol of Christian sanctification, and their therapist
as a Christian symbol of God, powerful soul healing can occur. The
book concludes with encouragement to all caregivers to experience
and utilize Christian symbols to heal human souls.
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Is there a God behind the symbol of God? Are we speaking only of
symbols with no spiritual reality beyond them? Is the experience

with symbols simply one of the archetypal symbols of the uncon-
scious connecting with the external symbols of Christian faith?
Because this process can be explained psychologically, does this
mean it is merely a psychological experience? Or, are such 
experiences personal encounters with God?

THE LIMITATION OF PSYCHOLOGY

Gerald May has affirmed that there is spiritual reality behind reli-
gious experiences. He believes that such experiences are encounters
with God. May wrote: 

For years, a large number of people have believed that the
ÒunconsciousÓ represents the deepest and most profound
level of being. But when spiritual matters are acknowledged,
one must consider still deeper dimensions. The difference is
that these levels are not only Òdeeper,Ó but also more tran-
scendent. They are no longer precisely within our individual
or collective psyches. They are beyond us, and yet they are
the ground in which our being is rooted.1

May believes in a spiritual dimension and that God is ÒwithoutÓ as
well as Òwithin.Ó He sees God as both below and above, Òbasement
and terrace,Ó2 and immanent and transcendent.
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Roberto Assagioli agrees. As a psychiatrist and transpersonal
psychologist, he takes a spiritually oriented approach to therapy, one
that can enlighten our concern here. In responding to Freud, who
spoke of being interested in the ÒbasementÓ of the human building,
Assagioli feels the ÒterraceÓ of the personality is also of concern. He
wants persons to have access to every level of their personalities.
Assagioli is not against psychoanalysis but wants to pursue what he
feels are the higher values of the spiritual life. Like Freud, Assagioli
starts with the basement idea of the lower regions of the uncon-
scious, but then moves to the ÒTranspersonal Self Ó and the
ÒCollective Unconscious,Ó which transcend the human personality.
Assagioli believes persons are in constant interaction with their
wider interpersonal and transpersonal environment.3

Assagioli further sees spiritual-growth drives as natural as the
sexual and aggressive drives of the lower unconscious. These spiri-
tual-growth drives produce change in persons as well as in the outer
world. This spiritual-psychological growth goes through three levels:
The first level is Òpersonal synthesisÓ aiming at the synthesis of the
conflicted subpersonalities around the conscious ego. The second
level is Òspiritual synthesisÓ directed toward integration around the
Self or higher spiritual center.

The third level, Òtranspersonal synthesis,Ó works to bring one
into harmonious relationship with other people and the cosmos.
Thus, Òpsychosynthesis,Ó as Assagioli calls his approach, is a systems
approach. It seeks the goal of integration at various systems levels.
Psychosynthesis looks for synthesis or integration in interpersonal
relationship, groups, the human family, and the spiritual reality
called God. The result is Òtranspersonal spiritual oneness.Ó4

Yet Gerald May cautions against giving any psychology, includ-
ing transpersonal psychology, the final say in religious experience.
He feels psychology really cannot speak to religious experience, not
even transpersonal psychology. Psychology is only a means and not
an end. May does not deny anything psychology has to offer in 
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the way of psychological-mental help. He simply believes that 
psychology cannot address our deepest longing. He concludes: 

If we as individuals could relinquish our attachment to self-
supremacy and open our hearts to the awesome simplicity of
spiritual truth, all of our endeavors, including the giving and
receiving of psychological help and understanding, could be
deeply spiritual acts. . . . It is time to recover the possibility
of seeing psychological experiences with spiritual eyes.5

With Gerald May, Edward Thornton Òsees psychological experi-
ences with spiritual eyes.Ó Thornton had an experience that caused
him to wonder about Òmystic consciousness.Ó It came during a deep
personal crisis when he was Òenveloped by a Presence.Ó He was
frightened by the experience and reentered Freudian psychoanalytic
treatment to check it out. One year later he had his answer: 

[A]wakening consciousnessÑprayer and allÑis an integrat-
ing, not a disintegrating experience. It energizes rather than
constricts the psyche. It marks the saving, not the damning
of oneÕs soul. In fact, it is the awakening of the soul by the
Presence of the Spirit that constitutes the core reality of
awakening consciousness.6

In biblical terms we call ThorntonÕs experience an encounter
with God. ThorntonÕs experience takes us beyond psychology to the
realm of religion. The difference in psychology and religion is the
scope of their subject matter. Psychology deals with persons and
what is within persons, but, due to its limitation as psychology, it
cannot speak about God. Psychology can only address the psycho-
logical processes; it cannot speak to the possibility of spiritual reality
behind them. The field of religion, however, can and does speak to
the spiritual reality behind the symbol. Religion speaks of a spiritu-
ally real and transcendent GodÑinside and outside of human
consciousnessÑthat acts in, on, around, and about human beings. 

Experiencing God Behind the Symbol
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Paul Tillich, the theologian, described the religious experience
of prayer as an experience of ecstasy on the part of the believer. In
moments of deep prayer, the believer is grasped by something ulti-
mate and unconditional. Tillich believed this to be the presence of
God. Tillich has helped us see that when the human soul encounters
the Spirit of God mediated through a Christian symbol, the person
experiences self-transcendence and communion with God in
ecstasy.7

William James drew a similar conclusion in The Varieties of
Religious Experience.8 Martin Buber joined him in Ecstatic Con-
fessions.9 James and Buber cited numerous examples of Òmystical
experiencesÓ that have occurred in a wide variety of religious 
traditions. 

Abraham Maslow10 and Gerald May11 speak of Òpeak 
experiencesÓ and Òunitive experiencesÓ respectively. Whether such
experiences are understood as merely psychological or also religious
depends on the faith stance of the subject. Those who profess reli-
gious faith see such experiences as encounters with the God behind
the symbol.

The most famous antagonist of the spiritual reality behind 
religious experience was Sigmund Freud. Freud believed that the
idea of God was based on the needs of the child for an all-caring
and protective parent and was, therefore, an illusion. For him, the
need for God is seen as a result of unresolved conflicts from child-
hood and a function of wishful thinking. It is a truly felt need, but
one that meets an infantile wish and has no basis in objective reality.
Experiences with the so-called God, including mystical experiences,
can be explained as Òoceanic feelingsÓ from early unconscious
remembrances of being with the mother. Such experiences are thus
regressed states and are therefore pathological.

FreudÕs projection theory can neither be proven nor disproven.
It cannot be substantiated and remains an unproved theory. FreudÕs
atheism grew out of the scientific, philosophical, and materialistic
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worldview he possessed prior to becoming a psychoanalyst. In later
life he sought to substantiate his atheism through the results of psy-
choanalytic discoveries. Even though Freud remained an atheist
throughout his life, his psychoanalysis in many ways served as his
philosophy or religion.12

Freud showed that, at times, religion may be a function of the
Oedipal Complex. Some religion may only be the unfulfilled wishes
of a psychologically underdeveloped person for an all-protective
father/mother projected onto the universe and called ÒGod.Ó But
the state of psychological development in a given individual really
has nothing to do with the fact or nonfact of a God behind the
wishes, needs, and projection. Freud as a psychologist simply could
not answer the question ÒIs there a God?Ó because, as stated earlier,
psychology by its nature is anthropomorphically bound. 

As I read FreudÕs views on religion, I ask this question: ÒDoes
Freud not say more about people and their lack of psychological
development than he does about the reality of God?Ó The answer I
come to is ÒYes.Ó Some religion is neurotic, and Freud rightly ana-
lyzed it. What resulted? Freud accurately described the religious
experience of psychologically underdeveloped persons. What Freud
did not adequately describe was the religious experience of many
fully mature, healthy adults.13

MATURE MYSTICISM

The psychological maturity of a person is, nonetheless, an enormous
factor in his or her religious experience. For a person who is more
fully developed psychologically, God may still be seen as analogous
to the earthly parent, but the son or daughter of the parent no
longer feels like a child. The relationship between them now is one
of a Ògrown-upÓ son or daughter to an adult father/mother. They
relate now on an Òadult-to-adultÓ basis. The grown-up son or
daughter no longer has infantile wishes toward the father or mother,
because the son or daughter is no longer infantile. 

Experiencing God Behind the Symbol
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One day I told an associate, who was feeling sad over the fact
that the church no longer felt like a family to her, ÒOh, the church
is still your family. The church has not changed. What has changed
is you. You are no longer a child! You are an adult. Developmentally
mature adults view parents quite differently than do children.Ó
Mature adults view God quite differently as well. 

Thus persons may grow and develop in how they envision God.
As adult believers grow and mature in faith, they image God 
differently. 

The Bible speaks of this spiritual development. Ephesians 4:
11-16 speaks of Christians Ògrowing upÓ into Christ, to Òmature
personhood,Ó and no longer remaining Òchildren.Ó The author of
the text wrote: 

The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some
prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to
equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the
body of Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith
and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to maturity, to the
measure of the full stature of Christ. We must no longer be
children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind
of doctrine, by peopleÕs trickery, by their craftiness in deceit-
ful scheming. But speaking the truth in love, we must grow
up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, from
whom the whole body, joined and knit together by every lig-
ament with which it is equipped, as each part is working
properly, promotes the bodyÕs growth in building itself up in
love.

For various reasons, some earthly parents may try to keep their
childrenÑeven their grown-up sons and daughtersÑinfantile.
Sometimes, offspring choose to remain that way. But according to
Ephesians, the God behind the symbol does not have any need to
keep persons in an infantile state. The God behind the symbol
desires mature, free, and powerful offspring. The journey then is for
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believers to Ògrow up into ChristÓ and see God through the eyes of a
mature person.

In this book I am advocating growth and healing of the soul; I
believe that disciplined reflection on Christian symbols is one
avenue toward such growth. As we grow, we view the God behind
the symbol differently. We discover that our needs for care, love, and
affection from a heavenly parent, are reflective of more mature,
adult needs. We no longer have infantile needs for an all-protective,
all-powerful God like the kind that may be wished for as a child and
projected onto the universe. I call such an adult relationship to God
Òmature mysticism.Ó

Wayne Oates, in his Psychology of Religion, describes five types of
mysticism. The first is Ònature mysticism.Ó This type is pantheisti-
cally oriented and encourages a symbiotic union with nature similar
to that of a newborn child with its mother. The second type is Òself-
blending mysticismÓ where again there is a loss of self in blending
the self into the greater identity of God. The third kind of mysti-
cism is of the ÒPlatonic/Neo-PlatonicÓ type. The emphasis is still on
the soul losing itself in the soul of GodÑthis time in a kind of 
transcendent ecstasy.14

OatesÕs fourth type of mysticism is ÒJudeo-Christian mysti-
cism.Ó This type of mysticism sees individuals as being profoundly
related to God, but uniquely distinguishable from God. The
emphasis is on ÒcommunionÓ as opposed to ÒunionÓ with God.
Thus the mystical way of life becomes a Òwalk with God,Ó a Òfellow-
ship with others,Ó and a Òpilgrimage in quest for identity and
purpose in relation to God.Ó The relationship is seen as Creator to
creatureÑmore adult-to-adult than parent-to-child. Such a relation-
ship says, ÒI do not have to be absorbed by you, God, or be an
extension of you. I am OK as a separate, capable, mature, and
strong self. I am now an adult son or daughter, and you are my
adult parent.Ó15
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CONCLUSION

Thus we conclude that religious experiences are encounters with a
transcendent God behind the symbol, and that the health or pathol-
ogy of the experience depends on the spiritual maturity of the
believerÕs image of God. Immature believers do see a God behind
the symbol, but this God is like an all-protective earthly parent of a
helpless child. Mature souls see a God behind the symbol, not as an
all-powerful earthly parent of a helpless and dependent child, but as
a loving heavenly parent of a grown-up son or daughter. So the
question is not just, ÒIs there a God behind the symbol?Ó It is also,
ÒWhat kind of God is there, and how does one personally symbolize
this God?Ó Souls moving toward healing have mature images of
God. They are moving toward the position of the apostle Paul who
wrote in 1 Corinthians 13:11 these words: ÒWhen I was a child, I
spoke like a child, I thought like a child; I reasoned like achild;
when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.Ó 
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