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1

Introduction

Key takeaways from this introduction:

• You are already a theologian.
• Theology is a spiritually formative practice; it is something 

you do.
• All that you do takes place in the presence of God.
• All theology is contextual and develops over time.

As with so much of life, everything we really need to know can be 
found in Pixar films. In Toy Story, the now classic movie that started 
the entire franchise, Buzz Lightyear lands in the middle of Andy’s 
room, much to the surprise (and chagrin) of all the other toys. Rex, 
the neurotic tyrannosaur, is one of the first to approach the other-
worldly intruder with a question that might strike some as obvious 
but is quite telling given the circumstances: “What does a space ranger 
actually do?”1

Theologians are not nearly as cool as space rangers, but for many 
they are as mysterious and misunderstood as the laser- shooting, 

1. Toy Story, directed by John Lasseter (Emeryville, CA: Pixar Animation Stu-
dios, 1995).
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karate- chop- action Buzz Lightyear who suddenly appears in the 
middle of an already full toy bin. For many, it is not entirely clear 
what exactly it means to be a theologian, much less what the require-
ments are for someone who takes up the mantle of “theologian” as 
part of their personal or professional identity. In other words, when 
it comes to this thing called “theology,” some form of the question 
that Rex asks Buzz always seems to be on the tip of everyone’s tongue: 
What does a theologian actually do?

This book attempts to answer that question not so much for the 
inquisitive plastic dinosaurs in our midst but first and foremost for 
students of psychology. Its primary goal is to invite burgeoning psy-
chologists (undergraduate students in particular but grad students 
and educators as well) to consider what it means to be a theologian 
and what it looks like to do theology as a psychologist. On the most 
basic level, it simply outlines some of the key terms and concepts 
necessary for engaging in theologically informed psychology. On an-
other level, though, it explores how to move from Scripture and the 
Christian tradition to the practice of psychology (and vice versa) in 
ways that are both faithful and robust. In doing so, it dares to sug-
gest that psychologists— whether students, researchers, educators, or 
clinicians— are always already doing theology. As a result, they are, 
in fact, already theologians.

However, what will become clear is that this endeavor called 
theology isn’t simply about thinking or theorizing; it’s something 
you do. As a tradition of inquiry (very much similar to the tradition 
of inquiry known as psychology), lived theology is not merely an aca-
demic discipline, nor is it a purely speculative enterprise. It is also not 
superficial biblical proof- texting. Rather, it’s a fully embodied, embed-
ded, and extended practice—a holistic, lifelong endeavor that emerges 
from the practitioner’s cultural context, draws energy from their per-
sonal experience, and develops in conversation with the biblical text, 
the historic Christian tradition, and a local worshiping community. 
So the question isn’t so much about whether you are doing theology 
as a psychologist or even when the most effective times might be to 
“integrate” it into your research program or clinical practice. Instead, 
the question is about the depth, rigor, and critical self- awareness you 
bring to a task in which you are always already engaged.

Theology for Psychology and Counseling 
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Why Theology Is Important for Vocation
Even for those who are fairly clear about what the theological task 
entails, it is still fair to ask why a psychologist would want to be 
theologically informed in the first place. Given everything else psy-
chology students need to learn during the course of their studies, 
including both the mastery of certain domains of knowledge and the 
completion of countless hours of supervised clinical training, isn’t all 
this talk about theology a bit superfluous—a nice but nonessential 
addition to an already full plate of more vital matters?

In an important sense, the remainder of this book represents our 
attempt to answer this core question in a way that is both rigorous 
and accessible. But what we can say at the present moment is that, 
if  you are someone who identifies as a person of Christian faith, 
then everything you do— from school to work to recreation— takes 
place coram Deo, or “in the presence of  God.” In other words, 
theology matters for psychologists because, ultimately, it matters for 
everyone. From the standpoint of the historic Christian tradition, 
whether we acknowledge it or not, the whole of our lives, including 
each and every one of our individual life projects, is caught up in a 
deep and substantive relationship with God. It may not yet be clear 
whether psychology is your one true calling in life, but whatever it 
is you choose to dedicate your time, talents, and creative energies to, 
God is present and actively involved in the equation. And having an 
adequate theological vocabulary for articulating this reality is a key 
component in understanding your work as a psychologist (or any 
other endeavor, for that matter) not just as a job or a profession, 
but as a vocation.

The English word “vocation” comes from the Latin word vocare, 
which means “to call.” Interestingly enough, vocare also means “to 
name,” which is a helpful way to think about a Christian under-
standing of vocation, for it suggests that who we are meant to be— 
our central identity or calling— is intimately connected to how God 
has named us.

Once again, Toy Story offers a helpful picture of what this naming 
looks like. In this movie, we see this same idea at work in the way 
that Woody and the other toys are named. Their owner, Andy, has 
literally inscribed his name on their soles (the sole/soul pun is very 

Introduction
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much intended). In other words, their core identity and, by extension, 
their central calling is to be one of “Andy’s toys.” To live in line with 
this vocation, each toy seeks to bring joy to the one whose name is 
written on their sole.

It’s not a perfect analogy (we are not toys, and God is not an eight- 
year- old kid), but it does shed light on the ways in which theology 
can give voice to that which might otherwise go unnoticed and un-
said. More specifically, for those of you called to be practitioners 
in any of the subdisciplines of psychology, theology provides both 
a vocabulary and a broader conceptual framework for coming to 
a deeper understanding of the name that marks your identity as a 
beloved child of God.

That being said, a theologically informed approach to psycholog-
ical research and clinical practice is about more than simply coming 
to an understanding of psychology as a legitimate vocation for Chris-
tians to pursue. It’s also about the various “theo- logics” that orient 
and guide the discipline of psychology, even for those who are not 
Christian psychologists. Whether it’s psychology’s understanding of 
what it means to be human (i.e., anthropology), its notions about 
the coherence and predictability of the natural order (i.e., creation), 
or its take on how (and whether) the human spirit is related to other 
human and nonhuman spirits and, perhaps, even to the Spirit of 
Life (i.e., pneumatology), numerous theological assumptions are in 
operation at every level of psychological theory- building, research, 
and intervention. Thus, by developing a greater awareness of and 
competency with the theological tradition, psychologists are able 
to equip themselves not only with a deeper understanding of how 
certain theological assumptions inform the practice of psychology 
but also with a capacity to make these assumptions transparent and 
publicly available so that they can be critically scrutinized by the 
broader psychological community.

As with any human endeavor, scientific or otherwise, the problem 
is not that psychology operates according to a set of methodological 
assumptions or theoretical commitments. Those cannot be avoided. 
The problem is when these operative assumptions go unacknowl-
edged and uncritically embraced— that is, when they become unas-
sailable dogma.

Theology for Psychology and Counseling 
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A related problem has to do with how and, on a deeper level, 
what it even means to “integrate” the seemingly conflicting meth-
odologies and theoretical frameworks of theology and psychology. 
A growing number of educators, scholars, and practitioners have 
proposed unique, often competing visions for the integration of these 
two disciplines. Nearly every one of these contributions has come 
almost exclusively from psychologists who are sincere and faithful 
Christians but who are not trained (or practicing) theologians. As 
a result, much of the psychology/theology integration literature is 
not only not integrated (because theologians are often not involved) 
but also suffers from somewhat thin and underdeveloped notions of 
the available theological resources and of the possible contributions 
that theology might make to psychology.2 Another consequence is 
that psychology faculty who are teaching integration courses in the 
context of Christian higher education are increasingly voicing a com-
mon set of foundational questions: (1) What exactly are we doing 
when we do “integration”? (2) How do we do it? (3) Where do we 
start? and (4) Where are the resources?

Our hope is to address these concerns (along with a host of others 
that will arise as each chapter unfolds) by offering a more compel-
ling case not only for why students of psychology would do well to 
develop their theological skills but also for how they might go about 
doing so. Of course, we won’t be able to provide an exhaustive ac-
count of how one might engage in a more theologically informed 

2. The end result, as Steven J. Sandage and Jeannine K. Brown helpfully point out 
(and attempt to correct), is an odd sort of insularity and self- referentiality within the 
integration literature. For instance, “two of the views in the Psychology & Chris-
tianity: Five Views (Johnson, 2010) book are represented by co- authors (a philosopher 
and psychologist in both cases), however it is noteworthy that none of the eight 
contributors to this key volume is a biblical scholar or theologian in terms of formal 
academic training.” Relational Integration of  Psychology and Christian Theology: 
Theory, Research, and Practice (New York: Routledge, 2018), 10. What is more, as 
Brad Strawn and his colleagues have noted, the Reformed tradition has been over-
represented among the practicing psychologists contributing to the integration lit-
erature, which has led to a “generic Reformed perspective” that has further narrowed 
the range of theological paradigms entertained by integrationists. Brad D. Strawn, 
Ronald W. Wright, and Paul Jones, “Tradition- Based Integration: Illuminating the 
Stories and Practices That Shape Our Integrative Imagination,” Journal of  Psychology 
and Christianity 33, no. 4 (2014): 300–310.

Introduction
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approach to psychology (or a more psychologically informed ap-
proach to theology, for that matter), but we do have in mind four 
interrelated goals that will, at the very least, get us moving in the right 
direction. More specifically, in this book we aim to do the following:

 1. Introduce undergraduate psychology students to some basic 
theological terminology and concepts

 2. Lay out a “method” for theological reflection that informs the 
practice of psychology in both clinical and research settings

 3. Identify, develop, and deepen the key theological doctrines that 
operate in the background of the practice of psychology and 
are essential for engaging in theologically informed psychology

 4. Upgrade the biblical and theological content of so- called in-
tegration efforts, focusing in particular on the ways in which 
theology deepens psychologists’ understanding of their par-
ticular field and their work, whether in their clinical practice, 
in their research projects, or in their explicitly integrative 
endeavors

The structure of the book follows quite naturally from these basic 
goals. Part 1 considers what it means to do theology and why it mat-
ters for students of psychology. We begin with a discussion of theo-
logical method (chap. 1), and from that starting point move into an 
exploration of God’s trinitarian relations with the created world 
(chap. 2), the presence and activity of God’s Spirit outside of the 
church (chap. 3), and finally human beings as made in the image of 
God (chap. 4). Part 2 shifts from theology “proper” to a more direct 
exploration of the practice of psychology. Building on the theological 
framework established in the preceding section, in part 2 we focus 
on the various metaphysical assumptions that undergird psycholog-
ical research, first by reimagining the task of psychology as a crea-
tive capacity to shape creation and to steward and name aspects of 
creation (chap. 5). The following chapter considers the practice of 
clinical psychology as a collaboration with the Spirit of God, and 
the person of the psychologist as a contextual theologian (chap. 6). 
The final chapter (chap. 7) proposes that one’s vocation as a Chris-
tian within the work of psychology is part of a larger calling to find 

Theology for Psychology and Counseling 
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and develop areas of truth regarding the human person and human 
behavior that might lead us toward wholeness.

Theology as Spiritual Formation
In order to talk in any meaningful way about what theology is, we 
first have to unpack the preconceived ideas and misconceptions about 
theology that all of us bring to the table. Depending on your con-
text, “theology” may be a somewhat neutral (or even meaningless) 
term. For others, it may function more like a four- letter word used 
to describe an unhelpful and out- of- touch group of old guys with 
gray beards obsessed with answering questions no one is asking. So 
to get at what it means to do theology, we first have to say a bit about 
what theology is not. The following “theology is not” list is by no 
means comprehensive, but it does name a few of the most prominent 
misconceptions we encounter when talking about theology in our 
classrooms.

• Theology is not simply a reinforcement of what Christians al-
ready think and/or believe.

• Theology is not merely or only an elaboration of what the 
Bible says— as if we could simply pluck out bits of data from 
the Bible and “apply” them directly to our context.

• Theology is not a purely intellectual task or academic discipline 
that takes place in an ivory tower filled with professionals called 
“theologians.”

• Theology is not an “orthodoxy test” (or a heresy detector) that 
requires you to check a few predetermined doctrinal boxes so 
that you can go about your business as usual.

• Theology is not google searching for biblical passages that 
conveniently align with or reinforce ready- made psychological 
constructs.

Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s move in a more 
positive direction and consider for a moment what theology is, or at 
least how we will be using the term throughout the book. First and 
foremost, theology is a lived wisdom. It’s something you do, and 

Introduction
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not merely a way to think about or cognitively process information 
about God. It’s a fully embodied, embedded, and extended practice 
in which one roots oneself in a living, historic tradition— specifically 
the wisdom traditions of the Judeo- Christian faith. To do theology 
is thus to join a dynamic and ever- emerging conversation thousands 
of years in the making about who God is, who humans are, and what 
God is up to in the constantly in- flux world we inhabit. As such, 
theology is a lifelong journey. No theologian ever “arrives,” just as no 
theological claim is ever final. Everything is provisional because we’re 
always engaged in a process of spiritual formation that develops over 
time, which may sound a bit counterintuitive at first, but it’s really 
what makes theology both exciting and evergreen.

The English word “theology” comes from the Greek theo (god) 
and logos (word), so it literally means words or speech about God. 
But theology is not merely an attempt to describe God with language 
or to find the right propositional terms to define God in increasingly 
precise ways (although it often includes these things). Neither is it 
a matter of simply increasing our knowledge about God. Rather, 
theology is about knowing God. As Martin Buber would say, it in-
volves an “I- Thou” encounter.3 It’s a relational endeavor in which 
we commune with the One who is present wherever “two or three 
are gathered in my name” (Matt. 18:20). To be sure, we certainly 
need and want to talk about this encounter in faithful ways— to 
put words to our experience so that we can understand it more 
fully and communicate it to others more effectively. But in many 
cases, the words that are best suited for doing theology are neither 
descriptive nor prosaic. They are poetic. They come in the form 
of prayers, songs, stories, rituals, and numerous other utterances. 
This kind of theology can also take the form of pictures, paint-
ings, and musical pieces that are “too deep for words” (Rom. 8:26  
NRSV).

To come at it from a slightly different angle, doing theology is 
also about orthodoxy, but only in a qualified sense. For many, or-
thodoxy is about maintaining the status quo. From this perspective, 
to be orthodox is to align one’s beliefs with a clearly defined set of 

3. Martin Buber, Ich und Du [I and Thou] (Leipzig: Insel Verlag, 1923).

Theology for Psychology and Counseling 
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positions deemed appropriate or acceptable by an institutional au-
thority (religious or otherwise). If your beliefs line up and you believe 
them “rightly,” you’re in. If not, you’re out (and you’re a heretic!).

But theological orthodoxy is about so much more than that. Like 
the word “theology,” the word “orthodoxy” comes from the Greek 
ortho, meaning straight, and doxa, meaning glory. So being and be-
coming theologically orthodox is not simply about aligning one’s 
beliefs with a series of doctrines thought to be correct or true. Just 
as one goes to the orthodontist to straighten one’s teeth or sees an 
orthopedic surgeon to straighten one’s bones, joints, and ligaments, 
theology is about getting one’s “glory” straight. To do so, we cer-
tainly have to increase our knowledge about God, but theological 
data alone will never be enough. To straighten our glory, we cannot 
pretend as if we are hard drives with skin in need of the latest operat-
ing system update, for theological orthodoxy involves nothing less 
than aligning and directing the whole of ourselves toward God— 
our thoughts, feelings, emotions, perceptions, attitudes, behaviors, 
practices, and, yes, even our propositional beliefs.

This notion of theology as a spiritually formative practice that 
involves getting our glory straight is key to understanding not only 
what theology is but also how you might go about doing theology in 
your context and in light of your calling as psychological scientists 
and therapists. Indeed, if you take away nothing else from this book, 
our sincere hope is that you are able to recognize that everything you 
do— whether as a clinical psychologist or a case worker or a spouse 
or a child or an artist— is always already theological. Again, it’s not 
about whether you’re doing theology but rather the degree to which 
you are doing theology in a life- giving, critically reflective mode. 
Both your person and your work training as psychologists strike at 
the heart of this larger project we call “theology.” Indeed, they are 
integral to it.

Theology as Embedded (in a Cultural Context)
It is probably fair to assume that readers of this book will have had 
various and wide- ranging experiences with theology, anywhere from 
none at all to a lifetime of exposure. To account for this diversity, one 

Introduction
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of our strategies will be to try our best to make the familiar strange 
and the strange familiar, which may be a bit unsettling for those of 
you who explicitly identify as part of the Christian tradition. The 
reason for this is because by naming and in some cases challeng-
ing the theological assumptions that shape the way we think about 
psychology as a discipline and our work as psychologists, what we 
are really doing is making visible the many ways in which the par-
ticular sociocultural- historical contexts in which we are embedded 
(over)deter mine much of our theology. In other words, rather than 
proceed as if  our understanding of God, our fellow humans, and 
the world in which we live reflects a universal and timeless truth, we 
are intentionally bringing to our collective attention the irreducibly 
contextual nature of all theology, and this can be particularly threat-
ening for those who benefit from the totalizing visions of certain 
theological programs.

To set your mind at ease about what all this means, allow us to 
offer a few clarifying points. We are not suggesting that God is lim-
ited or time- bound but rather that our perception and knowledge 
of God are. As the apostle Paul says, “For now we see through a 
glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; but then 
shall I know even as also I am known” (1 Cor. 13:12 KJV). This 
is not necessarily a bad thing; rather, it is simply the case that, 
as humans, our basic awareness of the world is constituted by the 
particular histories we have inherited and the unique contexts in 
which we are embedded. In fact, this diverse and radically particular 
mode of being— the very thing that makes us human— is not only 
beautiful but also a living sign of the kingdom that is to come (Rev.  
7:9–12).

The problem is not that we each embody a diverse set of inter-
secting cultural identities (e.g., ethnic, linguistic, racial, gendered), 
practices (religious, aesthetic, political), products (artifacts, tools, 
works of art), and structures (socioeconomic, ideological, techno-
logical). Embodying this set of cultural identities is just what it means 
to be human. The trouble comes when we become blind to (or al-
together deny) the fact that our cultural context both enables and 
limits our theological vision or, worse yet, when we allow a culturally 
idiosyncratic view (usually our own) to function as the standard by 

Theology for Psychology and Counseling 
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which all other theologies are judged. When this takes place, “my” 
theology suddenly becomes capital- T “Theology” and everything 
else becomes some sort of derivative—a lesser version of the real  
thing.

Thus, as both Christians and psychologists, we must be vigilant 
in asking the question of how our own cultural context informs and 
constrains our theological and psychological projects. In some cases, 
it will be theological resources that are best suited to help us identify, 
describe, and unpack some of these culturally conditioned perspec-
tives. In other cases, it will be psychological tools that will help us 
the most. Either way, it is crucial that we not only maintain an aware-
ness of the contextual nature of all theology but also adopt a fiercely 
self- critical posture toward our theologizing. We also need to take 
the next step and educate ourselves about cultures that are “other” 
than our own, especially if we are part of a dominant culture prone 
to totalizing claims. Perhaps even more important, though, as we 
each develop our cultural competency, we must do so with a deep 
and abiding sense of what psychologists call “cultural humility”— the 
recognition that we all have gaps in our knowledge about what it’s 
like to experience the world as a person from a culture other than 
our own.4 Indeed, this describes the fundamental posture we want 
to assume in this book.

As two White, cisgender, heterosexual males, we want to acknowl-
edge the profound ways in which our social location informs our 
understanding of theology and psychology (not to mention reality as 
a whole) and also call attention to the fact that we are indeed limited 
by gaps in our knowledge. We are continually attempting to increase 
both our multicultural competency and our cultural humility, which, 
much like theology, is a lifelong endeavor that has no end point. But 
in the spirit of the kind of cultural humility we hope to model in this 
book, our intention is to adopt a stance of not knowing, accepting 
that our ability to understand the culture and experiences of others 
is limited. Acknowledging our limitations means that, while we have 
no other choice but to speak from the particular locations we inhabit, 

4. Dean M. Abbott, Noelany Pelc, and Caitlin Mercier, “Cultural Humility and 
the Teaching of Psychology,” Scholarship of  Teaching and Learning in Psychology 
5, no. 2 (2019): 169–81.
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we can do so in as self- aware and as self- critical a way as possible. 
At the same time, recognizing that ours is neither the normative nor 
default position means that we must at every turn draw on voices 
that originate from a location other than our own— decentering from 
the very start this shared project we call theology. To do otherwise 
would be to engage in a willful act of self- blindness. Indeed, it’s one 
thing to accept that none of us will ever see perfectly, and then to 
move forward knowing we need others to correct our vision. It would 
be quite another to close our eyes ever more firmly without regard 
for how our groping about in the darkness is wreaking havoc on the 
lives of everyone around us.

As it concerns our own development as scholars, each day brings 
with it a renewed and ever- deepening sense of our many blind spots, 
which is why we will forever be indebted to the various women and 
people of color whose research, teaching, and scholarship have in-
delibly shaped not just the content of this book but our very lives as 
well. It is also why we have worked with a diverse team of scholars 
to develop a series of  supplemental resources that will not only 
fill in the knowledge gaps that pervade this book but also generate 
critical insights that would otherwise remain inaccessible to us. We 
both hold PhDs in theology and terminal degrees in psychology 
(Kutter has a PhD in psychological science; William has a degree 
in marriage and family therapy and is in the process of completing 
a PhD program in psychology), but these qualifications do not in 
any way mean that we are somehow immune to the same kind of 
blindness that we all bring to the task of doing theology. In some 
important respects, these qualifications make us more and not less 
susceptible to mistaking multicultural competency with cultural  
humility.

Nevertheless, given our ongoing interest in developing a more ro-
bust collaboration between psychology and theology, we both feel 
called and compelled to help you deepen and upgrade the theological 
content with which you operate as psychologists. But the journey will 
produce fruit only if we keep our eyes wide open to the reality that 
our theology, like all theology, is deeply contextual and, in doing so, 
remain doggedly committed to listening to and learning from those 
who have the eyes to see what we cannot.
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Theology as Developmental and Traditioned
It will be important to keep the inescapably contextual nature of 
theology in mind not only as we explore in greater depth what it 
means to do theology but also as we consider what it means to en-
gage in clinical work in a pluralistic world where both psychologists/
therapists and clients bring infinitely complex webs of overlapping 
and intersecting cultural identities to the table. In certain important 
respects, this kind of complexity is exactly what we should expect 
to encounter as theologically informed psychologists, for a genuine 
lived theology is ultimately about the whole of our life in the world, 
which is both richly diverse and unimaginably complex. Of course, 
simply knowing that life is complicated doesn’t make our task any 
easier, but if we have any hope of effectively navigating the many 
spaces where the theological rubber meets the road, then it is vital 
that we come to a realistic assessment of the facts on the ground.

So rather than ignore or otherwise avoid these complexities, we 
are going to encourage you to lean into them and see them as an 
opportunity for growth and development. Indeed, one of the main 
reasons we are moving toward a more constructive approach in this 
book is because the task of doing theology is something that devel-
ops over time. We are constantly working out our beliefs/faith as we 
move through life with all of its various experiences. For instance, you 
probably thought about psychology and your faith very differently 
before you began your undergraduate studies in psychology. And five 
years from now you will think about psychology and your faith dif-
ferently (hopefully in more complex, thoughtful, and humble ways). 
How our theology intersects with psychology is not always static 
because our views of self and God, much like our understanding 
of psychology, are not static. Ideas about God, psychology, science, 
and ourselves continue to develop as we live life and learn more. This 
speaks to how practicing theology is developmental in nature. As we 
make a concerted effort to grow in our Christian faith and expand 
our knowledge of psychology, we think about both our faith and 
psychology differently.

Like any other skill, learning how to do this well (i.e., in a con-
textually informed and culturally humble way) takes practice, which 
means that it’s not enough to simply read books about theology, 
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to memorize a bunch of technical terminology, or even to watch 
an expert perform at the top of their game (although all these are 
great things to do). Somehow and in some way, we must translate 
our knowledge into embodied action (and continue to do this over 
time); otherwise, our theology will remain forever abstract and inert, 
untethered from any real- world consequences.

There are of course numerous theologians out there who couldn’t 
care less whether their theological projects speak to the concrete 
concerns of  actual people. But that’s not us. Nor is it reflective 
of our approach. More importantly, as students of psychology—a 
discipline that has as its central focus the thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors of  flesh- and- blood human beings— we don’t think it 
should be your approach either. And that’s because, to reiterate, 
theology is a lived practice before it is anything else. Knowing cer-
tain pieces of information is both important and necessary, but to 
quote a philosopher from the sixth century BCE, “One must learn 
by doing the thing; though you think you know it, you have no 
certainty until you try.”5

An example taken from experimental psychology might help to 
make our point. In a recent study, a team of psychologists asked 
one group of participants to watch videos on YouTube featuring 
experts doing things like dart throwing, moonwalking, or playing 
video games.6 The researchers had another group watch no videos at 
all. Afterward, all the participants were asked to perform the same 
set of activities. Just as expected, even though one group of partici-
pants knew every detail of every step because they had watched the 
YouTube videos, they were no better at actually doing these tasks 
than the individuals who hadn’t watched the videos. In and of itself, 
that’s not an incredibly interesting finding. What is interesting is 
that the people who had acquired knowledge about how to perform 
these activities by watching YouTube experts (but without the benefit 
of practice) consistently believed and perceived that they would, in 

5. Sophocles, “Trachiniae,” in The Dramas of  Sophocles Rendered in English 
Verse, Dramatic and Lyric, trans. George Young (London: Sagwan Press, 2015), 191. 

6. Michael Kardas and Ed O’Brien, “Easier Seen Than Done: Merely Watching 
Others Perform Can Foster an Illusion of Skill Acquisition,” Psychological Science 
29, no. 4 (2018): 521–36.
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fact, be able to perform the skill well. To put it in the words of the 
psychologists who conducted the study, “People’s actual abilities— 
from throwing darts and doing the moonwalk to playing an online 
game— do not improve after merely watching others, despite predic-
tions to the contrary.”7

It is precisely for this reason that, while training to be a psycholo-
gist/therapist, it’s not enough to simply read books about therapy 
or acquire as much information as possible about different models 
of psychotherapy (although, again, these are important components 
to one’s development as a psychologist). Instead, at some point, you 
have to do therapy. There simply is no replacement for putting our 
knowledge about the psychological dynamics of the human person 
into practice.

For instance, no one would say that because a person enrolled in 
an introductory psychology class in college, or grew up the child of a 
psychologist, or even read the Monitor on Psychology religiously, that 
they are somehow capable and equipped to go out and practice clini-
cal psychology on an unsuspecting public. While these life experiences 
are important and need to be acknowledged as invaluable resources 
that can inform one’s education, the only way to be and become a 
practitioner of clinical psychology who is capable of providing mental 
health services that are both responsible and life- giving is to listen to 
and learn from the hard- won wisdom of those who have gone before 
you— to sit at the feet of veteran clinical psychologists so that one 
day, in the not too distant future, you will be able to engage in the 
practice of psychology with equal parts confidence and humility.

The good news is that you don’t do any of this alone or in a 
vacuum. Instead, your initial forays into therapy all take place under 
the watchful supervision of a practiced (and practicing) clinical psy-
chologist. In fact, even after finishing all the required coursework 
for a doctoral degree, the state mandates that psychologists pass 
multiple postdoctoral exams and complete thousands of hours of 
supervised clinical training before receiving their license. But that’s 
not the end of it. Even with a PhD and license in hand, clinical psy-
chologists are required to complete a certain number of continuing 

7. Kardas and O’Brien, “Easier Seen Than Done,” 521.
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education credits each year in order to maintain and renew their 
license.

Our point in outlining all these requirements is not to overwhelm 
you with a laundry list of obligations, or in any way to discourage you 
from pursuing your calling as a clinician. Fulfilling these requirements 
is well worth the time and effort. Our point is rather that to walk 
through the developmental process of being and becoming a practic-
ing clinical psychologist is to commit oneself to being and becoming 
traditioned. Much like their theological counterparts, psychologists 
are participants in what Alasdair MacIntyre would call a “tradition of 
enquiry.”8 As a discipline, psychology has a commonly agreed on set of 
shared practices aimed toward a particular telos, or goal. So to become 
a psychologist isn’t just about finding a job that’s the right fit, nor is it 
simply about acquiring a set of technical skills; it is a dynamic, ever- 
emerging, lifelong pursuit—a traditioned way of being in the world.

Interestingly enough, the very same thing is true about theology, 
which is why we are approaching it as a similar kind of traditioned 
practice. In spite of the way academic theologians are trained in 
the late-modern West, there are clear parallels here to psychologists 
whose work as mental health professionals is known as their clinical 
practice. Few readers will likely take issue with this way of framing 
clinical psychology— as a living tradition constituted by a constel-
lation of practices that a broad community of practitioners agree 
must be learned and embodied by anyone who wants to participate 
in the tradition. But if we said the same about theology, some might 
balk (or at least look at us with a raised eyebrow). For instance, you 
may go to church every week and faithfully lead your Bible study. 
You may be the child of a pastor or missionary or church planter. 
You may have even gone to a Bible college or seminary and received 
a degree in theology or biblical studies. But none of that on its own 
constitutes what it means to practice theology— to be and become a 
competent practitioner of theology.9

8. Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 79–80.

9. We are both from a tradition that affirms the priesthood of all believers and 
that all Christians (perhaps even all humans) are, in fact, theologians. However, we 
are drawing a distinction here between formal and folk levels of both psychology and 
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These are theological activities to be sure, but just as we wouldn’t 
confuse the activity of reading a psychology textbook with the actual 
practice of clinical psychology, neither should we mistake reading 
a book about theology with the actual doing of theology. Which 
brings us back to the question with which we began: What does a 
theologian actually do?

The most direct answer is that theologians commit themselves to a 
lifetime of engaging in a formative set of practices that constitute the 
historic Christian tradition. But the more impressionistic answer is 
that they sit at the feet of a “great cloud of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1) in 
order to do theology in a way that is deeply rooted in and informed 
by the tradition they have inherited. Either way, they are joining a 
centuries- old conversation, listening to and learning from the hard- 
won wisdom of those who have gone before them.

This book serves as an open invitation for you to join that conver-
sation—not as a side project that somehow needs to be incorporated 
into your psychological endeavors, but as something that stands at the 
core of what you do and who you are as a student of psychology. Of 
course, because we are theologians and not space rangers, we can’t 
promise that our approach will take us “to infinity and beyond,” but 
we do think it’s a pretty good place to start.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

 1. Prior to reading this introduction, how would you have defined 
“theology”?

 2. How would you describe the ways in which theology matters 
for psychology (if at all)?

 3. Is there a specific theological tradition that you have inherited? 
If so (or if not), how do you think that informs your under-
standing of the theological task?

theology. Just as Sandage and Brown note, “Theology and psychology are formal 
scholarly disciplines, but at a more basic folk level everyone is both a theologian and 
psychologist . . . since everyone holds assumptions, however implicit, about ultimate 
concerns (theology), and everyone also engages in observations about people and the 
world around them (psychology).” Relational Integration, 11.
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 4. Does the idea that you are already a theologian strike you as 
odd, daunting, or exciting? Why or why not?

Resources for Reading and Exploration

Reyes, Patrick. Nobody Cries When We Die: God, Community, and Surviv-
ing to Adulthood. St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2018.

Sandage, Steven J., and Jeannine K. Brown. Relational Integration of  Psy-
chology and Christian Theology: Theory, Research, and Practice. New 
York: Routledge, 2018.

Yong, Amos. Learning Theology: Tracking the Spirit of  Christian Faith. 
Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2018.

Theology for Psychology and Counseling 

_CallawayWhitney_TheologyPsychology_JZ_sa.indd   26_CallawayWhitney_TheologyPsychology_JZ_sa.indd   26 10/29/21   8:38 AM10/29/21   8:38 AM

Kutter Callaway and William B. Whitney, Theology for Psychology and Counseling 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.


	Callaway Whitney
	Excerpt_CallawayWhitney.pdf



