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The goal of the Christian counselor
is not to help people become merely “normal.”

C. StePHEN EvVANS

E LIVE IN 2 ""therapeutic so-
ciety,”

Does your child have trou-
ble completing his homework? Take him
to see a psychologist who works with
learning problems. Does your spouse
have a problem with alcohol? Persuade
him (or her) to enter an alcohol treat-
ment facility, staffed by skilled psy-
chiatrists. Do you yell at your kids too
much? See a psychiatric social waorker
who specializes in famity relationships.

Of course, mental health profession-
als are often very helpful in dealing
with such problems. However, some

problems are very difficult to treat. Psy-
chological “cures" are not always pos-
sible, and they are certainly not always
immediate.

The church has not been immune to
the tendency to view problems in a
therapeutic vein. Though a certain
amount of uneasiness persists, the idea
of going to a mental health professional
for all kinds of problems is now widely
accepted, and various kinds of Chris-
tian counseling centers have prolifer-
ated.

Christian counselors, like their secu-
lar counterparts, are often faced with

seemningly intractable, chronic prob
lems. It is true that Christian counsel
ors have some unique resources and
approaches in such instances. Thesc re
sources do nol guarantee a cure, though;
sometimes, in fact, the unique Chris
tian resources do not bear fruit in a
cure.

To see this, consider the goals of the
Christian counselor. When | speak of
counselors here, I do nor mean only
professional counselors. All of us have
the opportunity to be counselors. Parents
counsel their children; Sunday schoo!
teachers and youth group leaders often

Odd saint: Charles Spurgeon
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rovide invaluable counsel; friends
Lounsc! friends. So shinking about the
quals of Christiah counseling is some-
(hing that ought to concern all Chris-
ians, and not simply professional coun-
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The cure is not all
n our therapeutic society, with psycho-
uzical problems often construed on a
medical model, it'ls tempting to see the
sne and only goal of counseling as “cur-
ina" people; orat least in terms of elim-
inating problems. And this is very often
currect.
when people are suffering, it is prop-
or o try to alleviate the suffering. There
i» no difference in principle here be-
yween suffering that is caused by physi-
cal debilities and suffering that has its
grigins in psychologica! impairments.
You should attempt to help someone
who cannot perform adequately at a job
because of an irrational fear of being
. sut of doors, just as you should attempt
16 help someone who could not do a job
.adequately because of an infection.
There are times, however, when even
the expert counsélor is at sea, People
cannot always be cured, problems:can-
nol always be eliminated. Psychological
problems, unlike many physical ail-
ments, tend to be of a chronic or recur-
ring nature. Such problems sometimes
are very tenacious and deep-rooted, re-
sponding only slowly and gradually, if
at all. Many Christians, even with pro-
{essional help, struggle for years with
depression. Others battle mood swings,
or phobias, or a painfu! inability to
function in a group situation. What
should the poal of the Christian coun-
selor be in this situation?

The goodness of weakness
We may gain some valuable hints'from
the apostle Paul's “thorn in the fesh.”
He praved earnestly for God to-elimi-
nate Dis problem, but the answer he
received was, "' My grace'is sufficient for
thee: [or my strength is made petfect in
weakness.” This experience led Paul to
accept and even rejoice in his problem:
“Must gladly therefore will 1 rather glo-
rv in my infirmities; that the power of
Christ may rest upon me.” Pau} had
learned that “when I am weak,-then 1
am strong "' (2°Cor, 12:7-10). ‘
Though there are many theories, we
du not really know the nature of Paiil's
thurn. 1t is very probable that his prob-
lem was physical in nature. But even if
if was physical, it certainly caused
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great psvchological suffering for Paul.
Regardless of Paul's specilic problem,
what is important is the underlying
principle: God sometimes works through
our human weaknesses, rather than
eliminating those weaknesses. This prin-
ciple seems just as applicable to psy-
chological weaknesses as it is to physical
problems. . ..

This has profound implications for
the goals-of Christian counseling. 1t
means:Lhat there-are times when we
ought to lock at our psychological prob-
léms ‘as-part -of the providential order-
ing of our lives by God. God's strength
is made perfect in our psychological
weaknesses, as well as our physical
weaknesses, Therefore, there are times
when the-proper goal of the Christian
counselor is not the elimination of a

problem but is helping an individual
discover how a problem can be the oc-
casion for spiritual growth,

The individual must learn how to live
with the problem and deal with it, not
in his own strength, but with the help of
God’s grace. Learning to live with a
problem inthis way can make an indi-
vidual better suited 10 accomplish sig-
nificanl tasks for the kingdom of God.
Certainly living with a problem in this
way can make an individual better sui(-
ed for participation in that kingdom.

“0dd" saints

All of us can probably think of C
tians who were a little “odd,” and were
able to do great things for God in part
because of their oddness. They learned
better than most what it meant ta de-
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.nd on God rather than themselves or
even uther people.

Charles Spurgeonisa well-known ex-
ample. He suffered from prolonged
houts of depression, as well as anxiety
Lhoul all sorts of common problems,
neluding finances. $purgeon's psycho-
drhtlnutinglhatheffﬂqumﬂV §

J 1u bed for weeks. However,

HEN ek
geun cume 10 see these problems:as

ol Gud's working in his life.

lerin

fieted. He discovered that his )

me when God biecsse‘d his mini!§lrv ina
larger way. The depression act! ' 3
came a sort of “John the Baptis
him. heralding a new and migh
pouring of God's Spirit. This
Jogical|y frail man, who died tag
publ'i'shed over 3,500 sermons,:auth
135 books, and was regarde: ny
as the outstanding preacher of his
gunéralion._ 7

The nineteenth-century Christian“_phi;
losupher and theologian, Sgren Kierke-
gaard, provides another interesting
example of a man whose psychological
problems provided a rich harvest for
the kingdom of God. Kierkegaard suf-
fered all his fife with what he termed
his melancholy, a condition that today
would doubtless be described as that of
chronic depression. It is not too hard to
trace the origins of some of his psycho-
logical probiems. His relationship with
his mother was very distant, almost to
the point of being nonexistent, and he
had great difficulty relating to women.
His relation to his father, on the other
hand, was very intense.

As a young boy, Kierkegaard spent a
greal deal of time with his father. In-
stead ol being allowed to play outside
with other children, the young boy
would frequently be taken for indoor
“walks"” with his father. The two would
stride up and down in the house, with
the father's rich imagination enabling’
him 10 describe, in great detail, various
wections of the city they were "trav-
ersing.” '

The result was an intensely réflective
<hild. When the father slipped pictures

ol the crucified Christ into pictures of -

childhood heroes that voung Séren
plaved with, it is not surprising that at
anearly age the boy was gripped with a
wrrifving conviction that it is the fate of
the goad 10 suffer and die. How could it

[opial and physical ailments wereso
' ne .

part” |-
“His suf- -
g5 ¢nabled him to comfort and-.1:
‘-mul]rugc those who were s‘imilar’lva’f- 1
periods ...
ol depression invariably preceded a_ -

be otherwise, when the best of all had
suffered so? .
The point of recounting this is not to
diagnose Kierkegaard's psychological
ills, but-rather to show that his suffer-

ing was real and severe. The interesting -

thing about Kierkegaard was the way
e responded 1o his problems. .

- ..As a'young:man, Kierkegaard fell.in "
_dove with Regine.Olsen, and was en- |
‘gaged. He soon:decided, howevér,-that |
e had made a'mistake;iihat he wasnot |~

,.fif;g’_fbr-?zﬁé'ﬁj_i'éée.‘%_He did notthixlk tha

sacrifice His love for Regine,
Abraham had been called by God to
sacrifice Isaac. He had been called to
the single life, to be celibate for the
kingdoin of God. His psychological pe-
culiarities were the means God had em-
ptoyed to cdll him to a special mission.
He continued to love Regine, but he
could not express that love in the *'nar-
mal” way, He was (o be a writer.

And a writer he did indeed become, A
torrent of literature fell from his pen—
philosophical, theologica!, and devo-
tional valumes—all designed, as he put
it, to “reintroduce Christianity into
Christendom."” It would vol have been
possible for Kierkegaard to write as
sensitively and movingly as he did about
the role of suffering and sacrifice in the
Christian life had he not personally suf-
fered and sacrificed as he did.

Afraid of flying _

Though I do not claim any great accom-
plishments such as Spurgeon's or Kier-
kegaard's for the kingdom of God, 1
“have personally experienced the way
God can.speak to us through our psy-
chological ailments. Like John Mad-
den, Mike ‘Royko, and Gene Shalil, ]

--have an airplane phobia;1.amtempted

‘to steal a'line from Lewis Grizzard, one
of my favorite columnists, and say that
-it's not-flying that scares-me, but crash-
ing and burning. That would not be
true, ‘however; 1 am really afraid of
‘flying. .

- Thisis not a problem ! am proud ol or

glad about. It complicates my life in
many ways. A simple act of accepting 2
speaking invitation becomes an exer.
cise in will power and courage. I have
attempted to get help and, in time, the
problem can perhaps be eliminated, {I
have plans to fly this vear, but all the
air crashes in the summer of 1985 have

not helped.)”. - ..
I the meantime, it is a problem lam
‘ryin vewith-and dea! with, In the

doing s0, God has taught me
! ‘has taught me that the

abstract “theory, but the sober
truth ‘about the thumian condition. He
hat:Lmust trust hint to
i}

pilotishardly faith in God,

“but boih involve putting yourself into

ﬁfrn?ne else’s hands,
he lesson to be learned from this is
not that people should want to be ab-
normal or have problems, and it is cer-
tainly not that Christians should be
insensitive to suffering, or fail to try to
alleviate suffering. It is rather that we
should be more open to the ways in
which God can and does use and work
through our human weaknesses, both
for our own personal growth and to
help others.~

We can perhaps be grateful that peo-
ple like Spurgeon and Kierkegaard did
not live in a therapeutic age, where they
woulld have been treated (perhaps even
hospitalized) until they were "normal.”
We can be even more gratefu] that thege
people were open 1o seeing the hand of
Providence in their afflictions, and that
they were willing to suffer in order to
become powerful dnstruments for God,
We should all keep it uppermost in our
minds that the primary goal of a Chris-
tian counselor is not to help people
become merely “'norma!,” but to help
them love God with all their hearts,
minds, and souls. ]
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ciate professor of philosaphy

Kierkegaard Library at Saint
Glaf College, Northfield, Min-
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ophy af Despair and the Quest for Hope,
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Mental Anguish

Called to Be Saints—Not Well-adjusted Sinners

C. Stephen Evans presents the thoughts
of a professional philosopher on mental
health and the faith. But what would a
practicing, professional, and Christian
counselor say? Vemon C. Grounds, a
Curisnianry Topay contributing editor,
is head of the Grounds Counseling Center
in Denver. He eloquently set forth his
thoughts on the matler at hand in a paper
entitled “Christian Perspectives on Men-
tal Miness, Though Grounds wrote the
paper years ago, his insights—in today's
“therapeutic society”—are more relevant
than ever,
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§ CHRISTIANS who are con-
cerned about the problem of
mental illness, we must refuse
to abandon the distinctive insights,
convictions, and objectives of our own
faith, We ‘must beware of prostituting
the gospel to a sub-biblical end.
Christianity is concerned about hu-
man life in its totality, and therefore
Christianity is concerned about healthy-
mindedness. But—let me be provoca-
tively blunt—fundamentally and finaHy,
Christianity is not concerned about the
individual's emotional welfare any
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more than it is concerned about his
physical condition. Fundamentally and
finally, Christianity is concerned aboul
the individual’s relationship 1o God.
Fundamentally and finally, it sees him
as a creature whose overriding respon
sibility is to get this wrong relationship
readjusted. Fundamentally and finally,
it sees him as the bearer of a destiny
that siretches out bevond time inw
eternity, and this destiny is determined
by his God-relationship. Thus, Chris
tianity's perspective on mental health
may be summed up in eight brief sta(.
ments (see box).

These eight statements, I suggest, are
some of the distinctive insights, convic-
tions, and objectives of our own faith;
and as Christians concerned about men-
tal illness we must refuse to abandon
them regardless of how they may be
criticized by secular psychotherapy.

Years ago in Germany, Christoph

Blumhardt carried on a rather phenom-
enal ministry of pastoral care. Blessed
with rare abilities, he helped hundreds
of people regain health of body, mind,
and spirit. Individuals who could nat
come to him at Bad Boll would write 1o
him asking his counse! and prayer.
Here is his reply to a woman who had
requested intercession for an afflicted
friend.
"1 increasingly feel we should not
too urgently for health and help in
t rather for our right attitude
in order to make the streams
of living water flow more richly. God is
often hindered from doing what he
would gladly do if we were more his
people serving him. Now that God has
caused me to experience so many and
such great things, [ long for the experi-
ence of seeing men care more for his
kingdom and take a back seat for thermn-
seives. In this way, even illness can
become a service for God, and God is
again close at hand. ! shall faithfully
think of your sick friend, bul am grate-
ful if she in turn also helps me and
wishes even maore than her health thal
God's right be acknowledged on earth
and his will alone be done."”

That, in my opinion, is a classic state-
ment of the Christian perspective on
health, whether it be physical or
mental.

Veanon C. Grounps



