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Project Aims

• to understand the ways psychotherapy, 

Christianity, and a new language of “spirituality”
intertwined post 1945 focusing on Scotland, but 

connecting to the UK

– how did psychotherapy in post-war Scotland borrow 
and adapt Christian ideas and practices? 

– how did Christianity in post-war Scotland adopt and 
translate psychotherapeutic ideas and practices?

– how was the Scottish fusion of psychotherapy and 
Christianity exported to England? 
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Oral Histories Include:

• Bob Brown

• Judith Fewell

• Hamish Montgomery

• Colin Kirkwood

• Ken Lawson

• Francis Macnab

• Jean Morrison
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Archival Sources Include

• Papers of T. & T. Clark. National Library of 
Scotland, Edinburgh

• Papers relating to Dr Winifred Rushforth
(1885-1983), Centre for Research 
Collections, Main Library, University of 
Edinburgh

• R.D. Laing Collection. Special Collections 
Department, Library, University of 
Glasgow, Glasgow. 
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The relationship of theology to 

therapy – yesterday and today

• Why ‘theology and therapy’?
• Humanistic and existential traditions of 

enquiry in Scotland and elsewhere in the 
20th century

• Why should theology attend to 
psychotherapy?

• Why should psychotherapy attend to 
theology?

• The need for a complementarity rather than 
fusion of disciplines
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[T]o have tried to get rid of an 
unease that one really needed to 
understand is crippling; the more 
so in that within the culture of the 
therapeutic, the various languages, 
ethical and spiritual, in which this 
understanding can be couched 
become less and less familiar, less 
and less available to each new 
generation...The issue is whether 
one can speak of a pathology 
alone, or whether there is also a 
spiritual or ethical hermeneutic to 
be made.

Charles Taylor

A Secular Age

page 622
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Psychotherapy and Christianity

• Framing psychotherapy 

– the influence of the medication model

– recovering alternatives

• Remembering the role of religious traditions

– expressing vocation, extending ministry

– the churches and the development of counselling

• Religious values and psychotherapy

– psychotherapy as holistic healing

– psychotherapy as building community



8

I became very aware that people were coming to courses on TA, 
not to learn TA, 
but because here was the church offering a space where they would be heard,
and where they could ask questions and not be hit for it,

and explore it using another language alongside the theology.
I recognised in the end […] that people were asking spiritual questions, 
they were asking questions about themselves 

and their difficulties 
and their relationships
and that whole area 
but they were also asking theological questions.  

But there was this other area which seemed to be about spirituality, 
whatever that was, 
and I’m not quite sure yet what it is  

But it’s a sense that it’s what holds all of these areas together 
and for me now 
spirituality is that which holds everything else together in some way.  
It’s, it’s at the root of all, 

it’s, it’s what animates me, what enthuses me, 
it’s, it’s […] about fullness of life for me, whatever shape or form that takes.  
It’s about being fully alive.
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Archival Results

•Winifred Rushforth & Davidson Clinic
– psychoanalysis renewing Christian biographical 

patterns

– vitalism offered as reconciliation of the world religions

•R.D. Laing informed by (amongst others) 
– George MacLeod’s corporate/incarnational theology

– Evelyn Underhill’s mysticism

•Marcus Lefébure & Hans Schauder
– counselling is a spiritual process, revealing the 

“Wellspring” within the individual
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Rev. John R. Wilson
St Bride’s, Dalry, (2 August 1964)

“...many venerated and hallowed religious practices 
and tenets of belief contain more neurosis than faith”.

But... “Modern psychology has not therefore replaced 
Christianity, but rather it has vindicated, validated it.”
St Paul, after his “mental collapse”, “was living by a 
spirit welling up from within, not according to a law 
superimposed upon him”.

St Paul’s Search for Identity
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Cultural Trends
• Secularization

– 'the process whereby religious thinking, practice and institutions lose 
social significance' (Wilson, Religion in Secular Society, 1966)

– secularization brings changes in expression and location of ‘religion’

• The ‘religious crisis of the 1960s’ (McLeod 2007)
– decline in institutional membership
– expressions of religion beyond churches
– pluralisation of religious ‘inputs’

– religion in biographical narratives    
� Rushforth, Laing, Lefébure, Schauder

• Religion: from social institution to ‘cultural resource’ (Beckford
1989)
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Spirituality as a signifier of...
Personal (depth) experience

Rushforth’s review of H. A Williams’ The True Wilderness (1965):  
The True Wilderness is a place of training as well as of temptation. It 
is the place where we confront the wild beasts within us as we are 
told that Christ confronted them. It is the place to which we are led 
by ‘the Spirit which is ourselves in the depth of what we are’.

Williams: ‘All I could speak of were those things which I had proved 
true in my own experience by living them and thus knowing them at 
first hand’

Interpersonal relations

Lefébure: ‘counselling or, more largely, true human dialogue, is a 
modern locus for spiritual striving and growth’

project interviewee: ‘spirituality is that which holds everything else 
together in some way’
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Thank you.

Please visit our website for 

further information:

www.theologyandtherapy.div.ed.ac.uk


