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Tradition-Based Integration:
A Pentecostal Perspective

Stephen Parker
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Pentecostal Christians are estimated to be second only to Roman Catholics in numbers. This expression of
the Christian faith shares much theology with other Christians but brings unique emphases to the Christian
life as well. This article articulates some of the deep metaphors of Pentecostal belief and practice and
explores how these inform a personal way of thinking about and engaging the task of integrating psycholo-

gy and theology.

In typical Pentecostal fashion I begin with
some personal testimony. It will be helpful to
know that T was first exposed to Pentecostal
thought and practice in a small rural church dur-
ing my early adolescence. Pentecostal worship is
lively, exuberant, and physically expressive; it
also involves a good deal of congregant partici-
pation. I vividly recall Sunday evening services
that lasted three and four hours in which a vari-
ety of people would be praying with each other
around an altar at the front of the building as var-
ious worshippers sought forgiveness of sin, heal-
ing, deliverance, an experience of the baptism
of/in the Holy Spirit, or a “blessing” from the
Lord that would sustain them through the vicissi-
tudes of life. These times were accompanied by
singing, dancing, tears, shouts of praise and
thanksgiving. I was often involved in these
prayer services either to be prayed for or to pray
with others. The prayers that focused on healing
and deliverance were especially formative for me.
I remember a sense of awe when such prayers
were answered right there in the service, as the
power and presence of the Lord were visibly pre-
sent. But I also remember being just as intrigued
about what was happening in those times when
healing or deliverance did not come.

A key component of these services that was
also formative for me was the Pentecostal practice
of listening to and participating in “testimonies,” a
time in the worship when a person was given
opportunity to share how the Lord was at work
(or not) in the person’s life. Testimonies were a
way to give space for people to voice their victo-
ries, concerns, and laments. This time helped
people recognize and acknowledge the joys and
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sadness that are the fabric of life; they provided
space for processing the healings that came and
those that did not (cf. Belcher & Vining, 2000).

These Pentecostal practices left an indelible
impression that continues to influence the way I
think about and interact with the world and its
various joys and sorrows. Before looking more
closely at this influence, some further context on
Pentecostalism will be helpful.

Pentecostal believers are described as the
fastest growing segment of Christianity in the
world (Anderson, 2004). This expression of Chris-
tianity includes a wide variety of groups from
“classical Pentecostals” who emerged from the
1906-1908 revival at Azusa Street to more con-
temporary “charismatic” groups like the “word of
faith” movement and indigenous third world
movements (Anderson, 2004; Synan, 1997). The
most obvious (though not universal) common
factor among the groups is their emphasis on the
present experience of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.
When these more contemporary charismatic
groups are included, some estimate the number
of Pentecostal worshippers at over half a billion
(Johnson, 2009). Having been around in a recog-
nizable form for only a hundred years or so,
many still speak of Pentecostalism more as a
movement than an institutionalized religion
(though it begins to show signs of more tradition-
al religious groups; cf. Vondey, 2013).

My own roots lie in the classical Pentecostal
tradition. What follows is an articulation of vari-
ous aspects of Pentecostal belief and practice that
inform my integrative activities.

Pentecostal Answers to Common Theologi-
cal Questions: Windows to a Pentecostal
Worldview

My first thought in encountering the common
questions posed by the editors is that these ques-
tions do not fit a Pentecostal way of thinking. In
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fact, it is at this very point of trying to name the-
ologians and theological doctrines that one
encounters one of the defining characteristics of
Pentecostalism. From their beginnings Pente-
costals have engaged in a kind of “practical theol-
ogy” in that their writings have been reflections
on their lived experiences as embodied in their
worship and practice (Fowler, 1983; Parker, 1990).
Although correlating these experiences with those
recorded in Scripture was always a part of this
reflection, one will search in vain for early Pente-
costal writers that sought to answer the traditional
questions of systematic theology. Pentecostals did
not begin their reflections with reasoned argu-
ments for the existence of God. To the Pente-
costal, such questions were resolved already via
their experience and so the task was to under-
stand this experience; to understand how God
was present and at work in this experience, and
how this contemporary experience compared
with the experiences of the early Christians, espe-
cially as recorded in the book of Acts (cf. Vondey,
2013). Nevertheless, to help make the information
on Pentecostals comparable with the other tradi-
tions covered in this issue of the Journal of Psy-
chology and Christianity (JPC), this section offers
a brief introduction to some of the core beliefs
and practices of Pentecostalism. It articulates
some of the common overlap that Pentecostals
have with other Christians while highlighting
those things that are unique in Pentecostal belief
and practice.

Central figures that have shaped Pente-
costal theology. Early Pentecostal writers such as
Charles Parham, William Seymour, and A.J. Tom-
linson made their thoughts known through the
writing of “gospel tracts” and religious newsletters
rather than through theological tomes. These writ-
ings often took the form of testimonies accompa-
nied by a kind of applied exegesis of Pentecostal
experience in the light of Scriptural parallels (cf.
Robeck, 2006). In addition to providing insight
into the practical nature of Pentecostal theological
reflections, this practice also provides important
insight into how Pentecostals approached Scrip-
ture. In the pages of Scripture, Pentecostals found
the validation for their experience. That is, the
Holy Spirit was active now, just as the Spirit had
been active in apostolic times. The Scriptures
were authoritative but authoritative in large mea-
sure because one continued to see the Scriptures
lived out before one’s eyes.

Only in more recent years, have Pentecostal the-
ologians taken up the central questions that

belong to systematic theology and offered con-
structive (rather than reactive) arguments reflective
of the Pentecostal emphasis on lived experience.
For instance, Land (1993) has argued that one
must begin with a Pentecostal spirituality rooted in
an eschatological passion for God’s kingdom to
develop a Pentecostal theology that takes in not
only orthodoxy but orthopraxy, and orthopathy.
Macchia (2006), Chan (2000) and Yong (2002,
2005) are three Pentecostal scholars who have
used Lindbeck’s (1984) cultural-linguistic frame-
work regarding the interrelationality between prac-
tice and doctrine to redefine how Pentecostal
experience can responsibly inform Pentecostal
theology (Neuman, 2012). Studebaker (2012) has
recently offered a contribution to systematic theol-
ogy by mining the central experience of Pente-
costals (the baptism with the Holy Spirit) to argue
that only when the Spirit is given its rightful due
can the fullness of the Trinitarian God be known.

This is not to say that Pentecostal theology
was not influenced by wider theological cur-
rents. Dayton (1987) has identified four key the-
ological streams that flowed into early
Pentecostalism. These include (a) the 18" & 19®
century revival movements (e.g., the Great
Awakenings), which included (b) the holiness
movement (with roots in Wesley’s work), (¢) the
end-time prophecy movement with its emphasis
on the imminent second coming of Christ, and
(d) the divine healing movement. These four
streams, combined with the Pentecostal focus on
the active, present intervention of the Holy Spir-
it, often with signs and wonders converged to
form five core theological emphases of the early
Pentecostal movement; these core beliefs pro-
vide entre to the questions posed below. How-
ever, because these beliefs are lived out by
Pentecostals, one should also note that in addi-
tion to these core beliefs, there are core practices
that inform a Pentecostal way of being in the
world. These include such practices as embodied
worship, experiential spirituality, prayers for
healing and deliverance, discernment, and testi-
monies (cf. Belcher & Vining, 2000; Land, 1993;
Parker, 1996; Vondey, 2013).

Nature and character of God. For Pente-
costals the central affirmation about God is that
God is an ever-present reality, there to save, to
heal and to empower. For the Pentecostal, God is
especially the baptizer in/with the Holy Spirit.
However, Studebaker (2012) points out that it is
important to see the Pentecostal emphasis on the
outpouring of the Spirit as rooted in a classic
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Trinitarian view of God. This outpouring of the
Holy Spirit is a work made possible because of
the work of Christ, who through the Spirit contin-
ues to be alive and at work in believers. Because
early Pentecostal writings focused on what God in
Christ was doing through the Spirit and the avail-
ability of the empowerment of the Spirit for the
work of mission and service, there was not a sys-
tematic unfolding of a doctrine of God in the clas-
sic sense. But all Pentecostals understood that it
was God in Christ who was saving and reconcil-
ing the world unto himself and would affirm the
traditional Christian vision of a God who both
loves mercy and seeks justice.

Characterizing Pentecostals as Trinitarian
regarding the nature of God does not mean they
have solved all the problems that arise with such
a doctrine (cf. Moltmann, 1981) or that they are
uniform in what they affirm. Pentecostals
express the whole range of Trinitarian theology
from monarchical notions (e.g., Augustine) to
theologies more aligned with the Orthodox
notion of a perichoretic unity (Studebaker, 2012).
There is even a smaller group of Pentecostals
whose articulation of the trinity tends toward
modalism (cf. Reed, 1988).

Nature of humans. Humans, though originally
created in the image of God, are broken, fallen
and in need of redemption. Because they deal
more with God’s work in humans, the five
themes noted above fit better here and in the cat-
egory to follow. The focus on salvation was part
of the revival movements in this country (Dayton,
1987) and conveys several things worth noting.
First, salvation is made possible by the work of
Christ. Thus, Pentecostals share with much of
Christianity an orthodox understanding of the
person and work of Christ. On the human side
of the equation, salvation is both an accom-
plished work, often gathered up under the theo-
logical concept of justification, and an ongoing
work, often noted under the concepts of regener-
ation and sanctification. Second, one should note
that the revival roots of the emphasis on salvation
lent a clear experiential dimension to salvation
for the Pentecostal. When one was saved or
“born again,” one viscerally experienced the
deliverance from sin and rejoiced with shouts of
praise for the “peace that passes understanding”
(Phil. 4:7, Revised Standard Version).

Under the influence of the holiness movement,
Pentecostals split over the nature of sanctification
(Dayton, 1987; Land, 1993; Synan, 1997). One
group moved toward a more Reformed notion of

sanctification as a progressive work never fully
realized in this life and another group, more
influenced by the Wesleyan aspects of the holi-
ness movement, moved toward a doctrine of
sanctification as a present, realized and complet-
ed work. This latter view was an extension of the
notion that God empowers his people (that is,
God actually infuses or imparts righteousness and
not simply imputes righteousness). My roots lie
in the Wesleyan influenced side of Pentecostalism
and I have earlier reflected upon how aspects of
Wesleyan theology influence the ways 1 think
about integration of psychology and theology
(Kilian and Parker, 2001).

Nature of the divine/human encounter. The
divine/human encounter is a gracious act initiated
by God and received by the human. For Pente-
costals, the baptism of the Holy Spirit is the
quintessential sign of the divine/human
encounter. God’s loving, yet powerful presence is
seen in the manifest activities of the Holy Spirit
(such as speaking in tongues, healing and other
charismata) (Anderson, 2004). God is seen as a
God who calls his people to himself and empow-
ers them for witness and for holy living. Christolo-
gy also is seen through this lens. Christ is the only
begotten, sent by God as the fulfillment of
prophecy. He inaugurates the last days and sends
the Holy Spirit with signs as a clear indication that
the last days have come (Dayton, 1987). Similarly,
belief in the Holy Spirit is not simply the recita-
tion of the third article of the creed for Pente-
costals but a living, present reality for believers,
especially as witnessed through the manifestations
of the charismata. This focus on the visible, con-
temporary presence of the Holy Spirit is central to
Pentecostal belief and practice. Pentecostals live
in a world populated by spiritual realities, where
God is ever present in a visibly active way.

An aspect of the divine/human encounter that
has been given special attention by Pentecostals
is those encounters where God is present to heal
(Onyinah, 2013; Synan, 2000). As noted, the
focus on divine healing was part of a larger cul-
tural movement in the United States. Evangelicals
as well as some in the holiness movement had
appropriated certain verses in Isaiah (e.g., 53:5)
to argue that the same work of Christ on Calvary
that secured salvation (forgiveness of sins) also
secured healing of the body (Dayton, 1987). The
nature of this healing was “divine” in that it came
apart from the work of medical doctors. There
also was a strong emphasis on this healing being
instantaneous and complete. Divine healing was
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preached as an aspect of one’s faith. If one trust-
ed in Christ’s atonement for salvation, one
could/should trust in Christ’s atonement for heal-
ing from sickness. Some Pentecostals conducted
great healing revivals, the most popular probably
being those of Oral Roberts (Chappell, 1988).

The divine/human encounter for Pentecostals
is also emphasized in the focus on sanctification
and holiness, for the Pentecostal encounter with
God brought about actual change and transfor-
mation. Through the indwelling of the Holy Spir-
it the whole person is transformed; people act,
think and feel differently through the empower-
ing of the Spirit (Decker, 1996; Land, 1993).

Being so graciously and visibly encountered
by God required a response for the Pentecostal.
A key response to such encounters was a deep
missionary impetus among Pentecostals. This
missionary motivation was further enhanced by a
focus on the imminent second coming of Christ
(a concern also present in Evangelicalism). Con-
ferences on the fulfillment of prophecy, the dis-
cernment of the end times, and the imminent
second coming had swept the U.S. and Britain
during the latter part of the 19" century. This
movement also had a strong restoration motif
that was attractive to Pentecostals who believed
that in the last days God would do a new work
(i.e., pour out his spirit and restore the world to
righteousness) (Dayton, 1987).

Interlude: Exploring the “deep metaphors”
of Pentecostal belief and practice. Before turn-
ing to the question of the unique ways in which
Pentecostalism informs my understanding of the
integrative task, it is important to acknowledge
that there are shared theological streams that
inform the way I approach integration. For
instance, I share a common anthropology that
recognizes that we are beings created in the
image of God, who have fallen from relationship
with God yet have been redeemed through Christ
(cf. Jones & Butman, 2011). Furthermore, T affirm
an anthropology that humans are relational in
nature because they bear the image of a relational
God (cf. Grenz, 2001). I also find that the key
Christological images of incarnation, crucifixion,
and resurrection inform the way I think about
empathy, suffering, and growth in therapeutic
encounters (cf. Hoffman, 2011). However, I also
think my Pentecostal roots bring certain emphases
to the work I do. To make these emphases clear-
er, I attempt to derive from the above articulation
of core Pentecostal beliefs and practices, what
Browning (1987) would call the “deep

metaphors” of Pentecostalism. I also borrow from
Lindbeck’s (1984) cultural-linguistic approach to
religious belief to ask what it is that such deep
metaphors regulate or authorize. The deep
metaphors that follow are not exhaustive; others
identify additional things (cf. Belcher & Benda,
2003; Brock, 1995; Decker, 1996; Dobbins, 2000;
Menzies, 1985; Serrano, 2003). However, these
four metaphors gather up several defining themes
from Pentecostalism that inform my work.

Holy Spirit baptism. The first of the deep
metaphors of Pentecostal belief and practice of
course is the emphasis on Holy Spirit baptism.
One can see several things that the beliefs and
practices associated with Holy Spirit baptism
authorize or regulate. First, it authorizes (and
gives guidance and understanding to) a sense of
God’s presence. That is, it opens the boundaries
between God and humans and fosters a sense of
intimacy with God (Parker, 1996). The Pente-
costal lives in a world characterized by and filled
with spiritual realities in which God is visibly pre-
sent and active. Pentecostals would ill fit in a
world reducible to only the scientifically observ-
able or empirically verifiable. This means that on
one hand Pentecostals expect spiritual warfare as
part of their world, but on the other they also
know and expect God’s intervention during these
times (cf. Serrano, 2003).

Second, Holy Spirit baptism authorizes a deep
reliance on experience as a source of authority
for the Pentecostal. Because the experience of
Holy Spirit baptism is so closely aligned with sim-
ilar experiences in Scripture for the Pentecostal
(e.g., the book of Acts), one must not assume
that this reliance on the authority of experience is
disconnected from other sources of authority
(like Wesley’s quadrilateral). But having said that,
it is clear that Holy Spirit baptism authorizes the
experiential as a way to know and engage reality.
Although one may come to know the world
through thought, reading, and intellectual pur-
suits, one also comes to know the world through
a realm of experience that points beyond the
strictly rational as a way to know the world (cf.
Parker, 1996; Smith, 2010).

Because Holy Spirit baptism is an experiential
reality for the Pentecostal, this belief in the
active presence of God creates expectations and
hope for the Pentecostal. This is the third thing
authorized by this deep metaphor. When Pente-
costals pray they expect God to show up and do
things (Decker, 1996; McMahan, 2004; Mathew,
1996). On the one hand this can create distress if
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the intervention does not happen when asked
for but on the other it gives a sense of hope
when things might seem hopeless otherwise. For
Pentecostals, Holy Spirit baptism makes the
Christian life something that is alive and real and
makes the person feel alive and real.

The fourth thing a belief in Holy Spirit baptism
authorizes is a need for discernment. A people
like Pentecostals who place such emphasis on
experiencing the work of the Spirit have had to
develop, through necessity, means by which the
presence of the Spirit can be discerned; the his-
tory of Pentecostalism is rife with examples of
emotional excesses and erratic behavior (Conn,
1994). Pentecostals have developed and employ
a variety of cognitive (including use of Scrip-
ture), affective, behavioral and motivational
strategies to help them discern the true presence
of the Holy Spirit (Parker, 1996). Thus, one rec-
ognizes in Pentecostal belief and practice a
healthy skepticism that all that is attributed to the
Spirit is not necessarily from the Spirit.

“I can feel it in my bones”: Pentecostal
antbhropology. The second deep metaphor of
Pentecostal belief and practice is that of a holis-
tic anthropology. Although one can read Pente-
costal treatises on the nature of the human that
convey a more aspective anthropology (e.g., the
trichotimous view of the human; Cartledge,
2014), in their practice Pentecostals are much
closer to a holistic anthropology (Land, 1993;
Smith, 2010; Vondey, 2013). This holistic view is
seen in several ways. First, one can point to the
fully embodied nature of Pentecostal worship.
While most worship might be thought of as
embodied, in that one’s mental, emotional, and
spiritual concentration are all present in the
body that worships, Pentecostal worship is par-
ticularly a bodily experience with its emphasis
on shouting, dancing, lifting of hands, laying on
of hands, and speaking in tongues. (I would
note that in practice this bodily emphasis in Pen-
tecostal worship both honors our embodied
nature in that worship involves more than our
highest thoughts about God, but it creates some
tension when this style of worship becomes a
substitute for other kinds of bodily action (e.g.,
greater social involvement outside the worship
service). In this latter instance, it dishonors our
embodied nature (Vondey, 2013).

The emphasis on divine healing also points
to the holistic nature of Pentecostal anthropol-
ogy in its practice. God is not only interested
in the saving of souls; God is interested in the

restoration of bodies. Because both salvation of
the soul and healing of the body are conjoined
in the atonement for Pentecostals, the focus on
divine healing creates a space to reflect on the
close relationship between physical and spiritu-
al healing and this interrelationship reflects the
embodied spirituality of Pentecostal practice
(Dobbins, 2000; Serrano, 2003).

Finally, one might note that the strong focus
on experience in Pentecostal worship points to a
holistic anthropology in practice. That is, a Pen-
tecostal anthropology gives great weight to the
affective dimension of humans and does not
simply treat us as “thinking machines” (Smith,
2009, 2010). Pentecostalism, with its focus on
experience, creates a space for a more holistic
anthropology in which both the affective and
cognitive dimensions of human nature are
acknowledged (cf. Land, 1993). For the Pente-
costal love of God involves our whole being
(heart, mind, soul, and strength). The line of the
shorter Westminster catechism about enjoying
God is very real for the Pentecostal. In emphasiz-
ing the importance of affect in religious experi-
ence Pentecostals join a host of other Christian
expressions that have called attention to the
unfortunate splitting of the cognitive and affec-
tive in worship (e.g., Wesley on the religious
affections, Tillich on the synthesis of knowledge
and eros; Clapper, 1989; Gilkey, 1990), though
Pentecostals may overcorrect at times.

Narrative structure. The third deep
metaphor in Pentecostalism concerns the narra-
tive structuring of life (Land, 1993; Vondey, 2013).
This is primarily seen in two ways. First, the nar-
rative structuring of Pentecostal life is seen in
how closely Pentecostal narratives are connected
to and rooted in the biblical narrative. This close
connection has its own implications. For Pente-
costals, the stories in the Bible are a lived, pre-
sent reality. Thus, the Scriptures are authoritative
for the Pentecostal, but not simply in a proposi-
tional way; Pentecostals have a much more
dynamic engagement and understanding of the
Word as a lived, spiritual reality. This also means
that biblical narratives, and not just epistolary or
didactic portions of Scripture, take on a norma-
tive quality for Pentecostals (Serrano, 2003).

The second way that the narrative structuring
of life shows up in Pentecostalism is the key
role that testimonies play in structuring Pente-
costal experience (Dobbins, 2000). This time of
sharing life stories helps accomplish several
things. It helps interpret for others and often for
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the one testifying what a proper Pentecostal life
looks like. It contributes to a shared story
among the participants, to which others can join
their stories. Thus, testimonies are a way to
order one’s experience, to begin to make sense
of what has happened in the context of God’s
larger work in the world and in one’s life (Park-
er, 1996). Testimonies participate in a shared
construction of meaning. As a communal activi-
ty, testimonies also elicit social support and spir-
itual strengthening. Often, testimonies lead to a
time of special prayer for a person; a time in
which several other members of the congrega-
tion gather round the person and lay hands
upon them while offering prayers for God’s
strength and/or intervention.

Praying togetber: the communal nature of
Pentecostal belief and practice. The fourth
deep metaphor of Pentecostal belief and practice
is the communal nature of its shared practice. The
comments on testimonies have already pointed to
one aspect of the social-relational nature of Pente-
costalism. This deep metaphor shows up in other
ways as well. In praying for others who are sick
one sees something of the communal (social-rela-
tional) nature of Pentecostal spirituality and
anthropology as well; one needs and is supported
by the body of Christ in these prayers (Belcher &
Vining, 2000; Dobbins, 2000).

An aspect of these prayers and Pentecostal
worship that I recall from my youth was the
nature of those who sometimes sought out these
prayers. These times of prayer exposed me to a
congregation that embraced those that other
groups often did not: the poor, the downtrod-
den, the mentally and emotionally challenged.
One of the indelible memories of my early years
is a Pentecostalism concern for the sick and
underserved and its reaching out to touch the
untouchable brokenness in people’s lives. (For
those who stayed connected with Pentecostal-
ism there is an interesting sociological phe-
nomenon called “redemption and lift” in which
adherents become upwardly mobile socially; cf.
Synan, 1997).

Conclusion. In assessing this articulation of
the deep metaphors of Pentecostal belief and
practice I note two things in particular. One is
that there is an inevitable interpenetration
between the metaphors. For instance, the expe-
riential nature of Pentecostal belief and practice
shows up in the focus on affect, in the focus on
Holy Spirit baptism, and the sharing of testi-
monies about one’s experience; the narrative

structuring of life not only shows the social-rela-
tional nature of Pentecostal experience, it
includes stories told about Holy Spirit baptism
as well as the Spirit’s ongoing work in one’s life
that are communally shared.

The second thing arises in the form of a ques-
tion: Might T be imposing a monochromatic
vision on what is a more multi-textured picture?
For instance, does lifting up the communal
nature of Pentecostal experience give short shrift
to the more individualistic tendencies in Pente-
costal belief and practice? Similarly, does atten-
tion to the holistic nature of a Pentecostal
anthropology ignore a concomitant emphasis on
more dualistic anthropologies in Pentecostalism?
Perhaps some of the deep metaphors are better
expressed as paradoxes (e.g., communal vs. indi-
vidualistic; holistic vs. aspective). This is the
approach of a recent treatise on Pentecostalism
by Vondey (2013) who identifies several para-
doxes: Pentecostals are local and global, holistic
yet extreme (too much focus on only charisma-
ta), ecumenical and denominational, orthodox
and sectarian (e.g., modalistic theology), socially
engaged yet triumphal (e.g., the passiveness of
the health and wealth gospel), egalitarian (as
seen in the Azuza Street Revival) and institution-
alized (as seen in not implementing the equality
impulse of Azuza), scholarly yet anti-intellectual.
In traditional theological categories I highlight
from the deep metaphors of Pentecostal belief
and practice a theology of God’s immanence, an
anthropology of human unity and relatedness,
and an epistemology open to experience as 4
way of knowing, especially in its affective
dimensions. This does not mean God’s transcen-
dence or cognitive ways of knowing are absent,
but that there are sides of the paradoxes that
stand out to me. I also am aware there are Pen-
tecostals who would argue different points than
those noted here (e.g., Brock, 1995; Decker,
1996; Dobbins, 2000; Serrano, 2003). Thus, this
article must be read as a personal expression,
though T trust Pentecostals will recognize the
broad themes identified here.

Ways These Beliefs/Practices Inform the Rela-
tionship between Psychology and Theology

These deep metaphors influence the way I do
integration across a broad spectrum of activities.
This section looks at how these deep metaphors
influence the ways I think about and engage
with psychological theory and therapy.
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In the Ways I Think About and Engage Psycho-
logical Theory

The first way these deep metaphors inform the
way I think about and engage psychological the-
ory is in the way they guide my vision of human
health and wholeness. My vision centers in an
anthropology that acknowledges the whole per-
son because God is concerned to redeem and
restore the whole person. It also is an anthropol-
ogy that recognizes that humans were created
for relationship, first to God and then to each
other. Thus, relationship is essential to health
and wholeness. Although such a vision is not
unique to Pentecostals, it was from Pentecostals
that I first became aware that God relates to and
redeems the whole person.

This emphasis on the whole person and the
way it is given expression in Pentecostal belief
and practice also informs the way 1 evaluate vari-
ous psychological theories. In my own integra-
tive work I am drawn to theories that take
account of both affective and cognitive sensibili-
ties as well as behavioral and contemplative ones;
I prize those theories that emphasize the affective
as more primary (i.e., occurs developmentally
prior to cognition), in part because experience
plays such a critical role for Pentecostals. I value
theories that recognize our embodied nature and
that recognize a sense of human agency (a Pente-
costal emphasis indebted to its Wesleyan roots).
Similarly, the social-relational dimension of Pente-
costal belief and practice draws me toward theo-
ries that place an emphasis on the importance of
the relationship in therapy.

Another way these deep metaphors of Pente-
costal belief and practice inform integration is in
what counts for authority. For instance, I give
less authority to those psychological theories that
are more reductionistic in their anthropology,
epistemology, and cosmology (e.g., behavior-
ism). As a Pentecostal, experience is a source of
authority and so I am drawn to those theories
that create a space for experience as a source of
epistemological authority. This latter emphasis
also has roots in a Wesleyan view of the world
(cf. his quadrilateral which included experience,
reason, and tradition as sources of authority, all
under the aegis of Scripture). As a Pentecostal I
also see authority lodged in these four sources.

As a Pentecostal, I also view Scripture as a
source of authority and draw deeply from its guid-
ing images and narratives. However, granting
Scripture authority is not the same as granting an
interpretation of Scripture authority. We all work

with mediated views of what is scripturally author-
itative. Thus, much of the integrative work I do is
a kind of mutually critical correlation in which
each discipline is given its own voice (Parker,
1996). Thus, in an article on shame, one of the
questions asked was how the Christian tradition
can illumine this psychological concept (Thomas
& Parker, 2004); similarly, T have explored how
the creation narratives in Genesis might inform a
theory of personality (Parker, 2000). However,
other articles I have written explore how psycho-
logical theory informs religious experience (Parker,
2008; Parker & Davis, 2009).

This discussion of authority also brings up the
question of the role of discernment and suspi-
cion in my integrative work. I am aware that my
attraction to psychodynamic psychologies with
their hermeneutic of suspicion fit well with my
Pentecostal sensibilities. Similarly, the use of
methodological skepticism also fits well with the
need to question and discern.

Pentecostal belief and practice also influence
the way I engage psychological theory on a
more practical level. First, Pentecostal belief and
practice influence my integrative work in a
reverse way through my deep desire for good
theory. This is perhaps compensation for the
absence of “systematic” theology in early Pente-
costalism. Although helpful in some ways, the
practical nature of Pentecostal theology left some
questions unanswered when I engaged in more
systematic reflection upon my experiences and I
think this absence sent me searching for more
comprehensive explanations.

Second, the experiential nature of Pentecostal
belief and practice has played a key role in my
personal interaction with the field of psychology.
One of the main attractions of psychology was as
a way to understand my Pentecostal experience.
This began early on with readings on psychologi-
cal explanations of speaking in tongues. I read
authors like Kildahl (1972), and Stagg, Hinson, &
Oates (1967). Although I wondered at times
whether psychology might undermine my faith
(e.g., explanations of speaking in tongues as signs
of pathology), I also was intrigued by articles that
saw something positive and creative in these
behaviors since I had observed both sides of this
phenomenon (cf. Lapsley & Simpson, 1964a, b;
Malony & Lovekin, 1985). Similarly, I remember
my first encounter with the levels of analysis
approach (Myers, 1978). In granting varying
authority to different levels without trying to
reduce religious experience to “nothing but” a
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particular level of analysis, this approach allowed
me to see how certain aspects of Holy Spirit bap-
tism might participate in resolving conflicts with
authority figures or light up certain neural path-
ways without feeling the meaning of these experi-
ences was exhausted by a given level of
explanation. More recently, the literature on God
images has helped me toward further understand-
ings of my religious experience and its connec-
tions to my developmental history (Parker, 1999;
2008; cf. Rizutto, 1979).

In the Ways I Think About Therapy

In turning to the question of how these deep
metaphors of Pentecostal belief and practice
influence how I do therapy I note that the above
section engages important macro level questions
(e.g., one’s anthropology/personality theory and
the meta-goals of therapy, e.g., what is the good
life, what does God desire for humans). By con-
trast this section explores these influences at a
more practical or clinical level.

One might remember that the deep metaphor
of Holy Spirit baptism authorizes an emphasis on
an active, present God in Pentecostal belief and
practice. This deep metaphor informs the way I
do therapy at several junctures. This belief
means that God is actively present in the therapy
room and actively involved in the client’s life
and movement; Pentecostals expect that God
will show up and that God will do things; actual
transformation is expected. (cf. Dobbins, 2000;
Serrano, 2003; Williamson & Hood, 2012). These
metaphors give me a basic hopefulness about
the work of therapy and of people’s potential for
change and transformation. However, my Pente-
costal roots also conveyed realism with such
hope; i.e., not everyone prayed for was healed,
something also borne out by my clinical work. I
would add that this notion that the Holy Spirit is
actively present in the therapy is a manifestation
of “common grace” and not some special grace
present only for the Pentecostal clinician.

The belief in a God who is active and present
raises the question of how Pentecostal belief and
practice informs how one attends to this active
presence. I note that the only description given
to the Holy Spirit in the early creeds is that the
Spirit is the “giver of life” (Parker, 2008). Thus,
one way I discern the Spirit to be at work during
therapy is those times when new life comes into
being. Although this can take a variety of forms
depending on the person and the problem (e.g.,
forgiveness displaces bitterness, hope replaces

despair, good boundaries are set, or conversely
impenetrable walls are let down), where life
replaces deadness, there the Holy Spirit is at
work. That the Holy Spirit is present and active
at such times contributes to the feeling that in
therapy one is often on sacred ground as one
observes the transformation to new life arising to
replace the pain and suffering or recalcitrance
that previously characterized the person. Again,
such experiences of the Spirit’s work are not
unique to the Pentecostal clinician.

What might be unique to Pentecostal clinicians
is use of the charismata in therapy. Several Pen-
tecostal clinicians report this as one way they
attend to the work of the Spirit in therapy
(Belcher & Benda, 2003; Brock, 1995; Decker,
2002; Horton, 1985). For instance, the spiritual
gift of “word of knowledge” is one of the more
common practices reported by Pentecostal clini-
cians. What is meant by this is that God through
the Holy Spirit reveals to the clinician something
about the person or their problem that could not
have been known by natural means. Although
several Pentecostal clinicians identify charismatic
manifestations as a way to attend to the work of
the Holy Spirit in therapy, emphasis on use of
the charismata is not universal among clinicians
who identify as Pentecostal. It may be that some
of these things have happened in the therapy
these (and even non-Pentecostal) clinicians do,
but such times of deep insight are not necessari-
ly attributed to charismatic gifts. I note here the
related practice of “inner healing” prayer (Mac-
Nutt, 1988). For Pentecostals, such practice is
related both to the use of the charismata and the
emphasis on divine healing. However, inner
healing prayer is not unique to Pentecostals (cf.
Garzon & Burkett, 2002).

Another aspect of the deep metaphor of Holy
Spirit baptism concerns how discernment
informs therapy. In discernment, one asks of
something: “Is it the Spirit or not?” This type of
discernment is sometimes exercised as a gift of
the Spirit in therapy (Brock, 1995; Decker, 2002);
at other times it simply points to raising ques-
tions and being appropriately guarded. In thera-
py this latter use of discernment has its corollary
in differential diagnosis and in making assess-
ments that recognize that all things are not to be
taken at face value.

Holy Spirit baptism as a deep metaphor in
Pentecostal belief and practice also authorizes an
experiential focus in therapy. Thus, the client’s
experience is given a central role in the therapy
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I do. Therapies that give priority to the affective
impact of those events, rather than simply to the
content of what happened, resonate well with
Pentecostal beliefs and practice.

The social-relational focus in Pentecostal belief
and practice influences my valuing those therapies
that stress the importance of the relationship for
therapeutic growth. In a related process, the Pen-
tecostal emphasis on testimonies taught me the
power of stories that are shared. The dynamics
that attend testimonies are not unlike the dynam-
ics articulated in both narrative and group thera-
pies (cf. Belcher & Vining, 2000; Dobbins, 2000),
the first of which attends to the narrative structur-
ing of experience and the second of which attends
to the social-relational nature of experience. My
appreciation for what transpires in these therapies
found its beginnings in the Pentecostal beliefs and
practices to which I was exposed.

The deep metaphor of a Pentecostal anthro-
pology informs my belief in human choice and
freedom (and thus autonomy) in therapy, a
focus which also draws from the Wesleyan roots
of Pentecostalism. Thus, for me another aspect
of Holy Spirit empowerment is an increased
sense of autonomy manifest as an increased
acceptance of responsibility for one’s life and
actions. Lest this focus be interpreted too indi-
vidualistically, the deep metaphor of the social-
relational nature of Pentecostal belief and
practice provides a moderating influence.

Finally, T note that growing up Pentecostal has
made me sensitive to the kinds of issues with
which Pentecostals might struggle. For instance,
some Pentecostals struggle with perfectionism
(out of the focus on holiness); others struggle
with passivity (out of the focus on Jesus coming
soon). Other Pentecostals struggle with disap-
pointments connected to prayers for healing and
deliverance. Furthermore, those who were not
healed were often accused of lacking faith. These
experiences have implications for how Pente-
costals might approach (or distance themselves
from) therapy. Though this is not an article on
working with Pentecostals in therapy, I note that
in listening to the Pentecostal client, I attend to
expectations and how these affect people’s
thoughts, feelings, visions of self and other, and a
host of similar issues. Those Sunday night ser-
vices taught me that disappointments are always
connected to expectations and so there is always
grieving that takes place when these are not met.
Pentecostal belief and practice taught me not
only the importance of attending to and grieving

such losses, but how to recognize them as times
when God also is present. Even if you cannot
rejoice tonight, you keep praying together.
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