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A) Thomas Aquinas and interdisciplinary work 

Interdisciplinary interest, learning and integration, as we would say it today in 
our contemporary language, was a central feature in Thomas Aquinas' s life as from 
his early studies in Naples, where he encountered and studied the recently re
discovered suspect writings of Aristotle. The undertaking of an open-minded 
interdisciplinary career was continued throughout his studies under Albert, already 
called "the Great", Albertus Magnus, Doctor universalis and Doctor expertus in 
his lifetime. Albert had the intention to "make Aristotle's works on natural science 
intelligible to the Latins" and discussed "all the branches of human knowledge, 
adding contributions from the Arabs, and even creating entirely 'new sciences'. 
These sciences ranged from logic, natural science, rhetoric, mathematics, astronomy, 
ethics, economics, politics, and metaphysics" (WeisheipI1983: 41). 

Thomas drew a lot of profit from this teacher. "The four years during which 
Thomas studied under Albert (1248-52) were the most propitious years both in 
Albert's life and in the life of young Thomas" (WeisheipI1983: 47). Albert surpassed 
Thomas as to the breadth of scholarship, knowledge and maybe typically Germanic 
thoroughness (cf. Weisheipl 1983: 39). Aquinas, however, managed to order and 
structure the sheer compilation of knowledge received from his major teacher into 
an open philosophical and theological system. 1 This open system is distinguished 
and impressing by the clarity, brevity and simplicity explicitly intended by Thomas 
in the start of his Summa Theologiae (I, prol.) without reducing the complexity of 
the subjects to be treated. I call it an "open" system for it is a system that is able to 
assimilate new knowledge and to accommodate itself to new developments without 
losing its identity of thought and conviction. 

*Paper read during the Aquinas Conference 2000. 
1. Cf. Pinto de Oliveira 1993: 301: "Voila comment S. Thomas nous delivre avec discretion sa carte 

d'identite. Il a assume cet 'officium sapientis' ... Souvent, ... l'office du sage est commande par 
la mission d' 'etablir I' ordre': 'sapientis est ordinare' ;' 
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Without pretending to give a due account of his scholastic method, let me just 
recall four principles which, among others, Aquinas would probably propose to us 
today for our reflections on entering into an interdisciplinary dialogue, e.g. of 
contemporary theology and psychology: 

1. In order to discover and explore the reality and to develop your human mind 
and being, you need to ask questions - and preferably, you need to ask pertinent 
or relevant questions. What is true for the development of little children who have 
an almost insatiable curiosity and capacity to ask most original questions, is equally 
true for any science. In this perspective it is most striking that the works of Aquinas, 
in general, consist of the discussion of hundreds and thousands of questions. And 
as my own teacher of ethics has put it: Scientific ability consists of the capacity to 
ask the right questions and to find ways for their solution (cf. Demmer 1989: 35). 

2. In discussing such questions, listen to the answers and arguments of the other, 
try to understand the truth contained in them and strengthen this truth; retain what 
is valid; only then criticize what has to be criticized, for love of the search of truth. 
It is striking that Aquinas all through his works actually reinforces the arguments 
of his opponents, in a first moment, in order to discuss and possibly retain these 
strong points and not only grapple with the more obvious and superficial weak 
points. This is not only a noble and mature gesture towards the opponents but it is 
also real search for the truth of the topic (cf. In De Caell, 222). 

3. In his Summa contra Gentiles, Thomas gives us the principal reason for the 
outspoken necessity of interdisciplinary learning of theologians and any faithful: 

"Error circa creaturas redundat in falsarn de Deo scientiarn, et hominum 
mentes a Deo abducit in quem fides dirigere nititur." (ScG II, 3) 

An error about the creatures causes an even more mistaken theology, and distracts 
human minds from God in whom they ought to direct their faith. 

4. Equally important in the search for truth and for a deeper understanding of 
God and the world, is the following principle, held by Aquinas already in one of his 
earliest works: 

2. Studium philosophiae non est ad hoc quod sciatur quid homines senserint, sed qualiter se habeat 
veritas rerum. 
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parvus error in principio magnus est in fine (De ente et essentia, 
Prooemium). 
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A little error at the beginning will result in a bigger one at the end. This calls for 
an attentive epistemological look at the presuppositions and methods of the different 
sciences, not only at their results which are presented - this is valid in general and 
especially needed in interdisciplinary work. 

In sum, all these four principles are an encouragement by Aquinas to 
interdisciplinary dialogue. They are basic for the method of such dialogue. They 
imply and give evidence to the fact that interdisciplinary dialogue is always mediated 
philosophically. Both theologians and psychologists need to reflect and discuss 
philosophically. Incidentally: it is nothing else but the urge for such thorough 
philosophical efforts that what John Paul II has underlined in his Encyclical Fides 
et Ratio (FR; 1998) - himself favouring the studies of Thomas Aquinas (cf. FR 
43-44; 68-69; 74; 78; 82; 98; 104-106 and passim). In interdisciplinary work, 
scientists, be they psychologists and theologians, do not simply discuss facts, but 
they philosophically reflect on and discuss the meanings of facts and phenomena. 
They scrutinize the coherence and adequacy of different versions and interpretations 
of what is called reality; they search for the truth (on its different epistemological 
levels; cf. Demmer 1989: 1999).These principles, in addition to the requirement of 
sufficient intelligence, reflect several qualities of the personality of Aquinas which 
seem to fit well to all scientists and especially to theologians in our days as well. 

First, there is a sense of basic trust and security in life and in the interpersonal 
encounter. This produces that freedom and curiosity which enable him to learn 
from the other and to ask questions, rather than feeling more or less consciously 
threatened by the other or by the different viewpoint. Secondly, he is distinguished 
by a thirst and love for truth which does not find rest just for the sake of tranquillizing 
himself or his surroundings. Rather, he is convinced that truth and goodness are 
linked to each other and are the source of freedom and of profound peace. Thirdly, 
this conviction is rooted in the firm faith that all reality is held in existence by its 
Creator who in His own loving communion ofTrinitarian life is the source and the 
final end of any life, truth, goodness, happiness and love. 

In interdisciplinary dialogue, the firmly rooted and open-minded theologian 
can avoid two dangers from the start, which correspond to what Bruno Forte (1997) 
has called resistance and surrender. The first danger - resistance - is that the 
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theologian is only looking for and choosing dialogue partners whom he knows will 
certainly confirm him, and avoids scientists who might put him or his positions 
into question. I don't say that these latter are always right. Maybe it is the contrary. 
But avoiding and not listening to them excludes what is a truly interdisciplinary 
dialogue. This would be a pseudo-dialogue. The partners demanded for 
interdisciplinary dialogue need to be experts in their discipline and, hopefully, 
epistemologically open-minded - ready to learn and reflect, too. 

Similarly motivated by personal insecurity is the second danger which is 
surrender: It consists of surrendering experiential wisdom, positions and important 
viewpoints of one's own theological tradition to what is felt as the overwhelming 
competence in questions of the human condition on the part of psychologists or 
psychotherapists. As a result, again this does not make a serious dialogue but a 
weak compliance and adaptation to the others. The others, if not content with the 
flatter but wish to dialogue truly, will be disappointed and will seek other partners 
who are not afraid of confrontation but promise good discussions. 

There remains a third problem which is intrinsic to any interdisciplinary effort. I 
have called it "the misery of competence" (Baumann 1996; 17), following Karl Rahner 
(1980: 44). He complained that the real misery of interdisciplinary dialogue remains 
in the obvious fact that both partners are not sufficiently experts in the field of the 
other discipline. As a result, they do not understand each other and hardly achieve 
results which are acceptable for both sides. In fact, what we see in our times is an 
excessive specialization and fragmentation of knowledge rather than a synthesis and 
universality as in the times of Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas. 

B) Contemporary realities and difficulties of interdisciplinary 
encounters of theology and psychology 

1) The misery of competence 

The misery of competence about which Karl Rahner has complained is 
manifested in its various colours in the interdisciplinary encounters between theology 
and psychology. Before entering the field of concrete examples and discussions, I 
have to ask: Who are the partners who ought to meet in the encounter of theology 
and psychology? This is not only a question regarding the experts of both sides 
with their human, intellectual and emotional characteristics. Certainly, these factors 
of personality count a lot in favour or against fruitful interdisciplinary work. But 
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when I speak of dialogue between theology and psychology, I also need to ask: 
Which theology? Which psychology? Which philosophy is to serve as a platform 
for communication? There are many theological disciplines and different theological 
ways of thinking - both plural and pluralistic; and more still, there are many 
different psychological schools and denominations which most critically judge the 
opinions, methods and results of the others. As an example, just consider the utmost 
refusal by several to uphold psychoanalysis and depth psychology as scientific by 
what is generally called "academic psychology". Finally, what are the philosophical 
instruments at hand? 

In trying to clarify these seemingly overwhelming epistemological difficulties, 
the guiding question at stake will greatly facilitate the dialogue. We need to know, 
what are we going to talk about? What is my interest, my interrogative? As 
theologian, I shall ask the psychologist if there is some pertinent knowledge or 
insight regarding my question - which maybe needs translation into the language 
of psychology. If the question is not understood, how can it be discussed and 
investigated? 

Presupposing a common understanding of the question, the theologian will then 
listen to the answers and contributions of the psychologist with interest, respect 
and docility. In addition, the theologian and philosopher will have to ask the 
psychologists about the epistemological status of their contributions. Are they 
presenting hypotheses which have to be tested - or do they enjoy the status of 
convalidated results or even scientific theory? Are they presenting interpretations 
of results which are open to other conclusions, too? Which explicit or implicit 
presuppositions have guided the research? What is their influence on the way the 
research is conducted and on the way the results have been obtained and presented? 
These questions are especially cogent when the image of the human person, and 
the anthropological, moral and religious implications are concerned. Let me give 
you some concrete examples which illustrate the difficulties of interdisciplinary 
encounters and the misery of competence. 

2) Cognitive psychology 

Let me start with a very basic and actual example from the field of cognitive 
psychology and bio-ethics. Ethologists and cognitive psychologists for many years 
have trained chimpanzees and gOlillas to use the American Sign Language. In fact, 
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these primates have learnt gestures and signs in order to start interactions like tickling, 
embracing, preparing or indicating the food they wish. The Australian philosopher 
Peter Singer (1979: 94-96; cf. still in the 2nd ed. 1993) has cheerfully concluded from 
these experiments, that at least some animals like these apes, are self-conscious just 
like human beings are. He writes that the most dramatic proof of this self-consciousness 
of animals is the fact that these apes can communicate with us by the use of a human 
language. And he takes this as an argument that apes should be given human rights. 
New Zealand has followed this argument recently, as you might know. 

On the other hand, he argues, human beings who have lost self-consciousness 
also lose their human rights, especially the right to live. I do not wish to discuss this 
at length. Neither do I favour cruel treatment of and arbitrary experiments with 
animals. But let me show that Singer is grossly mistaken in the interpretation of the 
results of this psychological and ethological research. 

Without any reference to the Singer-debate, the Italian philosophical 
anthropologist, Maria Teresa La Vecchia (1995: 140-162; cf. Baumann 1999), has 
described and discussed these research projects in detail, using established 
philosophical distinctions of psychic abilities. She argues that the results of these 
experiments, rather, demonstrate that the apes have not learnt to communicate in an 
essentially different way from what they do in free nature. They have always 
remained strictly bound to the immediate situation. In contrast to children, apes 
exclusively use their communicative facilities for pragmatic, utilitarian scopes. The 
experiments do nothing else but evidence that apes possess the facilities of a sensitive 
psyche which have been known long before, even in the Middle Ages. But they do 
not evidence that apes have the psychic facilities which are called rational and 
which continue to essentially distinguish human beings and their kind of self
consciousness from primates and other animals and their sensitive experiences and 
expressions of pain, hunger, pleasure etc. These differ essentially, not only gradually, 
from human self-consciousness. 

The philosophical ethicist Peter Singer does not distinguish the essentially 
different features of the expressions of sensitive psychic realities and rational psychic 
realities. It seems he is not equipped with the necessary philosophical instruments 
in order to comprehend what the empirical results of the reported research show. 
This deficit may have been fostered by the same lack on the side of the ethologists 
and cognitive psychologists who presented and interpreted their results with the 
same lack of differentiation. In fact, the Australian psychologist and historian of 
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psychology, Simon Kemp, has correctly affirmed: 

"We should note that the cognitive phenomena studied by present
day cognitive psychologists tend to be those believed in the Middle 
Ages to be carried out in the cerebral ventricles and not those carried 
out by the incorporeal mind" (1990: 72-73). 
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In other words, what they study is the cognitive phenomena which are not specific 
to human beings. Again, I do not say at all that such research is useless - but it seems 
that in most cases they are not aware of the fact that they are excluding essential 
phenomena and differentiations from their horizon. As a result, there is considerable 
confusion in the interpretation of their findings. "A small error in the beginning" has 
led to gross errors in Singer's conclusions. To my knowledge, this argument has not 
been advanced by anybody else in the so-called Singer-debate yet. 

3) Behaviourism 

As to specifically human psychic life, let me give you another example. In his 
controversial book Beyond Freedom and Responsibility (1972), one of the fathers 
of behaviorism, B. F. Skinner, argues that the concepts of freedom and dignity are 
hindrances to the improvement of modern society. Apart from the questions of 
what the improvement should look like and especially why this should be so, Skinner 
could not answer the questions as to the freedom and intentions of those who should 
make up and realize a program of operant conditioning to improve a given society. 

Not denying that there are valid and useful results for behaviour therapy in his 
work, I simply wish to make the point that Skinner is deeply self-contradictory in 
his psychological determinism. His position is only sort of philosophical. It does 
neither justice to the phenomena of human psychic life, nor to philosophical 
requirements, nor to any theological anthropology.3 "Error circa creaturas ... ". 

4) Depth psychology and psychotherapy 

With a third example, let me enter the field of depth-psychology, psychoanalysis 

3. A more extended and detailed though slightly different critique of behaviorism find in Jones 1988. 
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and related psychotherapies. Perhaps, this is the most relevant field for an 
interdisciplinary dialogue between theology and psychology. Here they "stand in a 
special relation to one another because both of them provide concepts and 
technologies for the ordering of the interior life" (Browning 1987: 2). 

I am frequently asked for referrals to psychotherapists who themselves are 
practicing Catholics. An American 1990 research survey by Bergin and Jensen 
found that only 33% of clinical psychologists described religious faith as the most 
important influence in their lives, as compared with 72% of the general population. 
Many psychologists, whether in the academic field or in the clinical, do not commit 
themselves religiously. They take a stance of neutrality or silence toward it. For 
many, this is not a hostile stance, but rather a very respectful position toward that 
which they do not personally understand or even less endorse (cf. Jones 1994: 
184). In spite of the prominent role that religion plays in many people's life, religion 
and religious belief are basically neglected in American psychology textbooks. 

This is somewhat different in many prominent European and especially German 
language authors. Let me quote two most outstanding German authors about their 
relation towards Christian faith and religion in general. In a wide-spread monography 
on depth-psychology as applied ethics, we read: 

"As God is simply an article of faith of the pious ones (neither provable 
nor thinkable for honest thinking), God cannot be the highest value 
for depth-psychological ethics. His place can and must be taken by 
the human being himself' (Rattner 1988: 220, my transl.). 

This is certainly not respectful neutrality but massive devaluation of religious 
convictions - and implies, at least, a subtle attitude of arrogant pretension on the 
side of the therapist towards a religious patient. More sophisticated is the following 
remark by the most influential psychoanalyst Wolfgang Loch (+ 1996): 

"The results obtained by the research-instrument psychoanalysis
e.g. 'the result': 'God is the reflex of an infantile desire' - ought to 
be considered as value-free, though some may not realize this. The 
same is true for truths of the past which are proved as errors today. 
Possibly there are many who wish to cling to these errors of the past 
which were considered truths in the past because they have been 
meaningful to them in contexts which are so important for them that 
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they cannot drop them" (Loch 1986: 7). 

Consequently, he defines the aim of psychoanalysis as the development of sense 
and truth for life (cf. Loch 1986: 185-186) - thus replacing religion by 
psychoanalysis. 

Both authors are echoing Freud's critique of religion who considered religious 
faith an illusion and wished to reduce metaphysics into metapsychology (cf. Loch 
1989: 91). No wonder that many faithful consciously resist entering a psychotherapy 
with therapists who conveyor are suspected to embrace such a threatening attitude 
to what is most fundamental and consoling in their lives. They simply do not want 
to be patronized and ideologically manipulated by their therapists. A 1992 research 
on therapy outcome has shown that "salvation", an explicitly religious viewpoint, 
was the only single patient-therapist value on which therapists and clients 
significantly differed. It was found to be the only variable on which patient-therapist 
similarity significantly predicted the outcome oftherapy (Kelly/ Strupp 1992). The 
first of the German authors quoted above explicitly recognizes in all desirable clarity 
that one cannot enter the intimate and most touching realities of human life without 
getting deeply involved in moral and religious matters when he argues against the 
stance of value neutrality: 

"Psychotherapy is dealing with values, with education towards values 
and with conflicts between values. Very frequently the therapist must 
help his patient in deciding between two values. Nobody can deny 
this by saying that the psychiatrist should remain neutral. This is 
neither possible nor desirable .... As a result, the psychologist should 
frankly disclose the value system he adheres to, in order to allow the 
patient to grapple with them. This prevents from smuggling value 
decisions into the patient's soul" (Rattner 1988: 81, my transl.). 

In line of principle, I welcome this clarity and frankness very much. I need to 
add, however, that patients who have finally transcended themselves and recognized 
that they need psychotherapeutic help, simply do not wish, at least in the beginning, 
to struggle with the values of the therapist (which may also be co-determined by 
the therapist's own unresolved unconscious problems with parental ethical and 
religious beliefs). The patients wish and hope to get along and grapple with their 
own lives, relations and work more adequately. In addition, the hostile stance of 
therapists towards religious belief and practice causes resistances which impede 
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the reception of the most valid insight that we may also use religious symbols and 
practice in a distorting and defensive way due to unconscious dynamics (cf. Aquinas' s 
2nd principle; cf. Baumann 1996). 

All the three examples, taken from academic cognitive psychology, 
behaviourism, and depth-psychology, argue for the following demanding conclusions 
which address both theologians and psychologists. I suppose that primarily 
psychologists may feel challenged by them. 

5) Conclusions and demands in order to overcome the misery of competence 

A) Psychological research on the human person and especially clinical 
psychology and psychotherapy include explicit or implicit presuppositions, 
metaphors and judgments about the nature of the human life, about what is "good" 
or "bad" for the human life4 

- and about what are the meaning and desirable end 
state of human life. As O'Donohue has stated in the American Psychologist (1989), 
every psychologist is also a metaphysician. And according to Browning (1997), the 
psychologist neither can nor ought to avoid religion. The outstanding American 
psychologist Gordon W. Allport held that a psychology which hinders the 
comprehension of the religious possibilities of men can hardly be called the "logos" 
of the human psyche ("psychology"; cf. Allport 1958: 88, German ed.5) 

B) The question is not whether there are ethical and metaphysical implications 
or not. Rather, which ethical and metaphysical implications and presuppositions 
are there in academic and clinical psychology? Biases or preconceived ideas are 
inevitable. The most limiting and harmful ones, however, are those that are 
unexamined or have been concealed (cf. Wallwork 1991: 1-16). The presuppositions 

4. What is "good" may be called by various names like "healthy, whole, spontaneous, free, adaptive, 
realistic, rational, mature, authentic, true self' etc.; what is "bad" is given names like "abnormal, 
pathological, disturbed, rigid, conventional, immature, stunted, self-deceived, unauthentic, false 
self' etc. 

S. "Die letzten Wahrheiten der Religion sind unbekannt; aber eine Psychologie, welche das Verstenhen 
der religiosen Moglichkeiten der Menschen hindert, kann kaum als Logos der menschlichen Psyche 
bezeichnet werden." 
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need clarification and disclosure and are the privileged object of joint 
interdisciplinary endeavour and dialogue between psychology and theology, 
especially theological anthropology (ethics). The discussion involves also the 
legitimacy, rationality and, in final instance, the truth of these anthropological 
viewpoints (cf. Demmer 1999: 109-116). This will also result in a better 
understanding of religious and moral principles and convictions - hopefully by 
both sides. 

C) Rather than denying the value-Iadenness of psychology and mental health 
activities, there should be much more attention given already in academic studies 
and clinical training to the philosophical, moral and religious features of human 
psychology and of clinical practice (cf. Jones 1994). In this context, it is certainly a 
valuable though rare privilege, ifthere were persons who are fully trained, recognized 
and who practise both disciplines, that is, theology and psychology as well as 
psychotherapy. (On the other hand, this is no guarantee that these persons will be 
able to integrate these two disciplines.) 

D) A newly gained sensitivity and comprehension of religion and ethics will 
put an end to, or at least limit, the hidden quasi-religious use of psychological 
findings or theories, by which some psychologists pretend to revise, reinterpret, 
redefine, supplant, or dismiss the established religious traditions, thus committing 
sort of a psychologistic fallacy (as has been customary by all paradigmatic versions 
of psychology: Psychoanalysis, behaviourism, humanistic psychology, and 
cognitivism; cf. Vitz 1977; Jones 1994: 185). 

E) To the contrary, an understanding of religion and ethics will help the 
psychologist to ask new and more pertinent questions. Psychology and 
psychotherapy will thus become affected by religion. New research and new 
theoretical efforts will be stimulated by integrating and being challenged by religious 
and ethical assumptions and insights. This will transform the apparently descriptive 
and value-free study of religion by psychologists. 

F) Such dialogue will also affect theology, especially theological anthropology 
and the ensuing practical theological disciplines. Formerly unacceptable, 
psychological contributions - as illustrated by the psychoanalytic example above 
- today they have been subjected to a better discernment which distinguishes 
between the facts and the more or less acceptable interpretations which ought to be 
critically integrated into theological anthropology, ethics, and pastoral care. 
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G) In such interdisciplinary encounter and dialogue, both psychology and theology, 
while sharing a common philosophical basis of rational and respectful exchange or 
communication, will exert a critical, stimulating and integrating function for each 
other without harming or denying the legitimate autonomy of the disciplines involved. 

Let me illustrate by a few examples so that these conclusions will not look 
illusive. Promising steps have been made which show that the misery of competence 
can be overcome to the effect that such interdisciplinary collaboration is not only 
possible but could bear good fruits. A lot of work, however, is still waiting. 

C) Promising steps and conquests of interdisciplinary dialogue between 
theology and psychology 

What I am going to offer you is certainly a very SUbjective selection from the 
vast range of interdisciplinary studies now undertaken. This selection will also show 
you the application of Thomistic principles for interdisciplinary dialogue. 

1. Lawrence Kohlberg and lames Fowler 

I have argued that interdisciplinary dialogue needs philosophical mediation. So 
let me start with Lawrence Kohlberg who in the 1950s dared questioning the dogma 
in Anglo-American psychology of being "value-free". He asked new questions, on 
the basis of Piaget's cognitive developmental psychology. He examined the moral 
development of children, adolescents and adults by exploring their modes of 
reasoning. Inspired by Kant's practical philosophy and John Rawls's "theory of 
justice" he arrived at creating a hierarchy of developmental stages and levels. His 
model of moral development considers especially the abilities of cognitive moral 
reasoning. As moral practice may be very different, this is certainly one of its most 
important limitations. However, Kohlberg succeeded in re-introducing values as 
legitimate object of psychological investigation; he stimulated a lot of further 
research, modifications, and pedagogical programs (cf. Garzl Oserl Althof 1999; 
Kiely 1980, with bibliographies). 

A scholar who has been especially inspired by Kohlberg is James Fowler (1981). 
At the beginning of the 1970s, Fowler, as theologian and psychologist, started to 
investigate, with fresh questions, religious development and created a hierarchy of 
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seven stages of faith (from 0 through 6). Like Kohlberg, however, and 
notwithstanding some influence by Erik Erikson's work (cf. Klappenecker 1998: 
110-113), Fowler mainly remains fixed to cognitive psychology and has done too 
little to consider the affective and the unconscious dimensions of faith. On the 
theological side, he tends to be individualistic and dismisses the social, ecc1esial or 
communional dimensions of faith (cf. Trautner 1996). He has created an increasing 
awareness, however, that religious faith undergoes a development in the subject, 
with each stage having its own right and place in development. Catechesis and 
pastoral theology have been stimulated by, and have profited from Fowler's work. 

2. Joachim Schaifenberg 

While Fowler has been dealing especially with cognitive aspects, from the end 
of the 1950s, the Protestant theologian and psychoanalyst Joachim Scharfenberg 
wondered about the difficulties and resistances which pastoral ministers and the 
preaching of God's Word itself met in the faithful. He traced back these difficulties 
to unconscious transferences and countertransferences as described by S. Freud. 

These transferential dynamics reduce the freedom of the person and disturb 
both his or her understanding of God's Word as well as the communications in 
pastoral ministry. In consequence, Scharfenberg (1972) developed a conception of 
pastoral care as conversation, a conversation which is called to open a space of 
freedom in which defensive modes of relating could be resolved. This should increase 
the freedom for understanding and for responding to God and His Word. Freedom 
as realized in the paradigm of non-authoritarian conversation is his theological 
criterion par excellence. Put like this, it is a very simplified and vague criterion. (A 
similar viewpoint is contained in the major part of uncritical reception of the 
techniques and presuppositions of c1ient-centered therapy by pastoral theology and 
practice.) 

Most valid, however, is Scharfenberg's attention to the influences of significant 
unconscious dynamics of the individual person which limit his or her freedom in 
relation to God and to others. 

3. Luigi M. Rulla (and colleagues) 

The question of the individual condition of freedom in the human person has 
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also become a central feature in the research, theory and practice of the Italian 
Jesuit Luigi M. Rulla. Let me give an unduly short report about his work. After a 
promising start as surgeon, he entered the Jesuit Order. At the end of his novitiate 
his superiors asked him what could be done to improve the formation (personal 
communication). This question accompanied him when after his philosophical and 
theological studies he was sent to Montreal where he was trained as a psychiatrist, 
and to Chicago where in the beginning of the 1960s he started a research as a 
clinical psychologist (and obtained his Ph.D. in 1968). His question became: Are 
there distinctive motivational processes in persons who enter, leave, or persevere in 
a Christian state of life? 

In a first empirical survey and collection of data from more than 700 persons in 
religious formation and almost 250 persons in control groups, both men and women, 
he studied the motivations for starting a religious or secular formation and found 
that self-realization was a ubiquitous motive in all professional choices. He became 
aware that he needed an intrinsically theological understanding of religious vocation. 
In a later stage of development, this understanding was both generalized and defined 
for living any Christian vocation. 

As to entering religious vocation, there was empirical evidence of a significantly 
higher presence of theocentric values like "Doing God's will" or "Following Christ" 
in the starting religious and seminarians than in their fellows of the control groups. 
Between the persons who left and those who persevered, Rulla and his colleagues 
who joined his project, Fr. Franco Imoda SJ and Sr. Joyce Ridick SSC, found 
significant differences not in their proclaimed ideals and values, nor in their conscious 
needs and attitudes, but in the amount or motivational strength of unconscious 
interpersonal needs which are in a strong, but unconscious tension, with the 
vocational values and ideals. The stronger these unconscious tensions or 
inconsistencies, the higher the probability of dropping out after a few or several 
years. Several follow-ups after 2 to 14 years gave further empirical evidence to 
these findings. Rulla now could respond to his superiors that depth-psychological 
accompaniment within the human and spiritual formation would be useful for the 
maturation of the persons. 

After these studies (Rulla 1971, Rulla et al. 1976) had been internationally 
recognized and honoured (Quinquennial prize of the International Commission of 
Scientific Religious Psychology 1975) and after the foundation of the Institute of 
Psychology at the Gregorian University (1971; cf. Carrier 1997), empirical, clinical 



Interdisciplinary dialogue between Theology and Psychology 149 

and theoretical work and studies continued. In 1986, Rulla published the 
"Interdisciplinary Bases" of an "Anthropology of the Christian Vocation", followed 
by a volume of confirming research findings in 1989. In this anthropological sketch, 
Rulla integrated and synthesized a theological understanding of the Christian 
vocation with the philosophy of values by 1. De Finance. Thus, he was provided 
with a transcultural philosophical instrument by which he could discern the 
motivational dialectics and structures of the person in three dimensions. [graphic]. 

The third dimensions of psychic life (ct Rulla 1986; simplified): 

1 sI dimension Freedom and responsibility Conscious tensions 

2nd dimension Unconscious inconsistencies Unconscious tensions 
and limitations of effective 
freedom 

3rd dimension Presence or absence of Conscious and unconscious 
psychopathological tensions 
unconscious conflicts and 
psychopathological 
symptoms which limit or 
destroy effective freedom 

Note that tensions are inevitable in human psychic life (ct GS 10, 13). 

Motivationally, the three of these dimensions are present in every human person 
at any moment. The first of these dimensions is the dimension of freedom and 
responsibility; this freedom may be effectively reduced and limited due to the effect 
of the second and third dimension, to different degrees. The second dimension 
considers the stronger or lesser distortions of our perceiving, understanding, judging 
and deciding due to unconscious dynamics and emotions which are not 
psychopathological. They are in significant tension with our intrinsic dynamic and 
vocation to live both morally and religiously. The third dimension takes account of 
the presence or less of psychopathological tensions or conflicts and their impact on 
our living (which may be conscious and unconscious). 

While the first dimension is well known to moral philosophers and theologians 
and the third dimension to psychiatrists and psychotherapists, the second dimension 
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as a concept is quite new and original. It has proved most helpful for the understanding 
of psychodynamics which are not to be considered psychopathological, but which 
nevertheless escape the person's freedom to determine, control, or change oneself. In 
particular, it offers a better understanding of the reality of crises in vocational, 
professional, and married life. It may help to unblock fruitless psychodynamics and 
to increase personal freedom to love God and one's neighbour as oneself. For this 
reason, both Rulla (1971; 1986) and Imoda (1993; 1997a) have described their 
experience with adopting a modified in-depth psychotherapy. The most recent fruit 
of this interdisciplinary project, is what Rulla (1997a) has written on the relation 
between psychodynamics and the operations of Grace. 

You might see that this interdisciplinary project is much more ambitious, 
comprehensive and systematic than Scharfenberg's, though they share the common 
focus of the relevant unconscious dynamics and their disadvantageous influence 
on freedom and living in relation with others and especially in relation with the 
Other, who is God. In addition, it has stimulated a host of further interdisciplinary 
research and applications from Europe to the Americas, Africa, Asia and Australia. 
The areas of research and fields of application include pedagogy and formation, 
psychotherapy, psychological testing, theological anthropology, pastoral theology 
and pastoral care, spiritual development and spiritual direction, canon law, and last 
but not least, theological and philosophical ethics. 

These conquests of interdisciplinary dedication are most promising steps and 
confirm the optimism expressed by the 2nd Vatican Council. It says that adequate 
use not only of theological principles but also of the findings of psychology (and 
sociology) will contribute "to a purer and more mature living of the faith" (GS 62). 
In final analysis, this is what counts - also according to Thomas Aquinas (cf .... in 
quem fides dirigere nititur). 
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