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CHAPTER 1 
 

Introduction 
 
 
This short, practice-oriented text is designed to equip helping 

professionals conduct spiritual assessments. Toward this end, this 
book collects a number of assessment tools that have been pub-
lished in different journals and places them in the hands of help-
ing professionals in one convenient format. In addition to being of 
interest to social workers, this text should be of use to psycholo-
gists, nurses, pastors and other helping professionals interested in 
spiritual assessment.  

Indeed, a growing consensus exists across disciplines regard-
ing the importance of spiritual assessment. Increasingly helping 
professionals (Canda & Furman, 1999), academics (Plante & 
Sharma, 2001) and accrediting organizations acknowledge the im-
portance of spiritual assessment. The Joint Commission on Ac-
creditation of Healthcare Organizations (JCAHO), for example, 
now recommends that a spiritual assessment be undertaken with 
clients (JCAHO, 2002).  

Many reasons underlie this emerging consensus. Four factors, 
however, seem particularly important: the need to understand cli-
ents’ worldviews in order to provide effective services, respect for 
clients’ autonomy, the emergence of the strengths perspective, and 
the importance of grounding practice in professional ethics. I 
briefly review these reasons below.  

Why Conduct a Spiritual Assessment? 
As mentioned above, there are at least four reasons why it is 

important to consider conducting a spiritual assessment. First, to 
provide effective, client-centered services, it is critical for helping 
professionals to develop some understanding of clients’ basic 
worldviews. For many individuals, spirituality is central to their 
understanding of themselves and the world around them. Relig-
ion is the vehicle through which spirituality is commonly ex-
pressed (Pargament, 1997). Approximately a third of the general 
population in the United States considers religion to be the most 
important dimension of their lives (Gallup & Lindsay, 1999; 
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Walsh, 1999). Other surveys indicate that religion plays a role of 
increased salience for many populations of interest to helping pro-
fessionals, such as African Americans, Hispanics, women, the eld-
erly and people who are poor (Davis & Robinson, 1997; Gallup & 
Lindsay, 1999; Pargament, 1997).  

In short, for many clients, it is necessary to understand their 
spirituality in order to understand their worldviews. At a practical 
level, clients’ spiritual worldviews can affect attitudes and prac-
tices in a number of areas, including attitudes and practices about 
animals, child care, diet, marital relations, medical care, military 
participation, recreation, schooling and many other areas of sig-
nificance to helping professionals (Rey, 1997).  

For instance, as an expression of their spirituality, some Mus-
lims consider dogs unclean. Evangelical Christians commonly af-
firm holistic child care practices that combine structure and disci-
pline with nurture and affection. Orthodox Jews tend to follow a 
kosher dietary protocol. In contrast to the egalitarian marital 
model affirmed by the dominant secular cultural, Mormons 
widely affirm complementary marriages.  

If helping professionals hold biased understandings of cli-
ents’ spiritual beliefs and values in these and other areas, it can 
damage the client/practitioner relationship (Koenig, 1998; Rich-
ards & Bergin, 1997; Richards & Bergin, 2000). Helping profes-
sionals who believe in the innate superiority of egalitarian mar-
riages, for example, may have trouble working with Mormon cli-
ents, especially if they do not understand the strengths comple-
mentary marriages typically provide Mormon couples. To provide 
effective, client-centered services, helping professionals must have 
an unbiased, culturally sensitive understanding of clients’ spiri-
tual worldviews (Reddy & Hanna, 1998; Rey, 1997; Robbins, Chat-
terjee & Canda, 1998). Conducting a spiritual assessment allows 
helping professions a method of understanding clients’ spiritual 
worldviews and how those worldviews relate to the provision of 
services.  

The second reason underscoring the importance of a spiritual 
assessment is respect for client self-determination. As noted im-
mediately above, for many clients, spirituality is central to their 
belief system. Because of the pivotal nature of these beliefs, many 
individuals desire to have their spiritual beliefs and values inte-
grated into counseling settings (Privette, Quackenbos & Bundrick, 
1994). According to Gallup data reported by Bart (1998), 66% of 
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the public would prefer to see a professional counselor with spiri-
tual values and beliefs, while 81% wanted to have their own val-
ues and beliefs integrated into the counseling process. In order to 
integrate clients’ spiritual beliefs and values into the therapeutic 
process, helping professionals must have some knowledge of 
what those beliefs and values are. If practitioners do not under-
stand clients’ spiritual worldviews, then they may have difficulty 
respecting clients’ desire to incorporate their spiritual beliefs and 
values into the counseling dialogue. Spiritual assessment provides 
a means to elicit clients’ spiritual beliefs and values so that they 
can be integrated into the therapeutic process.   

The third rationale for considering a spiritual assessment is 
the growing interest in using clients’ strengths to address prob-
lems. In tandem with other helping professions, social work has 
shown increased interest in using clients’ strengths to overcome 
problems (Saleebey, 1997; Saleebey, 2000). Even helping profes-
sionals who are not strict adherents of the strengths perspective 
frequently highlight the importance of utilizing clients’ strengths 
to address problems. A growing body of research indicates that 
spirituality is often a significant strength (Ellison & Levin, 1998; 
Gartner, 1996; George, Larson, Koenig & McCullough, 2000; 
Koenig, McCullough & Larson, 2001; Larson, et al., 1992; Parga-
ment, 1997; Ventis, 1995). Further, evidence suggests that the sali-
ence of spirituality frequently becomes more prominent during 
difficult times (Ferraro & Kelley-Moore, 2000; Pargament, 1997).  

In order to operationalize clients’ strengths, helping profes-
sionals must have some understanding of the strengths that ani-
mate their clients’ lives. Conducting a spiritual assessment pro-
vides a framework for eliciting clients’ spiritual strengths.  

The fourth reason for considering a spiritual assessment is 
derived from ethical stipulations propagated in professional codes 
of ethics. Professional codes of ethics typically suggest that help-
ing professionals are ethically obligated to engage in spiritually 
competent practice. To cite one example, the Code of Ethics of the 
National Association of Social Work (NASW) (1999) lists four 
standards (1.05c, 2.01b, 4.02 and 6.04d) that explicitly mention re-
ligion as a category toward which social workers should strive to 
exhibit sensitivity. Similarly, the NASW Code of Ethics lists at 
least two standards (1.05a, 1.05b) that implicitly mention religion 
as a category toward which social workers should strive to exhibit 
sensitivity.  
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More specifically, social workers are ethically compelled to 
obtain education about religious diversity and the oppression reli-
gious peoples encounter in various forums (1.05 c), avoid unwar-
ranted negative criticism and derogatory language based upon re-
ligion (2.01 b; c.f. 1.12), refrain from facilitating any form of reli-
gious discrimination (4.02), and actively work to prevent and 
eliminate religious discrimination (6.04d). Since people of faith 
comprise distinct cultural groups based upon the norms of their 
spiritual worldviews (Fellin, 2000; Talbot, 2000), social workers 
should also recognize the strengths that exist in faith-based cul-
tures (1.05a) and demonstrate competence and sensitivity in their 
service provision to such groups (1.05b).  

It is difficult to comply with these ethical stipulations without 
some knowledge of clients’ spiritual beliefs and values. It is, for 
example, difficult to exhibit spiritual competency and sensitivity 
to clients’ spiritual cultures if one has no knowledge of clients’ 
spiritual beliefs and values. It is comparatively easy to engage in 
practices that exhibit bias toward a client’s spiritual worldview if 
one has no knowledge of that worldview. In short, conducting a 
spiritual assessment enables helping professionals to comply with 
common ethical standards.  

I have briefly reviewed four rationales for considering a spiri-
tual assessment—understanding clients’ worldviews, respecting 
clients’ autonomy, eliciting clients’ spiritual strengths, and 
grounding one’s practice in professional ethics. While consider-
able overlap exists among these four reasons, they serve to high-
light the importance of spiritual assessments. With these ration-
ales in mind, I now turn to providing an overview of the five as-
sessment tools that comprise the core of this handbook.  

 
Overview of assessment instruments 

The following five chapters consist of different assessment in-
struments that have been previously published as separate articles 
in various social science journals. These five discrete assessment 
tools were developed as a series. In other words, the instruments 
are designed to be complementary. Each assessment instrument 
has its own unique set of strengths that suggest its use in different 
settings.  

This handbook gathers these five discrete tools together in 
one location for the first time. Helping professionals can thus ac-
quaint themselves with different approaches to spiritual assess-
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ment and chose the instrument that best fits the client’s needs in a 
given situation. Instead of relying upon a one-size-fits-all ap-
proach to assessment, helping professionals can develop a “tool-
box” of various assessment approaches, selecting the appropriate 
assessment tool for the job at hand. Directly below, I briefly re-
view the following five chapters, each of which profiles a different 
assessment approach. In addition to introducing the reader to the 
assessment instruments, I also touch on some of the strengths that 
are unique to each spiritual assessment tool.   

Chapter Two begins by reviewing common assessment ap-
proaches and then transitions into a delineation of a verbal spiri-
tual history. This method, which is analogous to conducting a 
family history, appears to be the most widely used approach to 
spiritual assessment. It may particularly appeal to verbally ori-
ented clients and provides an opportunity for the practitioner to 
join with the client via the process of conducting a verbally based 
assessment. This approach, which as stated above is verbal, stands 
in contrast to the following assessment methods, which are picto-
rial.  

The assessment tool depicted in Chapter Three is a spiritual 
lifemap. This diagrammatic instrument is similar to a verbal spiri-
tual history in that it charts or “maps” a client’s spiritual journey 
on a large sheet of paper. This approach may appeal to more artis-
tically oriented clients as well as those who may be uncomfortable 
discussing what is a very intimate, personal topic. Spiritual life-
maps can also be easily explained, assigned as homework, and 
then discussed at a later date when they are completed. As is the 
case with all pictorial instruments, the concrete delineation of cli-
ents’ strengths helps to reinforce their existence in clients’ lives.   

Chapter Four describes a spiritual ecomap. The spiritual 
ecomap depicts a client’s relationships with various spiritual enti-
ties that exist in the present environment. In a manner similar to 
traditional ecomaps, spiritual ecomaps focus on current, existen-
tial relationships to entities that are often sources of present 
strength. In contrast to the above approaches, spiritual ecomaps 
focus on the “here-and-now,” or on clients’ relationships in space. 
Accordingly, spiritual ecomaps may be particularly well suited for 
work with clients who are interested in focusing on how present 
assets can be marshaled to address current problems. In addition, 
spiritual ecomaps may be the quickest assessment approach to 
complete.  
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Chapter Five discusses the process of creating a spiritual 
genogram. In a manner analogous to traditional genograms, spiri-
tual genograms chart the flow of spirituality across at least three 
generations. In contrast to the above tools, spiritual genograms al-
low clients to see how their spiritual heritage has shaped their 
present reality. This method may be particularly useful when 
working with couples, in situations where the extended family 
plays a significant role in the life of the client, and in contexts 
where it is helpful to understand clients’ spiritual history across 
time.  

The spiritual ecogram is profiled in Chapter Six. Drawing 
elements from both spiritual ecomaps and spiritual genograms, 
this tool depicts clients’ spirituality in present space and across 
time. In other words, this method delineates clients’ present rela-
tionships with spiritual entities while concurrently depicting the 
flow of spirituality across three generations. In addition, the con-
nections between past and present functioning are also displayed 
upon the diagrammatic instrument. This instrument may be par-
ticularly useful when the situation calls for an understanding of 
past and present relationships and their interconnections.  

This overview provides a brief orientation to the following 
chapters. Readers should feel free to skip over material that seems 
redundant; picking and choosing from the chapters as best suits 
their individual needs. The text concludes with a brief chapter on 
spiritual competency and lists some resources for further study. 
As mentioned above, the next chapter begins by reviewing the 
present state of qualitative assessment instruments and introduc-
ing a model for conducting a verbally based spiritual history.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Spiritual Histories: A Verbally-Based Approach to 
Spiritual Assessment1 

 
 

Assessment tends to be an underdeveloped area in social 
work, and likely other professions as well (Mattaini & Kirk, 1991). 
Nowhere is the lack of maturation more evident than in spiritual 
assessment tools (Bullis, 1996; Sherwood, 1998). While there have 
been numerous calls for the reintegration of spirituality into the 
therapeutic dialogue (Bullis, 1996; Cornett, 1992; Derezotes, 1995; 
Hodge, 1998; Jacobs, 1997; Poole, 1998; Rey, 1997; Sermabeikian, 
1994), multidimensional frameworks that assess spirituality in a 
therapeutically constructive fashion are conspicuously absent. 
Surveys have repeatedly shown that social workers, for example, 
have received little training in issues related to spirituality, includ-
ing assessment (Bullis, 1996; Derezotes, 1995; Sheridan, Bullis, 
Adcock, Berlin & Miller, 1992; Furman & Chandy, 1994). More 
specifically, Furman and Chandy (1994) found that over three 
quarters of practitioners received little or no training in spirituality 
during their graduate education, in spite of the central role it plays 
in the lives of many clients.  

Spurring interest in the assessment of spirituality has been 
the accumulation of an impressive body of empirical findings 
documenting spirituality’s salience in a wide range of areas, in-
cluding: mental health (Ventis, 1995), coping ability (Pargament, 
1997), self-esteem (Ellison, 1993), and the realization of personal 
strengths (Maton & Salem, 1995). It is also a significant variable in 
recovery from divorce (Nathanson, 1995), homelessness (Mont-
gomery, 1994), sexual assault (Kennedy, Davis & Talyor, 1998), 
and substance abuse (Muffler, Langrod & Larson, 1992). In total, 

                                                 
1  Much of the material in this chapter appeared previously in an arti-

cle written by D. R. Hodge entitled, “Spiritual assessment: A review of 
major qualitative methods and a new framework for assessing spiritual-
ity” (2001). Social Work, 43(3), 203-214. It is used in this book with the per-
mission of NASW. 
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several hundred studies exist on spirituality and religion, the ma-
jority of which suggest that spirituality is a key strength in per-
sonal well-being (Ellison & Levin, 1998).  

While spirituality and religion are often used interchangea-
bly, they are distinct, although overlapping, concepts (Carroll, 
1997). Religion flows from spirituality and expresses an internal 
subjective reality, corporately, in particular institutionalized 
forms, rituals, beliefs and practices (Canda, 1997; Carroll, 1997). 
Accordingly, spirituality is defined as a relationship with God (or 
whatever is held to be the Ultimate or Transcendent, e.g. a set of 
sacred texts for Buddhists) that fosters a sense of meaning, pur-
pose and mission in life. In turn, this relationship produces fruit, 
such as altruism, love, forgiveness, etc. which has a discernible ef-
fect upon one’s relationship to self, nature, others, and the Ulti-
mate (Carroll, 1997; Sermabeikian, 1994; Spero, 1990). 

An additional factor stimulating interest in assessing spiritu-
ality is a growing acceptance among helping professionals of what 
is widely referred to as the strengths perspective. This framework 
posits clients’ personal and environmental strengths as central to 
the helping process. With growing utilization of clients’ capabili-
ties in the clinical dialogue to ameliorate problems, interest in how 
to identify clients’ strengths, such as spirituality, has increased 
(Cowger, 1994; Hwang, Cowger & Saleebey, 1998).  

Assessment is critical to the incorporation of strengths into 
the therapeutic milieu. As Ronnau and Poertner (1993) noted, 
without a reliable means for finding clients’ strengths, practitio-
ners tend to revert to practice models that are based upon the 
identification of problems and deficits. Further, in addition to 
identification, strengths must be organized into a conceptual 
framework that suggests particular interventions. As Rauch (1993) 
observed, gathering data is not an assessment in itself. It must be 
interpreted, organized, integrated with theory and made meaning-
ful. Accordingly, assessment is defined as the process of gather-
ing, analyzing and synthesizing salient data into a multidimen-
sional formulation that provides the basis for action decisions 
(Rauch, 1993).   

 
Quantitative vs. Qualitative Assessment Instruments 

The most widely used spiritual assessment tools are quantita-
tive measures, or pen and paper questionnaires (Lukoff, Turner & 
Lu, 1993). Quantitative assessment methods in general, however, 
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have been criticized (Franklin & Jordan, 1995; Rodman, 1987; 
Scott, 1989). This perspective argues that quantitative instruments 
presuppose a certain construction of reality and in the process 
leave little room for clients to negotiate a shared understanding of 
their individual experience with practitioners. The subjective, of-
ten intangible, nature of human existence is left uncaptured. Po-
tentially vital information can be lost as clients circumscribe their 
experiences to fit the limited options presented in a specific scale 
and its predetermined understanding of reality.  

The problems inherent in quantitative assessment may be 
particularly relevant in the realm of spirituality. Reed (1992), for 
instance, has argued that spirituality, as a subjective interior real-
ity, is difficult to quantify in any manner. Further, this reality can 
vary radically across various spiritual traditions (e.g., feminist 
goddess traditions vs. Islamic traditions) making attempts at 
quantification difficult (Robbins, Chatterjee & Canda, 1998).  

A further practical issue is the low levels of education that ex-
ist among many of the populations for whom spirituality is espe-
cially salient. For example, George (1997) reported that approxi-
mately 20% of the current cohort of elderly adults is functionally 
illiterate. The sophisticated vocabulary and complex questions in 
many quantitative measures increase the probability of incorrect 
responses and can foster a dynamic that mitigates against the for-
mation of a therapeutic alliance. 

Accordingly, spirituality seems better served by qualitative 
assessment methods. Qualitative approaches tend to be holistic, 
open ended, individualistic, ideographic, and process oriented 
(Franklin & Jordan, 1995). As such they offer particular strengths 
in terms of assessing clients’ spiritual reality where richness of in-
formation can be of particular importance (Mattaini & Kirk, 1993). 
Further, depending upon the method used, they can foster a col-
laborative, strengths-based atmosphere (Hartman, 1995).  

 
Qualitative Assessment Approaches 

According to Ed Canda, a widely acknowledge expert on 
spirituality in the field of social work, a limited number of qualita-
tive assessment methods currently exist (personal communication, 
April 22, 1998). One of the more prominent approaches is taking a 
religious/spiritual history (Boyd, 1998; Bullis, 1996; Dombeck & 
Karl, 1987; O' Rourke, 1997; Peck, 1993; Rizzuto, 1996; Tan, 1996). 
This process is analogous to taking a family history. The client and 
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practitioner work together to explore the religious tradition of 
both parents, the client’s spiritual beliefs and practices, along with 
the degree of integration with the community at large. From the 
client’s perspective, it is important to understand the public (bap-
tism, confirmation, Bar-Mitzvah, rites of passage, membership, 
etc.) and private (conversions, spiritual awakenings, transpersonal 
communion, peak experiences, etc.) significance of the family’s 
faith tradition throughout the developmental process. Deviation, 
if any, from the family’s religious orientation is examined, along 
with the current existential experience of the Transcendent.  

Spiritual histories commonly use a series of questions to op-
erationalize the above themes in the context of an empathetic dia-
logue. An open-ended, co-exploration of the client’s spiritual and 
religious beliefs results. The question sets are often organized in a 
chronological format. This allows spiritual assessment to occur in 
an autobiographical/narrative format that is comfortable and 
natural to the client (Strickland, 1994).  

However, some spiritual histories employ an alternative or-
dering of questions to achieve certain therapeutic ends. For exam-
ple, Dombeck and Karl (1987, p. 193) offered a framework which 
organized questions into the following three areas: “placement 
within a religious community” (e.g. “Religious affiliation?” 
“Changes in religious affiliation?” “Level of present involve-
ment?”); “personal meanings attached to symbols, rituals, beliefs 
and Divine figures” (e.g. “What religious practices are most mean-
ingful?” “When and in what ways does one feel close to the Di-
vine?”); and “relationship to religious resources” (e.g. “What is re-
lationship with God?” “How is God involved in your prob-
lems?”). This ordering attempts to provide practitioners with a 
working knowledge of clients’ religious traditions, their sociology, 
practices, key symbols, and unique language, in turn suggesting 
salutary spiritual interventions based upon clients’ religious and 
spiritual strengths.  

As a supplement to histories, diagrammatic instruments, 
such as spiritual genograms and spiritual maps, provide useful 
means of organizing data (Bullis, 1996; Rey, 1997). Alternatively, 
as will be discussed in the following chapters, they can stand on 
their own as assessment tools.  

An instrument related to spiritual histories is Nino’s (1997) 
spiritual quest. Nino suggested using sentence compilations in as-
sessment. Nino (1997, p. 208) offered the following ten items: “1. I 
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see myself now. . ., 2. I think the spiritual. . ., 3. The people I have 
met. . ., 4. Thinking about my past. . ., 5. When I feel fragmented. . 
., 6. My relation to God. . ., 7. The world around me. . ., 8. A mean-
ingful life. . ., 9. The best thing I have ever done. . ., 10. What I 
would really like to do. . .” This is supplemented by the selection 
of a time period, or event, in the client’s life that can explain the 
nature and meaning of the statements made above. A more de-
tailed narrative emerges that provides a number of insights into 
the client’s spiritual world. 

Pruyser’s (1976, p. 60) seven categories for “pastoral diagno-
sis” have been highly influential in spiritual assessment (Fitchett, 
1993). Pruyser suggested seven areas to explore with clients: (1) 
“Awareness of the Holy:” What does one experience, or hold to 
be, sacred? (2) “Providence:” How does trust or hope function in 
the client’s life? (3) “Faith:” What does one commit oneself to? (4) 
“Grace or Gratefulness:” For what is the client thankful? (5) “Re-
pentance:” How does the client handle personal transgressions, or 
guilt? (6) “Communion:” Who does one feel connected to? (7) 
“Sense of Vocation:” What sense of purpose is found in life and 
work? Pruyser advocated listening to clients’ stories with the aim 
of understanding how their narratives relate to these seven 
themes, using category specific queries as necessary to explore all 
seven areas.  

Fitchett’s (1993) 7x7 model places the assessment of seven 
spiritual dimensions within a broader framework. The intent is to 
produce a complete assessment that encompasses all bio-psycho-
social-spiritual factors relevant to well-being. Fitchette’s (1993, p. 
42) seven spiritual dimensions are: “beliefs and meaning,” “voca-
tion and consequences,” “experiences and emotion,” “courage and 
growth,” “ritual and practice,” “community,” and “authority and 
guidance.”  

Lovinger (1996) provides a “denominational framework” that 
consists of an overview of contemporary religious belief systems 
(e.g. Roman Catholicism; Judaism) through which to understand 
clients’ spiritual narratives. Ten markers of spiritual pathology 
and five indicators of spiritual maturity are also supplied which 
can be applied to individuals in any denomination. In total, this 
yields a framework through which to evaluate clients’ current 
spiritual state.  

A number of individuals have proposed stage models for use 
in practice settings, including assessment (Cowley, 1996; Genia, 
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1990; Kilpatrick & Holland, 1990; Peck, 1993). In a manner similar 
to psycho-social stages, these models delineate a series of spiritual 
developmental stages through which individuals pass. Fowler’s 
(1981) framework, in which individuals move through five se-
quential stages of faith development, often serves as a foundation 
for other works in this category and stands as an assessment in-
strument itself. Regardless of the model, the following approach 
tends to be used. The client’s stage of faith is discerned via a spiri-
tual autobiography, stage specific questions, or a combination of 
both approaches. Interventions are then targeted to foster ad-
vancement to the next stage. 

 
Evaluation of Existing Frameworks 

The above review of prominent qualitative approaches is ar-
ranged in a specific order. The frameworks explicated above im-
pose generally increasing levels of theoretical structure on the 
spiritual experience of clients. At one end of the continuum are 
spiritual histories. While the content and form of questions asked 
in histories does impose a certain structure on clients’ reality 
(Sermabeikian, 1994), the imposition is minimized by the open-
ended, co-exploration of clients’ spiritual reality.  

At the other end of the continuum are assessment models 
based upon stage theories that attempt to understand clients’ 
spiritual reality in light of a particular level on a predetermined, 
sequential series of stages. A number of the concerns that have 
been raised concerning quantitative assessment can be applied to 
these latter models due to the similarity of the underlying phi-
losophical assumptions. For instance, just as quantitative instru-
ments imply the need for an “expert clinician” to interpret the 
measure, stage theories also imply the need for a comparable in-
dividual to interpret the client’s spiritual state in correspondence 
with the various stages. Similarly, one particular measure, or one 
sequential series of stages, is proposed as the true reality for all 
individuals across diverse spiritual traditions (Robbins, et al., 
1998).  

Further, there is an increased likelihood that practitioners 
will slip into a deficit mindset when utilizing stage models as 
compared to frameworks at the other end of the continuum. Inevi-
tably with stage theories, a certain percentage of clients fall into 
the lower stages of development. In many cases, these lower 
stages are characterized by pathological markers. However, in all 
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cases, these individuals are considered less “mature” than those 
higher up the ladder of development. In short, they are deficient. 
This understanding of spirituality tends to channel practitioners 
towards a stance in which deficits predominate in practitioners’ 
interactions with clients. As Saleebey (1992) has observed, when a 
framework classifies clients pejoratively, labeling them “egocen-
tric” or “dogmatic” (Genia, 1990) or even immature, practitioners 
will find it difficult to focus on client strengths.  

While the latter frameworks have the advantage of suggest-
ing specific interventions, concurrently, as noted above, there are a 
number of liabilities associated with their use in clinical settings. 
Conversely, open-ended spiritual histories maximize client auton-
omy. These frameworks, however, have also been criticized for 
failing to yield information of sufficient depth and detail (Sperry 
& Giblin, 1996). While stage theories imply interventions (i.e., to 
move clients to the next stage), current versions of spiritual histo-
ries frequently offer practitioners little in the way of specific sug-
gested interventions.   

Accordingly, the rest of this chapter provides an assessment 
method that combines the strengths of existing qualitative assess-
ment frameworks. It maximizes client autonomy by utilizing the 
format of a spiritual history while providing the practitioner with 
an interpretive framework for eliciting information and integrat-
ing the resulting information. In turn, this framework suggests 
specific interventions.  

 
A Spiritual Anthropology 

The starting point in developing such an assessment frame-
work is articulating a spiritual anthropology. As Bullis (1996, p. 
40) observed, “it is the anthropology that drives the methodology 
of a spiritual . . . assessment and intervention.” It provides the 
theoretical framework that implies the gathering of certain infor-
mation and how the resulting data is understood. This process 
then suggests particular interventions.  

Chinese spirituality writer Watchman Nee (1968) conceptual-
izes the human spirit as an integrative unity comprised of com-
munion, conscience, and intuition. All three dimensions interact 
with and influence one another along with affect, cognition and 
volition. As with affect, cognition and volition, the three dimen-
sions can be defined individually. 
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Communion refers to relationship. More specifically, it refers 
to the capacity to bond and relate with God (Nee, 1968). In many 
spiritual traditions, communion is manifested primarily in terms 
of a relationship with a supreme being (e.g. Allah in Islam, Jesus 
in Christian Evangelicalism, God in Sikhism). In other traditions, 
however, the central emphasis may be upon one’s relationship to 
the creation (certain Native American traditions), the transcendent 
aspect of the self (New Age), or a sacred text (Buddhism). 

Conscience can be defined as one’s subjective ethical guid-
ance system (Nee, 1968). Beyond one’s cognitively held beliefs and 
values, it informs regarding what is just and fair. It can be thought 
of as an individual’s most deeply held value system. 

Intuition is associated with knowledge. More specifically, in-
sights arrive at one’s conscious level directly, by-passing normal 
information process channels (Nee, 1968). Krill (1990) suggests in-
tuition is the process of drawing upon a reservoir of integrated 
understanding within ourselves. Hunches concerning the advis-
ability of a specific course of action, sudden impressions to pray 
for someone, creative flashes of insight, are examples of the intui-
tive function of the spirit (Nee, 1968). 

 
A Framework for Spiritual Assessment 

A spiritual assessment framework is provided in Table 1 (be-
low). There is a considerable amount of evidence that information 
is stored and organized narratively in the mind (Strickland, 1994). 
Accordingly, The Initial Narrative Framework provides three gen-
eral question categories to foster an autobiographical spiritual his-
tory. The question categories are essentially chronological and in-
corporate increasing levels of personal revelation. This allows time 
for the practitioner to establish trust and rapport in the helping re-
lationship before more intimate information is shared, an impor-
tant concern given that spirituality is an intensely private, and 
therefore sensitive, area for many clients (Krill, 1990).  

To facilitate trust, care should be taken to foster a relaxed, 
conversational atmosphere that mitigates the power differential 
inherent in therapy (Laird, 1994). For example, moving from be-
hind one’s desk to a more egalitarian setting arrangement is one 
practical means to achieve this end. Rather than “interviewing” 
the client, the process of taking a spiritual history should be seen 
as active, empathetic, participation in a one sided conversation    
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Table 1 
 
 

Initial Narrative Framework 
 
1. Describe the religious/spiritual tradition you grew up in. How 
did your family express its spiritual beliefs? How important was 
spirituality to your family? Extended family?  
 
2. What sort of personal experiences (practices) stand out to you 
during your years at home? What made these experiences special? 
How have they informed your later life?  

 
3. How have you transitioned or matured from those experiences? 
How would you describe your current spiritual/religious orienta-
tion? Is your spirituality a personal strength? If so, how?  

 
Interpretive Anthropological Framework 
1. Affect: What aspects of your spiritual life give you pleasure? 
What role does your spirituality play in handling life’s sorrows? 
Enhancing its joys? Coping with its pain? How does your spiritu-
ality give you hope for the future? What do you wish to accom-
plish in the future?  
 
2. Behavior: Are there particular spiritual rituals or practices that 
help you deal with life’s obstacles? What is your level of involve-
ment in faith-based or religious communities? How are they sup-
portive? Are there spiritually encouraging individuals with whom 
you maintain contact?  

 
3. Cognitive: What are your current religious/spiritual beliefs? 
What are they based upon? What beliefs do you find particularly 
meaningful? What does your faith say about trials? How does this 
belief help you overcome obstacles? How do your beliefs affect 
your health practices?  
 
4. Communion: Describe your relationship with God. What has 
been your experience of God? How does the God communicate 
with you? How have these experiences encouraged you? Have 
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Table 1, Continued 
 

there been times of deep spiritual intimacy? How does your rela-
tionship help you face life challenges? How would God describe 
you?  
 
5. Conscience: How do you determine right and wrong? What are 
your key values? How does your spirituality help you deal with 
guilt (sin)? What role does forgiveness play in your life?  

 
6. Intuition: To what extent do you experience intuitive hunches 
(flashes of creative insight, premonitions, spiritual insights)? Have 
these insights been a strength in your life? If so, how? 
 

 
 (Kisthardt, 1997). Accordingly, the practitioner’s primary role is 
to listen attentively, and to help clients tell their stories while 
avoiding excessive interruption (Cowger, 1997). Empathetic and 
paraphrasing responses can be especially helpful in building rap-
port and cultivating an atmosphere in which clients feel comfort-
able sharing their spiritual experiences. The practitioner’s aim 
should be to transmit acceptance and validation through physical 
and verbal language (Kisthardt, 1997). One pragmatic way to 
achieve this result is to use terminology that is congruent with the 
client’s spiritual tradition, especially when they introduce such 
terms into the flow of conversation. For example, one might use 
the term synagogue when working with Jewish clients to refer to a 
Jewish house of worship. Similarly, one might use the term imam, 
a term for an Islamic religious leader, when working with Mus-
lims.   

Helping professionals assist clients in discovering, clarifying, 
and articulating their stories by employing a number of verbal fol-
lowing skills (Hepworth & Larsen, 1993). Minimal prompts (“And 
then what happened?” “And?” “But?”), accent responses (in 
which a key word or short phrase is repeated in a questioning 
tone of voice), and embedded questions (“I’m curious about . . . “ 
“I’m interested in knowing . . .”) all assist clients in relating their 
story without diverting attention away from the story itself.  

While the spiritual history format described in the top half of 
Table 1 (above) provides a good understanding of clients’ spiritu-
ality, it is The Interpretive Anthropological Framework delineated 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 SPIRITUAL HISTORIES 
 

23 

 
in the second half that provides a multidimensional framework for 
understanding the personal, subjective reality of spirituality in cli-
ents’ lives. The questions contained in the Interpretive Framework 
are not necessarily provided for the purpose of having clients an-
swer them in a sequential series. Rather, the intent is to alert prac-
titioners to the various components of each domain, to create 
awareness concerning the potentiality of clients’ spirituality.  

Accordingly, within the context of clients’ narratives, it is ex-
pected that practitioners will utilize certain questions, or adapta-
tions, to flesh out clients’ narratives at specific junctions using the 
methods discussed immediately above. For example, a practitio-
ner might ask, using the tentative phrasing suggested previously, 
“I’m interested in knowing more about how your relationship 
with God has enabled you to face the challenges life has presented 
you with” when working with a Roman Catholic. Similarly, when 
working with a Native American from the Plains Ojibway, who 
gather to publicly confess their sins in the presence of Spirit, a 
practitioner might attempt to obtain further concreteness by ask-
ing how the ritual has assisted them in coping (Jacobs, 1992). In 
other words, the Interpretive Framework is to assist helping pro-
fessionals in discovering and clarifying the spiritual strengths of 
clients as they relate their spiritual histories.  

 
Overview of Common Spiritual Strengths 

There are a number of empirically based spiritual strengths 
the Interpretive Anthropological Framework is designed to evoke. 
Although to some extent intertwined, the following is a list of 
common strengths that have some degree of empirical validation. 
Clearly, one’s relationship with the Ultimate (Jesus for evangelical 
Christians, Jehovah for Jews, Allah for Muslims, God for Zoroas-
trians, sacred texts for Buddhists, Spirit for certain Native Ameri-
can tribes, etc.) is a key strength, facilitating coping, defeating 
loneliness, promoting a sense of mission and purpose, instilling a 
sense of personal worth and value, providing hope for the future, 
etc. (Ellison & Levin, 1998; Pargament, 1997; Perry, 1998). 

Rituals, inherent in essentially every spiritual tradition, have 
been widely associated with positive outcomes and can serve to 
ease anxiety and dread, alleviate isolation, promote a sense of se-
curity, and establish a sense of being loved and appreciated (Elli-
son & Levin, 1998; Jacobs, 1992; Pargament, 1997; Perry, 1998; 
Worthington, Kurusu, McCullough & Sandage, 1996). Rituals 
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commonly encountered in North American settings include: scrip-
ture reading, prayer, meditation, Holy Communion, ceremonial 
rites, Bar-Mitzvahs, rites of passage, baptisms, and confession of 
sins. 

Participation in religious communities is also a significant 
strength (Calhoun-Brown, 1998; Cohen, Doyle, Skoner, Rabin & 
Gwaltney, 1997; Ellison & George, 1994; Ellison & Levin, 1998; Ma-
ton & Salem, 1995). This resource has been associated with ele-
vated levels of empowerment, realization of personal strengths, 
coping ability, self-confidence, lovability, and sense of belonging. 
Common forms of participation include houses of worship 
(churches, synagogues, mosques, temples), small groups (Bible 
studies, Promise Keepers2, prayer meetings, elder/mentoring 
gatherings, spirituality groups; tribal celebrations), and disciple-
ship/mentoring dyads and triads.   

 The cognitive schemata associated with spiritual belief sys-
tems have also been widely documented as strengths (Ellison & 
Levin, 1998; Pargament, 1997; Perry, 1998; Worthington, et al., 
1996). For example, knowing that one is loved unconditionally, 
that there is a deeper spiritual purpose to life which animates 
one’s existence, can facilitate peacefulness, coping ability, etc. 

There are other spiritual strengths the Interpretive Frame-
work is also designed to elicit, such as intuition and methods for 
alleviating guilt. While these elements have received support in 
the practice literature as important resources (Krill, 1990), they 
have not been empirically validated as strengths, primarily due to 
a lack of research. However, it seems reasonable to suggest that 
having a framework for alleviating the occurrence of realistic guilt 
related to hurting another, violating an agreement, or transgress-
ing one’s value system, is a strength (Krill, 1990). Similarly, pos-
sessing an intuitive capability is easily seen as a strength. Anecdo-

                                                 
2 Promise Keepers is an evangelical Christian men’s group. Further 

information on Promise Keepers can be found at their website, 
www.promisekeepers.org. Evangelical Christianity is often defined as a 
transdenominational, ecumenical movement that emphasizes the follow-
ing historic Protestant tenets: (1) salvation only through personal trust in 
Christ’s finished atoning work, (2) a spiritually transformed life marked 
by moral conduct and personal devotion such as scripture reading and 
missions, and (3) the Bible as authoritative and reliable (Marsden, 1987).   
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tal accounts indicate that creative hunches, flashes of insight, etc. 
are often a significant resource in clients’ lives.  

Ultimately, it is the perceptions of clients that are central in 
determining their spiritual strengths. Regardless of previous em-
pirical findings or anecdotal wisdom, it is clients who are the final 
arbitrators of their spiritual strengths. The purpose of the Interpre-
tive Framework is merely to provide practitioners with a guide for 
eliciting commonly held spiritual strengths that may exist, and in 
the process, provide a smooth transition to the interventions the 
realized strengths suggest.  

 
Interventions 

Simply having clients articulate narratives that highlight their 
spiritual strengths is an effective intervention. As Laird (1994) 
notes, our stories help shape our evolving construction of reality, 
who we are, how we see the world, and our ability to lead success-
ful lives. By having clients relate an area of prominent strength, an 
altered, therapeutically beneficial construction of reality is fos-
tered. In turn, this new self-perception enables clients to amelio-
rate problems, by, for example, giving clients a new inner vocabu-
lary which depicts them as capable individuals who have the re-
sources and abilities to solve life’s complex issues. As Saleebey 
(1997) notes, practitioners can assist clients in ameliorating their 
problems by providing a positive reflection of their capabilities, 
strengths, resiliency, and resources. This is effectively accom-
plished by using the Interpretive Framework to evoke a full array 
of clients’ spiritual capabilities and resources. 

The salutary effect achieved by this process can be facilitated 
by using diagrammatic instruments such as spiritual genograms 
to depict the flow of one’s spiritual history over a number of gen-
erations. Another suggestion is to transpose the autobiographical 
material into a timeline in the form of a spiritual journey, or map, 
with pictorial representations of significant events and experi-
ences. Both approaches effectively act as positive mirrors, reflect-
ing clients’ resilience and strengths.  

Self psychology’s concept of selfobjects and holding envi-
ronments provides an additional mirroring intervention (Elson, 
1986). As indicated in the previous section, in many cases God, 
and to certain extent religious communities, act as ideal selfob-
jects, a relationship that is readily revealed by the Interpretive 
Framework (How would God describe you? How does God feel 
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about you?) Helping professionals can ameliorate problems by en-
couraging clients to enter into a nurturing holding environment 
with such selfobjects through increased prayer, meditation, and 
participation in religious communities. Such holding environ-
ments can foster increased ego cohesion, integration, and mastery 
(Elson, 1986). While this intervention may seem especially appro-
priate for those traditions that posit a caring Transcendent being 
(e.g., Christianity), its effectiveness has been demonstrated in athe-
istic traditions such as Buddhism (Emavardhana & Tori, 1997). 

Cognitive and behavioral interventions, based upon clients’ 
spiritual belief systems, have also been empirically validated. Re-
placing counterproductive beliefs and behaviors with productive 
ones drawn from the client’s spiritual framework is often a salu-
tary intervention (Propst, 1996). For example, with clients who be-
lieve that all events are imbued with spiritual meaning, (tapped by 
such questions as: “What does your faith say about trials?”  “How 
does your spirituality help you overcome obstacles?”), a produc-
tive reframing can occur that shifts the focus away from the pre-
sent obstacle to the spiritual lessons clients are desirous of learn-
ing (Saleebey, 1997). Overwhelmed by problems, clients can easily 
overlook the important spiritual development such trials foster, in 
spite of tradition specific injunctions which indicate that God is 
working all things together for a purpose. Similarly, prayer, medi-
tation and spiritual mourning have all been used effectively as be-
haviorally based interventions (Worthington, et al., 1996). 

Having clients access environmental resources represents an 
additional potential intervention (Sullivan, 1992). Typically, as-
sessment reveals a number of environment strengths that can be 
utilized. Religious communities usually have programs, activities 
and social networks that can be beneficially used by clients to 
overcome obstacles and reorient their lives along ends more in 
keeping with their ultimate life goals.  

Further, as Kisthardt (1997) suggests, assisting clients in their 
desire to grow spirituality can be an effective intervention. By fo-
cusing on areas of interest to clients, practitioners can facilitate 
personal growth and development that often result in reduction, 
and even amelioration, of impediments. As interest and compe-
tencies are extended in an area of interest, in this case some aspect 
of a client’s desired spiritual aims, new competencies are often 
naturally leveraged to address other problem areas (Sullivan, 
1997).  
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Cautions and Limitations 
Spiritual assessment also engenders areas of concern. As O’ 

Rourke (1997) has stated, practitioners must strike a delicate bal-
ance between using and, as noted directly above, developing cli-
ents’ spiritual strengths on one hand, and remaining focused upon 
the present helping task on the other. The point of therapy should 
always remain on marshaling resources to ameliorate the present-
ing problem. Practitioners should avoid falling into the role of 
spiritual directors in which they assume the role of a spiritual ex-
pert directing clients in their spirituality, unless they are trained 
and sanctioned to provide these services. 

Additionally, some practitioners may hold certain value posi-
tions so firmly that they risk imposing their positions on clients, in 
which case they should refrain from undertaking spiritual assess-
ments with populations that are likely to hold differing values. 
Feminist practitioners strongly committed to an egalitarian family 
structure, for example, should engage in thorough self-
examination before undertaking spiritual assessment with Muslim 
families, who commonly affirm complementary marriages. In 
such cases, the practitioner should consider referring the client to 
another therapist whose value system is more congruent with the 
client’s.  

 
Conclusion 

As Hepworth and Larsen (1993, p. 192) note, “assessment is a 
critical process.” As critical as assessment is for traditional practi-
tioners, for those operating within the strengths perspective, as-
sessment plays a role of even greater significance. Without proper 
assessment, strengths-based practitioners cannot fully develop an 
awareness of clients’ assets, assets which are the central ethos of 
the perspective (Ronnau & Poertner, 1993).  

By joining the narrative format of a spiritual history with an 
interpretive anthropological framework, this chapter has provided 
an assessment instrument that helps elicit the strengths resident in 
many clients. Accordingly, this chapter provides an assessment 
framework for operationalizing what may be the most untapped 
strength among clients: their spirituality. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Spiritual Lifemaps: A Client-Centered Pictorial In-
strument for Spiritual Assessment, Planning, and In-

tervention3 
 
 

This chapter develops and orients practitioners to, a new pic-
torial instrument for spiritual assessment--the spiritual lifemap. 
After introducing the concept of spiritual lifemaps, I suggest how 
to construct a lifemap, conduct an assessment, and use the instru-
ment to elicit spiritually-based interventions. A number of com-
mon interventions are delineated, including the use of the instru-
ment itself as an intervention. The chapter concludes with a brief 
discussion of other settings in which lifemaps can be used and 
possible value conflicts that may arise when assessing spirituality. 

 
Spiritual lifemaps: Philosophy and advantages 

The philosophical roots of the instrument can be traced back 
through 16 centuries of Christian spiritual direction tradition to 
the African writer Augustine (354-430/1991) and his seminal 
work, the Confessions, which is widely considered to be the first 
autobiographical work in recorded human history (Clark, 1993). In 
what Clark (1993, p. 39) refers to as “an act of therapy,” this biog-
raphy chronicles Augustine’s spiritual journey.  

Similarly, spiritual lifemaps are a pictorial delineation of cli-
ents’ spiritual journey. At its most basic level, a drawing pencil is 
used to sketch various spiritually significant life events on paper. 
Thus, much like road maps, spiritual lifemaps tell us where we 
have come from, where we are now, and where we are going. The 
method is analogous to various approaches drawn from art and 
family therapy in which a client’s history is depicted on a “life-
line” (Tracz & Gehart-Brooks, 1999). However, as in the Confes-
                                                 

3 Much of the material in this chapter will be appearing in an upcom-
ing issue of Social Work in an article written by D. R. Hodge entitled, 
“Spiritual lifemaps: A client-centered pictorial instrument for spiritual as-
sessment, planning, and intervention” (in press). This material is used in 
this book with the permission of NASW. 
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sions, the narrative is based upon the client’s spiritual pilgrimage 
and associated events. Put simply, a spiritual lifemap is an illus-
trated account of the client’s relationship with God over time--a 
map of his or her spiritual life.  

Building upon the strengths of the constructivist perspective, 
spiritual lifemaps offer users a number of advantages. By placing 
a client-constructed medium at the center of assessment, clients 
are involved in the therapeutic process in a significant way, essen-
tially from the beginning of therapy. Through the creation of a 
lifemap, the message is implicitly communicated that the client is 
a pro-active, self-directed, fully engaged participant in the thera-
peutic process.  

Possible resistance and anxiety may also be ameliorated 
through the use of a non-verbal, pictorially-based medium. Given 
the highly personal nature of spirituality for many clients, and 
many practitioners’ limited training regarding various spiritual 
cosmologies (Canda & Furman, 1999), practitioners may inadver-
tently offend clients, jeopardizing the therapeutic relationship, 
when using verbally-based spiritual assessment approaches. The 
pictorial instrument affords practitioners the opportunity to focus 
on building therapeutic rapport by providing an atmosphere that 
is accepting, nonjudgmental, and supportive during the initial as-
sessment (Kahn, 1999). Additionally, individuals who are not ver-
bally oriented may find pictorial expression more conducive to 
their personal communication styles (McNiff, 1992). Further, cli-
ents may find it less threatening having a concrete object which 
functions as the focus of subsequent conversation rather than the 
client (Moon, 1994).  

Finally, given the amorphous, subjective nature of spiritual-
ity, physical depiction may help concretize clients’ extant 
strengths (Hodge, 2000a). In other words, the process of conceptu-
alizing and depicting one’s spiritual journey may help to focus 
and objectify spiritual assets, which can then be discussed and 
marshaled to address problems.  

 
Broaching the topic of spirituality with clients 

Since many clients desire to incorporate their spirituality into 
therapeutic concerns, clients often spontaneously mention spiri-
tual resources (e.g., God, church, prayer, etc.) during initial ses-
sions. Practitioners can acknowledge and validate these state-
ments and briefly explore the salience of spirituality in the client’s 
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life (e.g., “How important is spirituality or religion to you?”). If it 
appears that a spiritual assessment might be appropriate, the prac-
titioner should explain the basic concept of a lifemap to the client, 
highlighting how it might be used to operationalize spiritual 
strengths to overcome presenting difficulties.  

Alternatively, practitioners can ask at the start of therapy, or 
at a later junction, if spirituality/religion serves as a resource in 
the client’s life. Upon an affirmative response, the instrument can 
be explained. In either case, it is important to procure clients’ con-
sent before proceeding with a spiritual assessment and the actual 
drawing of the lifemap (Doherty, 1999).  

 
Conducting an Assessment with Lifemaps 

In keeping with evidence that suggests information is stored 
and organized narratively in the mind (Strickland, 1994), events 
are usually depicted chronologically, from birth through to the 
present, and usually continuing on to death and the client’s transi-
tion to the afterlife. More specifically, a path, a roadway, or a sin-
gle line is commonly used to represent the spiritual sojourn. One 
way to proceed is to draw this path on the paper first, break the 
path into years or decades, and then fill in events along the path, a 
method that ensures that equal space is allotted to all points along 
the lifecycle. Conversely, others might prefer a more freeform ap-
proach in which one’s path and life events are sketched together. 
Among the advantages of this approach, is the opportunity to de-
vote more space to significant time periods during one’s spiritual 
walk.  

Symbols drawn from the client’s spiritual cosmology are 
typically used to mark key events along the journey. For instance, 
a cross might be used by a Christian to portray a spiritual conver-
sion, while a depiction of the Lingam and Yoni might be used by a 
Hindu to represent her relationship to Siva. Similarly, a stick fig-
ure in a meditative pose enveloped in a sunbeam might signify a 
time of enlightenment for a New Age adherent.  

Concurrently, since most spiritual cosmologies conceive ma-
terial existence to be an extension of the sacred reality (Richards & 
Bergin, 1997), important “secular” incidents are usually included. 
Both positive (marriage, the birth of a child) and particularly nega-
tive events (death, loss of a job, and other trials) may be portrayed. 
The ultimate goal is the depiction of all events that are perceived 
to be of spiritual significance by the client on the lifemap. 
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To fully operationalize the potential of the instrument, it is 

important to ask clients to highlight the various trials they have 
encountered and the spiritual resources they have used to cope in 
the course of their journeys. As noted above, symbolic depictions 
can be effectively employed. Hills, bumps and potholes, rain, 
clouds, lightning, etc. might be used to portray difficult stations 
along the spiritual sojourn, for instance, while various symbols 
might also be developed to represent spiritual assets that have fa-
cilitated coping. Finally, while providing general guidelines and, if 
necessary, specific tips for the construction of lifemaps, client crea-
tivity and self-expression should be encouraged.  

To assist clients in the creative expression of their spiritual 
journeys, it is important to have a good supply of various media 
readily available (Horovitz-Darby, 1994). Drawing instruments 
might include drawing pencils (specifically No. 1) and erasers 
(Mars Staetler and gum), colored drawing pencils (a 12 color set), 
fine and broad nibbed colored markers (an 8 color set) and large 
and small crayons (at least 16 colors). It is also helpful to provide a 
choice of white and manila paper (sizes 8.5” x 11” to 24” x 36”), as 
well as colored construction paper (sizes 8.5” x 11” and 12” x 18”). 
Practitioners may also wish to make available scissors, glue sticks, 
and rulers as well as a variety of magazines and newspapers. Cli-
ents may wish to clip items from the latter media (e.g., “AUTO 
ACCIDENT”) and paste them onto the lifemap to illustrate spe-
cific events that hold meaningful places in their spiritual walk. 
Due to the amount of data lifemaps elicit, it is usually best to use a 
large sheet of paper on which to sketch the map.  

Some clients, when faced with a large blank sheet of paper, 
may experience “stage fright” and have difficulty beginning or, 
later on in the process, may feel inadequate to express a certain 
event or concept. In such cases, it is generally appropriate to en-
courage individuals to plunge ahead and draw (McNiff, 1992), 
noting that there is no correct way to draw a lifemap. It may also 
help to stress that the central function of lifemaps is to express and 
communicate a spiritual reality rather than to assess someone’s ar-
tistic talent (Kahn, 1999). A drawing using stick figures is just as 
valid as one with more elaborate portrayals.  

As implied in the preceding section, during the creation of a 
lifemap, practitioners adopt a secondary, supportive role, assisting 
and encouraging the client as needed. The goal is to help clients 
tell their stories while nurturing an affirming, empathetic relation-
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ship. For example, practitioners might offer to clip out material 
from magazines if clients elect to use such media.  

Upon the completion of the lifemap, the practitioner should 
generally ask the client to explain their creation (“Would you tell 
me about your spiritual lifemap?”). As clients express their spiri-
tual journeys, it is critical that practitioners demonstrate interest, 
curiosity, and even fascination with their clients’ narratives (Bullis, 
1996). Minimal verbal prompts (“But?” “And?” “Yes”), accent re-
sponses (in which a word or short phrase is repeated in a ques-
tioning tone), in conjunction with typical emphatic responses 
should be used during this stage of the assessment (Hepworth & 
Larsen, 1993). Practitioners should attempt to place their own be-
liefs on the shelf and seek to understand clients’ phenomenologi-
cal spiritual reality.  

Helping professionals should be aware that many clients may 
be hesitant to trust practitioners due to concerns that practitioners 
will not treat with honor that which they hold to be sacred 
(Furman, Perry & Goldale, 1996). To a great extent, the practitio-
ner can alleviate this apprehension by expressing genuine em-
phatic support. Further, respecting clients’ spiritual reality as an 
equally valid construction of reality on a par with the dominant 
secular framework helps to foster an environment in which spiri-
tual interventions can be more productively explored (Bullis, 
1996).  

 
A Case Example 

Diagram 1 (below) indicates what a completed lifemap might 
look like on a smaller scale. The client, a 42-year-old Black male re-
ferred to as Darrin, grew up as an only child in a two-parent mid-
dle class home. His formative years were characterized by heavy 
involvement in sports and warm, caring relationships. However, 
upon leaving home at 18, it was as if he entered a different, more 
tumultuous, reality. Seemingly aimless wondering, a stormy dat-
ing relationship, and an inability to break out of repetitive, often-
unhealthy patterns marked his life during his early to mid-20s. Af-
ter breaking off the dating relationship he experienced a series of 
forks, wrong turns, and dead ends, which led him to cry out to 
God in desperation. His life continued to spiral out of control until 
he ended up at the foot of the cross “DOA,” figuratively dead on 
arrival. 
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At 29, Darrin experienced a spiritual awakening that resulted 
in him entering another reality. This experience marked a sharp 
turning point in his life. A year later he joined a Pentecostal 
church, and experienced a new infilling of the Holy Spirit, symbol-
ized by a dove on his lifeline, which opened an additional dimen-
sion of the spiritual world. In addition to his relationship with Je-
sus, he lists his spiritual strengths as prayer, church fellowship, 
worship, and Bible study.  

Although being fired from his job was a difficult experience, 
his church fellowship played an instrumental role in helping him 
through the situation. More difficult to deal with was the sudden 
death of his parents at age 32, which hit him like an emotional 
lightening bolt. Over the next few years, other difficulties 
emerged, such as friction with some church members, close 
friends moving away, and fewer spiritually vibrant times of 
prayer and Bible study. Eventually, the sense of God’s presence 
slowly left him. As he reached the point of questioning his rela-
tionship with God, his existence, and the validity of his own life, 
Darrin experienced a series of events that served to alter the 
course of his life. Through these events, which he saw as provi-
dential, he realized that God had not abandoned him. Soon after 
that, his “dark night” of the soul ended as he fully realized God’s 
love for him.  

At 36, Darrin married a woman from his church. A couple of 
years later, he was presented with a mentoring award on behalf of 
his efforts with troubled youth. Although he finds the relation-
ships draining at times, his friendships with the other men and the 
youth are also invigorating. Similarly, he also draws strength from 
the male intimacy he finds in his Promise Keepers small group, 
which he joined about the same time. He enjoys the opportunity 
the group provides for black men to share their experiences with 
racism with a receptive audience of whites, in addition to the en-
couragement he receives to be a better husband. Finally, in addi-
tion to these and the resources mentioned above, Darrin has re-
cently found a significant source of spiritual strength meditating 
on meaningful Bible verses.  

 
Planning Interventions 

As the above condensed narrative implies, spiritual lifemaps 
are designed to unfold clients’ orienting framework to practitio-
ners. Spiritual cosmologies, like all orienting systems, provide ad-



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 SPIRITUAL LIFEMAPS 
 

41 

 
herents with a general framework for interpreting the world. Simi-
larly, during times of stress, situations in which individuals are 
more likely to encounter helping professionals, these frameworks 
help clients understand the challenges they face. As a result, it is 
important that practitioners have some understanding of these 
frameworks so that they are aware of how clients approach the 
difficulties they encounter.   

Further, during acute trials, these frameworks for under-
standing reality frequently become more salient (Pargament, 
1997). Put differently, problems often serve to re-orient individu-
als towards their metaphysical reality and increase its level of per-
sonal importance for adherents—the “no atheists in foxholes” ef-
fect. Consequently, spiritually based coping provides individuals 
with an added resource to address difficulties (Pargament, 1997). 
However, it is also true that clients can become so mired in pre-
sent, often chronic challenges that they overlook potential re-
sources that may solve current obstacles (Saleebey, 1997), hence 
the need for assessment and intervention that can then use those 
spiritual strengths.   

Thus, when considering interventions based upon clients’ 
spiritual lifemaps, two questions are of particular interest to prac-
titioners. First, how have clients culled various resources from 
their frameworks during past difficulties to ameliorate problems? 
Second, what types of unaccessed resources are available in this 
framework that can be marshaled to address current problems?  

In practice settings, this means that therapists make a smooth 
transition from general inquiry to exploring how clients have dealt 
with past trials as well as the strengths that exist in the client’s 
spirituality. Thus, practitioners should ask clients to elaborate on 
the various trials they have delineated on their lifemaps as well as 
seek to identify various assets that can be used to address current 
obstacles. In the above case example, a practitioner might wish to 
explore in more detail how Darrin’s spiritual strengths helped him 
to deal with past trials and how they might be used to address his 
present difficulties. How questions (How did you cope with that 
event?) and embedded questions (I’m interested in knowing more 
about what you consider to be your spiritual strengths?) can often 
be effectively used to elicit further information.  

Hodge (2000b) has delineated a number of pathways through 
which spirituality may engender positive outcomes. Paraphrased 
pathways that are of particular importance are one’s relationship 
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to God (or the perceived Transcendent), spiritual beliefs, spiritual 
rituals or practices, and the support of a religious community. 
These pathways, which are empirically based and found in most 
religious traditions, provide guidance for eliciting specific spiri-
tual strengths. Table 2 (below) provides a list of common ques-
tions that might be asked to help operationalize clients’ spiritual 
assets in these areas.  

The questions delineated in Table 2 are not meant to be asked 
in any specific order, nor should practitioners necessarily retain 
their exact wording. Rather, practitioners should be familiar with 
the questions and interlace them with clients’ lifemaps in the natu-
ral flow of conversation. It is probable that clients will depict a 
number of the four pathways on their lifemaps in some form. The 
questions should be adapted to facilitate the exploration of key 
events and themes with the lifemap serving as the focal point 
around which the discussion is based.  

In instances where some of the four pathways do not appear 
on the lifemap, or in subsequent discussion, practitioners should 
consider inquiring regarding their salience. As mentioned above, 
these pathways are found in most traditions. Thus, it is likely that 
they have played some role in clients’ spiritual journey. In such 
cases, tentative praising should be used (I was wondering if there 
are particular rituals that have nurtured your spirituality in some 
instances during your spiritual journey?). In light of subsequent 
inquiry, clients may wish to adapt their lifemap.   

Finally, when asking questions, and in general when interact-
ing with clients, practitioners should allow clients to fill in their 
terminology. For example, although the questions delineated in 
Table 2 (below) use the term “God” in keeping with the beliefs of 
most clients in United States (Gallup & Castelli, 1989), this and 
other terminology should be adapted to the reflect the terms of the 
client’s spiritual cosmology. For example, one would not use the 
term “God” when working with Buddhist traditions that do not 
believe in God as an expression of the Transcendent. As discussed 
in the previous chapter, during assessment practitioners should 
attempt to understand clients’ spiritual cosmologies and then in-
corporate the resulting terms and concepts into subsequent dis-
cussion.  
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Table 2 
 
 

Possible Exploratory Questions for Clarifying Spiritual Assets 
 
Relationship with God 

 
“How did your relationship with God help you to address 

that problem?” “What did God teach you about that situation?” 
“Have you been able to apply those lessons in other situations?” 
“How has God supported you in times of crisis?” “What are the 
spiritual strengths of your relationship with God?” “How does 
God view you/feel about you?” 

 
Spiritual Beliefs 

 
 “What does your faith teach about trials?” “Are there spiri-

tual reasons for life’s challenges?” “What are your favorite scrip-
tures?” “Are there certain scriptures that really speak to you dur-
ing times of stress?” “What spiritual principles have you learned 
from life’s experiences?” 

 
Spiritual Rituals 

  
“Are there certain rituals or regular spiritual practices that 

help you cope with life’s trials?” “Are some rituals particularly ef-
fective in certain situations?” “Are there particular rituals that 
strengthen your relationship with God?”   

 
Religious Social Support 

  
“What role has your church or religious community played 

during the crisis? “Are there relationships in your church that are 
particularly supportive?” “Has there been a spiritual mentor in 
your life that has been particularly significant?” “How have these 
individuals assisted you in coping with trials?”   

 
Possible Interventions 

To a large degree, the interventions that are mutually decided 
upon will depend upon the clients’ spirituality and the theoretical 
orientation of the practitioner. There are, however, a number of 
possible interventions of which practitioners should be cognizant. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

44 SPIRITUAL ASSESSMENT: A HANDBOOK FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS  
 
 
The following are examples of interventions that may be derived 
from spiritual lifemaps.  

 
1. Spiritual Holding Environment 

For practitioners familiar with self psychology, this theoreti-
cal framework, with its concept of selfobjects and holding envi-
ronments offers what could be considered the ideal mirroring in-
tervention (Elson, 1986). In many spiritual traditions, God can be 
understood as the ideal self-object, a caring, loving, benevolent, 
and compassionate Being. As implied above within the Christian 
framework, for instance, God is held to have so deeply loved indi-
viduals that the life of his Son was sacrificed on their behalf.   

If assessment indicates that such a view of God is held, prob-
lems can be ameliorated by encouraging clients to enter into a nur-
turing holding environment through increased prayer and medita-
tion on God’s traits that are similar to those of ideal selfobjects. 
Such holding environments can foster increased ego cohesion, in-
tegration, and mastery (Elson, 1986) and may be particularly effec-
tive with disadvantaged populations, such as African-Americans, 
who often experience relatively fewer positive affirmations in the 
wider culture (Ellison, 1993).  

 
2. Spiritual reframing 

Spiritual reframing can be a powerful intervention. As sug-
gested above, in the midst of present material difficulties, clients 
often forget the superseding metaphysical reality. In a forest of 
troubles, clients can lose sight of the spiritual truth that gives them 
hope, meaning and helps them endure trials and persevere 
through hardship.  

As Pargament (1997) has noted, practitioners can assist clients 
by reframing their current situation in a manner that accents the 
spiritual reality. By altering the meanings clients attach to events, 
the significance of the event is changed. A situation that once 
seemed unfathomable and unbearable, by changing the attribu-
tions, can be endured, explained, and even become a valuable ex-
perience.  

Spiritual lifemaps and subsequent exploration can be used to 
identify spiritual beliefs that help clients re-envision their current 
circumstances through a spiritual lens. Indeed, as illustrated 
above, this belief is often implicitly highlighted by spiritual life-
maps. During Darrin’s “dark night of the soul” period, his realiza-
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tion that God had a plan for his life and had allowed the difficult 
events he experienced to touch his life for an underlying purpose 
dramatically altered his perceptions. While it is important to ac-
knowledge the affective component of the present troublesome 
event, by reframing it as an opportunity for spiritual growth, a 
more hopeful outlook can be fostered (Pargament, 1997).  

 
3. Cognitive reframing 

A related intervention is cognitive reframing. In this ap-
proach, unhealthy beliefs are identified in keeping with the tenets 
of standard cognitive therapy. Helpful beliefs drawn from the in-
dividual’s spiritual cosmology are then substituted for the delete-
rious beliefs.  

For example, with Muslims, after the unproductive beliefs 
have been identified, they may be modified or replaced with be-
liefs derived from the Quran. This approach has been demon-
strated to be at least as effective as traditional forms of therapy 
with Muslims for anxiety disorders (Azhar, Varma & Dharap, 
1994), bereavement (Azhar & Varma, 1995a), and depression (Az-
har & Varma, 1995b), while ameliorating problems at a faster rate 
in all three studies. Similarly positive outcomes have been found 
with Christians in addressing depression (Hawkins, Tan & Turk, 
1999; Propst, 1996) and devout Mormons in addressing perfection-
ism (Richards, Owen & Stein,  1993). 

 
4. Solution-focused rituals 

Rituals that are spiritual strengths can be interfaced with so-
lution-focused approaches to address problems. For example, in 
the above case example, exceptions to problems (e.g., the tempta-
tion to abuse alcohol when angry with his wife) may occur after 
participation in a particular church function, devotional activity, 
or Promise Keepers meeting. Participation in these events can then 
be substituted for the problem-causing activity, facilitating the 
adoption of more beneficial patterns of interaction (Hodge, 2000a).  

Additionally, many rituals have been associated with positive 
mental health outcomes (Ellison & Levin, 1998; McCullough & 
Larson, 1999; Pargament, 1997; Worthington, Kurusu, McCul-
lough & Sandage, 1996). For example, Jacobs (1992) notes that the 
regular gathering of the Plains Ojibway to confess their sins pub-
licly fosters lower levels of anxiety and greater social bonding. Ac-
cordingly, enhancing the significance of rituals in clients’ lives 
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may foster positive ripple effects. Thus, independent of any exist-
ing therapeutic approach, the adoption of rituals can be consid-
ered an intervention.  

 
5. Leveraging church-based social support 

The social support obtained in religious settings is often both 
qualitatively and quantitatively superior that that found in other 
settings, and may be particularly efficacious among disadvan-
taged populations that often have fewer resources to draw upon 
(Ellison & George, 1994; Haight, 1998; Perry, 1998). Churches and 
allied organizations frequently provide a network of unique ser-
vices and programs to assist individuals. For instance, Nason-
Clark (1998) found that evangelical Christian groups offered a 
level of healing and support for female survivors of family vio-
lence that secular care providers were unable to match.  

Practitioners can help clients explore the various options that 
may exist in this area. In addition to exploring current resources, 
Lifemaps may reveal assets that clients had not accessed due to 
the overwhelming nature of the current situation. It may also be 
possible to leverage existing or past assets to address current 
problems. For example, within the context of the case example, a 
practitioner might explore the possibility of leveraging church re-
sources which were so effective in assisting Darrin to cope with 
his employment loss, to address present difficulties.  

 
6. Brevity of life reflection 

Spiritual lifemaps are also well suited for interventions in ex-
istential therapeutic approaches that focus on the brevity of life. 
By promoting a realistic appraisal of the brevity of life, the avail-
able opportunities, and the identification of achievable goals, sig-
nificant change can be fostered. Similarly, by guiding clients into a 
positive confrontation with death, a new appreciation for life and 
an awareness of the preciousness of present and future time can 
be engendered, which in turn assists clients in accepting the chal-
lenge of solving present problems, setting new goals, and deciding 
to experience life in all its tumultuous fullness (Ellerman, 1999).  

It is important to note that caution should be exercised when 
using brevity of life interventions. Practitioners should ensure that 
clients’ affective state is compatible with such interventions. This 
being said, lifemaps are ideally suited for existential interventions 
as they intrinsically highlight the transitory nature of life and the 
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inevitability of death, especially in systematic portrayals of the full 
lifecycle. As was illustrated in the case example, in freeform maps, 
clients may neglect to depict their future. Practitioners can transi-
tion into this area by highlighting the proportion of life lived as 
compared to the client’s remaining time given current life expec-
tancy rates. Similarly, heightening awareness of death and im-
pending accountability in the afterlife, a view held by most of the 
population as well as most spiritual traditions (Gallup & Castelli, 
1989), can increase motivation to change existing patterns.  

Practitioners may also be able to foster an increased willing-
ness to accept the existential anxiety of life, a greater willingness 
to accept life’s experiences, both positive and negative, by focus-
ing on the providential care of God. As in the case example, in 
many instances lifemaps will reveal that clients believe that life is 
lived under the care of God and that nothing happens to them 
apart from God’s will. Belief in this reality can provide an added 
incentive to abandon oneself to the fullness of life.  

 
Lifemaps as an Intervention 

It is also important to note that the process of creating a spiri-
tual lifemap, in addition to delineating material that can be used 
for planning interventions, is itself an intervention. As mentioned 
above, Augustine’s Confessions, the animating concept of life-
maps, can be understood as “an act of therapy” (Clark, 1993, p. 
39). Hence the concept's widespread use in spiritual direction, an 
approach that shares many similarities with psychotherapy 
(Ganje-Fling & McCarthy, 1991). Accordingly, listed below are a 
number of therapeutically beneficial traits that lifemaps may en-
gender.  

Being asked to create, to visually depict a spiritual lifemap, 
may promote self-esteem and enhance self-image (Burke, 1985). 
By requesting that the client construct an important therapeutic 
module, the message is sent that the client is capable, important, 
and has a significant role to play. It is empowering in the sense 
that it implicitly calls clients to take responsibility for their per-
sonal growth by taking an active part in the therapeutic process. 
Additionally, completing the construction of a lifemap sets in 
place a pattern of successfully tackling and completing tasks from 
the beginning of therapy.  

The depiction of life events can foster significant reappraisal 
of previous events that had been evaluated in a negative light. 
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Physically illustrating situations can help reframe unconscious at-
tributions that shape current actions (Weishaar, 1999). For in-
stance, Darrin may have internalized parental messages believing 
he was a failure for “wasting” his youth and not obtaining a col-
lege degree. Yet after viewing his spiritual walk he may change 
his perceptions and see himself as a successful individual who has 
achieved a number of accomplishments (e.g., leadership roles in 
church activities, the mentoring program, Promise Keepers’ 
groups, etc.).  

Further, viewing past events through the lens of one’s spiri-
tual journey can help engender hope for the future. For example, 
reflecting on past failures as part of God’s plan often enables indi-
viduals to discern the Divine’s underlying reason for allowing the 
“failures” to occur. Upon reviewing his sojourn, Darrin may real-
ize his “dazed and confused” period was instrumental to his later 
work in the mentoring program, allowing him to form stronger 
bonds with youths. Knowing that past difficult events had a dis-
cernible purpose gives clients confidence that current events also 
have a reason, which frequently reduces the perceived size of the 
present difficulty as well as fostering motivation to address the 
present situation.  

Similarly, spiritual lifemaps can help shrink clients’ existen-
tial vacuum. Emotional symptoms and problems can flourish 
when clients feel that meaning and purpose are absent (Lantz, 
1998). Helping the client remember, recover, and become fully 
aware of past meaningful events reduces the sense of meaning-
lessness. Lifemaps, take a subjective, mysterious, elusive reality 
that may even be inaccessible through traditional verbal forms of 
communication and transforms it into a concrete observable de-
piction. In doing so, it helps recover meanings that may have been 
obscured (Moon, 1994). Further, specifically focusing on the spiri-
tual nature of life is likely to increase perceptions of purpose and 
meaning (Pargament, 1997).  

Lifemaps can also help free clients from the dominant dis-
courses that restrict their choices (Richert, 1999). By depicting an 
alternative, strengths-based spiritual discourse, a new reality is 
fostered which, in turn, allows for new options to be discovered. 
As clients chart their spiritual narratives, old constraining stories 
can seem less attractive and may be discarded for the new em-
powering stories they are depicting.  
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Finally, it should be noted that practitioners can enhance the 

intrinsic benefits of lifemaps through specific interventions. For 
example, with the above case study, practitioners might heighten 
the sense of meaning and coherence in Darrin’s life by asking if his 
“dazed and confused” period is now being used by God in his 
mentoring ministry. Indeed, many of the interventions delineated 
in the previous section dovetail with the material presented in this 
section. In short, practitioners are encouraged to incorporate in-
terventions from their own theoretical orientations that are con-
gruent with the strengths of the instrument to enhance its effec-
tiveness as an intervention.  

 
Other Applications 

There are a number of other applications that should be 
briefly mentioned. In situations where conserving therapeutic 
time is crucial, some practitioners may wish to assign the creation 
of a lifemap as a homework assignment. The completed lifemap 
could then be discussed in the next therapeutic session. Alterna-
tively, some practitioners may wish to perform their initial spiri-
tual assessment with a spiritual ecomap (Hodge, 2000a), which 
may offer a faster assessment approach, and use the lifemap as a 
later intervention in the form of a homework assignment.  

An important tenet in solution-focused therapeutic modali-
ties is to reinforce positive changes that occur (Kok & Leskela, 
1996). Lifemaps can be used to track these changes. For instance, 
the current section of the spiritual journey can be blown up off to 
one side, like voice captions in cartoons, so that the present thera-
peutic endeavor can be sketched in greater detail. Proposed inter-
ventions can be drawn on the lifemap along with their completion. 
Used in this way, lifemaps can serve as pictorial chronology of the 
therapeutic process.  

Consequently, in the termination phase of therapy, lifemaps 
can then be used to conclude the sessions on a positive note by 
documenting the changes that have occurred during therapy. Fur-
ther, they can be used for relapse prevention. Clients could, for 
example, be asked to periodically review their lifemaps to rein-
force the gains they have made during counseling.  

 
Value Conflicts 

When discussing spirituality, it is imperative that clients’ 
autonomy be respected (Cornett, 1992). Practitioners should care-
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fully monitor their own and their client’s responses to ensure that 
self-determination is preserved. Practitioners must be particularly 
sensitive when working with clients from different spiritual tradi-
tions that may evoke religious countertransference issues for the 
practitioner.  

For instance, 44% of Sheridan and associates’ (1992) sample of 
clinical social workers (N =  109) no longer participate in the reli-
gious affiliation of their childhood, with the change in religious af-
filiation occurring predominantly in a shift from Christianity, to 
none or “other.” Additionally, more than one in three (36%) of 
these social workers reported ambivalent to negative feelings to-
wards their religious backgrounds (Sheridan, et al., 1992). Since 
social work education is unlikely to have addressed the need to 
work through these negative feelings before interacting with 
Christians (Canda & Furman, 1999), these workers may be suscep-
tible to religious countertransference biases that may imperil the 
therapeutic relationship (Dor-Shav, Friedman & Tcherbonogura, 
1978). Additionally gay, lesbian and feminist practitioners who be-
lieve that mainstream Christian values are morally wrong should 
consider their ability to work with this population in a construc-
tive fashion, as should the latter population when the seating at 
the therapeutic table is reversed.  

Concern is also warranted when the value systems of practi-
tioner and client are similar (Dor-Shav, et al., 1978). As noted 
above, the philosophy animating the lifemap is derived from the 
spiritual direction tradition, hence the instrument’s ability to fos-
ter a large amount of clinically salient spiritual data. Yet, while 
there is a high degree of congruency between therapy and spiri-
tual direction (Ganje-Fling & McCarthy, 1991), it is important to 
remain focused on solving clients’ problems and to avoid falling 
into spiritual direction, in which the goal is to assist individuals to 
deepen their intimacy with God rather than to ameliorate prob-
lems. This temptation may be particularly prominent when the 
practitioner and the client are from the same spiritual tradition 
and the practitioner has an interest in spirituality.  

 
Conclusion 

Spiritual lifemaps offer practitioners a number of ways to in-
tegrate clients’ spirituality into the therapeutic dialogue. Lifemaps 
can be used as an assessment tool, to plan spiritually based inter-
ventions, and they can stand alone as an intervention. They may 
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be used in clinical settings or assigned as homework. They pro-
vide insight into how clients construct their reality while provid-
ing a method to operationalize clients’ spiritual strengths. How-
ever, perhaps most importantly, spiritual lifemaps help practitio-
ners provide more client-centered services.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
Spiritual Ecomaps: A Diagrammatic Tool for Assess-

ing Marital and Family Spirituality in Space4 
 
 

In the not too distant past, Prest and Keller suggested that the 
exploration of spirituality in marital and family therapy may be 
“more taboo than sex and death” (1993, p. 138). While there is still 
considerable work to be accomplished, growing interest exists 
among practitioners regarding tapping families’ spiritual 
strengths (Anderson & Worthen, 1997). From a theoretical per-
spective, a number of authors have wrestled with the integration 
of spirituality into the therapeutic dialogue (Anderson & Worthen, 
1997; Haug, 1998; Prest & Keller, 1993; Rey, 1997; Walsh, 1998; 
Weaver, Koenig, & Larson, 1997). 

Bullis (1996) and Rey (1997) have suggested using diagram-
matic instruments to explore clients’ spirituality, such as geno-
grams. Current approaches, however, generally conceptualize 
spirituality as a single factor among many that influence family 
functioning. While there is little doubt that this accurately reflects 
family dynamics in many cases, there may be instances when 
work with the client system requires a more conceptually focused 
spiritual instrument. 

 
The Need 

For many clients, religious beliefs and practices are particu-
larly salient. For example, Bergin and Jensen (1990, p. 5) cite re-
search indicating that 72% of the public agrees with the statement 
“my religious faith is the most important influence in my life. Fur-
ther, among married couples and those with children, religious 
beliefs and practices hold increased levels of significance (Gallup 
& Castelli, 1989). Rural families can exhibit even higher degrees of 

                                                 
4 Much of the material in this chapter appeared previously in an arti-

cle written by D. R. Hodge entitled, “Spiritual ecomaps: A new diagram-
matic tool for assessing marital and family spirituality” (2000) Journal of 
Marital and Family Therapy, 26(1), 229-240. This material  is used in this 
book with the permission of the Journal of Marital and Family Therapy. 
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religiosity, to the point where God is understood to play a role 
equally significant to any family member (Furman & Chandy, 
1994).  

The growing accumulation of studies documenting the posi-
tive relationship between spirituality and family system function-
ing suggests the importance of a conceptually focused instrument. 
Various measures of spirituality and religion have been associated 
with marital adjustment (Hansen, 1992), stability (Call & Heaton, 
1997), satisfaction (Gartner, 1996), sexual gratification (Payne, Ber-
gin, Bielema, & Jenkins, 1991), and perception that one is better off 
as a result of being married (Wilson & Musick, 1996). Spirituality 
has been reported as an “essential ingredient” in long-term satis-
fying marriages (Kaslow & Robison, 1996). Conversely, regular 
church attendance is associated with lower incidence of marital 
problems that precipitate divorce (Amato & Rogers, 1997).  

Spirituality has been associated with creating resilient fami-
lies (Walsh, 1998), and enabling families to cope with being chal-
lenged by risk factors and to recover from crisis (McCubbin, 
McCubbin, Thompson, Han, & Allen, 1997). Religiosity, for exam-
ple, is associated with positive adjustment outcomes in families 
who have a mentally challenged child (Rogers-Dulan, 1998) and 
with less anxiety and depression in families that encounter infant 
death, neonatal death, or stillbirth (Thearle, Vance, Najman, Em-
belton, & Foster, 1995). 

The positive effects of spirituality extend throughout the fam-
ily system, fostering lower instances of adolescent deviant behav-
ior (Litchfield, Thomas, & Li, 1997) and alcohol use (Foshee & 
Hollinger, 1996). Among adolescents, religiosity is positively asso-
ciated with prosocial values and behavior and negatively related 
to delinquency, substance abuse, premature sexual involvement, 
and suicide ideation and attempts (Donahue & Benson, 1995). 
Family worship that involves youths is associated with positive 
youth outcomes, including lower levels of materialism (Lee, Rice, 
& Gillespie, 1997). 

As noted in chapter 1, the growing interest in utilizing cli-
ents’ strengths is another factor highlighting the necessity of de-
veloping an instrument for spiritual assessment (Cowger, 1994; 
Hwang, Cowger, & Saleebey, 1998). Both solution-focused therapy 
and the strengths perspective focus on utilizing families’ strengths 
in the therapeutic dialogue (Saleebey, 1997). Both frameworks 
share many of the same philosophical underpinnings, positing 
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that clients can become overwhelmed with problems and deficits 
and, consequently, can neglect resources or strengths. These 
frameworks understand social reality to be co-constructed, leading 
to a collaborative approach in therapy in which a blending of 
ideas and strategies between the client and therapist fosters client 
self-expertise (Kok & Leskela, 1996; Kuehl, 1995). 

Therapists may encourage their clients to develop an aware-
ness of resources that can be applied to presenting problems. Solu-
tions drawn from clients’ resources are held to be more empower-
ing and more likely to be applied than strategies derived from 
traditional problem-centered frameworks. Specific to solution-
focused brief therapy is the development of a number of interven-
tions such as the miracle question, the scaling question, and identi-
fying exceptions to the problem.5 (Kok & Leskela, 1996; Kuehl, 
1995). 

As the above empirical findings documenting the beneficial 
nature of spirituality have gained wider audience, interest in ac-
cessing spirituality has increased. Solution-oriented therapists in 
particular may be interested in exploring a largely neglected fam-
ily resource. Yet, as Ronnau and Poertner (1993) have noted, with-
out a reliable tool for finding clients’ strengths, practitioners tend 
to leave strengths untapped. 

                                                 
5 “Miracle questions” enable clients to visualize how their lives 

would be different if suddenly they did not have to deal with their pre-
senting problem any longer. An example would be, “Suppose you were 
sleeping tonight and a miracle happens. You wake up in the morning and 
your problem is gone. How would you know the miracle had happened? 
How would your life be different? 

“Scaling questions” provide insight into clients’ perceptions. An ex-
ample of a scaling question would be, On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 
stands for “I have the worst possible marriage relationship in the history 
of humankind and 10 stands for I have the best possible marriage rela-
tionship in humankind,” what number between 1 and 10 would you as-
sign to your marriage relationship?  

“Exception finding questions” are used to identify times when a 
problem would normally occur but for some reason does not. An example 
of an exception finding question would be, I would be interested in 
knowing about the times when the problem is just a little bit better, or the 
problem is gone, even for a short time.  
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The philosophies underlying the strengths perspective and 

solution-oriented brief therapy also imply that other therapeutic 
modalities can beneficially incorporate an exploration of strengths 
to counterbalance the examination of problems and deficits. In-
deed, it is easy to envision a number of circumstances in which 
practitioners would desire richer information in the purview of 
spirituality than current methods yield. For example, in many 
families, especially those from rural areas, the spiritual belief sys-
tem may be the most important aspect of family (Furman & 
Chandy, 1994). While other dynamics certainly exist and are im-
portant to explore, in numerous instances, spirituality is the most 
important dimension of family functioning. In such cases, an ex-
tensive data set detailing current functioning is crucial. Even in 
situations where spirituality plays a lesser role in a family’s life, it 
may still be a vital strength that can be used to address problems 
through the use of spiritual interventions, a growing number of 
which have been empirically validated (Jacobs, 1992; Pargament, 
1997; Propst, 1996; Worthington, Kurusu, McCullough, & 
Sandage, 1996). 
  
Ecomaps and Genograms 

Ecological maps, or ecomaps, were developed by Hartman in 
1975 as a means of depicting the ecological system that encom-
passes a family or individual (Hartman, 1995). While genograms 
depict families over time, ecomaps portray them in space. In other 
words, maps delineate the major systems that are currently part of 
a family’s life as well as a family’s relationship to those systems.  

By focusing on current functioning, maps provide an impor-
tant supplement to genograms, which highlight past history. Ide-
ally, the two instruments complement one another. Due to eco-
maps’ unique emphasis upon current functioning, however, they 
offer particular advantages. For example, clients who are skeptical 
of exploring past functioning usually understand the need to ex-
amine their current relationship to environment systems in the 
course of addressing their current presenting problems. Also, in 
today’s outcome-based managed care climate, a present focus of-
fering a timely transition to interventions can be an asset (Kok & 
Laskela, 1996). 

Using ecomaps is highly congruent with a solution-oriented 
approach. Ecomaps, in contrast with the historical orientation of 
genograms, shift the emphasis away from the family system and 
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related subsystems to environmental systems. By concentrating on 
the current systems that affect family functioning, the practitioner 
transmits the message that intergenerational deficits are not the 
primary area of concern. Although problems can be explored 
within the context of an ecomap, this approach alters the central 
ethos. In addition to shifting the focus to external systems, eco-
maps lend themselves to a cooperative therapeutic alliance in 
much the same way that genograms do, as both the practitioner 
and the family members work together to fill out the diagram-
matic instrument (Hartman, 1995). 

According to Hartman (1995), extensive testing by the Michi-
gan Department of Social Services with parents who experienced a 
mandated child placement outside their home has demonstrated 
the effectiveness of ecomaps. As one would expect, practitioners 
noted that parents were angry and self-protective following 
placements due to abuse or neglect. Yet, almost without exception, 
parents became engaged in the therapeutic process through the 
use of maps. Dramatic decreases in defensiveness were generally 
reported, along with enhanced therapeutic rapport (Hartman, 
1995).  

A modified version of the ecomap may be particularly help-
ful in operationalizing the significant aspects of family spirituality. 
Spirituality, especially within a number of theistic, and more spe-
cifically, numerous Christian traditions, is often understood in re-
lational terms, a key dimension highlighted by maps. Further-
more, ecomaps’ ability to explore environmental systems dovetails 
nicely with the social support resources in most religious tradi-
tions.  

 
Constructing an Ecomap 

As Hartman (1995) has illustrated, the ecomap is a pen and 
paper depiction of the family in existential relationship to envi-
ronmental systems. The ecomap uses standard genogram format 
to sketch family relationships and key events (McGoldrick, Ger-
son, & Shellenberger, 1999). A large circle encompasses the current 
members of the family household.  

Figure 1 (below) depicts how a helping professional might 
draw a family comprised of a father and mother with a 9-year-old 
son. The mother was divorced three years prior to her current 
marriage. The union produced one daughter, who lived with the  
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father after the dissolution of the marriage. The solid line between 
the mother and daughter indicates a continuous relationship until 
the daughter’s death in 1992.  

The heart of the traditional ecomap is the connection between 
the nuclear family system and various environmental systems or 
domains (e.g., extended family, health care, recreation, school, 
work, etc.). Like the family system, the practitioner draws these as 
circles, with the names of the respective systems placed inside. A 
line connects the family system with the environmental systems. 
The thickness of the line represents the strength of the relational 
connection, with a dashed line depicting the most tenuous connec-
tion. A jagged line describes a conflicted relationship. Arrows su-
perimposed on the lines indicate the flow of resources, energy, or 
interest. The practitioner can write descriptions along the connect-
ing lines or beside the environmental system depicted by the cir-
cle. Descriptions can also serve as alternatives to arrows or in ad-
dition to them. The practitioner can draw connections to the fam-
ily as a whole, to individual members, or both, depending upon 
the relationship.  

As is readily apparent, the central problem in transforming 
traditional ecomaps into their spiritual counterparts lies in the en-
vironmental systems. While diagramming the family system re-
mains unchanged, new, specifically spiritual domains must be de-
veloped for the environmental section of the spiritual ecomap. A 
related problem is fostering a dialogue of sufficient depth to reveal 
the salient aspects of spiritual life. Because practitioners tend to 
have minimal training in spiritual issues, an anthropological 
framework designed to facilitate understanding of spiritual issues 
may be especially useful (Weaver et al., 1997). Accordingly, the 
next section develops a multidimensional spiritual anthropology, 
based on Nee’s (1968) conceptualization of spirit. As Bullis (1996) 
noted, a spiritual anthropology provides the foundation for un-
derstanding the spiritual element of personal ontology. More spe-
cifically, it provides the theoretical rationale for making particular 
inquiries, understanding the resulting data, and incorporating 
specific domains in a spiritual ecomap. 
 
A Multidimensional Spiritual Anthropology 

African, Eastern, and Western spiritual formation traditions 
hold the view that humans are comprised of more than the per-
sonality functions of affect, cognition, and volition, in conjunction 
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with soma. In addition to these functions, there is a transpersonal 
element that is fundamental to human ontology. This element is 
referred to as pneuma, or spirit.  

As discussed in chapter 2, spirituality writer Watchman Nee 
(1968) conceptualizes spirit as an integrative unity comprised of 
communion, conscience, and intuition. These three dimensions in-
teract with and influence one another and are integrally inter-
woven with affect, cognition, and volition. Yet, while integrated, 
they are discrete enough to be distinguished. Just as cognition can 
be distinguished from affect, for example, so the three dimensions 
of the spirit can be distinguished from one another.  

Communion refers to the capacity to bond and relate with 
both spiritual beings and humans. Mystics from myriad religious 
traditions testify to a rich, deep sense of communion with God, for 
example. Religious conversions, spiritual awakenings, and ecstatic 
prayer also express this dimension of the spirit. Similarly, many 
individuals report contact with various transpersonal beings such 
as angels, demons, evil spirits, lower-order gods, saints, and re-
cently deceased relatives (Morse & Perry, 1994).  

Cross-sectional research indicates that more than 40% of the 
general public admits to a mystical experience or contact with 
transpersonal beings  (Gallup & Castelli, 1989; Levin, 1994). Fur-
ther, approximately 50% of bereaved individuals experience the 
presence of the recently departed family member (Lindstrom, 
1995). Evidence suggests these experiences are often life changing 
in nature and continue to inform one’s actions indefinitely (Fitch-
ett, 1993; Morse & Perry, 1994).  

As stated above, communion also includes the ability to con-
nect deeply with people. It is especially prominent among family 
members and members of one’s religious community. It is also 
marked by a sense of being kindred spirits in certain friendships 
(Nee, 1968). This sense of connectedness, it has been suggested, is 
transmuted beyond the individualistic to the universal in spiritual 
individuals, manifested in a compassionate concern for human-
kind (Elkins, et al., 1988; Genia, 1990).  

Conscience is associated with morality (Nee, 1968) It can be 
conceptualized as humankind’s ethical guidance system. At an in-
tuitive level, beyond the scope of cognition, it informs one as to 
what is just and fair and what is immoral and nefarious. The spiri-
tual formation tradition also holds that a close relationship with 
the Transcendent is predicated upon following the promptings of 
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the conscience. Accordingly, while external factors shape con-
science and consequently change it over time, spiritual individuals 
live in a manner consistent with their interior value framework 
(Genia, 1990).  

When this internal standard is transgressed, metaphysical 
and psychological consequences generally result. For example, 
guilt and shame are byproducts of diverging, even involuntarily, 
from this guidance system. While each person’s conscience is 
unique, tailored by individual, social, and cultural factors, there 
are also universal, transcultural norms (Nee, 1968).  

Intuition is the ability to sense or to have insights that do not 
come through normal cognitive channels and is a form of knowl-
edge. Hunches concerning the advisability of a certain course of 
action, sudden impressions to pray for someone, creative flashes 
of insight, and déjà vu are examples of intuition. Clients often un-
derstand intuition to be a spiritual strength (Krill, 1990; Nee, 1968). 
The key factor is that impressions arrive at the conscious level di-
rectly, bypassing normal information-processing channels. 

Premonitions involving impending disaster or death are an-
other manifestation of intuition and occur more frequently than 
many practitioners are aware. For example, one study found that 
approximately 20% of parents who lost a child due to sudden in-
fant death syndrome had a premonition of the child’s coming 
death (Morse & Perry, 1994). In the control group that lost no chil-
dren, only 3% of parents experienced premonitions. Further, there 
was a sharp difference in the nature of premonitions reported. For 
parents who lost a child, the premonition tended to be character-
ized by a hyperreality that made them unforgettable. For some in-
dividuals, the premonitions had a positive effect upon their emo-
tional well-being while for others the effect was negative. How-
ever, regardless of whether the premonitions were salutary or 
deleterious, they engendered a high degree of emotional impact 
(Morse & Perry, 1994).  
 
A Spiritual Ecomap 

In addition to providing an overview of spiritual functioning, 
the spiritual anthropology, in association with collateral material 
from the spiritual formation tradition, provides the necessary en-
vironmental systems to complete a spiritual ecomap. The three 
dimensions of the spirit—communion, conscience, and intuition—
are manifested most clearly in one’s relationship with God and in 
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significant human relationships. In regard to the latter, the most 
important relationships are as follows: family of origin, particu-
larly parents; individuals within the religious community; and 
spiritual leaders. While patterns are often evident in the various 
metaphysical and human relationships, there are frequently 
marked differences as well, warranting the exploration of all areas 
in families where spirituality plays an important role.  

Figure 2 (below)demonstrates what an empty map might 
look like. In addition to the above constructs, two additional do-
mains are included, “Transpersonal Beings” and “Rituals.” The 
former is included due the prevalence of contact with these enti-
ties (Gallup & Castelli, 1989; Levin, 1994) and the enduring signifi-
cance individuals attach to such encounters (Fitchett, 1993; Morse 
& Perry, 1994). In fact, due to the possibility of numerous encoun-
ters with discrete transpersonal beings (e.g., angels, demons, evil 
spirits, lower-order Hindu gods, saints, relatives that have re-
cently died and the different relational characteristics of each type 
of encounter, it may be appropriate to add other domains to the 
map that represent the various relational dynamics, in accordance 
with the experiences relayed in the clinical setting. It should be 
mentioned that many transpersonal encounters are mutually ex-
clusive in various traditions (e.g., Catholics are unlikely to discuss 
encounters with lower-order gods), limiting the number of re-
quired domains.  

Rituals refer to codified spiritual practices. One of the 
stronger empirical findings in the purview of religion is the effec-
tiveness of spiritually based rituals as coping strategies for han-
dling stressful life events (Pargament, 1997; Worthington, et al., 
1996). Rituals serve to reinforce the sense of attachment to others 
as well as to the Transcendent. The sense of bonding facilitates a 
cathartic response through which painful emotions engendered by 
stressful events can be brought to consciousness and relived or 
expressed, which in turn fosters well-being (Jacobs, 1992). 

The domains listed in the spiritual ecomap can be introduced 
in any number of fashions. Some practitioners may wish to follow 
a developmental framework by starting with the family of origin. 
Others may feel that the client’s relationship with God is the natu-
ral starting point. Introducing the instrument as a tool to identify 
spiritual strengths or resources and beginning with the Rituals 
domain allows clients to operationalize the strengths based phi 
 



   

Figure 2 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
              

Family Household 
 
 
 

 

 
Faith 

Community 
 

 

God/ 
Transcend-

ence 
Trans-

personal 
Beings 

Father’s 
Spiritual 
Tradition 

 
Spiritual 
Leader 

 
Rituals 

Mother’s 
Spiritual 
Tradition 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 ACCESSING MARITAL AND FAMILY SPIRITUALITY 
 

67 

 
losophical principles underlying the instrument from its initial 
use, however. Further, it allows time for the therapist to build 
rapport before broaching more sensitive areas such as the Trans-
personal beings domain.  

In practice, the God/Transcendence domain can be tightly 
woven into the discussion of discrete rituals, and the domains 
may be filled out consecutively or even concurrently. It is sug-
gested that the former be placed at the top of the map in order to 
signify the preeminence of this relationship for most clients, while 
rituals are placed at the bottom, signifying their foundational role. 
One may wish to change the placement of the various domains in 
keeping with the perceptions of clients, however, so that the re-
sulting map reflects clients’ spiritual perceptions. A format is of-
fered directly below for discussing the various systems with fami-
lies. It moves from the exploration of the relatively informal do-
main, rituals, to progressively more personal domains of family 
members’ spiritual universe. 

A series of questions can assist in accessing the following sys-
tems. Three points should be kept in mind regarding these ques-
tions. First, the practitioner’s empathic responses are often critical 
in fostering an open exploration of what can be a very personal 
area. Second, tentative, open-ended phrasings (e.g., “I wonder if 
you could explain . . .” , “I am curious about . . .”) frequently yield 
richer information and foster an enhanced therapeutic atmos-
phere. Practitioners should constantly monitor the clinical rela-
tionship in light of the question being asked and incorporate ap-
propriate nonjudgmental phrasing.  

Finally, the question set below is based upon my experience, 
informed by the material presented in the previous section and 
supplemented by material drawn from an eclectic mix of sources. 
Accordingly, practitioners will want to tailor the material in keep-
ing with their own knowledge base while adapting the questions 
to be as culturally sensitive as possible. For example, in place of 
God or Transcendence, one might substitute Allah when working 
with Muslims, Almighty with Hindus, God the Father with Chris-
tians, a system of spiritually oriented teachings with Buddhists, 
and so on. Similarly, one would avoid asking Muslims, with their 
strong belief in one God, whether they have had encounters with 
lower gods, a question appropriate for a Hindu family. 
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Spiritual Domains 

Rituals. “What particular rituals or practices nurture your 
spirituality/family life? Are there specific symbols that are spiri-
tually significant to you? What rituals/practices facilitate coping 
with hardship, illness, trials?” 

God/Transcendent. “Describe your relationship to God. Have 
there been times when you have felt deep intimacy (distance) with 
the divine? What facilitates this sense of closeness (distance)? How 
does the state of your conscience affect your relationship with 
God? How does your spirituality relate to life’s difficulties (joys)? 
How do you deal with transgressions/misdeeds that violate your 
conscience? How does your relationship with the Transcendent af-
fect your relationship with others? What sort of fruit does it pro-
duce? Have you received premonitions or intuitive insights from 
God concerning life events?” 

Religious community. “What is your level of involvement in 
religious communities (churches, Mosques, small groups, syna-
gogues, temples, etc.)? What are their primary religious/spiritual 
beliefs, and how reflective are they of your own beliefs? What sort 
of atmosphere (i.e., cold, warm, conflicted, open, etc.) does your 
faith community transmit?” 

Spiritual leader. “Describe your relationship with those you 
consider to hold a position of spiritual leadership with your fam-
ily (i.e., pastor, priest, rabbi, spiritual elder, guide, director, etc.). 
What sort of emotional word picture would encapsulate the rela-
tionship? Is there a link between this relationship and the relation-
ship to your parents’ spiritual tradition?” 

Parents’ spiritual tradition. “What was the religious tradi-
tion you grew up in, and how did your family express its spiritual 
beliefs? What sort of personal spiritual experiences stand out to 
you during your years at home? How much autonomy did you 
experience within the family’s spiritual tradition? What were the 
differences and similarities between your parents’ expression of 
faith? How did those differences in beliefs/practices affect you 
and your relationship with either parent? How have you transi-
tioned or matured from the spirituality of your youth, and how 
would you describe your current relationship to your family’s (fa-
ther’s/mother’s) traditions?” 

Transpersonal beings. “Have you had encounters with trans-
personal beings such as angels, demons, evil spirits? Did you ever 
feel the intervention of a saint (angel/lower-order god) on your 
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behalf? Have you had experiences with relatives who have died? 
How would you describe these encounters?” 

Additional areas to explore include creative insights, mystical  
experiences, and depth of intimacy and degree of involvement 
with other individuals. The ultimate goal is to delineate any rela-
tionship that affects the family’s spirituality. As is the case with 
marriages and divorces, specific, formative spiritual experiences 
can be briefly sketched or illustrated. Dates, along with a brief de-
scription if necessary, can be written either next to the appropriate 
environmental system or on the line representing the nature of the 
relationship.  

A final point warrants emphasizing. The heart of the explora-
tion should be the meaning families attach to the various systems 
in their spiritual universe. Diagrammatic instruments tend to con-
cretize. Accordingly, there is a danger the tool may drive the dia-
logue by leading the practitioner to focus on recording specific, 
concrete events, such as spiritual awakenings, that are easily de-
picted. The intent, however, is to use the instrument’s strength to 
specify the meanings families associate with the events. In other 
words, the content of the relational aspect between the various 
domains and family members should be the crux of the clinical 
dialogue. 
 
A Case Study 

Figure 3 (below) depicts the use of a spiritual ecomap with a 
relatively complex, although not uncommon, family. It features 
the family discussed in Figure 1 animated by evangelical Christi-
anity and common relational associations. The evangelical tradi-
tion was chosen for the following reasons: practitioners are 
unlikely to be personal adherents of this tradition (Weaver, et al., 
1997); the tradition has been under-researched, accentuating most 
therapists’ unfamiliarity with evangelicalism (Larson, Sherrill, & 
Lyons, 1994); and it is the largest discrete faith tradition in the 
United States, comprising approximately 25% of the population 
(Gallup & Castelli, 1989; Richards & Bergin, 1997).  

As the heavy connecting line and arrow denote, the family is 
involved in a local evangelical Christian church, which everyone 
strongly perceives to be a source of strength for the entire family. 
The family also participates in regular rituals derived from their 
religious belief system, such as family nights, prayer times, scrip-
ture storytelling, and so on, which all members enjoy. 
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The husband professes a dislike for the conservative Protes-

tant tradition of his parents, which he experienced as overly rigid, 
and contrasts it sharply with the informality of the evangelical 
Christian fellowship the family currently attends. He has con-
nected with other men in the fellowship through participation in 
events such as Promise Keepers, which he feels have made him a 
better husband and father. His relationship with God is somewhat 
strained, however. God is viewed as placing too many rules and 
regulations on him. He does not hold the pastor in high regard 
and often considers his sermons boring.  

The wife grew up in a relatively secular family and had little 
interest in metaphysical issues until she received a strong premo-
nition of her daughter’s impending death. This event, along with a 
post-death visionary encounter, led her on a spiritual search that 
culminated in a dramatic spiritual conversion approximately two 
years after her daughter’s death. Subsequently, she has never 
questioned the existence of God. It was these spiritual experiences 
that sparked the family’s involvement in a religious community.  

The subsequent relationship with God is a major strength in 
the wife’s life, fostering personal forgiveness and healing concern-
ing her previous divorce and increased coping resources in gen-
eral. While the whole family enjoys their church, she finds it an 
especially nourishing environment. She frequently senses the 
presence of God in daily affairs and has experienced events in 
which she believes angels have intervened to thwart impending 
disasters. She is extensively involved in the lives of others in the 
broader community, participating in a number of social action 
groups. While such engagement is often draining, it also provides 
many rewarding experiences. Like her son, she has a positive rela-
tionship with the pastor. 

The son enjoys the atmosphere in church and has developed 
a number of close friends from within the fellowship. He admires 
the pastor as an adult who regularly takes the time to inquire what 
transpired during his week. The family rituals are especially en-
joyable for him, and he views God as a benevolent protector who 
cares for him.  
 
Uses Of A Spiritual Ecomap 

As is the case with a traditional ecomap, spiritual maps can 
be used for assessment, planning, and intervention. The most 
widely used approach to spiritual assessment is the process of tak-
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ing of a spiritual history (see chapter 2), a method analogous to 
taking a family history. While this approach can yield rich 
amounts of data, it lacks a framework for organizing the resulting 
data in a useful format. A spiritual ecomap can be employed to 
organize the information visually, or it can stand alone as an as-
sessment instrument. 

The latter approach is particularly important in cases where 
practitioners are uncomfortable addressing spiritual areas or en-
counter a spiritual tradition that is outside their experience. By its 
very nature as a collective instrument focusing on environmental 
resources instead of inner deficits, the ecomap fosters a partner-
ship between the two parties, mitigating the unease of both par-
ticipants. The family provides the information, often in a collateral 
seating arrangement in which the family and the practitioner are 
seated beside one another with the map as the focal point, and the 
practitioner fills in the responses. Maps, in conjunction with em-
pathy and genuine curiosity, provide a means of probing a fam-
ily’s existential reality even if the practitioner has little previous 
experience in the area. Further, the process of completing the map 
allows time for the practitioner to gain a degree of familiarity and 
ease with the family’s spiritual tradition before considering inter-
ventions.  

The pictorial representation of the family’s current spiritual 
relationships fosters an easy transition from assessment to plan-
ning. Spiritual strengths can be clearly identified and harnessed to 
tackle problems in other areas. Similarly, because spirituality ex-
presses itself in relationship to other individuals, tenuous relation-
ships are also delineated, and their physical depiction suggests in-
terventions planned to alleviate the difficulties.  

For example, in a manner consistent with solution-oriented 
perspectives, the practitioner can ask clients how their spiritual 
strengths can be used to address their difficulties. Similarly, the 
practitioner can suggest new behaviors that divert attention away 
from problems and establish productive new patterns. If atten-
dance at a Promise Keepers small group ameliorates marital ten-
sions in the days following participation, for instance, can he go 
twice a week? The practitioner might also investigate the dynam-
ics that foster exceptions to the problem after attendance at a 
Promise Keepers meeting. Once the beneficial dynamics have been 
identified, exploration could occur regarding how they might be 
imported into the marriage in other ways. practitioner can explore 
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with clients empirically-validated spiritual interventions such as 
prayer, meditation, forgiveness, and cognitive restructuring using 
spiritual content revealed in the ecomap (Jacobs, 1992; Propst, 
1996; Worthington, et al., 1996). Homework assignments can 
strengthen these interventions. For example, a family member 
wrestling with depression could meditate on a particular thera-
peutically oriented set of scriptures on noticing the onset of symp-
toms and could then record the results. 

Spiritual ecomaps can also demonstrate to the family how 
their situation has changed since the start of therapy. A key tenet 
of solution-focused perspectives is the necessity of reinforcing the 
perception that change is occurring (Kok & Leskela, 1996). Since 
change is often difficult to quantify, the visible depiction of altered 
relationships on a newly constructed map can be compared to the 
original as a means of clearly demonstrating the changes that have 
occurred. Such interventions can encourage families at critical 
junctions or can be used as a positive way of concluding the 
therapeutic relationship.  

Regardless of its point of use in the therapeutic continuum, 
the map’s primary value lies in its ability to visually organize and 
present concurrently not only a great amount of factual informa-
tion but the relationships between the various systems (Hartman, 
1995). The resulting visual depiction can have a profound impact 
upon family members, fostering deeper understanding and moti-
vation to address difficulties. For example, in the family profiled 
above, the differences between the husband’s and the wife’s spiri-
tual experiences are clearly evident. Further, the nature of the dif-
ferences may not be apparent to others or even the couple them-
selves since both are involved in church activities and family 
based rituals and have relationships with God. 

Spiritual ecomaps can be particularly efficacious in families 
where spirituality is a salient factor. However, in families where it 
plays a lesser role, traditional ecomaps, or perhaps other dia-
grammatic instruments such as genograms, may be more appro-
priate. In some cases, a traditional ecomap incorporating a domain 
titled “spiritual resources” may represent the most appropriate 
approach. 
 
Conclusion 

Developing a clear and concise understanding of a family’s 
relationship to spiritual systems is an area of growing interest 
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among helping professionals. Not only does the empirical evi-
dence suggest this is a positive advance, but by addressing what 
numerous clients hold as a central constituent of their lives, practi-
tioners send the message that they value and respect this compo-
nent. Indeed, what sort of message had been sent by helping pro-
fessionals’ long neglect of spirituality?  

Thus, in addition to exploring what may be a family’s pri-
mary strength, assessing spirituality embodies the strengths and 
solution-oriented perspectives by tapping into potential resources 
in an area that often informs every facet of existence. To ignore 
this area is to engage clients in the therapeutic milieu with a dis-
torted understanding of the dynamics that inform their function-
ing. Spiritual ecomaps offer practitioners an instrument that effec-
tively operationalizes this vital subjective area in a clinically useful 
manner.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Spiritual Genograms: A Generational Approach to 
Assessing Spirituality6 

 
 

There are a number of reasons for adopting a generational 
approach for spiritual assessment. Wuthnow’s (1999) ethno-
graphic study (N = 200) on religious perceptions led him to con-
clude that there are at least three important generational aspects 
involved in the transmission of spiritual and religious values. 
First, there is the direct influence that grandparents have with 
their children and grandchildren in settings where several genera-
tions live together in the same household. Second, in situations in 
which grandparents do not live in the household, they indirectly 
shape perceptions through the memories they evoke, especially in 
cases where at least one of the grandparents was noted for piety. 
Finally, gender differences are also relevant, since mothers and 
grandmothers frequently play a decisive role in childhood reli-
gious experiences.  

In most cases, families are successful in passing on their val-
ues and beliefs. Bengtson and Harootyan’s (1994) nationally repre-
sentative study (N = 1500) on intergenerational linkages found 
that most respondents felt their opinions were either “similar” or 
“very similar” to those of their parents. Likewise, O'Connor and 
associates’ (1999) 24-year follow-up study (N = 206) of religious 
behaviors and attitudes found that 68% of respondents still self-
identified as members of their original denomination. 

Conversely, spiritually related issues can be a source of inter-
generational conflict. Clarke and associates’ (1999, p. 267) analysis 
of the Longitudinal Study of Generations data file (N = 1137) 
found that “religious beliefs were often mentioned as areas of con-

                                                 
6 Much of the material in this chapter appeared previously in an arti-

cle written by D. R. Hodge entitled, Spiritual genograms: A generational 
approach to assessing spirituality (2001). Families in Society, 82(1), 35-
48.This material  is used in this book with the permission of the Families in 
Society. 
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flict.” An adult child may, for example, experience a spiritual 
awakening, leave her parents’ denomination that was perceived to 
be spiritually lifeless, and join a new denomination that is per-
ceived to be more spiritually alive.  

To summarize, while the individualistic perspective makes 
an important contribution, each person is imbedded in a particular 
family structure. Family-of-origin continues to inform beliefs and 
experiences, regardless of whether individuals negotiate a place 
for themselves within their family’s tradition or exercise their 
right to convert to another faith tradition. Thus, it is important to 
develop generationally-based assessment procedures that are 
more congruent with the person-in-environment approach that 
has traditionally informed helping professions such as social 
work. A modified version of the traditional genogram would seem 
to present an ideal vehicle for this task. Traditional genograms are 
widely used and have been adapted to serve a number of discrete 
uses (McGoldrick, Gerson & Shellenberger, 1999).  

A spiritual genogram is an assessment instrument specifically 
designed to identify and operationalize the spiritual and religious 
strengths that exist in clients’ family systems. 
Charting the family 

The first step in constructing a spiritual genogram is to de-
lineate the basic family structure over three generations (Frame, 
2000a). Grandparents, parents, aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings, 
nieces and nephews are depicted, along with significant dates, 
such as births, marriages, divorces, remarriages, and deaths, as in 
a typical genogram. Some practitioners may also find it helpful to 
symbolize the quality of the relationships, noting conflict, close-
ness, distance, etc. McGoldrick, Gerson and Shellenberger (1999) 
and Stanion, Papadopoulos and Bor (1997) provide, respectively, 
book and article length overviews of basic genogram construction.  

Family members, however, are not the only actors in a cli-
ent’s spiritual history. Indeed, many religious traditions conceptu-
alize themselves as a form of spiritual, as opposed to biological, 
family. Consequently, there may be distantly related or even unre-
lated individuals who played a role of spiritual import equal to 
any person in the client’s immediate constellation of relatives over 
the course of time (Hardy & Laszloffy, 1995). These individuals 
can also be listed on the spiritual genogram (Bullis, 1990). Thus, to 
supplement the traditional squares representing males and circles 
denoting females, triangles can be used to designate individuals 
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who have played major spiritual roles but are not members of the 
immediate biological family.  

 
Color Coding Denominational Affiliation and Religious 

 Preference 
Drawing pencils of various hues can indicate clients’ spiritual 

orientation, their spiritual and religious beliefs or spiritual cos-
mology, on the basic genogram (Lewis, 1989). Color coding pro-
vides a graphic “color snapshot” of the overall spiritual composi-
tion of clients’ families, which in turn suggests a variety of initial 
hypotheses about clients’ present spiritual reality (Hardy & 
Laszloffy, 1995). For example, a couple’s spiritual genogram that 
consists of a single color on one side and is multicolored on the 
other can highlight contrasting spiritual orientations.  

More specifically, the square representing a grandfather who 
was a devout Southern Baptist could be colored red while the cir-
cle depicting his wife, a member of the Assemblies of God, might 
be colored orange. Similarly, a son who is a Muslim might be col-
ored brown and his Roman Catholic wife green. Other colors can 
be used to mark different denominational affiliations or religious 
preference (e.g., Presbyterian-blue, New Age-purple, Athe-
ist/secular-black, etc.). If denominational affiliation and religious 
preference is unknown, then no color is used.  

A person who converts to another religious tradition or de-
cides to change denominational affiliations can be depicted by 
marking in the appropriate color in a circle around the outside of 
the figure representing the person. The date of the change should 
also be listed on the genogram beside the symbol in brackets. This 
provides an indication of the stability or fluidity of affiliation over 
time (Frame, 2000b).  

The line connecting the parents to the children can be color 
coded based upon the denomination or religious tradition in 
which the children were raised. Additional colors can be em-
ployed if changes occurred during childhood. Building on the 
above example, a son that was raised in the Islamic tradition until 
the death of his father at age 10 and was subsequently raised 
Catholic would have a brown line that changes into a green line 
running from the parents to the child. The date of the change at 
age 10 could be recorded on the spiritual genogram at the point 
where the line changes color from brown to green. 
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The Limitations of Affiliation 

While most clients are affiliated with a particular denomina-
tion (Gallup & Lindsay, 1999) and remain in their family of ori-
gin’s denominational affiliation (O'Connor, et al., 1999; Gallup & 
Lindsay, 1999), there is growing realization that denominational 
affiliations are often inaccurate indicators of adherents’ beliefs 
(Clydesdale, 1999). Due to what Hunter (1991) refers to as an epis-
temologically based religious restructuring, denominational af-
filiations, and even religious preference to some extent, are grow-
ing less significant as indictors of personal spiritual orientation 
(Hoffmann & Miller, 1998; Sullins, 1999).  

As Hunter (1991) observes, many denominations incorporate 
both orthodox believers, who affirm a transcendent timeless un-
derstanding of truth, and progressive adherents, who believe that 
truth evolves as dictated by the spirit of the present age. Thus, de-
nominations are frequently split to some extent along epistemo-
logical lines, with some churches affirming an orthodox or conser-
vative understanding of truth, while others hold a progressive or 
liberal view. Put differently, due to differences in epistemology, 
clients can express their spirituality in radically different manners 
even when members of the same denomination.  

As a result of this religious restructuring, epistemology rather 
than denomination is becoming an increasingly salient marker of 
one’s metaphysical worldview. Due to what Hunter (1991) calls an 
“ecumenism of orthodoxy,” an evangelical United Methodist, a 
charismatic Episcopalian, and a traditional Catholic may have 
more in common with each other than members of their own de-
nominations, in spite of significant theological differences that 
might have hindered such relationships in past generations. Simi-
larly, although to a lesser extent, a devout Hindu, Muslim, or Or-
thodox Jew may have more in common with a Mormon, due to 
their shared epistemological approach, than members of their own 
traditions whose beliefs have been largely secularized by the 
dominant progressive culture (Fenton, 1988; Smith, 1999; Wuth-
now, 1999).  

Consequently, an executive who holds an evangelical Chris-
tian spiritual orientation might switch denominations with each 
corporate move, selecting a church with an orthodox understand-
ing of truth. In situations where clients have repeatedly changed 
denominations, it may be appropriate to discard denominational 
affiliations entirely when color coding. In addition to depicting the 
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major religious traditions, such as Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, 
secularism, etc., color coding might be used to portray the major 
epistemologically based traditions within Christianity: evangelical 
Christianity, liberal/mainline Protestantism, and traditional and 
liberal Roman Catholicism.  

Similarly, when working with individuals from other major 
religious traditions, a similar epistemological demarcation often 
exists between orthodox believers on the one hand and progres-
sive and secular/cultural adherents on the other. For instance, 
Fishbane (1999) notes that many individuals now consider the 
Jewish community to be two separate communities, with the rift 
so great that Orthodox Jews are unable to sanction their children 
marrying liberal Jews, who may not be considered Jewish accord-
ing to traditional rabbinic law. 
 
Integration and Client Selection 

It is not uncommon for both denominational and epistemo-
logical approaches discussed above to ring true in clients’ experi-
ence. In such situations, both methods may be incorporated into 
the genogram by dividing the symbols diagonally in two, with the 
left half designating the denomination and the right half the epis-
temological status. For example, while both parents may belong to 
the same Southern Baptist denomination as their daughter, the cli-
ent may view her mother as a conservative and her father as a lib-
eral. In this case, the right side of both symbols would be colored 
red, while the left side of the mother’s circle might be colored yel-
low, to signify conservative beliefs, and the right side of the fa-
ther’s square is colored gray, to indicate liberal beliefs. Similarly, 
yellow and gray would be used with other individuals in the 
genogram to indicate orthodox and progressive spiritual orienta-
tions, with an additional color being used to depict other orienta-
tions if warranted in the client’s perception (e.g., pink might be 
used on the left side of the symbol to portray a nominal, essen-
tially secular Southern Baptist).  

It is important to ensure that the religious preference and de-
nominational affiliation accurately represents clients’ phenome-
nological reality. As mentioned above, the essential point of color 
coding is to reflect the degree of spiritual and religious congru-
ence and dissimilarity that exists throughout the family system. 
Accordingly, practitioners may wish to explain the basic concepts 
to clients and allow them to select the colors that most accurately 
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reflect their perceptions in a manner that serves as a good proxy 
for their spiritual orientation. While religious preference and de-
nominational affiliation provide good starting points, particularly 
for grandparents, practitioners should seek to move beyond these 
initial markers to obtain a fuller understanding of how spirituality 
was expressed in the family system, with clients making the final 
determinations.  
 
Filling in the Picture 

Significant spiritual events should also be recorded on the 
genogram. Baptisms (water and spirit), confirmations, church 
memberships, bar and bat mitzvahs, and other events that hold re-
ligious import can be included (Frame, 2000b). When possible, 
symbols drawn from clients’ spiritual cosmology should be used 
to depict these events. For instance, charismatic or pentecostal be-
lievers might use a dove to represent the filling of the Holy Spirit 
while Hindus might draw a relief of a temple to denote the signifi-
cant effect the opening of a new temple had on their community. 
In addition to symbols, short summary statements can be deline-
ated on the genogram to note significant events.  
 
Depicting Notable Spiritual Relationships 

In addition to depicting religious beliefs, it is also possible to 
include an affective component as well. Felt spiritual closeness be-
tween family members can be illustrated on spiritual genograms. 
Lines with double-headed arrows can be used to symbolize a rela-
tionship in which individuals experience a close reciprocal spiri-
tual bond, with the thickness of the line indicating the intimacy or 
strength of the relationship (Hodge, 2000a). In situations in which 
the relationship was more hierarchical and less reciprocal, as 
might occur with a grandparent mentoring a grandchild, a single 
arrowhead can be used to depict the flow of spiritual resources. 
Finally, spiritual conflict can be portrayed with a jagged line, simi-
lar to a lightening bolt, drawn between the two individuals.  
 
A Case Example 

Diagram 2 (below) indicates what a relatively straightfor-
ward spiritual genogram might look like for a couple, Mark and  
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Beth, who are experiencing marital problems. Various patterns 
(e.g., dots, diagonals, waves, etc.) are employed to depict different 
denominations in place of the actual colors that would normally 
be used with a spiritual genogram.  

As represented by the dotted “color” coding, Mark’s family 
system is characterized by a single denominational affiliation, 
Southern Baptist, with the exception of his maternal grandmother, 
Stacy, who was a nominal Methodist. While the shared values 
have helped the family maintain a relatively close, loving bond, 
Mark has always felt especially attached to his maternal grandfa-
ther, crediting David for helping him to turn his life around in his 
teens when he was experimenting with illegal substances in defi-
ance of his family’s standards. David’s mentoring relationship also 
played an instrumental role in his baptism at age 19, which 
sparked a full return to active participation in his church . Also 
noted on Mark’s spiritual genogram is that Kevin, Mark’s father, 
had difficulty coming to terms with the death of his 82-year-old fa-
ther until he received divine comfort in the form of a dream and 
that David has experienced some spiritual conflict with his wife 
Stacy over the years.  

Beth’s family system exhibits a greater degree of spiritual di-
versity. Her paternal grandmother, Carol, was raised Episcopa-
lian. However, at age 17 she experienced an infilling of the Holy 
Spirit at an interdenominational Pentecostal youth rally. She sub-
sequently left the Episcopal Church, joining the Assemblies of 
God, where she met her husband, and raised her four children in 
that denomination. Although Reggie was only marginally in-
volved in his religious community, his involvement with Carol led 
to a re-engagement with his church. Hannah, the oldest daughter 
from Reggie and Carol’s marriage, abandoned her faith for agnos-
ticism during her college years, a decision that caused a degree of 
sorrow in the family. 

Beth’s parents are both particularly committed Christians, as 
signified by the open scriptures. Little is known about Beth’s ma-
ternal grandmother, Jane, and nothing about her maternal grand-
father. Beth’s mother, Karen, experienced a particularly stormy 
upbringing that lasted into her mid-20s. A spiritual conversion at 
28, and subsequent involvement in the Vineyard Christian Fellow-
ship, led to a significantly sunnier period in Karen’s life. As indi-
cated by the heavy line, Carol has played an important role as a 
mentor in Karen’s life after joining the family.  
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Beth’s parents were heavily involved in church activities and 
have been accorded a number of honors for their contributions. 
During Beth’s late teen years, an international mission trip to work 
with an oppressed desert dwelling population had a significant in-
fluence upon her life, sparking a lifelong sensitivity to social jus-
tice issues as she experienced God’s heart for the poor and disen-
franchised. While Beth has generally gotten along well with her 
parents, there have been frequent stormy periods, particularly 
with her mother. Ruth, her youth pastor, has been a significant 
spiritual influence in her life. Indeed, Ruth is widely respected in 
her parents’ church and has played a role as a spiritual mentor 
with both of Beth’s parents, although the relationship has been re-
ciprocal. 
 
Conducting an Assessment 

Given the sacred nature of spirituality for many clients, it is 
important to obtain clients’ consent before exploring the issue. For 
example, a practitioner might ask Mark and Beth if spirituality 
feels like an area they wish to explore. Similarly, the spiritual 
genogram should also be explained and permission secured be-
fore initiating construction. The exploration of clients’ spiritual 
cosmologies should be conducted in a spirit of openness and re-
spect which empowers clients to discover their own solutions 
(Rey, 1997) 

Practitioners can safeguard clients’ autonomy by monitoring 
their own and clients’ responses to sensitive, value-laden issues to 
ensure that clients are assenting to the movement of the clinical 
dialogue. Practitioners should be aware that religious counter-
transference occurs commonly, particularly when addressing ar-
eas in which value systems conflict (Genia, 2000). For instance, 
feminist practitioners raised in a faith tradition that affirms com-
plementary gender roles, such as Mark’s Southern Baptist tradi-
tion, may find that clients who hold complementary views on 
gender relations evoke unresolved emotions that jeopardize the 
therapeutic relationship (Black, Jeffreys & Hartley, 1993).  

Roberts (1999b) suggests that practitioners be sensitive to the 
biases of the dominant culture toward clients’ spiritual belief sys-
tems. For instance, the unfounded media-propagated accusations 
that Muslims were responsible for the Oklahoma City bombing or, 
alternatively, Time magazine’s decision not to mention the Col-
umbine killers were motivated by anti-Christian hatred in their 20-
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page cover story reflect prejudice against these two faiths (Rabey, 
2000; Roberts, 1999b). Clients may be more receptive toward shar-
ing their personal spiritual narratives if practitioners demonstrate 
an empathetic awareness of the discrimination people of faith fre-
quently encounter at the hands of the dominant secular culture.  
 
Areas to Explore  

While the construction of a spiritual genogram should be as 
client directed as possible, practitioners play an important role by 
helping clients explore their spiritual history. To assist in the ex-
ploration, practitioners should be aware of a number of common 
patterns that may exist in clients’ histories. While it is critical not 
to stereotype or generalize regarding spiritual beliefs (Griffith, 
1999), it may also be helpful to be aware of some commonly occur-
ring themes that may warrant exploration.  

While most individuals are religiously active, over three-
quarters become inactive during some point of their lives (O'Con-
nor, et al., 1999). O’Conner and associates (1999) found that the 
average age at which inactivity began was 21, with the period of 
inactivity lasting approximately 7 years. Important life decisions 
that typically occur during the 20s can come back to haunt indi-
viduals when they re-engage their spiritual walk later in life. For 
example, courtship and marriage may occur when either one or 
both of the parties are inactive in their faith. Conflict may occur 
when individuals seek to re-connect with their spiritual roots.  

Problems may also arise from differing levels of spiritual and 
religious involvement, even among denominations that hold gen-
erally similar theological views. Baptists, for example, may be 
much more likely to be spiritually and religiously engaged than 
Methodists or Catholics (O'Connor, et al., 1999). Accordingly, it is 
important to explore with the client denominational distinctives 
and how any differences in denomination or religious preference 
played themselves out in family life.  

In aggregate, the salience of spirituality increases with age 
(Argue, Johnson & White, 1999). Consequently, grandparents may 
have an added desire to pass on their wisdom to their families, 
and close, cross-generational spiritual bonds may arise with spiri-
tually receptive grandchildren.  Further, in African American, as 
well as many other minority communities, the role of elders in the 
transmission of spiritual and religious values may take on a more 
prominent role (Dancy & Wynn-Dancy, 1994).  
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Wuthnow (1999) notes that growing up in a devout home 
places people in a distinct subculture. Much like individuals who 
fall under Hunter’s (1991) ecumenism of orthodoxy, these people 
are often acutely aware that their values, morals, and perceptions 
differ from those of the dominant secular culture. As Talbot (2000) 
observes, in the midst of an ascendant secular culture, these indi-
viduals represent the new counterculture. Two prominent indica-
tors that are associated with this discrete outlook are childhood 
environments in which one’s parents read the Bible at home and 
regularly held family devotions (Wuthnow, 1999).  

Major life challenges frequently enhance the personal salience 
of spirituality (Pargament, 1997). Difficulties often serve to re-
orient individuals toward an eternal perspective. While crisis can 
drive people away from God due to perceived lack of help in time 
of need, they more frequently have the reverse effect, as individu-
als seek refuge in the only Being that is able to transcend the cur-
rent crisis (Ferraro & Kelley-Moore, 2000).   

Table 3 (below) provides practitioners with a list of possible 
questions that can be used in tandem with the above material to 
facilitate the exploration and construction of a spiritual genogram. 
The questions are grouped somewhat thematically, moving to-
ward increasing degrees of personal disclosure. Given the highly 
personal nature of spirituality for many individuals, clients may 
find it easier answering questions about relatives’ beliefs and prac-
tices than their own, at least until a degree of trust has been estab-
lished. Concurrently, practitioners should not feel locked into any 
specific order, nor should the exact wording necessarily be re-
tained. Rather, much like the above material, they are offered as a 
resource to alert practitioners to possible areas of inquiry that can 
be woven into the therapeutic dialogue to help clients access per-
tinent data.  
 
Moving Toward Interventions 

After the basic historical components of a spiritual genogram 
are set in place, it is appropriate to shift from the examination and 
depiction of past dynamics to highlighting present spiritual func-
tioning. The focus shifts from other family members to the client. 
In this stage of the assessment, practitioners help clients explore 
how their past spiritual histories have shaped their current spiri-
tual functioning. It also sets the stage for shifting toward interven-
tions.  
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Table 3 
 
 

Possible Questions to Assist in Constructing 
a Spiritual Genogram 

 
What type of religious affiliation characterized each member 

of your family, going back to your grandparents? How meaning-
ful was their relationship with their denomination/faith? Their 
church (house of worship)? To what extent were their personal be-
liefs and those of their church/denomination congruent? What 
was their level of participation? To what extent did they enjoy re-
ligious fellowship? Their spiritual lives?  

 
How did they express their spiritual and religious beliefs? 

What were the particular rituals or sayings that were commonly 
evidenced? How were spirituality and religion assets in their 
lives? How did their spirituality intersect with the difficulties they 
encountered in life? How did their faith help them cope with tri-
als?  

 
What spiritually significant events (transi-

tions/conversions/changes in affiliations/encounters with trans-
personal beings) have occurred in the family? How did these 
events affect the individuals involved? How did other members 
react to these changes?  

 
What are the differences (and similarities) among various 

family members in their beliefs (practices)? How were differences 
and conflicts managed? Who was the spiritual leader in your fam-
ily? What role did your grandparents play in your spiritual walk? 

 
What spiritual relationships stand out to you in your child-

hood years? What are your earliest religious memories? Did your 
family hold regular devotional times? What types of spiritually-
based practices occurred at home? Which members of your family 
have had most influence on your spiritual walk? Who do you feel 
closest to in a spiritual sense? 

 

 
Table 4 (below) provides a list of sample questions that might 

be asked to foster reflection on how past history has influenced   
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Table 4 
 
 

Questions that Might Be Used for Transitioning to Interventions 
 

In relationship to your family, what are your current reli-
gious and spiritual beliefs? How have your beliefs (prac-
tices/feelings) changed since childhood (adolescent)? How has 
your family’s beliefs and practices affected your present expres-
sion of spirituality?  

 
To what extent do you experience conflict (fellow-

ship/harmony) with other family members over your spiritual be-
liefs? What have you accepted and rejected from your family’s 
spiritual history? What prompted these decisions? 

 
What sort of patterns do you see emerging over time? How 

does your present spirituality intersect with these patterns? How 
has God worked through your family? How has God worked 
through your family to touch you?  

 
How does your spirituality assist you in dealing with difficul-

ties? Are there religious practices that help you cope with trials? 
Does the severity of your problem(s) dissipate or disappear when 
you engage in certain spiritual practices? What does your faith 
teach about forgiveness? How have you been able to apply this 
teaching in your own life?  

 
Are there spiritual strengths in your family’s history that you 

could draw upon to help you deal with problems? Are methods of 
dealing with problems that you might be able to adapt from oth-
ers? What sort of insights could you draw from your spiritual 
genogram that might help you to address your current difficul-
ties?  

 

 
present functioning. Keeping in mind the same cautions as noted 
in regard to Table 3, these questions generally move from personal 
exploration toward intervention. Consequently, in the context of 
the ensuing discussion, an attempt should be made to identify 
spiritual strengths that can be used to address presenting difficul-
ties. Put differently, clients and practitioners should work together 
to ascertain spiritual resources and how these assets can be 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 SPIRITUAL GENOGRAMS 
 

91 

 
brought to bear on problems. As the case example illustrates, in-
sights can be written on the spiritual genogram.  
 
Interventions 

While the interventions selected are dependent upon each 
client’s unique life context, and the theoretical orientation of the 
clinician, there are a number of interventions that flow naturally 
from a spiritual genogram of which practitioners may wish to be 
aware. As Stanion, Papadopoulos and Bor (1997) record, con-
structing and exploring a genogram is a therapeutic intervention 
that often sparks significant changes. Fresh perspectives and as-
sets that clients had previously been conscious of in only a periph-
eral sense are brought into concrete relief by their physical depic-
tion. In turn, practitioners can build on these developments to so-
lidify change.  

New narratives can often be fostered as clients see themselves 
as actors in empowering stories. For example, clients may be able 
to discern God’s hand in certain circumstances over the course of 
time. A pattern of God’s personal intervention, previously undis-
cerned, may be apparent in the genogram. For example, Mark and 
Beth’s spiritual genogram clearly depicts God’s intervention in 
Kevin’s life as well as Carol’s and Karen’s with significant positive 
ramifications echoing down through the family systems. Instead 
of seeing themselves as isolated individuals, overwhelmed by 
life’s circumstances, clients see themselves as under the providen-
tial care of God. Disempowering discourses can be altered by such 
insights, opening up new possibilities to address problems 
(Richert, 1999).  

Working with a Christian sample, Pargament and Brant 
(1998, p. 122) have identified a number of positive attributions that 
may help individuals cope with crisis. Table 5 (below) provides a 
redacted list of these attributions. Practitioners may be able to fos-
ter the adoption of positive narratives by highlighting these attri-
butions when they appear in clients’ family histories. Similarly, 
practitioners may want to explore to what extent these attitudes 
exist during the construction of spiritual genograms when work-
ing with Christian clients.   

Cognitive approaches using spiritual content have been dem-
onstrated to be effective with both Muslims (Azhar, Varma & 
Dharap, 1994; Azhar & Varma, 1995a; Azhar & Varma, 1995b) and  
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 Table 5 
 
 

Positive Cognitive Attributions during a Crisis 
 

• Thought about how my life is part of a larger physical 
force 

 
• Worked together with God as partners to get through this 

hard time 
 

• Looked to God for strength, support, and guidance in this 
crisis 

 
• Thought about sacrificing my own well-being and living 

only for God 
 

• Tried to find the lessons from God in the crisis 
 

• Looked for spiritual support from my church in this crisis 
 

• Tried to give spiritual support to others 
 

• Confessed my sins and asked for God’s forgiveness 
 

• Asked God to help me find a new purpose in living 
 

___________________________________________________________ 
 

Redacted from Pargament and Brant (1998)    

 
Christians (Hawkins, Tan & Turk, 1999; Propst, 1996). Spiritual 
genograms can be used to detect healthy beliefs that are spiritually 
based and substitute them for unproductive beliefs in accordance 
with the standard tenets of cognitive therapy.  

Spiritual genograms also afford the opportunity to reconnect 
with both the spiritual roots and strengths of family members. As 
Walsh (1999a, p. 43) noted, “restoring vital bonds with a family’s 
religious heritage is healing and empowering.” For instance, a 
young African American struggling with racism might benefit 
from learning how the Christian beliefs of elderly grandparents 
enabled them to overcome similar problems (Johnson, 1995). Not 
only is the relational connection empowering but practical strate-
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gies can be gleaned to tackle extant problems. Or to use the case 
study as an example, Mark may benefit from exploring with his 
maternal grandfather, David, how to overcome his marital con-
flicts in light of David’s own struggles with his wife.  

Spiritual genograms may also suggest opportunities to be-
come engaged in local fellowships, church bodies, small groups, 
and other religious communities. Social support can be a key fac-
tor in overcoming problems. For example, Maton and Salem’s 
(1995) longitudinal examination of an evangelical Christian con-
gregation revealed an empowering, supportive, strengths-based 
atmosphere that engendered an increased sense of self-worth, 
connectedness, and optimism regarding the future. Additionally, 
religiously-based social support may be qualitatively and quanti-
tatively superior to social support obtained in other forums (Elli-
son & George, 1994). In the case of individuals who are not cur-
rently involved in a religious group, spiritual genograms may re-
veal such strengths, perhaps in the lives of other family members, 
and encourage personal re-engagement with one’s own tradition. 
Alternatively, sporadic attendees may decide to increase their 
level of interaction. In the case of regular attenders, such as Mark 
and Beth, the possibility of untapped resources that might be used 
to address problem areas can be explored.  

Rituals can often be used to address problems. The intensity 
of problems may be attenuated when clients engage in certain 
rituals, such as prayer, worship, family devotions, scripture read-
ing, music, participation in activities such as Promise Keepers, 
youth mentoring programs, etc. In solution-based terminology, 
they often represent a time when “exceptions” from present diffi-
culties are experienced. By building on what works in clients’ 
lives, problems can be overcome in other areas (Kuehl, 1996; 
Kuehl, 1995). Spiritual genograms can be used to identify current 
rituals, or those of other family members who have encountered 
similar problems. For example, a spiritual genogram may reveal a 
family ritual that fell into disuse after a particular person’s death 
that could be accessed to address a current problem (Roberts, 
1999a).  

Finally, there is a growing empirical body of work on the effi-
cacy of forgiveness interventions (McCullough, Paragament & 
Thoresen, 2000). Essentially all major world religions endorse for-
giveness as an expression of orthodox faith (Rye, et al., 2000). 
Spiritual genograms are perhaps the ideal tool to identify con-
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flicted family relationships and tap into the necessary spiritual re-
sources to foster healing. DiBlasio’s (1998) article provides a good 
overview of the use of decision-based forgiveness interventions 
within the context of intergenerational therapy. It should also be 
mentioned that many of the practical suggestions DiBlasio lists 
can be transferred to forgiveness interventions directed toward 
individuals outside the family unit.  
 
Uses of Spiritual Genograms 

Although spiritual genograms can be effective instruments in 
a number of situations, practitioners may find them to be particu-
larly useful when clients present with problems involving family 
members or family of origin issues. For example, Heller and 
Wood’s (2000) examination of couples that married individuals 
from other faiths found that they experienced unique barriers to 
intimacy that were spiritually based. For these intermarried cou-
ples to achieve intimacy levels comparable to those who married 
within their tradition, the couples had to work through these dif-
ferences. As the case example illustrates, spiritual genograms 
serve as an effective tool to expose areas of difference and poten-
tial conflict as well as highlighting the respective spiritual 
strengths each person brings to the relationship. 

Conversely, spiritual genograms could also be used with 
couples from similar backgrounds to increase their level of inti-
macy. Heller and Wood (2000) found that couples who affirmed 
the same tradition achieved high intimacy levels based upon their 
shared understanding. Thus, practitioners may find spiritual 
genograms to be a useful tool for increasing intimacy by further 
drawing out similarities and then building upon the couple’s 
commonalties.   

Spiritual genograms can also be useful in dealing with recent 
immigrants from various faith traditions. For instance, 
Daneshpour (1998) noted that genograms were crucial when 
working with Muslims due to the sense of cohesion and interde-
pendency among family members. In such cases, spiritual geno-
grams can highlight spiritual resources, important relationships 
and other spiritually-based information that is significant for un-
derstanding clients and ameliorating their problems.   

Poole (1998) noted that genograms may be helpful with His-
panics as they show respect for tradition and help connect spiri-
tual and religious dimensions to treatment plans. Similarly, they 
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may also be particularly useful with other populations that have a 
prominent sense of extended family and/or where spirituality is 
an important facet of existence, such as African Americans (Frame 
& Williams, 1996).  

Conversely, spiritual genograms may be an inappropriate as-
sessment instrument in some situations. For instance, certain cli-
ents may not connect past functioning with present conditions 
and, consequently, may believe that genogram construction con-
stitutes a misuse of therapeutic time (Kuehl, 1995). In such situa-
tions, more present focused assessment approaches, such as spiri-
tual ecomaps (see Chapter 4) may better suit clients’ desires due to 
their “here and now” orientation and their relatively rapid con-
struction.  

Finally, in light of time limitations, many practitioners are 
adopting techniques drawn from brief modalities. While a number 
of interventions profiled in this paper are either drawn from or are 
congruent with brief approaches, readers interested in further in-
formation may wish to consult two articles written by Kuehl 
(1996; 1995). Kuehl provides an extended discussion on the inte-
gration of solution oriented approaches and genograms that can 
be used to supplement the material presented in this chapter.  
 
Conclusion 
 

The strength of spiritual genograms is their ability to reveal 
generationally informed spiritual conflicts and resources, and to 
connect clients with those resources to solve problems. For fami-
lies and individuals who desire to understand how their religious 
heritage intersects with present functioning, and draw upon that 
heritage to address current challenges, this approach may repre-
sent the ideal assessment method.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Spiritual Ecograms: An Assessment Instrument for 
Identifying  Clients’ Spiritual Strengths in Space and 

Across Time7 
 

 
Assessment can be understood as the process of gathering 

and organizing data into a coherent format that provides the basis 
for interventions (Rauch, 1993). As Hartman (1995) observes, in-
formation exists through time as well as in present life space. In 
addition to being immersed in a network of existential relation-
ships in the here-and-now, each individual is also part of a family 
story that stretches across a number of generations.  

These intergenerational linkages frequently form an integral 
component of an individual’s spiritual journey. Each generation 
tends to shape the spiritual beliefs and practices of successive gen-
erations (Wuthnow, 1999). To depict this historical influence 
across time, spiritual genograms are commonly used (Bullis, 1990; 
Hodge, 2001; Rey, 1997; Roberts, 1999b).  

Concurrently, an array of spiritual assets frequently exists in 
people’s present ecological environments. Individuals draw from 
strengths that exist in life space to help them overcome current ob-
stacles. Spiritual ecomaps, or ecological maps, can be used to por-
tray these extant spiritual strengths in diagrammatic format 
(Hodge, 2000; Hodge & Williams, in press).  

Ideally, assessment should include both time and space di-
mensions. Accordingly, this chapter presents the spiritual ec-
ogram, which integrates both dimensions in a single pen-and-
paper assessment tool. The mechanics of constructing a spiritual 
ecogram are profiled first and illustrated with a case example. In-
formation is then presented on steps that can be taken to conduct a 
spiritually competent assessment followed by a discussion of 

                                                 
7 Much of the material in this chapter will be appearing in an upcom-

ing issue of Families in Society  in an article written by D. R. Hodge enti-
tled, “Spiritual Ecograms: A New Assessment Instrument for Identifying 
Clients’ Spiritual Strengths in Space and Across Time” (in press). This ma-
terial is used in this book with the permission of Families in Society. 
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spiritual interventions that flow from an ecogram. The chapter 
concludes with a brief discussion of the advantages of, and alter-
natives to, spiritual ecograms.  
Constructing a Spiritual Ecogram 

Constructing spiritual ecograms is similar to fabricating tra-
ditional genograms and ecomaps. The client is drawn in the center 
of the paper. By convention, a circle commonly represents a fe-
male and a square depicts a male. Working up from the client, the 
top half of the page is used to chart a family tree and associated 
social data. Typically, the basic family structure over three genera-
tions is delineated in keeping with standard genogram conven-
tions (McGoldrick, Gerson & Shellenberger, 1999; Stanion, Papa-
dopoulos & Bor, 1997).  

While the top half of the page depicts the client’s spiritual 
history through time, the bottom half of the page emphasizes the 
client’s spirituality in space. Consistent with standard ecomap 
conventions (Hartman, 1995), this portion of the ecogram is used 
to portray the client’s extant relationships with spiritual systems. 
Important spiritual systems, such as God, rituals, and faith com-
munities, are represented as circles on the outskirts of the paper in 
a radius around the client (Hodge, 2000; Hodge & Williams, in 
press). The names of the respective systems are written inside of 
the circles or domains.  
 
A Case Example 

Diagram 3 (below) provides an idea of what one person’s ec-
ogram might look like. The father’s side of Karen’s family is char-
acterized by Roman Catholic affiliation. Similarly, with the excep-
tion of her maternal grandmother who left her Methodist affilia-
tion for Catholicism at age 21 when she married her husband, the 
other side is also Catholic. Karen’s mother, Kate, died at age 52. 
Kate experienced a dramatic outpouring of God’s love in her early 
thirties, which is denoted by the heart and the dove representing 
the work of the Holy Spirit. As a result of this outpouring, at age 
35, Kate left her more traditional Catholic church and started go-
ing to a charismatic Catholic church that emphasized the work of 
the Holy Spirit. Karen’s brother, Karl, had a spiritual awakening at 
an interdenominational summer camp at age 14, which eventually 
led him into a Calvary Chapel fellowship.  

<<Place Spiritual ecogram here>> 
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While Karen’s father, Harry, and her sister, Rachel, are not 
particularly devout, they are both firm believers in the importance 
of remaining in the Catholic fold. This has led to some tension be-
tween them and Karen, who experienced a spiritual awakening of 
her own at age 19 and is now a member of the Assemblies of God. 
Karen feels that her father tends toward legalism and finds inter-
action with him to be somewhat of a strain due in part to repeated 
suggestions that she should return to her Catholic roots. The ten-
sion is a little stronger with her sister, Rachel, who, seeing both 
her siblings leave the fold, feels a particular obligation to maintain 
the family’s Catholic identity.  

In contrast to her relationship with her father, Karen’s rela-
tionship with her mother was quite positive, particularly after 
Karen’s spiritual awakening. Karen’s paternal grandmother has 
also been a significant source of strength to both Karen and her 
mother. As signified by the open Bible and the presence of the 
dove, Mary was a particularly committed Christian who allowed 
the Holy Spirit to operate deeply in her life.  

When Karen’s mother died, Mary was a particular source of 
encouragement, as was a vision she received from God assuring 
her of her mother’s well-being in heaven. Karen also feels that an-
gels have intervened in her life on a regular basis. 

The most important strength in Karen’s life, represented by 
the heavy line, is her relationship with Jesus. As is the case with 
her mother and paternal grandmother, the dove symbolizes a 
deep work of the Holy Spirit, who has progressively deepened her 
level of intimacy with Jesus. God is perceived as being personally 
involved with her life and actively working through various 
events with Karen’s best interest at heart.  

Rituals that nurture this relationship are also a significant as-
set. Music that helps her to focus on her relationship with God is 
an especially rich source of strength. While Bible study and prayer 
are important, Christian music and worship help her to regain 
perspective and reorder her priorities when she becomes over-
whelmed with life’s obstacles.   

Karen’s relationship with her faith community is more 
mixed. Her involvement in Bible study and other church functions 
are generally perceived to be a source of strength, particularly the 
Sunday morning worship service. Concurrently, there are a num-
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ber of individuals in her church body that function as a drain on 
her emotional batteries.  
 
Steps toward Spiritually Competent Assessment 

Perhaps the first step toward conducting spiritually compe-
tent assessments is undertaking a spiritual self-assessment (Fitch-
ett & Handzo, 1998). In other words, practitioners should seek to 
understand their own spiritual beliefs and formative religious ex-
periences. By developing their understanding of their own spiri-
tual beliefs, and how they differ from those of various client popu-
lations, practitioners are better equipped to facilitate a safe, re-
spectful environment.  

In addition to coming to terms with their own spiritual 
worldview, practitioners should also develop an understanding of 
the spiritual worldviews their clients commonly affirm. Respect-
ing clients’ spiritual autonomy is difficult, if not impossible, if 
practitioners have little understanding of clients’ beliefs and val-
ues. As is the case with other areas of diversity, helping profes-
sionals should seek to achieve an empathetic, strengths based un-
derstanding that allows the practitioner to see reality through the 
eyes of others.   

This understanding should extend to developing an aware-
ness of the bias that people of faith encounter in the dominant 
secular culture (Roberts, 1999b). For instance, popular media de-
legitimizes devout Christians and other people of faith by either 
eliminating them from popular culture or framing them in a nega-
tive light (Lindsey & Heeren, 1992; Perkins, 1984; Skill & Robin-
son, 1994; Skill, Robinson, Lyons & Larson, 1994). Clients are 
likely to be more willing to share their spiritual narratives if prac-
titioners demonstrate understanding and sensitivity regarding the 
discrimination committed believers often encounter in the domi-
nant culture. As is common practice, learning about various 
worldviews by exposing oneself to material written by individuals 
who affirm the worldview themselves is critical. Reading material 
on religious worldviews written by members of the dominant 
secular culture may be counterproductive as such material tends 
to reflect the biases associated with dominant cultural status 
(Hodge, Baughman & Cummings, 2002). 

As an expression of respect for clients’ spiritual autonomy, it 
is appropriate to secure consent before conducting a spiritual as-
sessment. After establishing rapport with the client, the impor-
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tance of spirituality can be affirmed followed by an invitation to 
explore the subject (Maugans, 1996). For example, a practitioner 
might say, “For many people, spirituality is an important strength. 
Consequently, I was wondering if you would be interested in ex-
ploring how spiritual strengths might be used to address some of 
the problems you have mentioned.” If the client expresses an in-
terest, the ecogram can be explained, and if the client agrees, a 
personalized ecogram can be constructed.  

As implied above, during assessment the focus should not be 
on determining whether clients’ spiritual beliefs are right or 
wrong, but rather on how their values assist them in coping with 
difficulties. The practitioner’s job is not to accept or reject clients’ 
spiritual values but to help them use their beliefs and practices to 
assist clients in overcoming their problems (Fitchett & Handzo, 
1998).  

In some cases, however, practitioners may feel that clients’ 
spiritual beliefs are unproductive. In such situations, practitioners 
should not attempt to change clients’ values in an area that lies 
outside the realm of their professional competence. Rather, practi-
tioners should collaborate with or refer such clients to clergy 
(Johnson, Ridley & Nielsen, 2000). Given that this is clergy’s area 
of professional competency, pastors, priests, and other spiritual 
specialists are better equipped to ascertain the appropriateness of 
a given set of beliefs and practices. It is critical, however, that 
practitioners respect clients’ spiritual autonomy by forming col-
laborations with clergy that share the same denominational and 
theological orientation as the client.  
 
Interventions that Flow from Ecograms 

As noted in the introduction, assessment consists of more 
than just gathering information about a client’s spiritual history 
and strengths on an ecogram. The point of delineating this mate-
rial is to ascertain the existence of spiritual resources that can be 
used to solve problems. A critical component of assessment is 
working together with clients to decide how their spiritual assets 
might be used to address various challenges they face.  

Reviewed immediately below are a number of empirically 
validated spiritual interventions. Contingent upon the practitio-
ner’s theoretical orientation and the unique life context of the cli-
ent, practitioners can explore their utility with clients. Yet, to reit-
erate a central point of the preceding section, practitioners should 
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attempt to explore interventions that are congruent with clients’ 
spiritual beliefs and values. Also notable, is the fact that the inter-
ventions discussed below can be understood to flow from ec-
ograms. Consequently, when gathering information, it may be 
useful to bear in mind these interventions in order to better inte-
grate this information into the assessment process.  

Ecograms can be used to foster the adoption of new narra-
tives. A series of difficulties can result in the formation of disem-
powering narratives (Richert, 1999). Clients feel trapped, over-
whelmed by problems, with little hope of overcoming their pre-
sent circumstances. Ecograms can help promote empowering nar-
ratives in at least two ways.  

First, the physical depiction of clients’ subjective strengths 
can help bring their assets into focus, enhancing their salience 
through concrete depiction (Moon, 1994). As clients actually see 
themselves surrounded by strengths, they tend to envision them-
selves differently, as people with resources and capabilities 
(Saleebey, 2000). To follow up on the case example, while Karen 
may be overwhelmed with her problems, seeing her strengths 
physically depicted can help foster the adoption of a more 
strength-based self-narrative. 

Second, ecograms can help alleviate the sense of hopelessness 
and purposelessness in which problems flourish. Spirituality 
tends to engender hope, purpose and meaning. Thus, in addition 
to highlighting clients’ strengths, the specific set of strengths that 
are elicited tend to shrink the existential concerns that underlie 
many problems (Lantz, 1998). Practitioners can help clients adopt 
new narratives by accenting pertinent aspects of clients’ spiritual 
worldviews (Pargament, 1997). With Karen, for example, a practi-
tioner might explore the sense of hope and purpose her Christian 
belief system fosters.  

Encouraging clients to develop their spiritual life can be an 
effective intervention (Kisthardt, 1997). Strengths in one area may 
naturally be leveraged to address obstacles in other areas (Sulli-
van, 1997). For example, a prospective study of clients in India 
wrestling with schizophrenia (N = 386) found that increased relig-
iousness was related to better outcomes at the two-year follow-up 
point (Verghese et al., 1989). Conversely, clients who reported a 
decrease in their religious activities experienced deteriorating 
health outcomes.  
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Additionally, a number of studies have found that spiritual 
practices can ameliorate problems. Spiritual mourning, a ritual 
characterized by praying, fasting, and seeking God, has been 
shown to alleviate psychological distress (Griffith, Mahy & Young, 
1986). Spiritual pilgrimages have been associated with reduced 
levels of anxiety and depression (Morris, 1982). Prayer has been 
shown to enhance the recovery of hospitalized patients (Byrd, 
1988).  

Similarly, various forms of meditation have been associated 
with well-being (Ellison, 1993; Keefe, 1996). Christian devotional 
meditation has been associated with reduced levels of stress (Carl-
son, Bacaseta & Simanton, 1988). Vipassana Buddhist meditation 
has been demonstrated to reduce ego-defense mechanisms 
(Emavardhana & Tori, 1997). In short, spiritual practices drawn 
from clients’ frames of reference can be explored as a means of 
addressing these and possibly other life challenges.  In Karen’s 
situation, the practitioner might explore the possibility of Bibli-
cally-based devotional meditations on therapeutically beneficial 
scripture passages.  

Rituals can also be interfaced with solution-focused ap-
proaches (Kuehl, 1995, 1996). For instance, rituals often represent 
times when “exceptions” from difficulties are experienced. In ad-
dition to identifying current rituals, ecograms might be used to 
identify traditional family rituals that have fallen into disuse that 
might be used to address problems (Roberts, 1999a). For instance, 
in Karen’s case, the practitioner might explore the use of worship 
music as a possible time when exceptions to the problem occur.  

Ecograms can be used to elicit health pro-motive beliefs for 
use in spiritually based cognitive therapy. In this form of therapy, 
spiritual beliefs that are congruent with the precepts of cognitive 
therapy are integrated into standard therapeutic techniques. In 
other words, salutary tenets from the client’s spiritual worldview, 
which hold an added measure of significance to the client, are in-
corporated into traditional forms of cognitive therapy. Albert Ellis 
(2000), widely considered to be one the founders of cognitive ther-
apy, has translated a number of his precepts into theistic language 
in a recent article. Similarly, Backus (1985) provides a book length 
treatment of the subject that may be particularly helpful when 
working with Christian clients.  

One belief that is widely shared by many faith traditions is 
the importance of forgiveness (McCullough, Weaver, Larson & 
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Aay, 2000). A growing body of work on forgiveness in clinical set-
tings exists (McCullough et al., 2000). In addition to delineating 
spiritual assets that might be used to facilitate forgiveness, ec-
ograms can be used to chart relationships where forgiveness is 
needed. An article length discussion of decision-based forgiveness 
interventions is provided by DiBlasio (1998).  

Ecograms can also reveal the existence of therapeutically 
beneficial mentoring relationships. Karen, for example, reports 
that her relationship with Mary is a source of strength. Conse-
quently, the practitioner might explore whether interacting with 
Mary on a more regular basis might help Karen alleviate her diffi-
culties.  

Finally, ecograms may suggest practitioners explore the po-
tentialities that exist for clients in local fellowships, church bodies, 
small groups, and other religious communities. In addition to of-
fering a wide array of services, church groups and other faith-
based or religious fellowships often foster an enhanced sense of 
psychological resources, control over life’s circumstances, life di-
rection, and social support (Ellison & George, 1994; Haight, 1998; 
Maton & Salem, 1995). Practitioners can explore opportunities for 
further involvement, such as the existence of programs and sup-
port groups or even opportunities to start new programs that di-
rectly address the issues clients are struggling with.  
 
Advantages of and Alternatives to Ecograms 

Ecograms offer essentially all the assessment advantages of-
fered by traditional spiritual ecomaps and genograms. In addition, 
however, ecograms allow practitioners and clients to see the con-
nections between past and present functioning. Historical influ-
ences on current systems can be seen and present relationships 
with historical influences can also be seen on an ecogram.  

The ability to depict these connections is a unique feature of 
ecograms. Consequently, ecograms may allow clients to see rela-
tionships in a manner that offers fresh insights into their current 
situation. Resources associated with the past may take on new 
meaning when individuals see their connection to their present 
reality.  

Nevertheless, in some situations, it may be advisable to use 
alternative assessment approaches. For example, some clients may 
feel that the exploration of the past has little to do with present 
problems, (Kuehl 1995). For such individuals, assessment ap-



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

110 SPIRITUAL ASSESSMENT: A HANDBOOK FOR HELPING PROFESSIONALS  
 
 
proaches with focus on present functioning, such as traditional 
spiritual ecomaps (Hodge, 2000; Hodge & Williams, in press) may 
better suit clients’ needs. Conversely, spiritual genograms may be 
more appropriate in contexts that involve just the immediate fam-
ily system, such as a couple attempting to work through differing 
spiritual traditions.  

Ecograms were developed specifically for spiritual assess-
ment. However, they can also be adapted for use with individuals 
for whom spirituality is a less salient concern. This is accom-
plished by using traditional ecomap systems (Hartman, 1995), 
such as work, recreation, and school, in place of the spiritual sys-
tems. Alternatively, spirituality could be incorporated as one sys-
tem alongside the other traditional systems. This allows practitio-
ners to conduct a holistic assessment that incorporates information 
across time and in space on a single diagrammatic instrument. As 
implied above, the ability to depict the connections between time 
and space dimensions is an important assessment asset that practi-
tioners may desire to utilize in general assessment.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

This handbook has collected in one location five complemen-
tary assessment tools, verbally based spiritual histories, spiritual 
lifemaps, spiritual ecomaps, spiritual genograms and spiritual ec-
ograms. Each assessment tool has unique strengths and advan-
tages that suggest its use with various clients and particular con-
texts.  

Regardless of which spiritual assessment instrument is used, it 
is critical that helping professionals consider and develop spiritual 
competency. It is perhaps helpful to envision spirituality compe-
tency in the form of a continuum ranging from spiritually destruc-
tive practice on one end through to spiritually competent practice 
on the other end (Manoleas, 1994). Developing spiritual compe-
tency is a life-long process—no one has fully arrived. Practitioners 
are commonly at different places along the continuum with differ-
ent spiritual groups. For example, a practitioner may be relatively 
more competent working with clients’ from liberal Protestant tra-
ditions than clients from Islamic traditions.  

The goal of spiritual competency is fourfold: (1) to become 
aware of the cognitive grid, worldview, or lens used to see faith-
based cultures: (2) to learn how the biases associated with one’s 
own lens affects one’s understanding of people from that particu-
lar faith group; (3) to learn to set aside the lens and associated bi-
ases and see reality through the worldview used by the faith 
group; and  (4) to come to a point of appreciating reality as seen 
through the eyes of the client’s worldview.  

Helping professionals who work with clients from particular 
faith traditions on a consistent basis might consider becoming fa-
miliar with the norms of those faith traditions. This process can 
assist in understanding better the worldview of clients from a 
given faith tradition as well as how one’s own worldview differs 
from the clients’. 

The following citations refer to articles and book chapters 
about various faith traditions that readers may find helpful. In 
other words, these works can serve as starting points for further 
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research on understanding such groups as evangelical Christians 
(DiBlasio, 1988), Pentecostals (Dobbins, 2000), Catholics (Shafran-
ske, 2000), mainline Protestants (McCullough, Weaver, Larson & 
Aay, 2000), Mormons (Ulrich, Richards & Bergin, 2000), Muslims 
(Daneshpour, 1998), Judaism (Zedek, 1998), Native American 
spirituality (Trujillo, 2000), Hinduism (Juthani, 1998) and Bud-
dhism (Scotton, 1998). Readers may also wish to consider the text 
by Van Hook, Hugen and Aguilar (2001), which also provides in-
sights into a number of different faith traditions. By gleaning 
knowledge from these and other sources, helping professionals 
will be better equipped to conduct spiritually competent assess-
ments.  
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