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Na Yesu firi h6 baa Galilea po ho. Na 6ké6 bepé so koétenaa ase hé. Na
nkuré6fo6 akuakuo pii de mpakye, mmbuafoo, anifira fo6, emum ne afoforé
pii baa ne nkyen, na wéde wén beguu ne nan ase, na 6saa wén yadee no
yee nkuréfokuo no nwanwa, bere a wonhunuu se emum rekasa, na mpakye
ho sane, na mmubuafoé nantee, na anifirafo6 hunu adee; na wéhyee Israel
Nyankopén animuonyam (Mateo 15:29-31)
— Twere Kronkron — Asante
(Holy Scriptures in the Asante Language of Ghana, West Africa)

And Jesus went on from there and passed along the Sea of Galilee. And he
went up on the mountain, and sat down there. And great crowds came to him,
bringing with them the lame, the maimed, the blind, the dumb, and many
others, and they put them at his feet, and he healed them so that the throng
wondered, when they saw the dumb speaking, the maimed whole, the lame
walking, and the blind seeing; and they glorified the God of Israel.

(Matt. 15:29-31)

Introduction

This essay initiates an investigation into the synchronistic and religio-miraculous
roles of the Bible in African American social-cultural formation as these relate
to depth psychology and psychotherapeutic healing. The eventual purpose of this
exploration is to address the relationship between depth psychology and African
American religious experiences of synchronicity and the miraculous as signs of
God’s healing power and liberating action in the face of racial oppression and in-
justice in contemporary society. It is hoped that the insights garnered from these
nvestigations can be applied to the even further and fuller refinement of strategies
for improved functioning in African American and other communities.'

The term synchronicity originates in Carl Jung’s pioneering depth psychological
work on meaningful coincidences which are acausally related.? Ann Ulanov illumi-
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nates this understanding of synchronicity further in a depth psychological context
by explaining that

Examples of synchronistic events occur frequently in analysis of unconscious
contents where meaningful parallelism between psychic and physical events
takes place. A dream may refer to life events which happen after the dream
rather than before it. Similar or identical thoughts or dreams may occur in
different places at the same time.”

Although it would seem that synchronicity and the miraculous are related phe-
nomena, various conceptions about the relationship between them are relatively
underdeveloped. The following definition of the miraculous, from Paul Tillich,
extends the plausibility of the idea that synchronistic and miraculous phenom-
ena might be related, even if they do exist across the depth psychology-theology
interface from each other. Tillich’s definition of the miraculous is as follows:

The sign-events in which the mystery of being gives itself consist in special
constellations of elements of reality in correlation with special elements of the
mind. A genuine miracle is first of all an event that is astonishing, unusual,
shaking, without contradicting the rational structure of reality. In the second
place, itis an event which points to the mystery of being, expressing its relation
to us in a definite way. In the third place, it is an occurrence which is received
as a sign-event in an ecstatic experience. Only if these three conditions are
fulfilled can one speak of a genuine miracle.*

Two examples from my own practice of psychotherapy illustrate both the syn-
chronistic and the miraculous aspects of the above definitions in the context of
psychotherapy with African Americans. A particularly significant synchronicity was
initiated for me about five years ago, when, before I knew anything about the African
Americans and the Bible Research Project, I had a dream in which a wisdom figure
I clearly recognized at the time as Professor Wimbush, was seated opposite me in a
small room promising to open up the wisdom of Africa, the motherland, to me in
a nurturing and healing way. This is a dream I had about what would later prove
to be Professor Wimbush’s deep African and African American-inflected influence
on me through my eventual involvement in the actual project itself. The amazing
aspect of this synchronistic experience is that I had the dream three years before I
really began to get to know Professor Wimbush that well, three years before I knew
about or became involved in this project. There are several additional facts which
amplify the amazing synchronistic elements of this dream. First, a year after the
dream I started working as a psychotherapist in the Riverside Church counseling
department. The 17th floor tower office in which I started to see clients was clearly
the room featured in my dream with Professor Wimbush a year earlier. Second, in
the dream, Professor Wimbush was seated in a rocking chair. The room at River-
side in which I started seeing clients subsequent to the dream also has a rocking
chair in which I have sat during sessions with clients. Third, prior to my joining the
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Riverside staff, I had never been on the 17th floor of the church, or in any of the
offices on that floor.

An example of what might be considered a miracle took place with an African
American couple while I was working with them as their marriage therapist. Among
other relationship concerns, this couple was having difficulty starting a family, osten-
sibly because of fertility problems. They had not pursued the full range of various
available medical alternatives for enhancing their fertility. The wife eventually be-
came pregnant during our course of psychotherapy, and both husband and wife
were ecstatic about this development, and both viewed the conception as a miracle,
given the earlier levels of sustained difficulty they had experienced with their ob-
stacles to starting a family. We discussed and celebrated this event in their lives at
some length when it first came to light. Several months later, as a participant in the
social sciences division of The African Americans and the Bible Research Project,
I prepared and distributed to ten couples I was working with in 1998 (including
the particular couple I am describing here), a survey instrument containing several
questions about which Bible passages these couples found most healing and appeal-
ing.” I discovered that both the husband and wife I am describing here are fond
of Psalm 23. In addition, they responded, in the affirmative, to a survey question
inquiring whether they had ever experienced a miracle, citing their unexpectedly
and delightedly becoming pregnant after many years of difficulty in trying to do so.

Structure of the Essay

This essay briefly describes two approaches to biblical psychotherapy and African
American social-cultural formation. One of these approaches is found in Clarence
Walker’s Biblical Counseling with African Americans: Taking a Ride in the Ethiopian’s
Chariol; the other approach is in Edward P, Wimberly’s Counseling African American
Marriages and Families. This section of the paper analyzes Walker’s and Wimberly’s
approaches to biblical psychotherapy with African Americans for an awareness or
lack thereof regarding synchronicity and the miraculous. This essay concludes with
a summary of the implications for further research with regard to the above descrip-
tions and analyses of contemporary African American social-cultural formation, the
Bible, and psychotherapy in relation to synchronicity and the miraculous.®

Biblical Psychotherapy and African American
Social-Cultural Formation %

Clarence Walker’s Biblical Counseling with African Americans:
Taking a Ride in the Ethiopian’s Chariot

Walker, a licensed marriage and family therapist, with a Ph.D. in counseling from
Trinity Theological Seminary, and an M.S.W. from Temple University, is the author
of Biblical Counseling with African Americans: Taking a Ride in the Ethiopian’s Chariot.
Walker states that his purpose in the book “is to set forth the issues, principles, and
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interventions of counseling as revealed by the Holy Spirit through God’s Word, and
apply them in the counseling of African Americans, especially in terms of marriage
counseling and family therapy.”

Walker chooses a biblical passage around which he organizes his approach to
counseling. This is the story of the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8:23-39. For Walker,
Philip’s meeting with the Ethiopian eunuch as recounted in Acts 8:23-39 is more
than a message rallying devout Christians to evangelism and “soul-winning.” Rather,
this passage “is a wonderful illustration of Bible-based counseling as it relates to
black counselees.”®

Walker uses short fragments of the Acts 8:23-39 passage to introduce each of the
chapters. In the general heading that introduces the first part of his book, Walker
provides the following title: “Counseling Issues with Black Counselees.” Thus, for
example in Chapter 1, Walker’s chapter title is “Ethnicity Issues,” with the subtitle
“A Man of Ethiopia (Acts 8:27).” Walker then applies this Bible fragment to the
theme of ethnicity in counseling as follows:

One of the first challenges faced by Philip in Acts 8:27 was the fact that the
Eunuch was an Ethiopian, a man of a different ethnicity and nationality. This
same issue confronts the non-black counselor seeking a therapeutic relation-
ship with black counselees. If counselors are to experience a successful chariot
ride through the course of counseling, it is important that they recognize the
possible impact of ethnicity. When this factor is not taken into consideration,
it may lead to mistaken presumptions concerning behavior observed in coun-
seling. Often blacks are viewed through ethnocentric glasses and evaluated by
white middle-class norms.’

Walker then goes on to expound various aspects of the story of the Ethiopian
in the book of Acts, touching on issues of African American sociocultural and
psychological formation.

Edward P. Wimberly’s Counseling African American Marriages and Families

For Edward P. Wimberly, an African American professor of pastoral care and coun-
seling at the Interdenominational Theological Center in Atlanta, there are three
approaches to Scripture when doing counseling with African American marriages
and families. These three approaches are as follows:

1. The propositional model — this approach “emphasizes cognitive uses of scrip-
ture that formulate truth into objective realities and call for rational and
behavioral allegiance by its adherents.”

2. The experiential-expressive model — this approach focuses “on the inner
feelings, attitudes, and experiences of people. It draws on the experi-
ences of people and makes scripture secondary when understanding family
relationships.”
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3. The cultural linguistic or narrative model — this approach focuses on “the
narrative orientation to life and demonstrates how narrative organizes life
and informs experience. Rather than seeking sanctions for marital and fam-
ily relationships in theological propositions or in the experience of marital
partners or family members, this approach looks to scripture as narrative to
inform marital and family life.”'°

Wimberly understands that these three models are not necessarily mutually
exclusive, although he tends to favor the narrative approach to Scripture:

Narrative approaches to marital and family life are more consistent with how
African American families have brought meaning to their lives in the past.
Scripture has been very important in the African American church and in
African American families, and the method of bringing meaning to the lives
of people has been relating their lives to the dominant stories of the Bible.
For example, it is not unusual to hear storytellers of family history tell the
family history in relationship to the Christian story, especially the exodus story.
Consequently, narrative approaches, where people bring meaning to their
lives by relating them to biblical stories and plots, have been very important
in African American family traditions."

Wimberly’s use of Scripture in the counseling situation relies less on one story than
on any biblical story or reference as it comes out in the therapeutic setting.

These two models offer very different approaches to the Bible in psychotherapy.
One model (Walker’s) takes a story from the Bible and understands it to offer an
analogy to the analytic situation unique to African American counselees. The other
model (Wimberly’s) attempts to engage the stories from the Bible as an important
framing device for those in therapy.

An Analysis of Walker’s and Wimberly’s Approaches
to Biblical Psychotherapy

The following questions guide the analysis of Walker’s approaches to the use of the
Bible in psychotherapy with African Americans:

1. Is there an awareness and articulation, in the approaches to theory and
PP E¥
practice being described here, of various unconscious dynamics?

Walker is indeed aware of the universal unconscious dynamics at work in the
therapeutic process, and this is clear in the way he describes how clients get stuck.
Walker cleverly adapts the text fragment, “Philip opened his mouth, and began at
the same scripture” (Acts 8:35), to suggest that it implies that Philip “recognized
where the eunuch was stuck in his reading of Isaiah. Philip assessed the eunuch’s
level of understanding and began there.”’? In other words Philip correlated his
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entry into the process of transformation with the eunuch on a level accessible to
the eunuch, given the eunuch’s level of “being stuck.”

Wimberly is aware of unconscious processes at work in the therapeutic process
when he applies his scripturally derived ethic of holistic love to counsel a husband
who has been involved in an extra-marital affair. Wimberly says the following:

The major theological issue that needs to be addressed is the analysis of extra-
marital affairs in light of the norm of liberated holistic growth and the ethic
of love. This calls for the assessment to go beyond propositional theology that
prohibits adultery and move to an examination of the impact of adultery on
the growth and development of both partners in the marriage. Propositional
laws against adultery may seem arbitrary and put a damper on human free-
dom and expression. Yet when the impact of it on actual lives is understood,
values prohibiting adultery make sense.'® '

Here Wimberly is aware of the unconscious dynamics that can work against a client
when he illustrates that his client “did not realize that he was not dealing realistically
with his midlife crisis.”

2. Is there an awareness and articulation, in the approaches to theory and
practice being described here, of the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and
transpersonal levels of depth psychology or of significant analogs to these
phenomena? '

Walker’s psychotherapeutic work demonstrates an implicit understanding of the
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and transpersonal levels of psychological theory. His
understanding comes across, for instance, when he says “counselors must be alert
to redundant behavioral, intrapsychic and systemic patterns that indicate counse-
lees are stuck.”* His understanding also comes across when he declares that “it
was the Spirit who motivated Philip to join with the Ethiopian. As in directive
engaging, it is the Spirit who prompts and enables us as counselors to Jjoin with
counselees.”®
Walker’s use of the Bible demonstrates a clever adaptation of Scripture that
“allows far more room for the African American believing community to make con-
tributions to the improvement of method in the interpretative process than does the
usual emphasis on final form. .. [which]...is dominant in Eurocentric methodol-
ogy.” Walker’s method recognizes the importance of “a direct existential encounter
with an even higher power (i.e., God)” than human exegetical understandings of
Scripture.'®
. Wimberly’s approach to psychotherapy with African Americans demonstrates an
implicit understanding of the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and transpersonal lev-
els of depth psychological theory. He. implicitly acknowledges the broader scope
of meanings to be found in Scripture when he says, about adultery, that there is
aneed for an “assessment to go beyond propositional [emphasis mine] theology
that prohibits adultery....” He says that therapeutic interventions regarding adul-
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tery need to “move to an examination of the impact of adultery on the growth
and development of both partners in the marriage,” and he says that “the norm
and ethic that permeated the pastoral counseling relationship helped [the client]
transform the negative affair into something positive for growth.” The norm and
ethic of love he is referring to here has roots in the eschatological coming Kingdom
of God."”

3. Is there an awareness and articulation, in the approaches to theory and prac-
tice being described here, of synchronistic and religio-miraculous signifiers or
analogs to these phenomena?

Walker implicitly signifies on synchronistic and religio-miraculous elements when
he refers to God’s direction to Philip (and thus to the counselor) as being mediated
by an angel:

The first of Philip’s activities is found in [Acts, chapter 8,] verse 26: “And the
angel of the Lord spake unto Philip, saying, Arise, and go toward the south
unto the way that goeth down from Jerusalem unto Gaza, which is desert.”
This particular activity has been labeled “directive engaging.” Engaging means
initiating a counselee to the counseling process. Directive means the leading
of God as the act of engaging. Philip was directed by the angel of the Lord to pursue
his mission with the eunuch [emphasis mine]."®

From the above brief analysis, Walker’s approach to psychotherapy can be de-
scribed as implicitly holistic and integrated rather than explicitly so. As a result-he
is not consciously focused on harnessing aspects of signifying directly about syn-
chronistic and religio-miraculous phenomena in his work, although he manages
to allude to them obliquely. What such analysis points out then, is the need for
counselors to be more explicitly attuned to transpersonal synchronistic and religio-
miraculous signifiers in work with clients. The danger in not listening or screening
for such phenomena more consciously and explicitly is that this can communicate
a lack of deeper openness about such phenomena to clients, who in turn, may mute
their attention to such forms of healing experience and guidance in counseling.
This makes the efficacy of the healing process less holistic, and thereby weaker for
all involved.

Although there is an implicit focus on the transpersonal dimensions of healing
and Scripture in Wimberly’s work, there is very little direct signifying on synchronis-
tic and religio-miraculous elements in his approach to psychotherapy with African
Americans. Wimberly’s approach to psychotherapy, like Walker’s, is implicitly holis-
tic and integrated rather than explicitly so, and as a result he is not consciously
focused on harnessing aspects of signifying directly about synchronistic and religio-
miraculous phenomena in his work. Again, as in the case of Walker, such analysis
points out the need for counselors to be more consciously attuned to transpersonal
synchronistic and religio-miraculous signifiers."
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Conclusions and Implications
for Further Research

The following conclusions and questions seem warranted from the foregoing
explorations:

L. Tt appears that in the above approaches to biblical psychotherapy in relation
to African American social-cultural formation, there are significant understand-
ings of unconscious dynamics. However, these understandings can certainly be
enriched by further explorations into the following questions. Are these models of
unconscious dynamics derived originally from African and African American foun-
dations, or are they based more on white American and European sources? Does
this matter? If this does matter, how does it matter??° A fuller interdisciplinary and
multidisciplinary examination of the roles of depth psychology and unconscious
dynamics in biblical scholarship and biblical psychotherapy in relation to African
American social-cultural formation is perhaps a potentially useful innovation and
path of inquiry. In other words, how can depth psychology enrich the approaches
of black discourses related to the Bible and vice versa? What can depth psychol-
ogy learn regarding how to address questions of race and racism from the rich
resources of black psychological and biblical discourse? How can depth psychology
be adapted from a primarily white enterprise into one that is a more trustworthy
tool of healing change in, and for, black communities?*!

2. It also appears that the above approaches to the Bible and psychotherapy in
relation to African American social-cultural formation are in need of being made
more explicit, holistic, and synoptic.

3. Although there is an implicit awareness of the synchronistic in the theory and
practice related to the approaches presented here, this awareness is relatively muted
when it comes to descriptions and analyses of synchronistic and religio-miraculous
phenomena in relation to African American social-cultural formation, the Bible,
and depth psychology.

" Why are the transpersonal elements of psychological reality embraced in these
approaches to therapy, while a fuller reporting of synchronistic and miracu-
lous phenomena associated with these elements appears to be rejected, ignored,
or muted?

The following are a number of responses to this question:

* One tentative response to this question is that the absence of reports about
synchronistic and miraculous phenomena might be the result of various mech-
anisms of psychological repression regarding synchronistic and miraculous
phenomena.

* Another set of reasons for the lack of reports and explorations regard-
ing synchronistic and miraculous phenomena in the approaches presented
above might be found in the personal, cultural, educational/professional
and intellectual biases in both clients and therapists against such ways of
thinking.
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® Another reason for the lack of reports and explorations regarding synchronis-
tic and miraculous phenomena in the approaches presented above might be
due to the ineffability of such experiences, which makes it difficult for both
clients and therapists to claim and address these phenomena explicitly.

® A final reason for the relative lack of reports and explorations regarding syn-
chronistic and miraculous phenomena in the approaches presented above,
and the lack of the more synoptic, integrated, and holistic views of the psyche
that seem necessary to explore such synchronistic and religio-miraculous phe-
nomena, might be the lack of well-established and accepted methodologies
for including them.??

In view of the above issues, are there indeed no significant African and African
American approaches to the questions of synchronicity and the miraculous from the
angles of depth psychology and the Bible? If such approaches do not exist, can they
be created?** What are some of the available approaches used by African American
communities when it comes to signifying on, and understanding, synchronicity and
religio-miraculous healing?** The following avenues of investigation might yield
answers to these questions.

The Development of an Ethnographic Project Related to
Synchronistic amd Religio-Miraculous Phenomena

In order to address these issues more fully, it seems appropriate to create and
implement an ethnographic survey instrument which investigates the wide range
of potentially synchronistic and religio-miraculous phenomena in ways related to
the Bible, depth psychology, and African American social-cultural formation in
contemporary society. Such an instrument would investigate African American
uses of the Bible in connection with a wide range of related phenomena such
as the following: the miracles in the Bible; anecdotal accounts of synchronicity
and the miraculous; serendipity; spontaneous healings; luck; the supernatural; the
paranormal; the occult; superstition; magic; intuition; psychic ability; genius; prodi-
gious power; virtuosity; shamanism; conjure; divination; omens; fetishes; sorcery;
witcheraft; spells; tricksters; Juju; and Vodun, to name a few. Possible sites for an
ethnographic project related to synchronistic and religio-miraculous phenomena
might include churches; mental health and social service agencies; traditional and
alternative medical offices; pastoral counselors, clinical psychologists, psychiatrists;
Bible colleges; divinity schools and seminaries (liberal and conservative); graduate
programs in Christian counseling (masters and doctoral levels); the clinical pastoral
education movement and training programs; Jjournals and newsletters; other various
social movements such as Million Man March, Million Woman March, Million Youth
March, Promise-Keepers; Christian Broadcasting Network; and other broadcasting
media: radio and television.
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