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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to examine, from an Adlerian 

perspective, how religious conversion enables some individuals to make life

style changes. Data was collected from the autobiography of Thomas Merton, 

and interviews of two men and two women over the age of fifty having had 

religious conversions at least ten years in the past. The interview consisted of 

a life-style analysis, a measure of social interest, an analysis of conversion 

memories, a contextual report of the conversion, and a comparison of before 

and after the conversions in terms of five life tasks—work, love, community, 

spirituality and self-regulation. 

This research indicated that no one life-style type was predisposed to 

conversion. Change in life-style after religious conversion appeared to 

correlate with increased social interest rather than with change in dominant 

goal of behavior. Thus, changing life-style does not appear to require the 

difficult task of changing the dominant goal of behavior. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I was in my room. It was night. The light was on. 

Suddenly it seemed to me that Father, who had now been dead 

more than a year, was there with me. The sense of his presence 

was as vivid and as real and as startling as if he had touched my 

arm or spoken to me. The whole thing passed in a flash, but in 

that flash, instantly, I was overwhelmed with a sudden and 

profound insight into the misery and corruption of my own 

soul, and I was pierced deeply with a light that made me realize 

something of the condition I was in, and I was filled with horror 

at what I was, and my whole being rose up in revolt against what 

was within me, and my soul desired escape and liberation and 

freedom from all this with an intensity and an urgency unlike 

anything I had ever known before. And now I think for the first 

time in my whole life I really began to pray—praying not with my 

lips and with my intellect and my imagination, but praying out 

of the very roots of my life and of my being, and praying to the 

God I had never known, to reach down towards me out of His 

darkness and to help me to get free of the thousand terrible 

things that held my will in their slavery (Merton, 1976, p. 111). 

Background 

Thomas Merton's vision of his father, described above, represented the 

dramatic beginning of Merton's conversion to Catholicism. His conversion 

was "the turning point of his life. The path ahead would be difficult and 

require continual redefinition, but the basic direction was set" (Conn, 1986, p. 

190). Over a period of years he changed from a worldly-wise, free-thinking, 

and, by his own account, self-centered intellectual, into a thoughtful, devout 
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monk, committed to contemplation, silence and solitude, as well as taking an 

activist's stand on the political and sociological issues of his day. He 

eventually became a highly influential twentieth century religious 

philosopher and author. His autobiography, The Seven Storey Mountain 

(1976) is the best selling book by a Catholic author in this century, making his 

the best documented conversion story of any individual in contemporary 

times (Conn, 1986). 

Religious conversion has interested researchers in a wide range of 

disciplines. Historians have studied how the meaning and acceptability of 

religious conversion changes from one historical era to the next (Silverstein, 

1988). Sociologists have studied the phenomenon of converting to new 

religious cults in an attempt to understand brainwashing and mind control 

(Bergin, Stinchfield, Gaskin, Masters and Sullivan, 1988). Religious writers 

have pointed to religious conversion as an indicator of God's continuing 

presence in the world (Miller, 1991). Psychologists have sought to discover a 

temperament prone to religious conversion, as well as whether religious 

conversion is evidence of emotional instability on the one hand, or a path to 

maturity on the other (Bergin et al., 1988; Ullman, 1989). 

Surprisingly, given the interests of historians, sociologists, religious 

writers and psychologists, there does not appear to be an analysis of religious 

conversion from an Adlerian perspective in the current literature. Adler 

himself wrote only one essay specifically on the subject of religion and 

Individual (Adlerian) Psychology. Although Adler said, "Individual 

Psychology makes good religion if you are unfortunate enough not to have 
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any other" (Mosak, 1987, p. 522), his name is not often associated with 

religion. 

The impetus for this study is an observation made by Rudolf Dreikurs, a 

prominent Adlerian psychiatrist. He claimed that individuals can make life

style changes through one of three ways: trauma, conversion, or therapy, and 

that therapy is the least effective of the three ways (Christensen, personal 

communication, 1992). 

What might it be about trauma, conversion, or therapy that empowers a 

person to make changes in life-style? This study addresses how religious 

conversion enables an individual to make life-style changes. Using Dreikur's 

paradigm of Adlerian psychology, the question becomes: How, in Adlerian 

terms, does religious conversion enable individuals to make life-style 

changes? 

Adlerian Psychology - An Overview 

Alfred Adler developed his theory of personality and system of therapy, 

which he called Individual Psychology referring to the indivisibility of 

personality, in 1911 after his break with Sigmund Freud. In this study the 

term Adlerian Psychology refers to Individual Psychology as introduced by 

Adler and further developed by others after him. According to Harold 

Mosak, the Adlerian system is socio-teleological, meaning man is primarily 

social and goal-oriented, and viewed "holistically as a creative, responsible, 

'becoming' individual moving toward fictional goals within his 

phenomenological field" (Mosak and Dreikurs, 1973, p. 35). The 

psychopathological individual is considered discouraged rather than sick, and 

the therapeutic task is to encourage him to activate his social interest and to 
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develop a new life-style through relationship, analysis, and action methods. 

Dreikurs summarizes the basic Adlerian concepts as: "holism; a teleo-analytic 

view of goal directed behavior; self-determinism; and the significance of the 

life-style, social interest, inferiority feelings, early recollections, and family 

constellation" (Dreikurs, 1972). 

Adler believed that early in life children choose their particular way of 

gaining significance, and establish a life-style within the framework of what is 

useful to them in relation to significant others. They create a "guiding 

fiction" for their lives, which can include mistaken goals leading to behaviors 

that do not work in adulthood. Adler stressed the importance to the child of 

birth order and family constellation in choosing a life-style. 

Perhaps Adler's most important contribution to psychological insight is 

the concept of social interest (Ansbacher, 1968). High social interest means 

liking people, desiring to be useful to them, and wishing to cooperatively 

make a contribution to the larger community. Adler considered social 

interest to be the best measure of mental health (Kopp, 1982). 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to examine religious conversion from an 

Adlerian perspective. The underlying question is how, in Adlerian terms, 

does religious conversion enable an individual to make life-style changes? 

Adlerian psychological theory and methodology are used to collect and 

interpret the data. The results of the study can perhaps contribute to the 

understanding of how individuals make life-style changes, with ultimate 

application to the counseling profession. 
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QUESTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION 

This study utilizes interviews with four adults over 50 years of age who 

have had religious conversions at least ten years in the past. As such, it 

investigates the following groups of research questions. 

1. What are the life-styles of the participants? 

2. What were their religious conversions like? 

3. How were their life-styles, in terms of dominant goals of behavior and 

social interest, affected by their religious conversions? 

4. What are the similarities and differences in life-styles among the 

participants? Is there a particular life-style disposed to religious 

conversion? 

5. How can this research contribute to counseling methodology? 

DEFINITIONS 

Several terms used throughout the study are defined as follows: 

1. Religious conversion: Webster (1964, p. 183) defines conversion as "an 

experience associated with a definite and decisive adoption of religion." In 

this study the participants defined religious conversion for themselves. If the 

participant perceived the experience as a religious conversion, it was deemed 

relevant to the study. 

2. Life-Style: 

The life-style of any individual [is] a singular pattern of thinking, 

feeling, and acting that [is] unique to that individual and represents the 
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context in which all specific manifestations [have] to be considered 

(Shulman and Mosak, 1988). 

A life-style change refers to the individual's reported new choices regarding 

his or her guiding beliefs and goals which create a new pattern of thinking, 

feeling and acting. 

3. Social Interest: Fran Yancey Mullis wrote that Gemeinschaftsgefuhl, 

translated as "social interest," is "conceptualized as a measure of one's active, 

cooperative approach toward life and one's belonging in the world." (Mullis 

et al., 1987, p. 345). 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS 

The scope of this study is limited by the responses elicited through 

Christensen's Adlerian life-style inventory, Crandall's Social Interest Scale, 

the semi-structured interviews, and the observations of the researcher. The 

small size of the sample (four adults) and the inability to control responses 

are both limitations inherent in case study research. 

Generalized open-ended questions were used in the interviews. 

Although these types of questions do not direct the participants and 

frequently lead to wandering non-specific responses, they often elicit richly 

descriptive self-reports. The subjective reports of the participants, by their 

very nature, and by the complexity of the experience explored, cannot be 

generalized to a broader population. Furthermore, since the participants 

came from the Christian community, the study may not be capable of being 

generalized to a broader religious context. 
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The credibility of the methodology is limited to the competence of the 

investigator in applying Adlerian principles, and especially in interpreting 

life-style inventories. The investigator benefited from a thesis committee 

that includes expert Adlerian practitioners. In departure from traditional 

Adlerian methodology, a comparison of the recollection of the religious 

conversion experience to the early recollections reported in the life-style 

analysis is tried. 

ASSUMPTIONS 

In this study it is assumed that the participants' assessments of having 

had a religious conversion were accurate, and that the information gathered 

was reported truthfully and in good faith. 

SUMMARY 

Dreikur's statement about conversion, trauma, and therapy as 

pathways to change prompted this investigation of religious conversion. If 

individuals, through religious conversion, are able to make significant life

style changes, then perhaps counseling professionals can use knowledge of 

the religious conversion experience to facilitate desired change in their 

clients. Thomas Merton's life is used as a model for the purpose of 

determining how a conversion story could fit into an Adlerian framework. 

In a similar manner, material from four interviews was analyzed according 

to Adlerian principles. 

The goal of this research is twofold: first, to record the participants' 

memories, perceptions, insights and beliefs about their experiences, using an 



Adlerian framework, and second, to report if and how the religious 

conversions empowered them to make life-style changes. 

Chapter 2 reviews the current literature on religious conversion 

Adlerian psychology. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This study uses an Adlerian framework to describe religious conversion. 

In-depth interviews are utilized to determine the effect conversion has on the 

life of the one who experiences it. The interviews are divided into five parts: 

1. Life-style Inventory: Each participant of the study is interviewed according 

to the Adult Life-Style Guide designed by Oscar Christensen (1980). A life

style interpretation is completed based on birth order, family constellation, 

early decisions about parents, siblings and self, and early childhood 

recollections. The life-style interpretation gives a life-style type and the 

primary goal of behavior. 

2. Social Interest Scale: To augment the life-style analysis, a Scale for Social 

Interest (Crandall, 1975) is administered to measure the present level of social 

interest. 

3. Conversion Story: An account of the conversion, in the manner of an 

early recollection, is elicited (Hyer, Woods, and Boudewyns, 1989). 

4. Conversion Context: Information concerning the context of the 

conversion, vocationally, socially, culturally, and personally, is elicited 

(Rambo, 1989). 

5. Comparison of Before and After Conversion: Their performance, both 

before and after their conversions, in various life tasks—more specifically the 

five Life Tasks of work, love, community, spirituality and self-regulation—are 

analyzed (Whitmer and Sweeney, 1992). 



To provide background information for this study, the literature review 

begins with an overview of religious conversion. The overview consists of 

three broad research areas: psychology and religion; faith development; and 

then, specifically, conversion. 

The second part of the literature review examines Adlerian Psychology 

covering the pertinent research on Adlerian theory, life-style analysis, social 

interest, and Adlerian methodology. A narrative about Thomas Merton's 

life, taken from his autobiography, is presented last. 

PSYCHOLOGY AND RELIGION 

The three pioneers of psychiatry, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Alfred 

Adler, had very different views about religion. Freud believed that "religion 

was created by man to help him deal with his insecurities and helplessness in 

the face of the powerful, uncontrollable forces of nature" (Koenig, 1988, p. 7). 

Freud considered religion a coping strategy. In other words, man created God, 

not the other way around. The implication is that a healthy and well-

adjusted person will not need religion. 

Jung, on the other hand, considered religious feeling as a natural and 

integral part of human nature (Koenig, 1988). Jung's concepts of archetypes-

basic elemental tendencies of the personality that produce thinking patterns 

common to all human beings (Singer, 1973)—and his interest in the 

numinous and the unknowable, make his theory generally considered the 

most spiritual of the three pioneers. 



Jung openly admitted that the existence of God could not be proved, but 

also contended that neither could the non-existence of God be proved. He 

went on to state: 

There is strong empirical reason why we should cultivate thoughts 

that can never be proved. It is that they are known to be useful. Man 

positively needs general ideas and convictions that will give meaning 

to his life and enable him to find a place for himself in the universe. 

He can stand the most incredible hardships when he is convinced that 

they make sense; he is crushed when on top of all his misfortunes, he 

has to admit that he is taking part in a 'tale told by an idiot.' It is the 

role of religious symbols to give meaning to the life of man." (Jung, 

1964, p. 76). 

Certain sacred symbols, such as the circle, animals and stones, have been 

traced to the beginning of human history, showing that all have had 

enduring psychological significance to humankind (Jung, 1964). 

Finally, among the three pioneers of psychiatry, Adler recognized that the 

"contemplation of a deity is a concretization of the idea of perfection, 

greatness and superiority, which has been obvious in man's thinking and 

feeling since time immemorial" (Adler, 1987, p. 523). While Freud might 

have called the need for God a coping mechanism, and Jung might have 

called it an archetypal energy, Adler stated the "the desire to be in God, to 

follow his call, to be one with him, are goals of a striving, not a drive or an 

instinct" (Adler, 1987, p. 523). Thus the concept of God fits into the tenets of 

Adlerian thought, such as behavior being goal directed, and humankind 
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striving toward a goal of perfection. Adler did not reveal his own religious 

views since he felt that the varied form of the ideal was not essential. 

Whether the highest effective goal is called God or Socialism or, as we 

call it, the pure idea of social interest, it always reflects the same ruling, 

completion-promising, grace-giving goal of overcoming (Adler, 1987, p. 

524). 

Leak (1992) comments on Adler and religion: 

Given Adlerian theory's emphasis on the external, social world of the 

person, it might not appear that social interest theory has much 

relevance to the 'highly internal' world of personal religion and faith 

....Adler stressed that 'salvation' is based on social interest; specifically, 

that overcoming feelings of inferiority requires one to contribute 

meaningfully to the welfare of others (p. 288). 

Adlerian theory is profoundly connected to "one of the most significant 

aspects of human existence: one's personal quest for ultimate meaning" 

(Leak, 1992, p. 289). However, Adler saw God as a significant idea, and not a 

reality. He wrote that his concept of God was a human idea, which 

considered God as the 

eternally complete....master of fates....[who] elevates man from 

lowliness to Himself, speaks to every human soul....to date the most 

brilliant manifestation of the goal of perfection" (Baruth and Manning, 

1987, p. 430). 

Other psychologists have written more extensively on psychology and 

religion than Freud, Jung or Adler. Probably the most influential writer on 

the subject is William James, who wrote The Varieties of Religious 
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Experience in 1902. His work is a comprehensive study of a wide range of 

religious experiences, and is frequently cited in the current literature. James 

defines religion as 

"the feelings, acts, and experiences in individual men in their solitude, 

so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever 

they may consider the divine" (James, 1902, p. 31). 

FAITH DEVELOPMENT 

It may be commonly assumed that religion and faith go hand in hand; if 

one has one, one has the other. Theologian James Fowler, however, writes in 

his Stages of Faith that "faith is not always religious in its content or context" 

(1981, p. 4). He describes faith as "a generic feature of the human struggle to 

find and maintain meaning", and that "it may or may not find religious 

expression" (p. 91). 

Fowler creates a structural developmental model of faith using Erikson's 

psychosocial stages (Fowler, 1981) as background. Erikson's model (Table 2.1) 

is organized around crises that all people must typically face given a normal 

life span. 

In Fowler's model, however, faith development is not automatic, and in 

part depends on cognitive and moral formation. Parallel to Piaget's cognitive 

developmental stages (Fowler, 1981) and building on Kohlberg's formation of 

moral judgement (Fowler, 1981), Fowler's structural theory (Table 2.2) is 

broken into seven stages. 
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Table 2.1 

STAGES OF PSYCHSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

(Erikson in Fowler, 1981) 

Infancy 

Toddler 

Preschool Child 

Elementary School Child 

Adolescent 

Young Adult 

Middle Adult 

Later Adult 

1. Basic trust vs. mistrust 

2. Autonomy vs. shame and doubt 

3. Initiative vs. guilt 

4. Industry vs. inferiority 

5. Identity vs. role confusion 

6. Intimacy vs. isolation 

7. Generativity vs. stagnation 

8. Ego integrity vs. despair 

Table 2.2 

STRUCTURAL STAGES OF FAITH 

(Fowler, 1981) 

Pre-stage (infancy): Undifferentiated faith holds the seeds of trust, courage, 

hope and loved fused together. 

Stage 1 (early childhood): Intuitive-projective faith is the fantasy-filled, 

imitative phase with beginning self awareness. The gift of this stage is 

imagination, the danger is terror. 

Stage 2 (school years or later): Mythic-literal faith uses story as the dominant 

way to give unity and value to experience. Justice is based on reciprocity. The 

strength of this stage is the rise of story, drama, and myth. The limitation is 

literalness. 
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Stage 3 (adolescence or later): Synthetic-conventional faith must synthesize 

values and information from an extensive world of family, school or work, 

peers, community, and media. This stage is conformist by being tuned to the 

expectations and judgments of others. The emerging capacity is forming a 

personal "myth of becoming" in terms of identity and faith. The dangers are 

stunting autonomy or giving rise to nihilistic despair. 

Stage 4 (early adulthood or later): Individuative-reflective faith takes 

responsibility for its own commitments, lifestyle, beliefs and attitudes. 

Identity and outlook become more autonomous. This practical stage is not 

likely to attend to unconscious factors. The strength is a capacity for critical 

reflection. 

Stage 5 (mid-adulthood or later): Conjunctive faith involves integrating into 

self and outlook what was repressed in stage 4. "Symbolic power is reunited 

with conceptual meanings" (Fowler, 1981, p. 197). Alive to paradox and truth 

in apparent contradictions, the strength is ironic imagination. The danger is 

in the direction of paralyzing passivity or cynical withdrawal. 

Stage 6 (rarely attained): Universalizing faith means making real and tangible 

the imperatives of absolute love and justice. "The self at stage 6 engages in 

spending and being spent for the transformation of present reality in the 

direction of a transcendent actuality" (1981, p. 200). 
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Table 2.3 shows the faith stages in relationship to stages of psychosocial, 

cognitive, and moral development. 

Table 2.3 

STAGES OF FAITH: 

RELATIONSHIP TO PSYCHOSOCIAL, COGNITIVE AND MORAL STAGES 

(Fowler, 1981) 

Faith Stage Psychosocial Cognitive Moral Judgment 
(Fowler) (Erikson) (Piaget) (Kohlberg) 

Undifferentiated Trust vs. Mistrust Sensorimotor 

Stage 1: Autonomy, Preoperational Punishment-
Intuitive- Initiative vs. reward 
Projective Shame, Doubt, 

Guilt 

Stage 2: Mythic-
Literal 

Industry vs. Concrete Reciprocal 
Inferiority Operational fairness 

Stage 3: 
Synthetic-
Conventional 

Identity vs. Role Early Formal Interpersonal 
Confusion Operational expectations & 

concordance 

Stage 4: 
Individuative-
Reflective 

Intimacy vs. 
Isolation 

Dichotomizing Societal 
perspective; class-
biased 
universalism 

Stage 5: 
Conjunctive 

Generativity vs. Dialectical 
Stagnation 

Universal & 
critical 

Stage 6: Integrity vs. Synthetic 
Universalizing Despair 

Loyalty to being 
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The faith stage of individuals affects the way they experience and deal with 

the psychosocial crises Erikson has identified, but in no way means they will 

avoid or bypass them. The psychosocial stages are dependent on maturation 

and time but not tied to them. Movement from one faith stage to another is 

not automatic or inevitable" (1981, p. 50). Fowler states that "in terms of the 

structural stages normal persons can reach a long lasting and even lifetime 

equilibrium" at any point from stage 2 on (1981, p. 107). 

"Cognitively many in our society do not attain Piaget's formal operational 

stage at stage 2. Nor do the majority develop beyond Kohlberg's convention 

stage of moral judgment at stage 3. Yet the person who arrests in one stage 

still must face the challenges or crises described in Erikson's stages" (1981, p. 

50). 

CONVERSION 

Researchers in the area of conversion have had difficulty in coming to 

agreement on a definition of religious conversion. Some restrict conversion 

to sudden, drastic changes in beliefs, behaviors, and affiliations (Silverstein, 

1988). Others (Greil and Rudy, 1984) think a single definition cannot cover all 

conversions, and "include gradual and less inclusive forms of alterations" 

(Rambo, 1989, p. 48). Today many committed and active Christians do not 

believe the sudden and dramatic type of conversion is appropriate for an 

intelligent, responsible, and integrated adult. It is Rambo's opinion that "no 

single pure form of conversion exists but that conversion is a malleable 

phenomenon" (1989, p. 48). 
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The prototype for conversion within Christianity—the story of Paul on the 

road to Damascus—is clearly a sudden and dramatic type of conversion (Conn, 

1986). According to the Biblical account in the Acts of the Apostles, a devout 

Jew named Saul persecuted the first century followers of the rabbi, Jesus. Saul 

believed that these deviants from the traditional Jewish faith were 

blasphemous. One day he was journeying to Damascus when 

suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him; and he fell to the 

ground. He heard a voice saying to him, "Saul, Saul, why are you 

persecuting me?" And he said," Who are you, Lord,?" And the voice 

said "I am Jesus whom you are persecuting, but rise and enter the city, 

and it shall be told you what you must do (New American Standard 

Bible, 1975, Acts 9: 3-6). 

The men with Saul heard the voice but did not see the blinding light. Saul 

lost his sight for three days until a Christian named Ananias, following God's 

directions, found Saul and spoke to him. Saul immediately regained his 

sight. Thereafter he changed his name to Paul and devoted the rest of his life 

to spreading the tenets of Christianity. 

Paul's conversion was clearly a radical change in the contents of his faith. 

The fervor of his faith did not change, although he believed strongly 

whatever he believed, but as a result of his conversion, his behavior was 

entirely changed. Most incredibly he changed from a very violent to a very 

non-violent man. 

Rambo (1989) maintains that conversion must be studied in context; that 

is, one must examine the individual's religious history within the religious 

history of the culture, the broad political and social atmosphere at the time of 
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conversion, the individual's personality and experiences, the relationship to 

family of origin, the concurrent intimate relationships and social support. 

Psychologists question whether or not certain temperaments are more 

prone to having religious conversions (Silverstein, 1988). Bergin's study 

(1988) indicates that some people who make drastic and sudden changes in 

their spirituality, whose spirituality grows in fits and starts, tend to be more 

unstable than those whose spiritual growth is consistent and fluid. Another 

study demonstrates that people who have undergone severe childhood 

trauma, and especially those whose fathers were absent, are more prone to a 

sudden religious conversion (Conn, 1986). 

Historically within the American culture, the meaning and acceptability of 

religious conversion has changed from era to era (Silverstein, 1988). For 

instance, in Puritanical New England, it was mandatory for a person to have a 

sudden religious conversion in order to be accepted by the local community 

(Richardson, 1985). Around the turn of twentieth century during a revival 

era, sudden religious conversion was expected as part of the normal 

development of the young Christian. After the 1920s, as religious education 

began to be emphasized and a sudden conversion lost its status, the norm was 

to experience a rational, gradual conversion. Thus many researchers have 

divided conversion into the two categories, sudden and gradual (Silverstein, 

1988). Still other researchers have typed conversions in four ways: sudden 

vs. gradual, and revival vs. cult. Revival refer to a renewed and increased 

involvement within the culture's own religion, and cult refer to 

involvement with esoteric or foreign ideologies (Silverstein, 1988). 
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Rhodes (1987) holds that "redemptive transformation", as he calls 

religious conversion, is both process and crisis (p. 26). In other words, it is 

both part of the developmental process and an "experience of radical 

discontinuity" (p. 26). 

Silverstein (1988) urges a contextual analysis on four levels: socio-

cultural, phenomenological, motivational, and intrapsychic. 

Fowler included in his Stages of Faith some interesting thoughts about 

conversion. He said that "conversion has to do with changes in the contents 

of faith" (1981, p. 92). The contents of faith are the beliefs. For example 

believing that Jesus is God, or that people are basically good, are contents of 

faith. Fowler further concludes that the structural stages of faith can be 

applied to any religion or ideology, and to be converted is not to change 

stages, but to change contents. It has been observed that the two most likely 

times for conversion are in the late teens and early twenties, and then again 

during the forties (Fowler, 1981, Conn, 1986). 

William James said of conversion: 

To be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experience 

religion, to gain an assurance, are so many phrases which denote the 

process, gradual to sudden, by which a self hitherto divided, and 

consciously wrong, inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and 

consciously right, superior and happy, in consequence of its firmer 

hold upon religious realities (James, 1902, p.189). 

He further expounds that to be converted means that 
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religious ideas, previously peripheral in his consciousness, now take a 

central place, and that religious aims form the habitual centre of his 

energy (1902, p. 196). 

The literature on psychology and religion, faith development and 

conversion has been used as a background against which to study the stories 

of the participants of this research. Keeping in mind the types of conversions 

possible, the context of the conversion, the individual's psychosocial 

development, and the stages of faith, the participants were studied within an 

Adlerian framework, which is described in the next section. 

ADLERIAN PSYCHOLOGY 

Adlerian psychology has a social perspective. Instead of stressing 

psychophysiological variables like Freud, or archetypal energies like Jung, 

Adler emphasized psychosocial processes (Massey, 1988). He viewed each 

person as active, social, goal-oriented and unified. He believed that people 

are "active in responding to and constructing their own environments" (p. 

76). He looked at the context of the situation, realizing that individuals and 

their environments are interactive. In his view, life means movement, and 

movement entails intentionality or striving towards a goal, and also freedom 

of choice. People move from a position of inferiority and strive toward 

significance, security, belonging, and making a contribution (Schottky, 1987). 

Adler developed a subjective psychology, or "a study of the psyche as 

perceived and experienced from within" (Massey, 1988, p. 77). Subjective 

psychology emphasizes the self. It is holistic, stresses motivation from pulls 
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rather than pushes, and understands through empathy rather than through 

reductionist explanations (Massey, 1988). 

One of Adler's most significant contribution to psychology is the concept 

of Gemeinschaftsgefuhl, or social interest. Adler himself considered it to be 

the cornerstone of mental health (Leak, 1992). Mullis (1987) writes that 

"social interest is conceptualized as a measure of one's active, cooperative 

approach toward life and one's belonging in the world" (p. 345). 

Characteristics of an individual with high social interest include friendliness 

and a sense of belonging. Crandall (1991) indicates that a person with high 

social interest would describe him or herself as helpful, sympathetic, 

considerate, respectful, generous, tolerant, trustworthy, forgiving, 

cooperative, moral and patient. 

Certain thoughts, feelings and behaviors are associated with social interest: 

"I believe my rights and obligations are equal to others, I believe in the 

Golden rule, I feel I belong, I have faith in others, I feel making mistakes is 

natural, I like helping others, I act respectfully and cooperatively" (Kaplan, 

1991, p. 82-83). Therapy, in part, consists of encouraging the adoption of goals 

directed toward contributing to the welfare of oneself and others, consistent 

with an increase in social interest. 

A central element of Adlerian methodology is the life-style analysis. There 

are a number of different opinions about the best method for assessing life

style. Dreikurs (1967) preferred a structured questionnaire to determine 

family constellation through a characterization of each child in terms of the 

extreme position held (who is most like you, most different, etc.). There are 

other questions to identify perceptions about the mother, father and siblings. 
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Dreikurs states, "The summary of the family constellation and of the early 

recollections permit the derivation of the basic mistaken assumptions on 

which the Life-style is based" (Schottky, 1987, p. 61). 

A life-style analysis usually includes accounts of early recollections or ERs. 

An ER is a story, a recollection, of a particular occurrence in early childhood. 

It is not a general memory such as "I remember we had ham on Sundays." 

The person is asked to remember details about what she was wearing, the 

smells or sensations, who else was there, her age, how she felt, and the most 

important aspect of the recollection. This information contributes to an 

understanding of how she views herself, the world, and her conclusion about 

herself in the world. The rubric "I am....The world is....Therefore...." is 

sometimes used by Adlerians to summarize these conclusions (Christopher 

and Bickhard, 1992). 

ERs are considered reliable projective techniques and "their use in 

diagnosis and psychotherapy has become central to the practice of Adlerian 

counseling" (Barker and Bitter, 1992). Adlerians have long been looking at 

early recollections for indications of the present condition of a person's 

psychological state (Savill and Eckstein, 1987). Adler noted that: 

There are no chance memories; out of the incalculable number of 

impressions which meet an individual, he chooses to remember only 

those which he feels, however darkly, to have a bearing on his 

situation (p. 3). 

Interpretation of the life-style means looking at birth order, family 

constellation, perceptions about the parents and siblings, ERs, and 
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extrapolating this information into the individual's present situation. 

Patterns of interaction with the world can be seen as having been learned in 

early childhood. There is disagreement in the field about categorizing life

styles for fear of creating labels. Adler himself, however, named four basic 

types: the ruling type, the getting type, the avoiding type, and the useful type, 

whose goal of behavior would be to rule, get, avoid or be useful, respectively. 

Kopp (1983) writes that the variable of social interest impacts on the goal of 

behavior to determine the life-style type. For instance, a person whose goal of 

behavior is Order who also has high social interest would be an Organizer, 

while the same goal without social interest would lead to a Controller. 

Adler proposed that there are three life tasks that all individuals strive to 

accomplish or fulfill: that of work, love, and community. Later Adlerians 

(Sweeney and Witmer, 1991) have suggested that Adler would agree to the 

addition of two more life tasks—spirituality and self-regulation. The first task, 

work, is fundamental to providing economic, psychological, and social 

benefits to the well-being of individuals and others. The second task, love, is 

striving for intimacy, and long-term commitment, and often includes sexual 

relations. It is used to describe spouse, children and friends. The third task, 

community, frequently called friendship, refers to social connections either 

individually or in community. The fourth task, spirituality, is how one finds 

meaning and connection to life and its source. It includes ethical, spiritual 

and religious values. The fifth task is self-regulation, or the task of obtaining 

and maintaining good health. It includes physical fitness and health habits, 

and affects sense of worth, humor, creativity, and emotional responsiveness, 

(Witmer and Sweeney, 1992). 
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With the literature review of conversion and Adlerian psychology 

complete, it is now possible to present the life-style information of a widely 

publicized conversion, that of Thomas Merton, to test how conversion might 

fit into an Adlerian framework. 

CONVERSION OF THOMAS MERTON 

Merton's father, a New Zealander, and mother, an American, met in 

Paris, married and moved to the mountains on the Spanish border in France. 

Merton was born there on January 31,1915. Before he was two they moved to 

the United States and he lived several places in New York State until the age 

of ten, at which point he moved back to France. He went to school in both 

France and England and to University at Columbia in New York (Merton, 

1976). 

His mother and father were both artists. His father painted in the manner 

of Cezanne. Merton thought his father was a good artist. Merton stated that 

he got from his father his "way of looking at things" (1976, p. 3) and some of 

his integrity. From his mother he got "her dissatisfaction with the mess the 

world is in" (1976, p. 4), and her versatility. From both he inherited 

"capacities for work and vision and enjoyment and expression" (1976, p. 4). 

Merton described his father as having much energy and independence. 

Family was important to his father. They moved to the South of France so 

his father could have a family, paint, and live on the little money they had. 

He remembered his mother as serious, worried, precise, quick, and critical of 

Thomas, with "insatiable dreams of perfection" in art, interior decorating, 
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dancing, and raising children (1976, p. 5). Unfortunately, she had stomach 

cancer and died when he was only six. 

Merton's one brother, John Paul, was four years younger than he. John 

Paul was "a child with a much serener nature than mine, with not so many 

obscure drives and impulses. I remember that everyone was impressed by his 

constant and unruffled happiness" (1976, p.8). Merton said of himself that he 

"was nobody's dreamchild" (1976, p. 5). He admitted to feeling annoyed by his 

brother's presence when Merton played with his peers. In fact, they would 

chase John Paul away with stones. One day, however, John Paul showed 

extraordinary bravery, after which they let him join them. Tragically, John 

Paul was killed in World War II at age 24. 

Thomas Merton clearly favored his father, and seemed to blame his 

mother for his shortcomings. She was to blame for his own constitutional 

weaknesses. Her errors in upbringing caused terrible shortcomings in 

himself, according to the young autobiographer. Merton was critical of her 

for not providing religion or a conventional moral code. Perhaps worst of all, 

she lacked the warmth of his father. 

Merton wrote down many recollections from his early childhood in his 

autobiography. For the sake of brevity, three of his early recollections have 

been reported only in Chapter 4 on pages 40-42). 

Since Merton wrote in such detail about his family and his childhood, an 

adequate Adlerian life-style inventory can be attempted without an 

interview. His early recollections are thorough, and can provide much 

insight into Merton, the man. The analysis of his life-style is found in 
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Chapter 4, and is used as a prototype for studying those who were interviewed 

in this research. 

SUMMARY 

In summary, this chapter reviews the pertinent literature on religious 

conversion, Adlerian psychology, and a prototypical conversion found in the 

autobiography of Thomas Merton. 

The literature on conversion covers religion and psychology, looking 

mainly at Freud, Jung, Adler and James; faith development as delineated by 

Fowler, and conversion itself, looking at the various types of conversions, the 

importance of context, and the relation of conversion to development and 

crisis. The literature on Adlerian psychology covers life-style analysis, social 

interest, early recollections, and counseling procedures. Finally, Merton's 

perceptions about his childhood, family and his early recollections—the raw 

material for his life-style analysis found in Chapter 4—are presented. 

Chapter 3, following, describes the methodology utilized in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This Adlerian perspective of religious conversion begins with a life-style 

analysis of the well-documented life and conversion of Thomas Merton to 

test the suitability of the Adlerian model for studying conversion. Other 

research has utilized life-style analyses of literary figures to understand the 

psychological factors that shaped their lives. Kelley (1988) studied Ernest 

Hemingway through life-style analysis. He also cited in his paper similar 

analyses done on Somerset Maugham, Adolf Hitler, Marilyn Monroe and 

Richard Nixon (Kelley, 1988). The advantage of studying the life and 

conversion of a deceased figure is knowledge of the individual's entire 

lifespan. On the other hand, insight and correction from the deceased person 

is not available. 

The bulk of this research consists of interviews of four adults over fifty 

years of age who report having had religious conversions at least ten years in 

the past. The data collected in the interviews make up the case studies 

presented in Chapter 4. 

DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

A case study approach was chosen in order to gain in-depth insights, 

and make discoveries and interpretations rather than do hypothesis 

testing (Merriam, 1988). Quantitative research is based on the 

assumption that there is a single, objective reality that we can observe, 

know, and measure (Merriam, 1988). Qualitative research, on the other 
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hand, assumes that there are multiple realities; that is, that the world is 

not objective, but subjective and dependent on personal interaction and 

perception (Merriam, 1988). The subjective nature of religious 

conversion, and the researcher's interest in the participants' perceptions 

further indicated that a qualitative analysis was appropriate. The case 

study approach is useful "to accurately portray the subject's world from 

his/her own frame of reference" (Haytin, 1988, p. 67). Yin (1989) 

advocates the use of a case study when a "'how' or 'why' question is 

being asked about a contemporary set of events, over which the 

investigator has little or no control" (p. 20). For these reasons, a case 

study approach was adopted for the qualitative research presented in this 

study. 

PROCEDURES 

Four adults over fifty who had had religious conversions at least ten years 

ago were interviewed. The aim of this investigation was to explore how 

religious conversions had empowered them to make changes in their life

styles. The interviews consist of five parts: 

1. A life-style analysis designed by Oscar Christensen; 

2. A social interest scale designed by James Crandall; 

3. An account of the conversion told in the style of an early recollection, 

to be analyzed like the early recollections given in the life-style; 

4. A contextual account of the conversion: what was concurrently 

happening culturally, socially, vocationally and personally; 
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5. An analysis of their lives in terms of the five life tasks: work, family, 

love, spirituality and self-regulation, before and after the conversion. 

Each part of the interview is further detailed in the following sections. 

Life-style 

This research utilized data collected during interviews following 

Christensen's Adult Lifestyles Guide for Initial Interviews (1980) 

(Appendix B). The data, including perceptions about family members and 

early recollections, was interpreted to describe the family constellation, the 

participant's dominant goal of behavior, the level of social interest, and 

finally a life-style type. 

Social Interest 

Crandall's Scale for Social Interest was administered to further identify the 

current level of social interest for each participant (Appendix C). The scale is 

composed of 24 pairs of forced choices, the answers indicating the presence or 

absence of social interest. The answers showing the highest possible social 

interest according to Crandall have been underlined on the copy in the 

appendix. 

Conversion Story 

The participants were asked to tell the story of their conversion in the style 

of an early recollection; in other words, to give an account of a particular 

event in their lives that symbolizes the conversion. If they view conversion 

more as a process, rather than a distinct point in time, then they were asked to 

tell a story of a particular time within that process that either initiated or 

epitomizes the conversion process. The reason for asking for a conversion 
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recollection is to determine if there were any similarities between the 

conversion story and the early recollections. 

Context 

For the contextual analysis of the conversion, the participants were asked 

open-ended questions to elicit information about what was occurring in all 

aspect of their lives: what was going on in the world, their generation, the 

region, their economic class, at their school or work, their family, their 

relationships, and their spiritual, emotional and intellectual development. 

Life Tasks 

The participants were asked to speculate on how their lives might have 

been different if they had not had the conversion experiences. That question 

was directed to five areas: work, family, love, self-regulation and spirituality 

(Sweeney, 1991). For example, "Imagining that you never had the conversion 

experience, how might your vocation today be different?" Implicit in their 

answers would be how well they are fulfilling the life tasks. 

POPULATION AND SAMPLE 

The participants composed a convenient sample drawn from three 

local Christian churches. The sample was limited to four persons because 

each participant needed to be interviewed extensively, an estimated three 

to four hours each, to obtain all the data. 

Participants were two male and two female adults over fifty years of 

age. The rationale for using this particular age group was the desire for a 

mature and stable sample that had the advantage of hindsight and could 

interpret and judge for themselves what had and had not worked in their 
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lives. Maturity and stability were merely expected of this group and are 

not criteria for participation. 

Participants needed to have converted at least ten years ago. The 

rationale for the conversion being well in the past was, again, so that 

their lives might be more stabilized at this point in time than they would 

have been just after the experience. Again a stabilized life was not a 

requirement, but a prediction. The participant's ability to look back and 

see patterns and make interpretations was hoped for but not required. 

Participants were advised that this research is in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the researcher's masters degree, and they were asked 

to read and sign a participants' agreement form (Appendix D). 

INSTRUMENTATION 

Observation: 

The researcher is the primary instrument in qualitative studies, "and 

as such, findings are filtered through his or her perceptions and 

perspectives" (LoBiondo-Wood, 1990, pg. 203). When doing a case study, 

the researcher has access to non-verbal (smiling, crying, posture, affect) as 

well as verbal communication. In addition to the content of the 

information, the researcher has access to contextual information. 

Although in this instance checks and balances were utilized in the form 

of feedback from a research director, and input from professors, 

counselors, and fellow students, the researcher as an interpreter is an 

inherent feature of this research as it is in all qualitative research. 
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However, in defense of qualitative research, it can further be noted that 

quantitative research is also bound by perspective or point of view 

(LoBiondo-Wood, 1990). 

Semi-structured interview: 

The basis of this research was the semi-structured interview. It 

consisted of face-to-face, one-on-one, taped interviews with the 

participant. To create a comfortable environment for both the participant 

and the interviewer, the interviews took place in an office or in the home 

of the interviewee. The Adlerian Life-style Inventory was completed in 

the first session. During the next session a concise social interest scale 

was given. Then the story of the conversion in the style of an ER was 

elicited. The remainder of the interview time was spent in a semi-

structured interview using open-ended questions. The questions focused 

on the participant's life before and after the conversion, and on the 

perceived change that had occurred. 

All interview questions were asked and answered in the same 

informal style with each participant. The participants were viewed as 

research collaborators, and were encouraged to interpret data along the 

way. The interviewer spent approximately 3 hours, in 2 to 3 sessions, 

interviewing each participant. 

Reliability was established through methodological triangulation; that 

is, life-style information was compared to the answers to the open-ended 

questions and the social interest scale. 

Questions were chosen to elicit self-perceptions from the participants 

concerning themselves before and after the conversion. According to 



Adlerian theory, it is not the individual's situation that is of extreme 

importance, but how he or she interprets that situation (Wheeler et al., 

1991). 

Validity was tested by asking expert Adlerians on the research 

committee to interpret the life-style information, the conversion story, 

and to compare their interpretations to those of the principle 

investigator. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The data were analyzed and interpreted within an Adlerian 

theoretical framework (Mosak and Dreikurs, 1973, Adler, 1979; 

Dinkmeyer,1987; Massey, 1988;). Life-style themes were named 

underlining the participants' convictions about themselves, the world 

and their relationship to it (Wheeler et al., 1980 and 1991; Kopp, 1983; 

Mullis et al., 1987; Schottky, 1987; Christopher and Bickhard, 1992). The 

Manual for Life-style Assessment (Shulman, 1988) was a useful guide for 

the interpretation of life-styles. Further pertinent information about 

early recollections was found in Barker and Bitter (1992) and Savill and 

Eckstein (1987). 

Each participant was administered a Social Interest Scale (Crandall, 

1991). Analysis of the life-styles utilized a typology (Kopp,1983) 

emphasizing the relationship between type and social interest. Useful 

background on social interest was provided by O'Connell (1990), Fairfield 

(1990), Sweeney and Witmer (1991), Kaplan (1991), and Leak (1992). 
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The use of a contextual analysis was supported by Silverstein (1988), 

Rambo (1989), and Witmer and Sweeney (1992). 

SUMMARY 

In summary, an Adlerian model was used to examine and interpret 

religious conversion in order to determine how religious conversion 

empowers individuals to make life-style changes. The data collected, and 

its interpretation, may contribute to an understanding of how some 

people make life-style changes, with application to the counseling 

profession. 

A presentation of the case studies follow in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF THE CASE STUDIES 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter begins with a study of Thomas Merton's life and conversion, 

followed by case studies from interviews of four individuals who have had 

religious conversions. Merton's serves as a feasibility study for the project 

and uses a simplified version of the format used in the four subsequent case 

studies. All five studies present the life-style and its interpretation, and the 

conversion including its context and interpretation. 

Life-style Analysis 

The data for the life-style analyses in this research is taken from 

interviews structured around the "Adult Lifestyle Guide for Initial 

Interviews" designed by Adlerian counselor Oscar Christensen (see Appendix 

B). Shulman and Mosak's Manual for Life-style Assessment provides the 

model for interpreting the life-styles. 

In Adlerian practice, a birth "myth" or other significant family story with 

potential impact on the formation of the life-style is solicited in the initial 

interview. Case 3 includes a myth about her mother's death, and Case 4 an 

adoption myth. 

Analysis of early recollections (ERs) includes naming the dominant 

feeling in the recollection, the theme of the recollection, and the individual's 

principle response to the event recollected. Some of the possible themes and 

responses, from the Manual for Life-Style Assessment, are listed in 

Appendix E. 
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Analysis of life-style determines a dominant goal of behavior that guides a 

person's life. The guiding fiction, a term some Adlerians use for the the 

person's dominant goal of behavior and method of striving for it, is 

formulated in childhood. 

Since the impact of social interest is of particular interest in this study, 

Kopp's (1983) life-style typology, which has categories with and without social 

interest, is used. For instance, a person with a dominant life-style goal of 

Morality could be a Moralizer type if social interest is lacking, and a 

Conscience type if social interest is abundant. Chapter 5 contains more 

information about Kopp's styles. 

Conversion Analysis 

The conversion recollection is patterned after an early recollection; that is, 

it is a story about a particular event in time, describing sensory detail, the 

other people involved and the dominant feeling of the memory. Then the 

conversion recollection is analyzed just like an early recollection. A 

dominant feeling, a theme, and the individual's response to the situation are 

all recorded. The data is analyzed to determine if it is consistent with the life

style type. 

Analysis of the Conversion Context 

Analysis of the context of the conversion was done by comparing how the 

five life tasks were performed both before and after the conversion 

experience. Were there changes in career, relationship to a significant other, 

community, spirituality or self-regulation? Participants answered the 

question: If you never had the conversion, how would your life be different? 
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One of the cases had sufficiently lengthy conversion period that a "during" 

phase was also included. 

THOMAS MERTON 

LIFE-STYLE 

The data for Merton's life-style analysis was taken from his autobiography, 

The Seven Storey Mountain written when he was 28 years old. 

Demographics 

Thomas Merton was the elder, by four years, of two boys. He was born in 

France to a New Zealander father and an American mother. Educated in 

France, England and the United States, he lived most of his adult life in a 

monastery in Gethsemani, Kentucky. As a mature monk Merton was well 

respected throughout the world as a writer on social issues. He was accidently 

killed when an electric fan fell into his bath while he was attending a 

religious conference in Bankok, Thailand (Mott, 1984). 

Family Constellation 

Merton gave little indication of how he was similar to his younger 

brother, John Paul. He clearly considered John Paul an "easier" child than he 

was. He wrote that John Paul was serene and "possessed constant and 

unruffled happiness." He considered John Paul innocent and brave. Merton 

in contrast, was "nobody's dreamchild" and considered himself selfish. 

However, Merton was apparently also artistic, lively and friendly. He seemed 

to be especially critical of his own imperfections. 

Merton describes Father as an independent energetic artist with a high 

degree of integrity. He had large "capacities for work, vision, enjoyment and 
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expression." He valued family life and had a warm personality. He was also 

sophisticated and well-traveled. 

Mother was also an artist and a versatile woman. She shared with Father 

capacities for work, vision, enjoyment and expression. She was 

unconventional and free-thinking, thought by others to be light-hearted and 

gay. Merton, however, perceived her as serious, worried, precise, quick, 

critical of him and perfectionistic. She protected the children "from sickness 

and death," perhaps for reasons Merton would later realize—she had stomach 

cancer and died when Merton was only six years old. 

Merton saw himself like both his mother and father in "those capacities 

for work, vision, enjoyment and expression." He claimed he possessed some 

of his father's integrity and "his way of looking at things." With his mother 

he shared a "dissatisfaction with the mess the world is in" and her versatility. 

The main information Merton conveyed about his parents' relationship was 

that they enjoyed each other and entertaining guests together. Both were 

open minded. 

Early Recollections 

Merton wrote down many early recollections in his autobiography. The 

three earliest ones are recounted below. 

ER 1 (age 2) 

Our landlord, Mr. Duggan, ran a nearby saloon. He got in trouble with 

Father for helping himself to the rhubarb which we were growing in 

the garden. We were at the supper table when the bended Mr. Duggan 

was observed, like some whale in the sea of green rhubarb, plucking up 

the red stalks. Father rose to his feet and hastened to the garden. I 
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could hear indignant words. We sat at the supper table, silent, not 

eating, and when Father returned I began to question him and to 

endeavor to work out the morality of the situation. And I still 

remember it as having struck me a difficult case, with much to be said 

on both sides. In fact, I had assumed that if the landlord felt like it, he 

could simply come and harvest all our vegetables, and there would be 

nothing we could do about it. I mention this with full consciousness 

that someone will use it against me, and say that the real reason I 

became a monk in later years was that I had the mentality of a 

medieval serf when I was barely out of the cradle (Merton, 1976, p. 8). 

ER 2 (age 5) 

I drew a picture of the house, and everybody sitting under the pine 

trees, on a blanket on the grass and sent it to Pop in the mail. He lived 

on Douglaston which was about five miles away (p. 9). 

ER 3 (age 5) 

It was Sunday. Perhaps it was an Easter Sunday, probably in 1920. From 

across the fields, and beyond the red farmhouse of our neighbor, I could 

see the spire of St. George's church, above the trees. The sound of the 

churchbells came to us across the bright fields. I was playing in front of 

the house, and stopped to listen. Suddenly, all the birds began to sing in 

the trees above my head, and the sound of birds singing and churchbells 

ringing lifted up my heart with joy. I cried out to my father "Father, all 

the birds are in their church." And then I said, "Why don't we go to 

church." My father looked up and said, "We will." "Now?" said I. "No 

it is too late. But we will go some other Sunday" (p. 10). 
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Life-style Interpretation 

The typical life-style for Merton's birth order (the elder brother of two 

boys) is to be perfectionistic and high achieving. The fact that Merton's 

brother was killed in action in World War II, in the very year Merton writes 

his autobiography from which the life-style data is collected, might color 

Merton's perceptions of his brother, as well as those of himself. 

Merton appears to like being male and had many positive male role 

models, yet he is very critical of his more "masculine" characteristics, such as 

aggressiveness. He admires his father and wants to be like him. He is much 

more critical of his mother and blames her for a variety of shortcomings. 

According to him, she failed to give adequate religious or moral training. He 

admits to guilt about his feelings towards his mother when he later learned 

she had been ill for years. 

Merton's family appears to place high value on individuality, expression 

and creativity and so does Merton. He is open, adventurous, expressive and 

creative. He later expresses regret, however, that he did not have the 

boundaries of a more conventional upbringing. If the ambient culture of his 

home were to be given a name, it would be The Artists' Life. The mood is 

predominantly happy, while the prevailing order is permissive. Life's 

meaning is found in "work, vision, enjoyment and expression." Even so, 

Merton perceives his own imperfections as intolerable. His family values fall 

short, something is missing, and Merton expresses a need for an infallible 

structure. 
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Analysis of Early Recollections 

Analysis of Merton's early recollections (Table 4.1) reveals a strong artistic 

nature. From an early age he observes, expresses and communicates his 

thoughts and feelings about the world and the events of his life. Coupled 

with creativity is a deep interest in human interactions as well as ethical and 

religious questions. In ER 3, he reveals an awareness of a mystical bond with 

all creatures and a strong desire to worship a creator. 

Merton's family constellation and early recollections point to a dominant 

goal of creation and expression. An equally strong goal might be morality. 

Merton's self-image is of a competent and inquisitive artist. He tends to 

perceive the world in aesthetic terms overlying a hierarchical moral 

structure. A rubric which summarizes this is: 

"I am a competent and inquisitive artist; 

the world has an aesthetic and hierarchical order; 

therefore I strive to understand it and express myself about it." 

Social Interest 

Obviously Merton could not take Crandall's Social Interest Scale. 

However, data from his autobiography would indicate a high score on a social 

interest scale, with the possible exception of choosing values showing 

creativity over values showing social interest. Overall, his early recollections 

indicate a very strong interest in people and human interactions. 
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Table 4.1 

ANALYSIS OF MERTON'S EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

Feeling Theme Response 

ER1 Curious 
Powerless 

Morality Problem-solving 

ER 2 Pride implied Affiliation Social interest 

ER 3 Joy "Garden 
of Eden" 

Observe 
Resolve implied 

CONVERSION 

Conversion Recollection 

The memory chosen to represent Merton's conversion opens Chapter 1 

and is repeated here. It is this account that will be analyzed as an early 

recollection. 

I was in my room. It was night. The light was on. Suddenly it seemed 

to me that Father, who had now been dead more than a year, was there 

with me. The sense of his presence was as vivid and as real and as 

startling as if he had touched my arm or spoken to me. The whole 

thing passed in a flash, but in that flash, instantly, I was overwhelmed 

with a sudden and profound insight into the misery and corruption of 

my own soul, and I was pierced deeply with a light that made me 

realize something of the condition I was in, and I was filled with 

horror at what I was, and my whole being rose up in revolt against 

what was within me, and my soul desired escape and liberation and 
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freedom from all this with an intensity and an urgency unlike 

anything I had ever known before. And now I think for the first time 

in my whole life I really began to pray—praying not with my lips and 

with my intellect and my imagination, but praying out of the very 

roots of my life and of my being, and praying to the God I had never 

known, to reach down towards me out of His darkness and to help me 

to get free of the thousand terrible things that held my will in their 

slavery (Merton, 1976, p. 111). 

Context of the Conversion 

Merton's conversion process had its roots in his childhood but began in 

earnest at the age of 18 in 1934, seven years before his baptism. While touring 

Italy as a student, he was drawn to the ancient Roman churches and 

cathedrals by the power of their exquisite art. He returned to them because of 

the feeling he discovered there—a deep interior peace rare in his life up until 

then (Merton, 1976). 

Young Thomas Merton was an intelligent student, a gifted writer, and a 

sophisticated, well-traveled young man. He later accused himself of leading a 

self-centered, licentious life of drinking and womanizing. He was an 

intellectual whose politics ran along Communist Party lines. Even so, he had 

a strong curiosity about spiritual matters. In February of 1937, at the age of 22 

while a student at Columbia University, he read Etienne Gilson's Spirit of 

Medieval Philosophy. Merton later wrote that a concept of God found there 

completely revolutionized his life. Gilson's book led him to Duns Scotus, 

Jacque Maritain, and William Blake. Together, these authors drew him along 

his route toward God (Conn, 1986). During the next year and a half he went 
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from being an atheist to "one who accepted the full range and possibilities of 

religious experience right up to the highest degree of glory" ( Merton, 1976, p. 

204). On November 16, the 25 year old graduate student was baptized into the 

Catholic Church and received his first communion. Just over three years 

later on December 10,1941, he entered Gethsemani Cistercian Monastery in 

Kentucky. He remained there the rest of his life, with the exception of two 

trips. On December 10, 1968, in Bankok, Thailand, he was accidently killed. 

Interpretation of the Conversion 

The predominant feeling of Merton's conversion experience was horror. 

The theme was morality and mysticism. His response was to express deep 

emotion, and to pray. He seems to say, 

I am more horrid and revolting than I ever imagined; 

the world contains a spiritual realm and a moral order I never knew 

existed; 

therefore, I petition that realm and order to free me of my intolerable 

shortcomings. 

Where Merton's early recollections were predominantly positive and showed 

a self-image that was competent, this conversion recollection exposed a dark 

and fearful side that convinces Merton of his need for supernatural help. It is 

as if a seed of doubt about his character planted in his psyche at an early age, 

perhaps by his critical mother, sprouted and grew into a terrifying plant that 

momentarily choked out the fresh air and completely blocked the sun. 

Life Task Performance Before and After Conversion 

Recognizing that his conversion covers a seven year-period between the 

vision of his father and his baptism, the comparison will be of before and 
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after the entire conversion period; that is, between Merton, the cosmopolitan 

student, and Merton, the monk. Table 4.2 shows what Merton was doing 

before and after his conversion in five areas of his life. 

Table 4.2 

MERTON'S PERFORMANCE ON THE FIVE LIFE TASKS 

TASK BEFORE CONVERSION AFTER CONVERSION 

WORK Student Monk 
Writer Writer 
Intellectual Activist 

LOVE 

COMMUNITY 

SPIRITUALITY 

"Womanizer" 

Close Male Friends 
Humanity 

None 

God 
Chastity 

Monks 
Artists and Activists 
Humanity 

Mystic 
Contemplative 
Catholic Convert 

SELF-REGULATION Hedonist Ascetic 
Driven Disciplined 
Creative Creative 
Spontaneous Spontaneous 

As a student Merton was a free-thinking intellectual. Growing up in a 

family that encouraged creativity and expression, he clearly had creative 

talent, and aspired to be a writer in his late adolescence. In his relations with 
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the opposite sex, Merton admits in his autobiography that he was a 

womanizer. After his death it was revealed that he impregnated a young 

English woman before he started Columbia, and did not take responsibility 

for it. This fact could account for some of his harsh self-criticism. Having 

close male friends was the norm for the young student, with many of his 

college friends remaining friends throughout his life. Spiritually Merton was 

confused during his early twenties. At one point he claimed he was a 

Communist with its atheistic platform, yet he was deeply curious about God 

and spiritual matters. Merton's late teens and early twenties found him 

drinking heavily and being sexually irresponsible. He enjoyed travel, his 

friends, and intellectual stimulation He was creative, spontaneous, and witty. 

A half a dozen years later Merton was in a completely different milieu. 

His work was prayer and writing. His love was God and he had taken a vow 

of chastity. He lived in a close community of monks, apparently isolated 

from the world, yet influencing many with his articles and books. Eventually 

people from all over the world would pilgrimage to Merton's monastery, as 

his reputation as a thoughtful commentator spread. His spirituality changed 

dramatically to where he was, by all counts, a mystical contemplative. Even 

though his asceticism often caused poor health, his highly structured routine 

with clear boundaries and expectations allowed him to be creative, 

spontaneous and productive. 

SUMMARY 

Putting all the data together about Thomas Merton, it would appear that 

he had a life-style of moral perfection. Although he saw himself artistically 
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and creatively competent, he perceived himself lacking morally. His parents' 

values were acceptable when he was a child, but once he matured, he judged 

their goals of creation and artistic expression deficient, if moral perfection was 

his goal. Thus he began the conversion process. In a sense his conversion 

was overthrowing his parents' life-style to adopt one of his own. 
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CASE STUDY 1 - "ARLEEN" 

LIFE-STYLE 

Demographics 

"Arleen" is a 55 year old Anglo-American woman married to "Dan" for 

over 30 years. Dan is also a participant of this study and his life is covered in 

Case Study 4. The couple have two grown children living out of town. Since 

earning a masters' degree in 1992, Arleen has been employed part time as a 

Christian counselor. The rest of the time she enjoys being active in church, 

gardening, camping and particularly enjoying her marriage. 

Family Constellation 

Arleen's parents were in their early thirties when she was born. The 

younger of two siblings, she has a brother three years her senior. Her family 

lived in an affluent suburb in New York State where her college-educated 

father worked in a business that kept him away from home except for 

weekends. 

Arleen states that her father was an autocrat who "would not let us get 

away with anything." Each Saturday morning they had to line up for the 

previous week's punishment—usually beatings. Arleen braced herself for the 

beatings by making her buttocks as tight as possible and keeping a smile on 

her face, determined not to shed a tear. Arleen describes her father as morally 

self-righteous, angry, abusive and alcoholic, yet honest, humorous, and a 

good story teller—"funny drunk" and "vicious sober." Arleen admits, "the 

funny thing is I adored him." She did not realize that she grew up in an 
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alcoholic home until much later. Many in her neighborhood drank heavily 

and therefore she thought it was normal. 

Arleen's mother was a French teacher and a talented opera singer. Arleen 

describes her as "gentle, loving and unable to protect herself from us." She 

was not effective in disciplining the children, but she did handle medical 

emergencies well. Her real love was biological science, and Arleen states that 

she should have been a doctor. Arleen's father admired her mother's beauty 

but scoffed at her intellect. Arleen reports that he always won any quarrels 

with his wife because he was "always right." Arleen points out that her 

mother joined the Episcopal Church in hopes of getting her husband to 

attend church with her, but to no avail. 

Arleen's brother was busy and inventive, spending hours as a child 

figuring out how something worked, or taking apart mechanical things. She 

remembers him as stronger, taller, more haiYdsUffie, more conforming, more 

materialistic, and punished more often than she was. Arleen was, however, 

more assertive, and would upset her brother by trying to fight his fights for 

him. They were equally intelligent, considerate, critical, selfish, humorous, 

and achieving. Neither was helpful around the house, and both tended to be 

loners. They shared the perception of their parents as difficult people. Arleen 

and her brother were fairly close as children but not as adults. She reports 

that during a time when he had owned a shop in a ghetto, he was robbed 

repeatedly at gun point, and began voicing bigoted opinions. Arleen and the 

rest of her family are disturbed by his prejudice. Where he was once the 

favored child of the family, Arleen now fills that prized position. 
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During her childhood, Arleen was a loner both by circumstance and by 

natural inclination. She was active, manipulative, a nature-loving tomboy 

who was rebellious, out-spoken, and loved to sing and dance. She 

remembers herself as a harder worker than her brother, getting better grades, 

trying to please others more, and also being more sensitive, spoiled, athletic, 

and idealistic, with higher standards of behavior and morals. She claims that 

she is like her father in her anger, and like her mother in her compassion. 

Early Recollections 

ER 1 (before age 2) 

In the crib, in my parents' room, in the morning and the sun's out and 

it's bright and I'm real happy. And I'm just standing there in the crib. 

ER 2 (before age 2) 

This is also in the crib. The maid coming in to get me out of the crib. I 

don't remember a feeling. I probably was waiting for her to get me. My 

mother said I would sing in the morning. I could entertain myself. I 

was probably a loner even then. 

ER 3 (age 4) 

I can remember standing in the window at the front of my house 

weeping buckets because I didn't know where my mother was (all 

she'd done is run next door to say something, and she probably told me 

and I didn't pay any attention because I had a habit of doing that.) I was 

just weeping buckets because I thought my mother had left me. 

Social Interest 

On the Social Interest Scale/Personal Trait Value Scale by Crandall (1975) 

(Appendix E), Arleen scored 11 out of a possible 15. Crandall measured the 
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mean score for college women at 8.9, putting Arleen above average for that 

group. 

Arleen made an observation about the Crandall Scale regarding the 

definition of "wise." She thought that "wise" would include both 

"trustworthy" and "considerate," so she chose "wise" as preferable traits in 

both cases, whereas Crandall views "trustworthy" and "considerate" as better 

indications of social interest than "wise." 

Life-style Interpretation 

The typical life-style of Arleen's birth order (the younger sister to a 

brother) is ruled by competition. Opposite sex siblings, however, are typically 

less competitive than same sex siblings. The second born has the motto of 

"we try harder." Arleen exhibits the competitive spirit of a second-born, yet 

she and her brother were fairly equal throughout their childhood (both 

loners, both intelligent and humorous, and neither helpful). She did 

perceive herself having higher moral standards, however, and that is where 

she won out over him, when in adulthood he showed bigoted behavior and 

fell from their parents' grace. 

Arleen rejected some of the gender-related societal expectations of her 

parents' generation, such as women should be submissive and demure. She 

also rejected the autocratic marriage of her parents; her own marriage is based 

on equality and cooperation. 

Arleen's father presented a complex role model. From him she learned to 

appreciate a good story and a good sense of humor. He also modeled honesty, 

courage, self-confidence, and integrity. But those very qualities sometimes 

turned into self-righteousness and stubbornness. Her father "knew he was 
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right even when he was wrong." Arleen is aware of the mistaken goal, "I 

must be right," being prevalent in her life, and has become more tolerant of 

ambiguities as she matures. 

Arleen's mother modeled gentle, loving, but vulnerable behavior, and 

even though Arleen appreciates that kind of behavior, she saw that it did not 

stand up well against her father. Additionally, her mother taught by negative 

example the importance of doing what you love (she should have been a 

doctor). Arleen's mother did not appear to have as great an impact on her life 

as her father. 

Another presence in Arleen's life was a godfather, a single man who spent 

time with the family. He was fun, gentle and loveable (in contrast to her 

father's toughness). His relationship was not explored in any detail. 

Therefore, his impact on the family dynamics has not been determined. 

The family appeared to place high value on morality, intelligence and 

humor. The ambient culture was autocratic and alcoholic. The prevailing 

mood was set by her father's anger. The children learned at a very early age 

that their father was "always right," and therefore, respected him and pitied 

their mother. Again, in their family, life's meaning was found in being right. 

Arleen learned to be angry like her father, since she perceived that there was 

power in anger. She also learned to be a self-confident and very spontaneous 

person. 

Analysis of Early Recollections 

Arleen's early recollections (Table 4.3) include a full range of feelings. Her 

dominant self-image is passive and content whenever her basic needs are 

being met, and she is sad whenever she feels abandoned. She views the 
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world as sometimes marvelous, sometimes acceptable, and sometimes just 

terrible, according to how secure she is feeling. Her dominant goal, therefore, 

appears to be security. The way she gains security is to express her feelings 

and opinions about her condition, and to depend on others. 

Table 4.3 

ANALYSIS OF ARLEEN'S EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

Feeling 

ER1 Happy 

ER 2 None 

ER 3 Fear 

Theme Response 

Existence To appreciate 

Dependency To wait 

Security To cry 

While in her early recollections the dominant goal is clearly security, from 

her family constellation the dominant goal appears to be morality. 

Combining the family constellation and the early recollections, a summary of 

the life-style might be found in this rubric: 

I am moral and spontaneous; 

the world is a glorious place but people are not always dependable; 

therefore I express what is right and wrong with the world, and find 

security through independence. 

Analysis of Social Interest 

While Arleen shows a high degree of social interest as a mature adult, it is 

clear she would have rated low in social interest as a child. Indicators of low 
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social interest include not caring about being helpful around the house, being 

rebellious, and being a loner. Her characteristics of wanting to please others, 

high moral standards, idealism, and general love of life and nature might 

have become her means of gaining social interest later in her life. 

CONVERSION 

Conversion Recollection 

Arleen states, "The real conversion experience was learning that God was 

within—and joining a meditation group-absolutely fantastic!" She recollects 

about her conversion: 

I was sitting on a chair in a fairly bare room. It was a real hard, 

uncomfortable chair but I didn't notice. And I sat there and I was 

saying this mantra and it was like I fell off the end of the world. I was 

no longer in that room. I was just experiencing God in a way God 

allowed me to. I didn't see him, I didn't hear him. I just knew. 

Context of the Conversion 

Commenting on her spiritual development, Arleen says, "I always had a 

talking relationship with God." She did not always call it prayer, but she 

talked to him based on "some inner knowing" that God existed. 

Apparently, however, the institutional church did not impress the young 

Arleen. She was "dragged" to church by her mother, who sang in the choir. 

Her mother had switched to her father's childhood denomination in hopes of 

getting him to go to church with her, but he never did. Since her father, 

whom she adored, did not go to church, it was easy for Arleen to become 

disillusioned by the church's hypocrisy when a priest was fired for drinking 
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too much. It was Arleen's observation that the whole neighborhood drank 

excessively, so "why was a priest being punished for something everybody 

else did?" She stopped going to church at the first opportunity—in high 

school when her mother allowed her to quit. 

Ironically enough, Arleen eventually returned to church when her 

husband Dan "dragged" her with him. Dan had found real solace in church 

as a child, and hoped to share a similar experience with his spouse. She went, 

but not without a lot of protest. "I can believe in God without this!" she 

insisted. It turned out to be a needed change for Arleen. At that time she was 

isolated at home with small children. Getting involved in church work was a 

"way back out into the world," and she began participating in social and 

community service. Eventually she was director of a camp for inner city 

children, a very demanding activity causing her much stress, and leading her 

to the brink of exhaustion. 

At about this time Dan read about Transcendental Meditation (TM) and its 

ability to "refresh and renew" those who practiced it. They both signed up for 

a class and began practicing TM using Christian mantras. 

Interpretation of the Conversion 

It was while meditating alone that Arleen had the conversion experience 

quoted in the previous section. At first the experience merely reinforced her 

resolve to meditate in order to chase a feeling, whether it be simple 

relaxation, or the more profound and paradoxical blend of expansive 

exhilaration and rock-solid security. After a while she began to discover that 

the importance of the experience was more in "going on and knowing that 

God was present in me," and less in the feelings. Thus, her conversion 
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manifested itself in changes in feelings, beliefs, and behaviors. The 

precipitous change was initiated by a new behavior—meditation—which 

caused a feeling—anxiety—to change to a new blend of feelings—exhilaration 

and security. Then the old belief—that God, the source of power, is outside— 

was replaced by a new realization—that God is also within. Finally, once she 

believed that God was within herself, she was able to grow and mature in 

ways not possible to her before; for example, she became more thoughtful in 

her spontaneity. 

Arleen's conversion recollection is dominated by feelings of exhilaration 

and complete safety. The major themes are excitement and security. Arleen's 

response is to soak up the experience. In this recollection Arleen sees herself 

as special, and God as accessible. To repeat that profound experience becomes 

her dominant goal, and prayer and meditation become her method of 

operation. 

One of the themes of her conversion recollection is the same theme 

indicated by her life-style interpretation: security, and the same sense of 

wonder and happiness about life is shared by her conversion and one early 

recollection. Arleen might say, 

I can be happy when I feel completely secure; 

God is accessible to me and in him I find security; 

therefore I strive to know God through meditation, and to live my life 

knowing that God is within me. 



Comparison of Life Task Performance Before and After Conversion 

A comparison between Arleen's life before and after the conversion (Table 

4.4) can be made by analyzing how she fulfilled the five life tasks of work, 

love, community, spirituality, and self-regulation. 

Table 4.4 

ARLEEN'S PERFORMANCE ON THE FIVE LIFE TASKS 

TASK BEFORE CONVERSION AFTER CONVERSION 

WORK 

LOVE 

COMMUNITY 

SPIRITUALITY 

SELF-REGULATION 

Motherhood 
Social service 

Marriage is mutual 
partnership 

Church 
Social responsibility 

Talked to God from 
childhood 

Expressive 
Doing too much 
Heading for burn-out 

Motherhood 
Social service 
Spiritual 
Outgoing 

Love IS spiritual 
Close marriage 

Family = people who 
love one another 
Church = family 

Profound impact from 
insight that God is 
within 

Thoughtfully 
spontaneous; 
Discipline of meditation 
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During her early twenties, Arleen was primarily involved in young 

mothering tasks. She was just starting out with her husband, and from the 

beginning formed a close, mutual partnership with him. They began 

attending church, allowing her to develop her interest in social action. She 

discovered that she enjoyed teaching and helping others. It would appear 

that social interest increased during this phase of her life. Spiritually, there 

was not much of a sense of inner life yet. She was aware of talking to God, 

and had a love of nature that she perceived as spiritual. She had not 

connected her natural spirituality to religion yet. Arleen states that she has 

always been spontaneous and quick to express her feelings and opinions. In 

her twenties, she was heading for burn-out, doing too much, and not keeping 

her life in balance. 

After her conversion, her work took on a spiritual direction as she 

incorporated her new understanding into her work. The experience of God-

being-within empowered her to courageously reach out to others. Regarding 

her relationship with her husband, Arleen states that "walking on the same 

spiritual path together" has definitely enriched their life together. When 

asked how her life would be different if she had not had the conversion 

experience, she said, "a funny answer off the top of my head is we wouldn't 

be sleeping together because I was constantly falling asleep at 7 o'clock!" She 

says that a good relationship doesn't just happen. "Two people who have 

grown up differently come together, and they are not going to see things the 

same way so they have to work out their differences and compromise." She 

claims that spirituality had changed her whole concept of love, and that 
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spirituality is the reason for the love. "If you really believe that God is love 

and you totally trust a loving God, then it's just amazing. Love is so rich." 

She states that she loves being aware that humans are spiritual beings, that as 

spiritual beings they go on after death. She "loves going along the spiritual 

path and helping others along that path." Commenting on community, she 

says, "My whole sense of family is people who love one another and are 

bound by relationship." That can be the biological family or the whole 

church. In the task of regulating herself, Arleen is still spontaneous, but has 

become more thoughtful in her spontaneity. She claims that "as your 

community becomes more inclusive, there are more [people] you consider 

before you act." Most importantly, she states, she and Dan meditate together 

and are each other's spiritual mentors. Thus, a program of self-discipline 

balances her natural spontaneity. 

SUMMARY 

Arleen perceives that her life changed in several ways as the result of a 

spiritual conversion. First, she gained interior peace in the realization that 

God is within herself as well as outside of herself. This new belief, brought 

about by an experience of intense emotion, caused her to change several 

behaviors. She believes she acts more thoughtfully and has become more 

helpful as a result of her conversion. She deliberately slows down in her 

active life to look within herself to God for guidance. It would seem that 

what enabled Arleen to change was a powerful emotional experience that 

convinced her to change an important belief. 
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CASE STUDY 2 - "BILL" 

LIFE-STYLE 

Demographics 

Born to affluent New Englanders, "Bill" is a 59 year old minister and social 

reformer within the Christian church. He is well educated with master's 

degrees in history and urban planning in addition to being a graduate of 

seminary. Currently single, he has been married and divorced twice. 

Family Constellation 

The younger brother of two siblings, Bill has a sister four years his senior. 

His father was 37 when he was born and his mother 28. Father graduated 

from an Ivy League school and was a successful owner of a paper company. 

His traditional upper-middle class values were exemplified in being provider, 

protector and financial manager. His role included disciplining the children 

and making the major decisions. The entire family was athletic, and Father's 

sport was golf. Bill accords the position of favorite child to his sister based on 

"sentimental man stuff." Bill perceives Father as extroverted, achievement-

oriented, honest, unsophisticated, and well-respected. He states that he shares 

his father's extroversion. He claims that his relationship to Father "got better 

with time." Mother and Father's relationship was based on respect. They 

were polite to each other and did not show feelings. His parents dealt with 

quarrels behind closed doors, and the atmosphere in their home was "serene-

-serene but unreal." 

Mother was a brilliant Vassar graduate who became an upper-middle class 

housewife. She suffered from severe depression. He states that she made a 
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career out of being ill. Bill believes there were once strong sexual ties between 

his parents that disappeared as his mother distanced herself from her 

husband as well as from everyone else and became reclusive. Bill says he and 

his mother are similar in being reflective and intellectual. Their relationship 

was complicated with triangulation occurring among Mother, Father and 

himself. Bill played the dual role of son and father during Father's absences. 

He feels that he was his mother's caretaker. 

Bill's sister is the head of the history department in an elite private girls' 

school in Connecticut. She is politically and socially more conservative than 

he. Even so, she and Bill are close. She is a "homebody," never having flown 

in an airplane, or rarely venturing outside of New England. As a child she 

was the higher achiever, was brighter, studied harder, was more helpful 

around the house, was more materialistic, more critical, more selfish, and 

had higher standards. She was energetic, kinetic and, according to Bill, not at 

all reflective. They share humor, a love of baseball, being athletic and good 

looks. As children they did not play together because of their age and sex 

differences. Sometimes Bill would annoy his sister by "hanging out" in her 

room and refusing to leave. 

During his childhood, being a "nice guy" and having friends were as 

important as achievement. Bill perceives himself as a late bloomer, and did 

not test boundaries until after adolescence. In grade school he was second or 

third choice, or vice-president instead of president. Bill states that he was 

more idealistic, had more friends, and tried to please more than his sister, yet 

had more temper tantrums, was more spoiled and more punished. 

Early Recollections 
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ER1 (age 9) 

I went on a hike where I got lost. I was late coming home. My parents 

were very upset. And somehow I gave my father some feedback. I 

remember him chasing me around the house (this was during the 

spanking times). I kept running around the outside of the house. Of 

course I kept hearing these thundering hooves getting closer until he 

finally caught me. I think it was probably a couple of laps. 

ER 2 (age 8) 

At an early age I was diagnosed with having a small hernia. In those 

days I was wearing a brace for self correction, but it was not working. 

Dr. Sumners gave me a physical and said the only way to correct it was 

to operate. I had an anxiety attack [over the thought of] loosing my 

testicles. 

ER 3 (age 4) 

I was in my room taking a nap. Somehow my door was locked and I 

had to go to the bathroom. Nobody could hear me—and eventually [I 

was] in this mess. 

Social Interest 

Bill scored 11 on Crandall's Scale for Social Interest, the same as Arleen. 

In contrast to Arleen, however, Bill probably had a fairly high level of social 

interest even as a child. He wanted to please others, and friends were very 

important to him, as was being a "nice guy." 

Life-style Interpretation 

The life-style of Bill's birth order (a younger brother to a sister four years 

his senior) can be dominated by a sense of being second best, as Bill's life-style 
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demonstrates. Sister had already found her niche by achieving in an 

achievement-oriented family. Bill cheerfully accepted his role as second best 

in academics and found his own niche in pleasing others and developing 

relationships with his peers. He became someone who counts by being 

friendly and considerate, along with being a reasonably good student. 

Father modeled good "warrior" behavior; that is, go out and conquer the 

world. Be a success. As a mature adult Bill has kept some of Father's 

conservative values, like continuing in the religious denomination of his 

youth, but he has also acquired more liberal values such as divorce being an 

option, and going "into the streets" to defend poor and oppressed people. His 

father told Bill that he had worked hard to escape poverty, and he could not 

understand his son's embracing it. 

Mother seemed to say with her life, "I show that I care by letting you take 

care of me." Bill notes that she "made a career out of illness." From her he 

learned that women are complicated and emotionally unstable. Perhaps he 

has struggled with being attracted to the same kind of woman—brilliant, tragic 

heroines—a speculation made in response to his divorces. 

Respectability was the ambient culture in Bill's household. The 

prevailing mood was unreal serenity. Order was important, even if it was a 

facade. The messages seemed to be, "keep traditional roles, get the children 

out of the house at an early age (both Bill and his sister went to boarding 

school), and keep those unruly emotions under control." The meaning of life 

could be found in both achievement and caring for people. Bill came away 

from his childhood with the self-concept of being a "nice guy", a temperate 

and well-rounded person. 
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Analysis of the Early Recollections 

Bill's early recollections are surprisingly negative. In contrast, Bill today is 

an active, friendly, and successful man who appears to be both compassionate 

and competent in his professional life, and content in his personal life. An 

explanation for the timbre of his recollections could be the fact that he 

underwent ten years of therapy and analysis during which time he studied 

many early memories and dreams. Perhaps the very reason he appears to be 

a well-balanced and integrated man is his openness to remembering and 

willingness to accept as part of himself the terrifying and embarrassing 

experiences in his past. 

Table 4.5 gives a dominant feeling, a theme and his major response to the 

incident in each of his early recollections. 

Table 4.5 

ANALYSIS OF BILL'S EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

Feeling Theme Response 

ER1 Fear Authority 
Security 

Run 

ER 2 Terror Gender 
Security 

Suffer 

ER 3 Embarrassment Self-control Try but fail 

Summarizing his early recollections, the dominant feeling is fear and 

helplessness. His self image is victim and protestor. His world view is 

dominated by an unjust authoritarian structure and insecurity within it. His 
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method of operation is to act when it is possible, and suffer when it is not. 

His dominant goal would be to take action against injustice. He seems to be 

saying: 

I am a victim of oppression; 

the world is structured unjustly; 

therefore I take action against injustice, otherwise I will suffer. 

In summary Bill is a man who identifies with poor and oppressed people, in 

part because he has felt oppressed himself which could be due to his "second-

best" position in his family. He has not taken a victim's stance, however, 

even though he has felt victimized. He has applied his early training to 

achieve and be a success in an arena he values. He has followed his 

convictions and taken many risks in his work against poverty and 

oppression. 

CONVERSION 

Conversion Recollections 

Bill's conversion happened over a number of years. There is no single 

event, no demarcation, between "before" and "after" the conversion. 

However, his inner life appears to have been impacted by four experiences: 1) 

a conversion of conscience; 2) seminary; 3) psychoanalysis; and 4) a 

conversion of spirit. The conversion of conscience is chosen for study here 

since it is the most comparable to the conversion experiences of the other 

participants. Additionally, not much data was gathered about the spiritual 

conversion which occurred in his fifties, much later than all the other 

conversions. 

Conversion Memory 1 (during military service) 
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As a correspondent there were advantages. I could wander around 

Korea and go to places to write stories—into villages—get into the midst 

of the Korean world—not a pretty world. One thing that struck me was 

how the Korean economy was poured into the military and the 

poverty of the country. One thing you learn, and this is a challenge, is 

that life is cheap, life is very cheap." 

Conversion Memory 2 

One of my impressions that stays in my memory is worshipping in the 

cathedral, the worship all in Korean, beautiful old cathedral. But of the 

kind of immersion into the Korean world and making a connection 

with the pathos of life began to click in for me. I began to get more 

reflective. 

Bill notes that the observations he made in Korea, upon reflection, led to a 

resolution. 

Conversion Memory 3 

Going into inner city work, justice, was rooted in my Korean 

experience. I carried those issues with me—the way society was 

structured. I swept myself into the world of people who were being 

victimized. Reflecting in my therapy I was dealing with my own sense 

of victimization. It was my issue as well as theirs. 

Context of the Conversion 

Bill had been raised in New England in an affluent household where 

going to church was an accepted part of the social structure. His father had 

assumed that he, his only son, would follow in his footsteps and get an MBA 

from an Ivy League school. Then he would go into business, perhaps into the 
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paper industry with his father. Bill was heading in that direction until, fresh 

out of college, he served in the Army. He was assigned to duty in Korea in 

the demilitarization zone above the 38th parallel. There he performed two 

roles, the first as a forward observer in an artillery unit and the second as a 

correspondent for the Pacific Stars and Stripes. 

Life was full of boredom and alerts and reading and drinking, and our 

camp was on the edge of the largest brothel in the Orient, but I didn't 

make myself available to that. You were sort of on guard, doing field 

alerts, on duty. There was a lot of time to kill. One thing we saw 

available for us was retreats. The chaplain took us off the front lines 

down to Seoul. They were usually four days with a lot in silence, 

classic retreats of meditation and reflection. We'd make ourselves 

available to that just to break up the boredom....that's sort of the nature 

of military life, especially when you are in remote, isolated areas. So 

for two years you start questioning: What am I going to do with the 

rest of my life? 

Interpretation of the Conversion Period 

Analysis of Bill's recollections about his conversion period (Table 4.6) turn 

out to parallel the procedure he follows in his attempt to change unjust 

societal structures. He states that a system of "action and reflection" is used in 

the organization he helps lead against poverty and oppression. He and his 

colleagues participate in periods of intense action, and then periods of retreat 

for deep reflection, then more action. In the conversion recollections he 

moves through similar phases: observation, reflection and action. 

Table 4.6 



7 6  

ANALYSIS OF BILL'S CONVERSION MEMORY (CM) 

CM 1 

Feeling 

Revulsion 

Theme 

Power 

Response 

Observe 

CM 2 Pathos Affiliation Reflect 

CM 3 Empowered Justice Act 

Comparison of Life Task Performance Before, During and After 

Table 4.7 compares Bill's life before, during, and after his conversion 

period in Korea. Just after graduating from Yale, Bill went into the service 

and headed for Korea. He had interviewed with Proctor and Gamble but had 

sensed this was not where he belonged and removed himself from the 

interviewing process. He had a college sweetheart who had similar social and 

vocational aspirations. He had strong roots in upper-middle class New 

England, with its reservations, refinement, and sensibilities. His mother had 

undergone a nervous breakdown, and was very dependent upon him during 

his college years. In college he rarely attended church. He went to Korea 

externally oriented, wanting to please others, and fairly conventional in his 

aspirations. 

During the period between college and seminary, or the conversion period 

of this study, Bill's life was undergoing rapid change. He began the period 

doing his part to "save the world for Democracy" as a military correspondent. 

After his stint in the service, he was an English teacher for another year in a 

Christian university in Japan. Back in the United States he obtained a 

master's degree in history before finally entering seminary. He also states that 

his relationships with women, during the period, were emotionally 
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tumultuous as he "bounced around" in a lot of short term relationships. 

Once he got to Korea, he was asking a lot of deep questions and reflecting a 

lot, but also drinking and in emotional turbulence. The church became a 

source of inspiration and emotional balance, and a means of growing 

spiritually, through its classic retreats of meditation and reflection. His 

deepening values and broadening perspective led him to the desire to help 

poor and oppressed peoples find their own power. 

That tumultuous period behind him, he graduated from seminary and 

became a parish priest and community organizer (a health planner for an 

Indian anti-poverty program in Maine). His work was demanding and he 

was accomplishing important tasks. He married his first wife whom he had 

met in seminary. The marriage was rocky from the start, perhaps because 

they were too much alike and "mirrored each other." However, he feels that 

at least sexually they were compatible. His work as parish priest and 

community organizer made him part of a wide community of friends. 

Seminary had been a time of inner spiritual work. It was put on hold during 

the ten years of what he considers life-saving therapy and psychoanalysis. 

Psychoanalysis with its inward focus on dreams offered balance to the long 

"warrior" years of accomplishing outward tasks. 



7 8  

Table 4.7 

BILL'S PERFORMANCE ON THE FIVE LIFE TASKS: 

Work, Love, Community, Spirituality and Self-regulation 

BEFORE KOREA 

College graduate 
Potential businessman 

Sweetheart with similar 
aspirations 

New England 
Mother's caretaker 

Casual Christian 

Externally oriented 

DURING KOREA 

Military correspondent 
English teacher in Japan 

Exploring sexuality 
Short-term relationship 
with women 

Values more 
altruistic 
Solidarity with 
oppressed 

Classic retreats 
Silence and meditation 

Emotional turbulence 
Drinking 
Reflecting 

AFTER KOREA 

Parish priest 
Community organizer 

Rocky marriage 
Sexually content . 

Solidarity with 
oppressed 
Anti-poverty work 

Spirituality on hold 

Life saving preliminary 
work to spiritual 
deepening: Therapy and 
psychoanalysis 

SUMMARY 

The interpretation of Bill's family constellation together with his early 

recollections is very different from the interpretation of either one alone 

would be. The family constellation seems fairly typical of his gender, race, 

socio-economic class, education and period in history. The family goal was 

serenity. The expectation was to be well-educated and a success in the world. 

In the early recollections, however, the goal was to escape oppression in one, 



to suffer in another, and to succeed in the third. Similarities can be seen 

between the themes of his early recollections and the values active in his 

adulthood. He showed an awareness of what is fair and unfair as a boy, and 

as an adult he is an advocate and an activist for justice. 
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CASE STUDY 3 - "CAROL" 

LIFE-STYLE 

Demographics 

"Carol" is a 67 year old Anglo-American woman and retired nurse now 

practicing what she calls "transformational healing." She belongs to the 

Edgar Cayce Society and is active in a variety of Christian and healing groups. 

Living with her husband on the edge of Tucson, she makes kachina dolls as a 

hobby and loves the desert and Native American culture. She has so many 

friends that her husband answers the phone, "Carol's answering service." 

Family Constellation 

Carol has one sibling, a brother four years older. There were two younger 

siblings who died at birth. Their mother never fully recovered from 

childbirth and she died when Carol was fourteen years old. Carol was raised 

in Oklahoma during the Depression. Father was a salesman and Mother a 

housewife who was also active in the church. Both parents became 

Presbyterian after being raised in the Southern Baptist church. 

Myth of Mother's death (age 14) 

She had what's called toxic pregnancy, her blood pressure kept getting 

higher and higher. Our doctor said she had five years. She lived 

seven. Said she had things to do. She wrote a story about my father. 

She made a scrapbook for each of us so we'd know what our childhood 

was like. 

According to Carol, her high school educated father did only two things: work 

and play golf. He was an absent father who was a good provider but left all 
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the child rearing and household managing to his wife. He performed neither 

disciplinary acts nor made any of the decisions. Carol remembers him as an 

extroverted and "crackerjack" salesman who loved to joke. He was also 

spoiled and "tight" with money. Carol saw Father as very selfish, leaving 

Mother to do all the work. She did not remember her parents quarreling. His 

son was his favorite child. Carol feels that she did not take after Father in any 

way. 

Mother quit high school to marry Father following World War I. Mother 

was in charge of the household. According to Carol she was very generous 

during the Dust Bowl days of the Depression. Their home was always open to 

less fortunate friends and relatives for a meal or a night—or even a month's— 

rest. Mother was a Sunday School teacher who believed strongly in the 

power of prayer. Carol called her mother friendly, nurturing, hospitable, 

spiritual, and thoughtful. She stated that she was introverted and a 

peacemaker. Carol feels she is a lot like her mother who in turn was like her 

own mother, especially in being spiritual and caring. 

Brother went to Annapolis to become a Navy pilot, and subsequently 

"fought in all the wars." He is now retired from the military and living in 

Dallas. Carol claims that they are not at all like each other. He is especially 

more introverted, more aggressive, and has different interests, including 

airplanes. He was "your typical boy," who liked model planes, was aggressive, 

teasing, intelligent, and materialistic. Carol states that he made better grades, 

had higher standards, was more rebellious and more punished. Carol and 

Brother were both strong, had lots of friends and a sense of humor. She states 
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that because of the Depression and the cooperation required to survive, 

neither was selfish, critical, easily hurt or spoiled. 

A quiet, self-contained girl, Carol was mostly introverted until high 

school. She feels she became an adult at age fourteen after Mother died. 

From then on she was mature for her age and independent. Carol states that 

she was a harder worker than Brother, although he worked hard on what was 

important to him—his airplanes. She was more helpful, more conforming, 

more considerate, more idealistic, and more athletic than Brother. 

Early Recollections 

ER1 (age 4) 

Somehow I had a sack of peanuts in the shell. I was hiding them from 

my brother because I knew he'd eat them up if I let him get started. So 

I put them in the sand pile and of course forgot all about them. So of 

course in six weeks time here were all these little plants growing from 

the peanuts. And that made such an impression that those beans 

would sprout. I had never seen life created like that. But just to 

witness putting in the ground and later on seeing that. And I realized I 

was being selfish at the time. But it just made a big impression on me 

of life, you know, the mystery of life, of creation. 

ER 2 (age 7) 

Not long after we had a grasshopper infestation cover the whole of 

Kansas (it became the Dust Bowl), I remember getting jars and 

collecting all the grasshoppers I could find and putting them in the jars. 

Somehow they died. I was hoping I'd prevent them from eating up the 

garden. They were thick on the walls. Thinking I could help. 
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ER 3 (age 4) 

I of course followed my brother everywhere. And he liked to play 

rubber gun and have rubber gun fights with the boys in the 

neighborhood. And so we'd play rubber gun fights and I'd follow him 

and they crawled up on top of the garage and there was a little shed 

nearby. They'd jump off the garage onto the shed and then Father had 

a load of manure brought to put in the yard for the garden. And they'd 

jump on that manure pile and run. Play. Hide. Anyway I'd do that 

too. Well, I ended up getting a femoral hernia out of that. I ended up 

in the hospital. I spent three weeks in the hospital from the surgery. 

So needless to say, I didn't climb any more garages or jump on the 

manure piles after that. 

Social Interest 

Carol obtained a score of 11 out of 15 in Crandall's Scale of Social Interest. 

Unlike Arleen and Bill, who also scored 11, Carol exhibits indications of 

having an unusually high social interest level when she was still a child. Her 

recollection from age seven shows her desiring to be helpful during a 

grasshopper infestation. She also mentions that it would have been unheard 

of to be selfish or spoiled as a child in the Depression. She learned at a very 

early age to think of others. 

Life-Style Interpretation 

The typical life-style of a younger sister of a brother four years her senior 

(Carol's birth order) would be a competitive, "we try harder" life-style. Carol 

claims that she shares no interests or values with her brother indicating that 
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the way she competed with him was to be completely unlike him. Typical of 

a second born she is less achievement oriented and more people oriented. 

According to Carol her brother was a typical boy and she was a typical girl. 

There was little overlapping in their roles or interests, perhaps following the 

lead of their parents whose roles were rigidly defined with no overlapping. 

There is no indication, however, that Carol was dissatisfied with her gender 

or her role. 

Father provided a negative role model. From him Carol learned not to 

expect much from males. Mother, however, was ideal, or maybe idealized by 

her early death. She modeled spiritual, caring, nurturing and helpful 

behaviors. Carol closely identified with her and hopes she is very similar to 

her mother. 

Another influence who provided a role model for both Carol and her 

mother was Grandmother who reinforced the desirability of striving to be 

prayerful and caring. 

The family appeared to value hospitality, generosity, spirituality, Christian 

values, and hard work. The ambient culture was that of the Dust Bowl 

during the Depression—helping one another cooperatively. The mood was 

optimistic and down-to-earth. Traditional male-female roles seemed to 

malfunction in her childhood home, and Father did not carry his share of the 

load. Carol learned that the meaning of life is found in being a good 

Christian and being a good neighbor. Her self-concept was of a quiet, helpful, 

yet athletic outdoor girl who matured rapidly when her mother died. 

Carol might say, 

I am a caring, nature-loving girl; 
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the world is full of hard times; 

therefore, I can solve some of its problems by looking to nature and 

being caring. 

Analysis of the Early Recollections 

Analysis of Carol's earliest recollection (Table 4.8) reveals a sense of 

wonder towards nature that she still has 63 years later. Her world view is that 

life contains surprises, obstacles and wonders. Her dominant goal is to be 

helpful, and her method of operation is through observation, cooperation 

and action. 

Table 4.8 

ANALYSIS OF CAROL'S EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

Feeling Theme Response 

ER1 Awe Surprises Observe 

ER 2 Helpful Obstacles Solve 

ER 3 Lonely Accidents Resolve 

CONVERSION 

Conversion Memory (age 16, two years after Mother's death) 

The Presbyterian Church rented Oklahoma Women's College in 

Chicosee, Oklahoma. And every summer they rented the facilities 

there for summer camp for children in the state. This was the fourth 

year I had been. There were certain things we'd go through, like 

morning devotions, prayer time and classes. 
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It seems like about the fifth night I don't know what happened, it's 

just I guess you'd say it was like an altar call and someone said "this is 

for you." They called us up to the stage, those who felt like they 

wanted to give their lives in service. My boyfriend and I went up at the 

same time. I had never wanted to be a nurse up until then because I 

had a cousin who was a nurse and she complained all the time. 

Somehow that night something said, "you could be a missionary 

nurse." And I remember I didn't sleep for three days. I was wide 

awake and knew something was going on. I was in some other state of 

consciousness. From then on I knew, there was no question in my 

mind, which direction I was going. 

Context of the Conversion 

Mother had just died two years before. Carol's memories of her mother 

are sweet... a generous spirit... continually feeding hungry relatives 

throughout the Depression ... her home open to anyone ... "Mother made 

people comfortable." That same year of the conversion experience, Carol's 

father married a woman who was critical of "everyone and everything." Her 

new stepmother was just the opposite of her mother and of Carol in 

temperament, values, tastes and goals. 

Up until her mother's death, Carol had been a "typical" teenager. She 

"found her fun" playing ball, tennis, and taking bike rides. She did not read 

much. After the conversion she became focused in her study, taking on more 

difficult subjects such as science and Latin, and she began to read for pleasure. 

Her father and stepmother supported her wish to become a nurse, but not a 

missionary nurse and certainly not in Africa. Even so she worked for two 
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years after high school in order to save money for nursing school and 

finished three years of training before quitting to marry her husband. The 

guidance from God to "be a missionary nurse" could no longer be taken 

literally. She began to understand the message to mean "go into the field of 

healing." She did, and has been committed to healing her entire life. 

Interpretation of the Conversion 

Table 4.9 summarizes the feeling, theme, and response Carol gave at the 

time of her conversion. 

Tablb 4.9 

ANALYSIS OF CAROL'S CONVERSION MEMORY 

Feeling Theme Response 

Memory Assurance Security Resolve 

The dominant feeling was assurance. Her self-image was of a carefree 

teenager without direction before the conversion, and a focused, dedicated 

Christian after the conversion. The predominant world view espoused 

evangelical Christian values. The main goal in life became "to serve God as a 

missionary nurse." That goal would be broadened during the next few years 

to become "to serve God in the field of healing." The method of operation for 

achieving her goal was to "give my life to Christ, and then follow the 

direction given to me." The rubric for her conversion might have been, 

I am a healthy teenager; 

the world is in need of much help and healing; 

therefore I accept God's direction for my life in the field of healing. 
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Comparison of Life Before and After Conversion 

Table 4.10 shows what Carol was doing in five areas of life before and after 

her conversion. 

Table 4.10 

CAROL'S PERFORMANCE ON THE FIVE LIFE TASKS 

TASK 

WORK 

LOVE 

COMMUNITY 

BEFORE CONVERSION AFTER CONVERSION 

Focused student, nurse Average high school 
student 

Local boyfriend Marriage to out-of-state 
man 

SPIRITUALITY 

SELF-REGULATION 

Small town Oklahoman Southwestern, 
affiliation to 
international 
organizations 

Conventional Christian Spiritually awakened 
for her region Christian 

Typical active girl Self-motivated and self-
disciplined 

Before her conversion Carol was an average high school student with no 

particular direction. She speculates that she might have gone into food 

management as part of Father's catering business upon graduating from 

school. She had a boyfriend and was headed toward marrying him or some 

other local boy. She was an "Okie" living in a small town, and she had fun 

doing "typical" teenage things like bike riding and tennis. Community in her 

life was found in the people Mother helped and especially in church. Mother 
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taught Carol to pray on the way to school and she did that from the time she 

was a small child. Church was important but since she was "not spiritually 

awakened," she says it had a different meaning than it would later. Carol 

claims that she was not very focused, but was a healthy and active girl. 

After the conversion, however, she became very focused. She decided she 

wanted to become a nurse, and proceeded to prepare herself by taking Latin 

and science, harder courses than she had been taking. Although her parents 

were not supportive of her idea to be a missionary in Africa, they did 

encourage her to become a nurse. She married a man from out-of-state and 

moved away from Oklahoma, a highly unlikely move if she had not 

broadened her perspective at sixteen. Her community, once only the local 

church and town, now includes not only the human race, but a spiritual 

plane described by her mentor, Edgar Cayce. Carol says her conversion 

experience was a spiritual awakening. She is unable to be very specific about 

what the experience was like, simply stating that her life had clear meaning 

and direction after the experience was over. Carol became an early adherent 

of holistic healing, and applies the principles of holism to her own life (the 

physical, mental and spiritual all are interconnected). As a result she is aware 

of the importance of each realm in regulating her life. 

SUMMARY 

Carol's case has a very clear cut distinction between pre- and post-

conversion experience, unlike the other studies. She had a mystical 

experience that she can point to and say something like, "This is where I gave 

my life to Jesus and it had a clear, immediate, and permanent effect on my 
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life." Before the conversion she had no idea what she wanted to do with her 

life, afterwards, she knew exactly what she was to do. She began preparations 

for nurses' training at the age of sixteen and has been in the field of healing 

ever since. 
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CASE STUDY 4 - "DAN" 

LIFE-STYLE 

Demographics 

Dan, a 56-year-old retired bank executive, has been a "professional 

volunteer" the last ten years. He has served in hospital ministry, taught 

classes in human relations, organizational development, and supervisory 

skills development. He is married to Arleen and, with her, likes camping 

and being active in church. 

Family Constellation 

Dan is the middle child with a sister 13 years older and a brother 3 years 

younger. He was adopted, however, only weeks after his adoptive mother 

(hereafter called Mother) gave birth to a stillborn baby. She and her husband 

had also lost a second-born, ten-year-old child to illness, so that there was a 

total of five children in the family at one time or another. 

The Adoption Myth 

Mother and father lost two children, one died at age ten after an illness. 

The other was a full term baby, born dead. Mother was still in the 

hospital following that birth when I came on the scene. Father had 

picked me out: I became the new baby—The Savior. 

Dan's adoptive father (hereafter called Father) was a successful college-

educated businessman of German decent. He claimed no religious affiliation. 

Dan describes him as an autocrat. He was especially strict about punctuality. 

Father had the role of disciplinarian, and he made all of the decisions in his 
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household. Dan is confident that he was Father's favorite child. He goes on 

to describe his father as an angry and alcoholic man, hard-working and 

ethical. It was only five years ago that Dan realized that his father was also 

very caring, supportive and forgiving. About all Father did with adolescent 

Dan was go to his football games. Dan felt his father had low expectations of 

him and did not push him to excel. He remembers, 

I could do no wrong. I became a prodigal son in college when I was 

kicked out for my wild lifestyle. Father welcomed me home with no 

questions asked, and even paid for schooling later. But I did not 

appreciate how he was then. 

His parents were a alcoholic pair, having separate bedrooms, quarreling 

openly after drinks (about four per evening), and maintaining long periods of 

silence which eventually blew over without differences being resolved. 

His mother, of Swedish decent, was a housewife. Family came first in her 

life. She was an excellent housekeeper and a gourmet cook. Dan states that 

she took good care of his material needs and spoiled him. She was 

subservient to her husband, making no decisions nor handling discipline. 

She was a sensible woman who was loving, perceptive, and showed no 

favoritism. He learned from her to "watch the family in love." She was also 

a "passive alcoholic," codependent, and easily hurt. Her sense of worth was 

"directly proportional to how much you ate." 

Dan's sister, thirteen years his senior, was not around much. Dan feels 

that was a loss. As a child she was a very gentle person. She had the highest 

intelligence, was the hardest worker, made the best grades, and was the most 
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helpful around the house. Now, she and her husband, a retired physician, 

are active in their church. 

Dan's brother, three years younger, is presently a real estate investor. He is 

"an echo of his father" and "not the least bit introspective." As a child he 

struggled in school, but was a good worker around physical tasks. He threw 

things when he got angry. He was the most rebellious, most critical of others, 

had the most temper tantrums, was the strongest, most punished, and most 

helpful doing outdoor work. He was least conforming, least wanting to 

please, and least intelligent. They all had equal senses of humor and high 

standards. 

Dan, of Irish decent in a family of German and Swedish heritage, was 

adopted at one month of age. He admits that he was spoiled, insecure, never 

the target of Father's anger, "busy chasing fun," but was loved and had lots of 

friends. The Boy Scouts and church youth groups were very important to 

him. Dan states that of all the children, he was the most conforming, selfish, 

sensitive, and idealistic. He was the tallest and had the most friends. He 

admits that he never helped around the house. 

Early Recollections 

ER1 (age 5 or 6) 

My brother and I had separate bedrooms. His was over the garage. 

Once or twice I'd wake up in the middle of the night and go in and get 

on his bed, sleeping on the foot of the bed. He was much younger than 

I. I'd wake up there. Sometime later I'd.... go back to my own bedroom 

which was at the other end of the house. 
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ER 2 (age 5 or 6) 

The thrill of climbing on the chicken house roof as a kid. I loved to 

climb. We lived in a rural area. My father worked in Chicago. We had 

20-25 acres in Illinois. He raised chickens during WWII and sold eggs 

and also raised corn. He was a weekend gardener. But this sticky, hot, 

messy chicken coop...with layers of s—. I remember the thrill of being 

able to climb on that tar paper roof. My parents didn't want me to 

because they were afraid I'd fall through. 

ER 3 (age 5 or 6) 

Smaller orchard. I remember the thrill of climbing up the apple tree 

and jumping off a limb and just what it would do to the pit of my 

stomach when you sort of had one or two seconds in mid air. And this 

was exhilarating as a kid because I would climb this tree and that alone 

was adventure. 

Social Interest 

Dan measured 10 out of a possible 15 on Crandall's Scale for Social 

Interest. The mean for male college students studied by Crandall was 8.0. 

That puts Dan above average, and one point lower than the other case 

studies. 

Life-Style Interpretation 

Dan's birth order is the only complex one in the study. His ordinal 

position is middle child of three. With a thirteen year gap between him and 

his older sister, he looks like an elder of two boys. However taking into 

account his special status as Savior as described in the Adoption Myth, he 

quickly becomes the spoiled, long-awaited Baby. He can do no wrong and his 
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parents demand little from him. Sister is securely eldest and acts like an 

eldest female by being a good girl and a high achiever. Brother is caught in 

between a conscientious first born and a Baby Savior, so naturally he plays the 

rebellious tough guy, more typical of a middle child. 

His parents had separate bedrooms. Father was not affectionate, nor did 

he share deep feelings. Dan implied a coldness in contrast to the warm 

experience at Sunday School. In reaction to Father's lack of involvement Dan 

resolved to be active with his own family. 

Father modeled integrity and high ethical standards, which Dan 

assimilated. From Mother he learned to be caring. The family values 

included strong ethical and moral behavior, punctuality, high integrity, and 

manners. The ambient culture was stiff Germanic formality; the mood was 

tense; and the order was autocratic. 

Dan discovered that friendships outside the home were necessary for his 

survival. His family taught that life's meaning is found in order, and that 

manners are crucial. Dan felt a deep inner emptiness which he attributed to 

not knowing his heritage. He was insecure, and in need of firm boundaries. 

Dan might have said: 

I am empty inside; 

the world is expecting me to be a savior; 

therefore I cannot possibly fulfill its expectation of me. 

Analysis of Early Recollections 

Table 4.11 designates a dominant feeling, a theme and Dan's major 

response to the incidents in his early recollections. Two of his recollections 

are very similar with the same themes of seeking excitement and excellence 
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(learning a skill). The first recollection has a theme of seeking affiliation and 



Table 4.11 

ANALYSIS OF DAN'S EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

Feeling Theme Response 

ER1 Lonely Affiliation, 
nurturance 

Problem-solve 

ER 2 Exhilaration Excitement, skill Seek excitement 
Sense of task performance and competence 
accomplishment 

ER 3 Same as ER 2 Same as ER 2 Same as ER 2 

nurturance. On the one hand he sees himself as an adventurous and 

competent boy, and on the other a lonely little boy. 

Dan's early recollections appear to reflect the way he approaches life even 

today. It is the addition of social interest growing out of a strong need for 

affiliation that has converted Dan from the superficial, hedonistic man of his 

youth to the helpful and capable man he is today. It would appear that his 

basic nature to seek excitement and excellence in accomplishing tasks is 

continuing to serve him in allowing him to take take risks, find creative 

solutions to problems and even in finding excitement in miraculous healing 

and communion with God. 

It appears that the main message in Dan's family constellation (I am 

expected to be a savior, but I am not) is inconsistent with his early 

recollections. At least in two of the ERs, Dan seems to say, 
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I am a curious, capable boy, 

the world offers plenty of exciting challenges; 

therefore I seek adventure. 

CONVERSION 

Conversion memory 1 (age 27) 

One Sunday we had a guest minister, Joe Zezzo. He was the type of 

minister today who gets in your face in a hurry. A lot of people don't 

like that style-challenges you—and boy, did I love that. The inner-cities 

were being burned and the ghettos were becoming places of fire and 

ravage—the National Guard and all. We're out in the suburbs thinking 

things are O.K. Things aren't O.K. Wake up, people! Boy, did I listen. 

That coffee hour I went to him and said, "Boy, did I like what you 

said." Here's his style: he said, "When can you come down and help 

us?" He was director of an inner-city agency. So I said O.K. 

Conversion Memory 2 (after learning his back pain was untreatable) (age 33) 

It was cold, I was limping and I was in pain. I was just shattered 

with this decision. I sat down on the bench. It was a grey dreary cold 

New England day. I looked up at the clouds. I said, "O.K. God, this is 

between you and me." Nothing medically was going to happen. I got 

up, limped back to my office and stuck a bunch of aspirin in my mouth. 

Shortly after that, Arleen and her prayer group were exploring the 

Order of St. Luke [OSL]. 

Showed up one ice stormy night at a little church in Connecticut. 

An OSL Healing Mission. I remember walking into that sanctuary. 
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There was just no question of the healing of the Holy Spirit taking 

place in that sanctuary....six or eight people invited to the rail for 

healing, one was sitting next to me....she was just like a magnet of 

warmth. I can't explain it. As they came down the rail with the laying 

on of hands she was one of the two or three there....a real warm 

sensation....later I noticed that she had a limp, she was facing her own 

illness through progressive MS. I began to invoke by imagery and 

belief the healing grace of Jesus Christ. My injury subsided....it took 

time. 

Context of the Conversion 

Dan's spiritual evolution, as he prefers to call it, can be divided into four 

phases with at least one peak in each phase. 

1) Childhood: the warm, positive experiences of neighborhood churches and 

Boy Scout activities in the churches, from third grade through high school 

(his own family not involved). 

2) Young adulthood: intense involvement in inner-city social activism. 

3) Health problems (age 30 to present): some neurological problems which 

began with an injury in 1967, and a reinjury in 1970, and the ways he has 

coped with the pain. 

4) Healing ministry (age 45 to present): outgrowth of seeking healing. 
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The conversion events quoted in the last section occurred between ages 27 

and 33. The events are connected to each other, and to another significant 

event, not reported here, involving a doctor, by the presence of trustworthy 

figure—first Rev. Zezzo and last the woman in the healing group. 

What was going on in Dan's life during that six year period? The years 

were 1967 to 1973. The civil rights movement had reached its peak. Liberal 

ministers and church men and women, black and white, were taking a stand 

against racism, poverty and violence. Youth were protesting against U.S. 

involvement in Viet Nam and rebelling against capitalism, materialism, and 

authority. Dan's generation, those born during the Depression or World War 

II, were presumably more conservative and accepting of traditional roles and 

the status quo. Yet they were caught up in the energy of change just at the 

time they were launching careers and families, and it must have created some 

restlessness. Dan had a wife and children in an affluent Connecticut suburb. 

As a banker, he was moving up the managerial ladder. He was not, however, 

complacent. At his church he was becoming aware of hypocrisy. On the one 

hand were the engineers who built bombs and missiles, and on the other 

were sermons on subjects like turning the other cheek, and loving your 

enemy. The discrepancy was too great. Once he heard Rev. Zezzo, though, he 

knew he had to act on his convictions. 

Interpretation of the Conversion 

Table 4.12 summarizes his conversion memories according to feeling, 

theme and response. 
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Table 4.12 

ANALYSIS OF DAN'S CONVERSION MEMORY (CM) 

Feeling Theme Response 

CM 1 Discomfort to Challenges 
Enthusiasm 

Resolve, 
Action 

CM 2 Pain to Hope Illness Healing 

The dominant feeling in his recollections seems to be a change of feeling 

from boredom and perhaps guilt in the first memory, and pain and dreariness 

in the second, to renewed enthusiasm and hope. Dan points out that in each 

memory, an inspiring "radical" person is involved, in the first Rev. Zezzo 

and in the second a disabled woman who nevertheless prayed for healing of 

others. Could they point to the "savior" he knew he was not? He sees 

himself needing a "kick in the pants" to do the right thing. He views the 

world as a sea of mediocrity when there are no boundaries and low 

expectations. His dominant goal is excellence. His method of operation in 

life is to find a trusted authority and follow his directions. In his conversion 

process Dan seems to be saying, 

"I am an underachiever; 

the world is full of troubles that need addressing; 

therefore I look to someone (or Someone) else to motivate me to do my 

part. 
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Performance on the Five Life Tasks Before and After Conversion Period 

Table 4.13 shows what Dan was doing in five areas of his life before and 

after the conversion period. 

Table 4.13 

DAN'S PERFORMANCE ON THE FIVE LIFE TASKS 

TASK BEFORE CONVERSION AFTER CONVERSION 

WORK Banker—worked long Still banker—worked 
hours; not suited less; added community 
temperamentally work 

LOVE 

COMMUNITY 

SPIRITUALITY 

SELF-REGULATION 

Marriage—mutual 
partnership; faithful 

Church; work for poor 

In groups; warmth; 
ethics instruction 

Inner emptiness; father 
directed 

Marriage—spiritual 
aspect of love; spiritual 
journey together 

Church; healing group 

Prayer; meditation; 
Christian 

Visualize Jesus healing; 
God directed 

A distinct "before" and "after" conversion is difficult to portray in Dan's 

case. For the purposes of this study, his early twenties, when he is starting his 

family yet before his involvement with church, is considered the "before 

conversion" period, and his mid-thirties, when he believed in the healing 

power of Christ, the "after conversion" period. The time in between, a span 

of ten to fifteen years, in fact, include three or four incidents that clarified his 

religious beliefs. 
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During the period before the first conversion experience quoted here, Dan 

was employed as a bank officer, working long hours even though he knew 

his real priorities were to be a good husband and father. Dan felt an internal 

conflict in a career requiring objective analysis and precise financial decision

making when he operated from a feeling modality. He felt different from 

other bankers. 

Dan is clear that his highest priority has consistently been to be faithful to 

his wife. They once committed to being each other's best friend. Their 

community was through the church. Dan was in charge of the junior high 

Sunday school. Spirituality was found in belonging to a group. Basically, it 

was a warm social experience, with a structure that delineated right and 

wrong. Apparently he wanted his father to have high expectations for him, 

and to push him to excel. Dan confides that he has felt an inner emptiness 

most of his life, even after the conversion process, which he attributes to 

never fully knowing his identify. Although he was always sure that his 

adoptive parents loved him even unconditionally, there has continued to be 

a piece missing deep down inside. 

After the conversion, although it is another thirteen years before he 

resigned from the banking business, Dan made a mental decision to honor 

his priorities and deliberately work less so he could have time and energy for 

his family and the community work that was important to him. He and his 

wife continued to put energy into their marriage. They meditated together, 

thereby embarking on a common spiritual journey. Community of church 

continued to be important. The couple got involved in the Order of St. Luke, 

a Christian organization dedicated to healing. Their spirituality was 
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consistently Christian in content, even when they adopted practices of other 

religions. Dan had an increasing awareness of God ordering his life. He 

practiced a discipline of prayer and meditation, and depended on visualizing 

Jesus healing him to regulate the constant pain from his injuries. He had 

given up alcohol and the "wild" life of his college days before the conversion, 

and replaced it with healthy habits. 

When asked what his life would have been like if he had not taken the 

spiritual path he did, Dan stated unhesitatingly, "I know what I'd be, I'd be a 

drunk playboy." Be that as it may, today Dan is a devoted husband and well-

loved leader in his church. 

SUMMARY 

Today Dan values relationships and teaches courses in human relations 

and business, and takes a leadership role in his church. His strong desire for 

affiliation, which might have developed from the inner emptiness he 

experienced as a result of being adopted, was responsible for changing Dan 

from the reportedly shallow, pleasure-seeking man of his youth to the 

committed, conscientious and helpful man he is today. It would appear that 

his basic nature to seek excitement and excellence in accomplishing tasks is 

continuing to motivate him in to take risks, find creative solutions to 

problems, and seek miraculous healing and communion with God. Dan 

claims that choosing the spiritual path has made significant difference in his 

life. 

The next and final chapter offers summaries of the case studies, further 

interpretations and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, INTERPRETATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The first section of Chapter 5 summarizes the findings described in the 

previous chapter and compares the case studies to one another. The next 

section describes how interpretation of the data might be influenced by 

Fowler's theory of structural stages of faith introduced in Chapter 2. The last 

section offers recommendations for further research and application to the 

counseling profession. 

CASE SUMMARIES 

One of the questions posed at the beginning of this research was whether 

the level of social interest in the participants would be affected by their 

religious conversion. An investigation was undertaken to determine if there 

is a correlation between conversion and social interest. 

An Adlerian typology formulated by Kopp (1983), wherein each type in his 

system is expressed with and without social interest, was chosen to analyze 

the data. As an example, one of the types, Controller/Organizer strives 

towards significance and security, towards a goal of Order, either by 

controlling or organizing, depending on the level of social interest. Kopp 

introduced nine life-styles, or styles of striving for significance, as he preferred 

to call them, with nine dominant goals of behavior. The goals he listed are 

morality, fairness, independence, knowledge, achievement, order, 

acquisition, evaluation, and peace (see Appendix F). Other styles could be 



1 06 

generated using his framework. In addition to the dominant goal, each role 

of the life-style type (e.g., Controller or Organizer) has a strategy for gaining 

security and significance, and tactics for achieving them. Tables 5.1-5.5 (Kopp, 

1983, pp. 20-21) list these goals, roles, strategies and tactics for the life-styles of 

all the subjects. The tables show that all the people in this study were more 

accurately described in the roles "with social interest" than "without." 

Table 5.1 

MERTON'S STYLE OF STRIVING FOR SIGNFICANCE: 
ROLE: CONSCIENCE 

Type: Moralizer/Conscience 
Goal: Morality 

Without Social Interest 

Role: Moralizer 

Strategy: I must be morally superior 
to feel significant and secure. 

With Social Interest 

Role: Conscience 

Strategy: Helping the world to be a 
more moral and righteous place 
gives me a feeling of significance and 
security. 

Tactics: I will lecture, judge, and 
condemn in order to demonstrate 
my Tightness and moral superiority. 

Tactics: I will advocate high ethical 
standards and fair play in order to 
create a more righteous world. 
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Table 5.2 

ARLEEN'S STYLE OF STRIVING FOR SIGNFICANCE: 
ROLE: INDIVIDUALIST 

Type: Opposer/Individualist 
Goal: Independence 

Without Social Interest 

Role: Opposer 

Strategy: I must oppose others to feel 
significant and secure. 

Tactics: I will argue, rebel, fight, and 
defy others in order to show my 
opposition and my power. 

With Social Interest 

Role: Individualist 

Strategy: Creating unique, self-
initiated, independent solutions to 
problems in the world gives me a 
feeling of significance and security. 

Tactics: I will be a maverick, create 
new ideas, and go against the 
mainstream of typical thinking and 
acting in order to contribute to 
solving problems. 



Table 5.3 

BILL'S STYLE OF STRIVING FOR SIGNIFICANCE: 
ROLE: ADVOCATE 

Type: Victim-Martyr/Advocate 
Goal: Fairness (Justice) 

Without Social Interest With Social Interest 

Role: Victim-Martyr 

Strategy: I must demonstrate how 
the world mistreats me and how 
much I suffer for it in order to feel 
significant and secure. 

Tactics: I will complain, whine, 
point out disasters and injustices that 
happen to me in order to show how I 
am a victim and/or how I suffer. 

Role: Advocate 

Strategy: Helping correct injustice 
and oppression in the world gives 
me a feeling of significance and 
security. 

Tactics: I will be an activist and 
crusader for equality and fair play in 
order to create more justice in the 
world. 
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Table 5.4 

CAROL'S STYLE OF STRIVING FOR SIGNIFICANCE: 
ROLE: RESOURCE 

Type: Know-It-All/Resource 
Goal: Knowledge 

Without Social Interest 

Role: Know-It-All 

Strategy: I must show that I know 
more than anyone else in order to 
feel significant and secure. 

Tactics: I will lecture, argue, criticize, 
advise, and debate with others to 
show my superior knowledge. 

With Social Interest 

Role: Resource 

Strategy: Helping to solve the 
world's problems by providing 
information and knowledge gives 
me a feeling of significance and 
security. 

Tactics: I will investigate, research, 
and inquire in order to acquire the 
knowledge necessary to solve 
problems. 
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Table 5.5 

DAN'S STYLE OF STRIVING FOR SIGNIFICANCE: 
ROLE: ACHIEVER 

Type: Driver/Achiever 
Goal: Achievement 

Without Social Interest 

Role: Driver 

Strategy: I must be Number One in 
order to feel significant and secure. 

Tactics: I must be a "workaholic," 
competitive, ambitious, 
compulsively active, and overly 
intense in order to become and/or 
remain Number One. 

With Social Interest 

Role: Achiever 

Strategy: Helping the world and 
others by being productive gives me 
a feeling of significance and security. 

Tactics: In order to be productive, I 
will work hard, strive for 
accomplishment, seek to perform at 
my best, yet accept mistakes and 
failure without diminishing my self-
esteem. 
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Table 5.6 summarizes the life-style information of all the cases studied, 

comparing the life-style roles adopted by each subject. 

Table 5.6 

COMPARISON OF ROLES 

Role Goal Strategv Tactic 

Merton Conscience Morality Help make a 
more moral 
world 

Advocate 
high 
standards 

Arleen Individualist Independence Create self-
initiated 
solutions 

Go against 
mainstream 
to find 
solutions 

Bill Advocate Justice Help correct 
injustice 

Be activist to 
create justice 

Carol Resource Knowledge Help provide 
solutions 

Research to 
further 
knowledge 
(especially in 
healing) 

Dan Achiever Achievement Help world to 
be productive 

Seek best 
performance, 
accept 
mistakes 
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Table 5.7, adapting Kopp's typological framework to analyze conversion, 

proposes a conversion style for each participant. The table suggests: 1) a goal 

the conversion might have helped accomplish; 2) the tactic used to achieve 

the goal; 3) the perceived changes that took place in the person's life after the 

conversion; and, finally, 4) any changes in social interest. 

Table 5.7 

COMPARISON OF CONVERSION STYLES 

Merton 

Arleen 

Bill 

Goal 

Morality 

Security, 
Exhilaration 

Justice 

Tactic 

Obtain God's 
protection, 
forgiveness, 
guidance 

Meditate, 
pray, obtain 
internal 
guidance 

Observation, 
reflection, 
action 

Changes Social Interest 

Belief in God; Increased 
Way of life; 
Community 

Energy level; Increased 
Beliefs about 
God 

Self-concept; 
Vocational 
direction 

Increased 

Carol Knowledge Prepare for Vocational Same to 
healing career direction; Increased 

Vision 

Dan Excellence Put faith in 
charismatic 
authority/ 
God 

Increased 
motivation 
& mastery 

Increased 

Merton apparently concluded from his conversion experience that he was 

incapable of achieving a goal of morality without divine assistance. His new 
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relationship with God, resulting from his conversion, provided him with 

protection from temptation, and forgiveness from sin that allowed him to 

strive toward a goal of righteousness. He apparently concluded that a life

style of morality, in which doing right is highly valued, was preferable to his 

old life-style of independence, in which creativity and expression are more 

highly valued. Merton changed more radically than any of the other case 

studies. He changed from atheism to belief in God. He changed his whole 

way of life from a non-conforming academic, exercising moral license in his 

personal life, to a monk living in community, committed to chastity, poverty, 

and obedience to God. He did not, however, turn into a grim, humorless, 

self-righteous, masochistic man. His gregarious nature and love of other 

people caused him to be sought after for friendship and counsel. His growing 

relationship with God prompted him to be more altruistic as his life 

progressed, certainly a trait of high social interest. 

When Arleen began to meditate she sought stress reduction. Once she 

had experienced a sense of oneness with God, however, she sought to repeat 

the accompanying feelings of safety and exhilaration. In time she no longer 

sought those feelings, but instead sought reaffirmation of God's presence. 

Arleen makes a distinction between what she calls her spiritual conversion, 

which has been analyzed here, and her religious conversion which happened 

later. Meditation was responsible for heading her in a spiritual direction. 

Involvement with a close church group, many years later, prompted her to 

deepen her Christian commitment. 

The theme of Bill's conversion process is consistent with his life-style, to 

seek justice. His conversion appears to be related to an increase in social 
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interest that had a favorable effect on his character. His concern about his 

own helplessness was transcended, and he became an advocate for other 

people, more visibly oppressed or victimized than himself. His tactics today 

for creating just structures in society follow the pattern he discovered back in 

the 1950s in Korea: observation, reflection and action. 

Carol was seeking a closer relationship with God during a summer church 

camp when she perceived that she received instruction from God to become a 

"mission nurse." In the long run, she did not become a mission nurse, but a 

nurse and later a transformational healer, which she interprets as still 

obedient to God. The point for her was to go into the field of healing. Carol 

likes knowledge, she is fascinated by science, anthropology, and metaphysics. 

Carol appeared to develop social interest early. One ER was primarily about 

being helpful. Carol mentioned that in growing up in her family in the Dust 

Bowl it was taken for granted that the children would be helpful and 

cooperative. Her social interest has remained high all her life. 

Dan's lifestyle has been the most difficult to name. His ERs clearly 

indicate that he loves adventure. Kopp did not name an adventure-seeking 

life-style, nor is it clear to this researcher how such a life-style would be 

named—Adventurer/Motivator? The other prominent characteristics in his 

ERs are a striving for excellence and a love of physically challenging activities. 

The Driver/Achiever life-style type of Kopp is probably the best choice to 

describe Dan. Dan complains of the lack of high expectations and firm 

boundaries from his father. During the time of his conversion, the people 

who inspired him to make difficult decisions, or to push himself into new 

territory, were people with definitive expectations and requirements—a 
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minister, a doctor, a courageous woman—and God. Dan's increase in social 

interest is apparent in the changing focus of his vocation from finances to 

people. Although Dan claims he was not helpful around the house and was 

spoiled as a child, something has changed in his life because his wife insists 

that he is now the one who keeps the house tidy. Dan said that there are two 

things he wanted to do well—be a good husband and be a good father. 

Evidently his social interest today is at a high level. 

All of the cases interviewed appear to have conversion goals consistent 

with their life-styles. Table 5.8 compares the dominant goals of behavior to 

the hypothetical goals of conversion for each case. Arleen is the only one 

whose conversion goals of exhilaration and security do not appear to fit her 

life-style goal of independence. The dual goals of her conversion do not, in 

fact, fit any of the nine styles named by Kopp. Investigating further one could 

conclude that Arleen's method of obtaining significance and security, by 

prayer and contemplation, paradoxically fulfills her goal of independence. By 

dependence on God, Arleen moves toward independence in her other 

activities. The other cases' goals of conversion appear consistent with the 

life-styles. 

It is noteworthy that no two cases have the same dominant goal of 

behavior, indicating that a variety of life-style types can have a conversion 

experience. One might have expected that a certain life-style or life-styles are 

disposed to conversion. This research, however, is not consistent with that 

expectation. 
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COMPARISON OF LIFE-STYLE AND CONVERSION GOALS 

Life-stvle Goal Conversion Goal 

Merton Morality Morality 

Arleen Independence Security/Exhilaration 

Bill Justice Justice 

Carol Knowledge Knowledge 

Dan Achievement Achievement 

Life-style is based on a child's logic formulated upon subjective experience. 

Conversion, likewise, is a decision based on subjective experience. 

Conversion appears to be an emotional experience that provokes a person to 

modify his or her accepted patterns of thinking, behaving and feeling. In all 

the conversion cases studied here, the subject experienced, in an emotionally 

charged way, that he or she needed to act on a particular belief to either 

survive or live with integrity. Merton realized that he was powerless over 

many of his destructive behaviors, and came to believe he needed 

supernatural help. Arleen saw that she was secure because a God of power 

was within herself. Bill learned that he was called to be a defender of poor 

and oppressed peoples. Carol learned in mystical revelation that she was to 

serve God in the field of healing. Finally, Dan learned that the boundaries 

and expectations which would motivate him to excel could be found in 

radical reliance on God. 
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FOWLER'S STAGES OF FAITH 

This section presents the research data in terms of Fowler's structural 

stages of faith. At least one of the participants of this study (Bill) viewed his 

conversion as appropriate for his age. He was a young adult, questioning the 

values of his elders and searching for his own values and direction. Fowler's 

faith stages, listed in Table 2.2 in Chapter 2, take into account, for the 

descriptions of each faith stage, the psychosocial task of each age group, the 

criteria for moral judgment, and the level of cognitive development. Faith 

development does not happen automatically, and individuals must manage 

the psychosocial tasks of their developmental phase regardless of faith stage. 

Table 5.9 shows that four of the subjects were in their twenties for at least 

part of their conversion period. According to their developmental levels, and 

cognitive and moral formation, these four fit into Fowler's Stage 4, or 

individuative-reflective stage. Carol is the exception who, at only 16 years of 

age, is at the synthetic-conventional stage, or Stage 3. Her conversion could 

be described as formation of a personal "myth of becoming" in terms of 

identity and faith (Fowler, 1981, p. 200), a major task of Stage 3. Arleen might 

be in transition to Stage 5 because she is becoming aware of the inner world 

(Stage 5). However, due to her age and the tasks at hand, she is probably still 

in the more practical Stage 4. Bill, while remaining within Stage 4 during the 

time of conversion, seems to be making a transition from one level of moral 

development based on interpersonal expectations to one with a societal 

perspective. (Table 2.3 in Chapter 2 describes the development of moral 

judgment.) Dan, in his struggle to motivate himself to excel at what he 

values, is handling a typical Stage 4 issue of taking responsibility for himself 



Table 5.9 

COMPARISON OF STAGES OF FAITH 

Age at Conversion Stage of Faith 

Merton 18-25 4) Individuative-
Reflective 

Arleen 27 4) Individuative-
Reflective 

Bill 21-24 4) Individuative-
Reflective 

Carol 16 3) Synthetic-
Conventional 

Dan 27-33 4) Individuative-
Reflective 
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and his place in the world. At the latter end of his conversion period when 

his pain from back injuries lead him to pursue Christian healing, however, 

he appears to be in transition to Stage 5 where the "symbolic power" of 

Christ's healing "is reunited with conceptual meaning" (1981, p.197). 

It is Fowler's opinion that conversion is about changing the contents of 

faith. He writes that conversion is: 

a significant recentering of one's previous conscious or unconscious 

images of value and power, and the conscious adoption of a new set of 

master stories in the commitment to reshape one's life in a new 

community of interpretation and action (1981, pp. 281-282). 

He goes on to state that conversion "can occur in any of the faith stages or in 

any of the transitions between them" (1981, p.282). 

The changes in the contents of faith in these case studies are shown in 

Table 5.10. Merton's conversion is a definitive one, from atheism to 

Catholicism, and was a prime reason for his inclusion in this study. None of 

the other conversions are as extreme in their change of content as his, 

although changes in content of faith do occur. Arleen once believed in a God 

"out there" and now believes God dwells within as well. Dan's conversion is 

a process of awakening to the presence of God, and the motivation, guidance 

and healing available through God. Although Bill and Carol's stories are 

very different, particularly since Carol's conversion was an event and Bill's 

more of a process, they are very similar in meaning: they learned rather 

decisively what to do with their lives. Both conversions resulted in 

commitment and action toward a valued goal. 



Merton 

Arleen 

Bill 

Carol 

Dan 
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Table 5.10 

COMPARISON OF CONTENTS OF FAITH 

Before Conversion After Conversion 

Atheist Catholic Christian 

Christian Christian 
(exterior God) (God within also) 

Conventional Christian Christian-
Committed to service 

Conventional Christian Christian-
Committed to service 

Christian Christian 
(remote God) (present God) 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR COUNSELING 

The results of this study have applicability to counseling methodology, 

both specifically Adlerian and counseling generally. The Adlerian model 

tested here appears to have creditable application to the study of religious 

conversion. The participants interviewed changed as the result of their 

perceived conversions. They adopted new beliefs, feelings and behaviors. As 

a whole, they gained confidence and purpose, showed greater interest in the 

welfare of other people, broadened their affiliation, and were more likely to 

take action to help other people. With the exception of Merton, however, 

they did not change the goal of their behavior. 

It can be concluded, therefore, that: 1) religious conversion can result in 

significant life-style changes, although not necessarily adoption of a totally 

different life-style; and 2) conversion more likely results in increased social 

interest than a divergent life-style. This research suggests that effective 

counseling measures would include encouraging and fostering the 

development of social interest. 

The adaptation of ER analysis to conversion analysis appears to have been 

suitable for this research. Perhaps other powerful memories, such as those 

involving sexual abuse, could be analyzed in the same manner as ERs, in 

order to understand the significance of the memory details, and how they fit 

into the life-style. 

In addition to the application of this research to Adlerian counseling 

described above, there are applications to general counseling procedure. 
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Lauver (1991) asserts that individuals have three domains of awareness: 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Experience teaches that changes in feelings 

alone or thoughts alone without manifesting behavioral change create 

conflicts that could lead to intrapsychic or interpersonal problems. For 

instance, if a husband and wife shared the belief that marriage is a partnership 

between equals yet the wife consistently deferred responsibility for major 

decisions to the husband, conflict and resentment would inevitably arise. 

Equally importantly, changes in behavior without changes in beliefs or 

feelings would probably be temporary. For example, during a particularly 

calm period of life, one might stop smoking. In a time of stress, however, the 

resolve to stop smoking for the long-term health benefit may seem less 

important than the short-term comfort and familiarity of smoking. The 

beliefs or feelings are not present to reinforce the behavior. 

Counseling methodology is designed to facilitate change emphasizing one 

of the three domains of awareness: feeling, thoughts, or behaviors. For 

example, Gestalt therapy initiates change through the feelings, cognitive and 

Adlerian therapy through the thoughts or beliefs, and behavioral therapy 

initiates change through behavior. Counseling theory recognizes the 

importance of each of these aspects of human experience (Lauver, 1991, p. 3). 

Thus, it is instructive to study the process of change described in the case 

studies in terms of thoughts, feelings and behaviors. It is speculated that in 

religious conversion, a decisive and definitive change in belief affects 

behaviors, feelings and other beliefs (Ullman, 1982). 

Merton ultimately changed his mind about the existence of God. He went 

from an atheist to "one who accepted all the full range and possibilities of 
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religious experience right up to the highest degree of glory" (Merton, 1976, p. 

204). Leading up to that cognitive change, however, were experiences of 

profoundly intense feeling. The outcome was radical behavior change that 

included entering the Trappist monastery, with its vows of chastity, poverty, 

and obedience. In Merton's case the progression of change might best be 

described as moving from feeling to thought and finally to behavior. 

In contrast, Arleen changed a behavior first—she began meditating for 

relaxation—which precipitated a change in both feeling and belief. The 

intensity of the feeling of exhilaration seemed to make a new belief possible, 

namely that God was found within herself. Thus, in Arleen's case the 

progression of change was from behavior, to feeling, and finally to belief. 

In the case of Bill, no drastic change in belief about the existence of God is 

ever acknowledged. He states he had been a Christian from childhood. 

However, while in Korea he was asking difficult questions about the value of 

human life: what is worth dying for; how shall I find meaning in my life? 

Bill states in his interview that the pathos of life struck him deeply while he 

was in the Far East, triggering change in his priorities which led him to work 

towards ending oppression and poverty in the world. The progression of 

change seems to have been from feelings to beliefs to behaviors. 

Carol calls her conversion a spiritual awakening. She already was a fairly 

orthodox Christian. Her awakening was a sudden awareness of a spiritual 

plane, and the reception of strong guidance from that plane. The change that 

occurred in Carol was the belief that God not only could but actually was 

guiding her life. She soon changed her schedule at school to include difficult 

courses, and became a much better student. The main feeling that sustained 
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her was confidence and certainty that she now had a valid direction to her 

life, and that it was given by God. Her feelings and beliefs were closely 

intertwined, and could account for her decisive change in behavior. 

Dan's conversion started with a nagging sense that something was 

missing. When he heard an inspiring minister he was motivated to act on 

his convictions concerning social responsibility. Upon reflection, that first 

part of his conversion process could be termed a moral conversion. His 

religious conversion came later when, by his perception, he experienced 

supernatural healing. Dan's process of change could be described as moving 

from thought, to behaviors, to feelings. 

Thus, these cases of religious conversion are examples of change powerful 

enough to impact behaviors, feelings and beliefs. In them, the progression of 

change moves in no particular order, and all three aspects of the person-

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors—have been involved in the change. 

Therefore, this study is consistent with Lauver's assertion that lasting change 

involves altering thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Although religious 

conversion is defined primarily by change in beliefs, any aspect of human 

awareness—thoughts, feelings or behaviors—can be the beginning point from 

which the process of change can occur. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this research was to study religious conversion from an 

Adlerian perspective in order to determine how religious conversion enables 

some people to make life-style changes. 
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Of the five cases studied here, one recorded from written autobiographical 

material and four reported from personal interviews, only Merton may have 

changed his dominant goal of behavior. He clearly had a religious 

conversion in the strict sense of the word, as defined by Webster: "a definite 

and decisive adoption of religion." None of the others changed quite as 

radically—from an atheist to Catholic monk. Two of the participants, Bill and 

Carol, had been raised in practicing Christian homes and never discarded the 

basic tenets of the religion of their youth. The other two, although raised in 

families where one parent was atheistic, claimed to have believed in God 

from childhood. 

The four participants, who live within a Christian context, volunteered to 

take part in the study because they believed they had had religious 

conversions, and were willing to be interviewed about the experience. It 

appears that their conversions were not so much about radical alterations in 

what they believed, such as discarding one religion and adopting another, as 

they were about adopting beliefs that gave meaning, purpose, and direction to 

their lives. Several of the participants gained occupational clarity and 

direction. At least two changed unhealthy patterns of living for healthier 

ones. All of the participants grew to highly value relationship. Their 

conversions seem to have had impact on their commitment to relationships 

and their desire and ability to live cooperatively and thoughtfully with 

others. Thus, it is concluded that, with the exception of Merton, these 

participants changed their life-styles through increasing social interest. The 

case studies also indicate that none of those interviewed changed their 

dominant goal of behavior. The conclusion can therefore be made that it is 
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not necessary to change the dominant goal of behavior in order to change life

style. 

If one hypothesizes that change resulting from religious conversion is 

most notable in terms of an increase in social interest, then the counseling 

professional may want to proceed a certain ways with a client who desires to 

make life-style changes. Procedures directed at increasing social interest 

would be quite different from those directed at changing the goal of behavior. 

For example, a depressed woman given the assignment of doing volunteer 

work in a children's shelter would have a very different experience than the 

one given the assignment to repeat daily self-affirmations to herself. The first 

adjustment would be directly aimed at increasing social interest, while the 

second, while possibly effective, would not. 

If, as Adler claimed, social interest is the best measure of mental health, 

then it would follow that increased social interest would benefit mental 

health. Thus, one of the primary contributions of this study may be in 

suggesting a correlation between religious conversion, that occur within a 

Christian context at least, and social interest. Effective techniques for 

transferring the ability to significantly increase social interest from the 

conversion experience to the counseling environment could be an important 

goal of future research. 
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APPENDIX B 

ADULT LIFE-STYLE GUIDE FOR INITIAL INTERVIEWS 

Dr. O. C. Christensen 
Counseling and Guidance 

University of Arizona 
10/1980 

I. Family Constellation 

A. Description of Siblings 

1. Who is most different from you? In what respect? 
2. Who is most like you? In what respect? . 
3. What kind of kid were you? 
4. Describe the other siblings. 

B. List the highest and the lowest siblings for each attribute, and if subject is at 
neither extreme, give his position as to similarity to either. 

Intelligence Hardest worker 
Best grades in school Helping around the house 
Conforming Rebellious 
Trying to please Critical of others 
Considerateness Selfishness 
Having own way Sensitive 
Temper tantrum Sense of humor 
Idealistic Materialistic 
High standards (of achievement, Most athletic 
behavior, morals, etc.) 
Strongest Tallest 
Prettiest Who had most friends? 
Most spoiled Most punished? How? Why? 

C. Sibling Inter-relationship 

1. Who took care of whom? 
2. Who played with whom? 
3. Who got along best with whom? 
4. Which two fought and argued most? 
5. Who was father's favorite? 
6. Who was mother's favorite? 
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D. Description of Parents 

1. How old is father? Mother? How old when married? 
2. What kind of person is father? 
3. What kind of person is mother? 
4. Which of the children is most like father? In what way? 
5. Which of the children is most like mother? In what way? 
6. What kind of a relationship exists between father and mother: 

a. Who made the decisions? 
b. Did they agree or disagree on methods of raising children? 
c. Did they quarrel openly? What about? How did these quarrels 

end? 
d. How did you feel about these quarrels? Whose side did you 

take? 
7. Who was more ambitious for the children? In what way? 
8. Did any other person live with the family? Describe them. 

II. Early Recollections: Tell me three early recollections of your childhood 
before the age of nine. (An early recollection is a story about a specific 
incident.) Include sensory details, who else was present, and the main feeling 
of the incident. 
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APPENDIX C 

N a m e  

Personal Trait Value Scale 

Below are a number of pairs of personal characteristics or traits. For each 
pair, underline the trait which you value more highly. In making each 
choice, ask yourself which of the traits in that pair you would rather possess 
as one of your own characteristics. For example, the first pair is "imaginative-
rational." If you had to make a choice, which would you rather be? Draw a 
line under your choice in each of the pairs. Some of the traits will appear 
twice, but always in combination with a different trait. No pairs will be 
repeated. 

"I would rather be..." 

imaginative - rational 

helpful - quick-witted 

neat - sympathetic 

level-headed - efficient 

intelligent - considerate 

self-reliant - ambitious 

respectful - original 
creative - sensible 

neat - logical 

forgiving - gentle 

efficient - respectful 

practical - self-confident 

capable - independent 

alert - cooperative 

imaginative - helpful 

realistic - moral 

considerate - wise generous - individualistic 

responsible - original sympathetic - individualistic 

capable - tolerant ambitious - patient 

trustworthy - wise reasonable - quick-witted 
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APPENDIX D 

SUBJECT PARTICIPATION FORM 

You are being asked to voluntarily participate in a research study on 

religious conversion. The study is being conducted by Virginia Anne 

Richardson in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a Master of Arts degree 

in counseling and guidance. The purpose of the study is to investigate the 

relationship between religious conversion and life style changes. It is hoped 

the information will help counselors, pastoral counselors and clergy better 

understand conversion, its ability to change lives. Counselors might also learn 

how to become better facilitators of change. 

As a participant you will be asked questions from an Adlerian Life Style 

inventory. These questions concern your family of origin and your relationship 

to it. As part of the Life Style, you will be asked to give early recollections of 

your childhood. A Life Style interpretation gives information about the way you 

see the world and your role in it. From it can be learned your goals, and the 

purposes behind your behavior. You may participate in the interpretation.You 

will also be asked a series of open ended questions in an informal interview 

asking about your life before the conversion, the conversion experience itself, 

and since the conversion. Risks are minimal but may include some emotional 

discomfort. You may ask the investigator to stop at any time and your request 

will be honored immediately without any ill will. The in-depth interviews will take 

two or three sessions, totaling about three hours. Your name or any other 

identifying characteristics you draw to the investigator's attention will never be 

used in the published results of this research, nor will any record be kept of your 

participation. All raw data will be destroyed at the conclusion of this project, and 

a copy of the written findings will be furnished to you upon request. 

"I have read the above subject's consent. The nature, demands, risks, and 

benefits of the research study have been explained to me. I understand that I 

may ask questions and that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time.. I 
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also understand that this consent form will be filed in an area designated by the 

Human Subjects committee with access restricted to the principal investigator or 

authorized representatives of the program of Counseling and Guidance. A copy 

of this consent form will be given to me." 

SUBJECT'S 

SIGNATURE DATE 

I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I 

hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge the subject signing this consent 

form understands clearly the nature, demands benefits and risks involved in 

participating in this study. 

INVESTIGATOR'S 

SIGNATURE DATE, 



1  33  

APPENDIX E: 

Shulman, 1988, p. 193-198. 

COMMON THEMATIC TOPICS 
FOUND IN EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

DETHRONEMENT - the birth of a younger sibling or the entry onto the scene 
of another person who takes center stage. 
SURPRISES - unexpected events occur. 
OBSTACLES - ER in which one's way is blocked by an obstacle or by the action 
of another person. 
AFFILIATION - ER of pleasant bonds with others or of a distance between the 
self and others. 
SECURITY - feelings of security or insecurity. Since affiliation is the most 
important basis for security in early childhood, security and affiliation are 
often found together. Memories of being frightened can be classified here. 
SKILL TASKS - ER of situations which require some competence. 
DEPENDENCY - ER of being dependent on others or of being self-reliant. 
EXTERNAL AUTHORITY - ER of being expected to comply with a set of rules. 
SELF-CONTROL - the issue of being or not being able to control oneself; e.g., 
being able to control one's own bowel movements. 
STATUS - the issue of how important one is in the eyes of others, of how one 
becomes significant in the group. 
POWER - the issue of who is in the dominant and controlling position, 
oneself or someone else. 
MORALITY - the issues of right and wrong, fair and unfair, good and bad. 
Morality ER often show the use of a moral attitude to raise one's status, to be 
superior to others or to be morally inferior to others. Status issues are often 
found together with morality. 
HUMAN INTERACTION - ER with a specific focus on how people relate to 
each other. This is often expressed through the power, morality, and status 
themes. It is a picture of the world of social transactions. 
NEW SITUATIONS - the first day of school or first day in a new 
neighborhood are prototype ER of this issue. Separation and affiliation, 
competence and security issues are often combined with new situation issues. 
EXCITEMENT - ER which focus on the amount of excitement or commotion 
in a situation. The excitement may be pleasant or unpleasant. 
SEXUALITY - ER of childhood sex games, encounters with adults, or of 
observing sexual activity. 
GENDER - ER which focus on the issues of masculinity or femininity. These 
also may be combined with sexuality. 
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NURTURANCE - ER which focus on receiving affection, nurture, service, 
attention, or gifts from others. 
CONFUSION - ER which focus on ambiguity and poorly understood events. 
LUCK - ER which focus on the vagaries of fate. 
SICKNESS and DEATH - ER about this topic and the effect it has on others. 
GARDEN OF EDEN - ER which depict how life should be as opposed to how 
it actually is. Idyllic ER. 

REPRESENTATIVE RESPONSE THEMES 
FOUND IN EARLY RECOLLECTIONS 

OBSERVER - a passive spectator of events 
PROBLEM-SOLVING - active problem solving behavior, sometimes quite 
creative. 
COMPLIANCE/REBELLION - the ER show a range of behaviors from 
compliance to defiance. 
CALL FOR HELP - overtly or covertly signaling to others that their aid is 
needed. 
REVENGE - getting even with others, even in a self-destructive way. 
SUFFERING - ER of impotent anger, unhappiness, or other forms of distress 
as the main and sometimes only response to a problem situation. 
MANIPULATION - demanding special service from others, intimidating or 
forcing them. 
SEEKING EXCITEMENT - voluntarily creating exciting situations. 
PRETENSE - pretending to be what one is not for the purpose of concealing 
one's own defects or enhancing one's status. 
DENIAL - solving the problem of an unpleasant situation by focusing 
elsewhere than on the unpleasantness. 
RESOLVE - the decision to behave a certain way or do a certain thing in the 
future. The planned action is to increase security or self-esteem. 
COMPETENCE - ER of competent or incompetent response to a skill task. 
SOCIAL INTEREST - the presence or absence of prosocial behavior 
ACTIVITY - whether the response is active or passive to the challenge 
situation. 
DISTANCE KEEPING - the tendency to withdraw from and avoid challenges. 
COOPERATION - the presence of absence of collaboration in the ER. It may 
be for good or for evil purpose, but shows the ability to collaborate with 
others, the response to or action of taking responsibility for meeting a 
situation. 
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OVERCONFIDENCE - experiencing an unpleasant result because one tried to 
do more than he was capable of, such as being too daring and getting hurt. 
The topic may be called accepting limits. 
SELF AGGRANDIZEMENT - making oneself more important than in reality. 
CRITICISM - fault finding as a response to challenges. One type is fault 
finding itself, the identification of what is wrong. Another type is blaming, 
the attribution of responsibility for the fault. 
FEELING AVOIDANCE - the tendency to avoid, suppress, and ignore affect. 
See also denial. 
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STYLES OF STRIVING FOR SIGNIFICANCE 
(Kopp, 1983) 

TYPE 

Moralizer/Conscience 

Victim-Marytr/Advocate 

Opposer/Individualist 

Know-It-All/Resource 

Driver/Achiever 

Controller/Organizer 

Getter/Harvester 

Critic-Judge/Sounding Board Evaluation 

Pleaser/Diplomat Peace 

GOAL 

Morality 

Fairness 

Independence 

Knowledge 

Achievement 

Order 

Acquisition 
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