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Searching and Caring for the Sacred: Psychological Perspectives on Caring for People’s Spir-

itual Needs 

 

(1) Abstract 

We present knowledge from the field of psychology of religion for professional clini-

cians. The model "Search for the Sacred" and other concepts of psychology of religion are intro-

duced: Sacred core and ring, sanctification, spiritual emotions, spiritual relationships, spiritual path-

ways, and sacred moments. These are discussed in relation to different concepts of theology for 

broadening the understanding and application of these concepts. Interviews with Danish Christians 

facing a crisis illustrate the application of the theoretical perspectives. 

 

(1) Introduction 

Religion and spirituality (R/S) have received increased attention in health research, and 

they appear to be mostly associated with quality of life and improved health (Cobb et al., 2012; 

Koenig et al., 2012). The role of R/S in physical and mental health have been addressed in medical, 

psychiatric, psychological, and behavioral medicine journals (Sperry & Shafranske, 2005). Several 

studies have also revealed that people who face a psychological crisis often turn to resources of 

their R/S while trying to cope with the stressors caused by the crisis (Pargament, 2002; Pargament 

et al., 2000; Park, 2005; Silberman, 2005). Other studies have linked psychological crisis to an in-

crease, decrease, or simply a change in people’s R/S (Ausker et al., 2008; Koenig et al., 1998). 

Moreover, R/S have also been increasingly viewed as important components of people’s lives that 

can be successfully attended to in mental health treatment (Cornish & Wade, 2010). Several studies 

indicate that people benefit from R/S integrated interventions (Cornish & Wade, 2010), and there is 

a substantive body of literature on how to integrate R/S into psychological interventions (Coholic, 

2005; Worthington et al., 1996). However, the underlying processes behind the ways in which peo-

ple experience and practice their R/S in everyday life and how these effect their crisis is a relatively 
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neglected area of research (Koenig et al., 2012). Psychology professor Kenneth I. Pargament, ar-

gues that R/S can be part of the solution or part of the problem; it may be from where the resources 

to cope with life's difficult circumstances are retrieved, or from where the crisis arises or increases 

(Pargament, 2007). When attending to people’s R/S in pastoral or spiritual counseling and interven-

tions it is highly relevant to have an approach which take into account the complexity of the lived 

R/S of the individual. Pargament (2007) presents a framework for a spiritually integrated psycho-

therapy embedded in psychological theory and research with the model: "Search for the Sacred". In 

this model as well as related concepts of psychology of religion, R/S are seen as dynamic and multi-

dimensional conceptions of life that unfold differently within the lives of people facing a crisis, and 

professional clinicians are introduced to practice-relevant knowledge on how to best address peo-

ple’s lived R/S in pastoral or spiritual counseling and psychotherapy.  

This article aims to shed light on these complex and lived processes of R/S by present-

ing different practice related concepts of the psychology of religion: The model of Search for the 

Sacred; sacred core and ring; sanctification; spiritual emotions; spiritual relationships; pathways to 

the sacred; and sacred moments. Furthermore, we also present examples of the clinical application 

of these concepts. We believe these concepts and their application may be helpful to all professional 

clinicians addressing R/S in counseling. 

To illustrate the different concepts, we include a previous interview study among crisis-

stricken Christian Danes in the last part of the article. The persons interviewed are devout, minority 

Pentecostal Christians from a Danish cultural context. The quotations from the interview are applied 

as examples, and a thorough analysis of this data is presented elsewhere (See Viftrup et al., 2017; 

Viftrup et al., 2016).The presented psychological perspectives are discussed in relation to different 

theological concepts. However, it is central to point out, that all the concepts presented are used pri-

marily in an understanding from psychology of religion and not from theology. 

 

(2) Definitions 
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We define spirituality and religion in relation to the notion of the sacred. Pargament 

(2007) defines religion as the search for significance in ways related to the sacred, and spirituality 

as the search for the sacred (p. 32). There are thus two main terms applied for understanding R/S: 

”Search” and ”sacred”. Pargament and Mahoney (2002) have defined the “sacred” as “concepts of 

God, the divine, and transcendent reality, as well as other aspects of life that can take on divine 

character and significance by virtue of their association with, or representation of, divinity”. Alt-

hough the sacred is understood as the center of R/S, people may hold aspects of life sacred without 

necessarily having a theistic or spiritual worldview (Pargament & Mahoney, 2002). In this defini-

tion, there are two layers to the sacred: The sacred core and the sacred ring. The sacred core refers 

to concepts of God, higher powers, divinity, or transcendent reality. The sacred ring surrounds the 

core with other aspects of life that become extraordinary or R/S through their association with the 

sacred core (Pargament, 2007). For example, a Christian person would have the Christian God 

within his sacred core, and on the basis of this core, other aspects of life are attributed with R/S sig-

nificance and meaning. 

 

Model 1: Sacred ring and core (Pargament 2007, p. 33) 

 

(2) Sanctification 

The process of imbuing phenomena with R/S significance has been conceptualized as 

sanctification (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). Sanctification takes place when a person perceives an 
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encounter, event, object, or relationship as a manifestation of God (i.e. theistic sanctification) or im-

bues these with spiritual qualities (i.e. non-theistic sanctification) (Pargament & Mahoney, 2002; 

Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). Studies have demonstrated robust linkages between sanctification 

and human flourishing (Mahoney et al., 2013; Wong & Pargament, 2017), for example associations 

between sanctification and healthy relationships. Marital relationships in which the parties sancti-

fied their relationship experienced more marital happiness and justice, stronger commitment, and 

increased ability to resolve conflicts in a warmer and validating manner, as well as a better commu-

nicative cooperation and less aggressive communication (DeMaris et al., 2010; Ellison et al., 2011; 

Fincham et al., 2010; Kusner et al., 2014; Lichter & Carmalt, 2009; Mahoney et al., 2009; Mahoney 

et al., 1999; Stafford et al., 2014). The process of sanctification is often connected to the experience 

of spiritual emotions. 

 

(2) Spiritual emotions 

Spiritual emotions are experienced in the realization of the sacred core, as well as when 

spiritual people sanctify other aspects of life (the sacred ring). Spiritual emotions refer to feelings of 

uplift, humility, mystery, gratitude, joy, peace, and serenity. Studies have found that positive spir-

itual emotions such as gratitude and uplift are associated with increased psychological, social, and 

physical well-being and life-satisfaction (Lomax et al., 2011). 

The German theologian and philosopher Rudolf Otto (1923/1950) introduced the con-

cept of numinous to describe religious emotions. The numinous denotes power beyond this world 

that the religious man invokes and encounters as the mysterium tremendum et fascinans (roughly 

translated: “the mysterious presence of the wholly other that inspires awe and devotion”) (p.12). In 

Otto's perspective, the religious person encounters this mysterium tremendum et fascinans, and this 

encounter is of an emotional and relational nature; the human being encounters God and is thereby 

transformed (Otto, 1923/1950). The distinction between theistic sanctification and non-theistic 

sanctification is not specifically addressed within the psychology of religion (Pargament & 
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Mahoney, 2002), but with Otto's concept of numinous the distinction becomes relevant, because the 

potential for change embedded in religious emotions are related to this relational encounter: The en-

counter of God. Where Otto would argue that the emotional encounter of God has precedence, Par-

gament also points out that relational encounters between people have the same potential for spir-

itual transformation (Pargament et al., 2014). 

 

(2) Transforming, spiritual relationships 

Pargament and colleagues (2014) describe transforming, spiritual relationships between 

people. These involve a deep sense of relational connectedness and evoke powerful, positive spir-

itual emotions that can involve both theistic and non-theistic sanctification (Lomax et al., 2011). 

The idea of relational encounters being bearers of potential for spiritual transformation is also found 

in the thoughts of the Austrian-born philosopher Martin Buber (1937/2013) The spiritual quality of 

relational connectedness concerns the ability to relate to the other person in all of his or her human-

ity and not objectifying the other person (i.e. relating as I-Thou and not I-It). Buber explains how 

each individual bears an inherent "Thou" that can only become a "Thou" through relationship with 

another human being, an "I". In Bubers relational thinking the individual is transformed through the 

relational encounter. Buber believes that identity, self-worth, and sense of self of every individual is 

pre-anchored in the relationship between an "I" and a "Thou" (Mortensen, 2014) (p. 21). Further-

more, Buber (1937/2013) describes that by becoming a Thou, the human being addresses the “Eter-

nal Thou”. He sees God as the eternal and ultimate thou: “We look out toward the fringe of the eter-

nal Thou; in each we are aware of a breath from the eternal Thou; in each Thou we address the 

eternal Thou” (p. 78). The Ultimate and eternal Thou who is always a Thou without being limited 

by time and space. God is the Ultimate Thou who never becomes an "It". Buber's distinction be-

tween "I-Thou" and "I- Eternal Thou" can also be understood from the perspective of theistic versus 

non-theistic sanctification. Both Otto and Buber point out that there is a big difference between 
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whether a person's R/S emotions arise on the basis of a relationship and realization of God (I- Eter-

nal Thou) and transforming, spiritual relational encounters between people (I-Thou).  

 

(2) Motivated for the sacred 

Behind the term “Search” lays a basic assumption that human beings strive for and ori-

ent themselves towards the sacred; towards R/S (Emmons, 2005). Within this assumption, the sa-

cred is understood as being motivational, and humans always seek to find and relate to something 

they consider sacred. Because of this inherent striving, R/S in the lives of people always has a dy-

namic character. There are parallels between Pargament’s dynamic understanding of R/S and exis-

tential psychology and therapy where the human beings hold an inherent search for meaning 

(Frankl, 1978). Pargament, however, points to the sacred being a wider concept than the concept of 

meaning. The search for the sacred can be meaning-oriented, but it also has other expressions and 

can just as well be experienced emotionally, cognitively, or bodily without deeper reflection or un-

derstandings about meaning (Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). The search for the sacred continues 

throughout life and unfolds within a wide range of social, cultural, psychological, and situational 

factors (Mahoney, 2013).  

This dynamic and relational understanding of R/S is relatively new within the field of 

psychology of religion, but it is well-rooted in theology. For example, philosopher and theologian 

Michael Theuniessen's (1932-2015) negativism, which is a philosophy that gives negations prece-

dence and describes phenomena by the via negativa. Theuniessen finds the basis for his negativist 

method in Kierkegaard (1813-1855). In this negative theology by Kierkegaard and Theunissen, the 

belief and the relation to the sacred is not understood as something static, but rather as a balance / 

synthesis that is constantly driven by negativity (Theunissen, 2016). Therefore, Kierkegaard be-

lieves despair to be fundamental for human development, and he emphasizes how despair can only 

be reconciled by surrendering to faith (Kierkegaard, 2019). Specifically, he states that: “A human 
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being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and ne-

cessity” (p. 13) and can only become himself by surrendering to God (Theunissen, 1991). We also 

find this relational understanding of the self in Buber, where the person’s encounter with God and / 

or fellow human beings has potential for spiritual transformation and development (Buber, 

1937/2013). Pargament and colleagues (2014) have conceptualized these spiritual encounters with 

the notion of sacred moments in order to understand their potential for change to a greater extent.  

 

(2) Sacred moments 

They use the term “sacred moments” for studying and describing transformative, spir-

itual encounters between people (Pargament et al., 2014; Pargament et al., 2017). Based on the the-

ological perspectives presented, it can however also be argued that these encounters occur in peo-

ple's relationships and encounters with God. Sacred moments refer to brief periods of time in which 

people experience spiritual qualities of transcendence, ultimacy, boundlessness, interconnectedness, 

and spiritual emotions (Lomax et al., 2011; Pargament et al., 2014; Pargament & Mahoney, 2005; 

Pargament et al., 2017). Transcendence involves experiences perceived to be apart from the ordi-

nary, the immediate, and the everyday. Ultimacy refers to perceptions of deep truth; those things 

that are perceived to be carriers of absolute truth and reality. Boundlessness has to do with percep-

tions that go beyond the limits of ordinary time and space. When an experience is perceived as 

boundless, the person shifts from a quantitative experience of time and space (chronos) to a qualita-

tive (cairos). Spiritual emotions refer to feelings of uplift, humility, mystery, gratitude, joy, peace, 

and serenity, as presented earlier, in this article. Interconnectedness involves experiences of deep 

mutual understanding and caring; they involve a sense of profound “I-Thou” connectedness that we 

have presented, and equally pointed to the theistic "I- Eternal Thou" encounter (Buber, 1937/2013). 

Pargament and colleagues (2014) undertook the first empirical study of sacred moments 

in the therapist-client relationship as a potentially important ingredient for therapeutic change. The 
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findings of their study suggest that sacred moments may be transformational, life-generative experi-

ences that may act as vital ingredients for people in the process of healing. The sacred moments 

were also beneficial for the therapeutic relationship, the therapist, and the client's mental health and  

well-being (Pargament et al., 2014).They suggest that within psychological practice the therapist 

may deliberately address sacred moments therapeutically. The therapist may support sacred mo-

ments by being available for the spiritually transformative encounter; by facilitating the spiritual 

quality of relational interconnectedness by relating to the client in the fullness of his or her human-

ity, and not objectifying him or her. Furthermore, the therapist can support the experience of the sa-

cred of the person seeking help by asking questions, introducing R/S understandings, and facilitat-

ing R/S language for his or her search for the sacred (Wong & Pargament, 2017). The model, 

"Search for the Sacred" may provide an understanding of the search for the sacred of the person 

seeking help, as well as a structure for asking questions and articulating R/S. 

 

(2) Search for the Sacred 

Pargament’s (2007) model "Search for the Sacred" illustrates the process of the dynamic 

and lived R/S in people’s lives. It is called discovery, when the individual discovers something to 

hold sacred. Then a R/S orientation and way of living begins where the relationship to the sacred is 

maintained and nurtured. This process is called conservation. However, both external and internal 

changes and crises can cause violation, threat, and loss to what is held sacred. Then the person will 

instinctively feel compelled to protect, in the best way possible, what is held sacred. Pargament 

calls this process conversational spiritual coping. Often the individual succeeds with this coping 

and the person returns to conserving the sacred. Other times, the individual experiences spiritual 

struggles. If these are short, the person will subsequently return to the process of conversation, 

while these struggles may at other times lead the individual to deselect (spiritual disengagement) or 

transform what is held sacred or the ways in which the sacred is conserved (transformational spir-
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itual coping). Both small and greater spiritual struggles can facilitate transformations of the per-

son’s R/S orientation in life, but because the person always searches for the sacred, these transfor-

mations will be followed by either conservation or rediscovery of the sacred.  

Spiritual struggles are understood in a transformational perspective, where the person 

has an innate disposition for transformation and development of their R/S through the encounter 

with other people and situations. The individual's personal response to spiritual struggles, and how 

other people respond, becomes crucial to whether their R/S constitutes a resource or a burden when 

facing struggles (Pargament, 2007). This understanding resembles Kierkegaard's emphasis on the 

developmental potential of despair, in which the person can choose whether to surrender to faith or 

not (Kierkegaard, 2019). In the same way, spiritual struggles have developmental potential to create 

both minor or fundamental changes in the character of the sacred in a person's life. 

 

Model 2: Search for the Sacred (Pargament 2007, s. 62)  

 

The search for the sacred model can be used analytically for research purposes and as a 

communication tool with help seeking people, where R/S dimensions are a central part of their 

lives. The model takes into account the dynamics of R/S: That people act, feel, and think in certain 

ways because of their R/S orientation system, and that this may be a part of the solution or part of 

the problem (or both), in terms of handling crisis and other challenges in life.  

 



 
 

10 

(1) The R/S orientation system 

The R/S orientation system may act as a “solution” for people's lives, values, and sense 

of meaning, as well as for their coping with life's challenges. However, it may also be the source of 

problems for the individual. Whether a R/S orientation system functions positively for a person de-

pends on the degree to which, and how, other R/S means conflict with the person's overall R/S ends. 

The R/S ends are the different aspects of a person’s sacred core and ring, which the individual 

found in the process of discovery. The R/S means are the ways in which the individual lives out R/S 

and conserve his or her sacred (R/S practice). The R/S means bring the person to the R/S ends - that 

which is held sacred. For the Christian person the sacred is often the relationship to, or understand-

ing and experience of, God. If there is no discrepancy between a person's R/S ends and means, then 

the R/S orientation system functions well. When this is the case, R/S is well integrated into the life 

of the individual. The R/S creates a sense of meaning and coherence and is a positive part of the so-

lution in crises and challenges in life. Conversely, a fragmented R/S orientation system is seen 

when R/S ends and means are conflicting. Then a person’s R/S constitutes a problem. 

 

(2) Four pathways to the sacred 

Several studies across religious, age, socio-economic, and cultural differences suggest 

that people's ways of practicing R/S may be categorized in four main areas (Pargament, 2007; 

Pargament & Mahoney, 2005). Pargament (2007) highlights these four areas as pathways for the 

R/S orientation system that the individual uses to conserve and protect the sacred. The individual 

walks these pathways (R/S means) to experience or relate to that which is held sacred (R/S ends). 

The four R/S pathways are: 1. Knowledge 2. Acting, 3. Relating, and 4. Experiencing. What makes 

these R/S paths interesting is that for the spiritual person these are filled with power, being, and 

meaning. 

The pathway of knowledge is when people study and are preoccupied with greater un-

derstanding to get closer to the great truths of life, and live closer to the sacred. There are many 
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ways to study and to gain R/S knowledge, but it is characteristic of R/S texts that these stories are 

more than just fairytales. They speak to fundamental questions of life and answer the mystery of life 

with their own mysteries (Paden, 1988; Paden, 2015). Conserving the sacred through knowledge is 

a meaningful pathway for many R/S people. For example, it is seen how Christians often go to 

church to hear a sermon that interprets the words of the Bible, or study and read the Bible them-

selves to conserve their Christian faith. 

The pathway of acting can be seen as significant rituals for the R/S person, where he or 

she connects with the sacred. These rituals are most often seen as precepts for a particular religion, 

but people also create their own spiritual practices and imbue importance to them, without religious 

affiliation. The pathway of acting can also be expressed through social responsibility, where the R/S 

person conserves the sacred by engaging in social issues worldwide, in politics, or through volun-

teer work, and this acting-oriented involvement is sanctified (Tarakeshwar et al., 2001). For exam-

ple, it becomes important for some believers to become concretely involved in the refugee crisis, 

because this adds meaning and power to their R/S life, and the faith will feel meaningless and indif-

ferent if they did not realize it through this action.  

The pathway of relating can similarly serve as a way for R/S to be experienced, lived, 

supported, and shared. It takes place when people through their relationships with other people con-

serve what they hold sacred, but also when coping with difficult life circumstances. It happens, for 

example, through faith communities, but it can also be in parenting groups where a sanctified 

parenthood is conserved. Many Danes describe having children and becoming parents as a spiritual 

and existential life experience (Prinds et al., 2018). Parents may experience their children as “the 

sacred” and attribute spiritual significance and meaning to their children (cf. the sacred ring).  

The last pathway is about experiencing the sacred. For most people, emotional experi-

ences of R/S are important in order to conserve the sacred and cope with difficult life circum-

stances. The pathway is about feeling and experiencing the sacred emotionally. Both theistic, reli-

gious believers and non-theistic, spiritual people often do this through prayer, meditation, rituals, 
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church attendance, or worship, but it is also seen that more untraditional methods such as music, 

drugs, sex, or loneliness function as pathways of conserving the sacred (Hood et al., 1996). 

 

(1) Perspectives from practice 

During difficult life circumstances, the pathways the individual may have used most of 

his or her life to conserve the sacred may suddenly cease to impart the power and meaning it usually 

does. Then, the person in crisis becomes in need of other people who may care for his or her R/S 

needs by, for example, pointing to other pathways and R/S practices. (Pargament, 2007; Pargament 

& Mahoney, 2005). In the next section, we will exemplify the presented concepts through excerpts 

from a previous interview study among crisis-stricken Christian Danes from the International Apos-

tolic Bible College (Now: ACTS Academy) in Denmark. Furthermore, we will point out how pro-

fessional clinicians in pastoral and spiritual counseling may address the R/S needs and resources of 

people in crisis, based on the "Search for the Sacred" model.  

 

(2) The study and participants 

In 2009, 18 Danish students from the International Apostolic Bible College (Now: 

ACTS Academy) which is affiliated with the Apostolic Church in Denmark, participated in a group 

psychotherapy for Christians who had recently gone through a personal crisis. The 18 participants 

were interviewed in 2009, and 13 of them were subsequently interviewed nine years later in 2018. 

The length of each interview ranged from one and a half hours to two and a half hours (average 

length: 113.4 minutes). Prior to the interviews, the participants themselves had defined their per-

sonal crisis, which included depression, stress, divorce, abuse, loss of a child, and serious accidents. 

The participants' ages ranged from 19 to 54 years, with an average age of 36.8 years in 2009; six 

participants were men and twelve were women. In the following interviews in 2018, 4 men and 9 

women participated. Before giving their consent to participate in the study, patients were informed 

about the purpose of the study both orally and in writing. They were informed that participation was 



 
 

13 

voluntary, and they could withdraw from the study at any time, just as all personal data would be 

made anonymous. The ethical implications of the different aspects of the research process were reg-

ularly discussed between the authors. 

 

(2) Sanctification 

In the interview study, we found that most of the participants had sanctified different 

aspects of life in relation to their Christian faith, and this was significant for how they lived. For ex-

ample, a female participant explained how she experienced God had led her to meet the man she 

later married. She described: 

It was a little strange, but it was because God knew that I was going to meet my hus-

band at the camp [...] But it was God who did it. He intervened and arranged for me to 

come to this camp so that I had the opportunity to meet my future husband. God is good. 

That is how God is... 

This participant sanctified her marriage and imbued it with R/S qualities and significance, i.e., she 

had placed her marriage in the sacred ring. We found this with several of the participants. However, 

when facing a divorce this form of sanctification would become a part of the problem. For example, 

it became clear that divorce not only influenced psychological and social aspects of the person’s 

life, but it could also cause spiritual struggles for the participants. When a person places his or her 

marriage in the sacred core and attributes R/S significance to it, then divorce may be experienced as 

a violation, threat, and loss of what is held sacred. When a professional clinician cares for R/S peo-

ple in crisis, it is central to try to understand what is within that person's sacred core and ring. 

Through dialogue, open questioning, and listening for R/S meaning, insight into what the person in 

crisis holds sacred can be gained. This enables professional clinician to support and care for what is 

kept sacred, and also contribute with new R/S understandings, or new ways of being R/S if what 

was held sacred is irreparably damaged. For example, in divorce the person in crisis may need a 



 
 

14 

new R/S understanding so that marriage is either removed from the sacred ring or is placed there in 

a new way. One participant described how she had gained a new understanding of divorce: 

It is not that God is for divorce. He's not... me neither. But he told me it was ok that I 

had to leave my ex-husband […] I think God said that because he loves me. 

This participant found a way where she still had the notion of marriage in her sacred ring, but the 

love of God (in the sacred core) made it possible for her to live with the divorce. When caring for 

people's R/S needs, it is essential to keep in mind that the person's R/S often stems from an emo-

tional realization or a personal relationship to the sacred. For example, the female participant sancti-

fied her marriage because her relationship with her husband (and the feelings she experienced for 

him) were related to her relationship with God. When caring for or supporting the R/S needs and 

resources of people in crisis it is central to ask about the meaning and dynamics of the spiritual 

emotions and relationships in people's lives. For example, the connection between a person’s rela-

tionship with God and her spouse may be a R/S resource that should be supported. Just as it may be 

important to help another person to emotionally separate these two relationships. 

 

(2) Sacred moments 

In the study, we found that participants had experienced several sacred moments during 

the group therapy. These moments were characterized by both "I-Thou" and "I- Eternal Thou" en-

counters. For example, a female participant described a moment in therapy where she had to do a 

therapeutic exercise with a towel: 

I've experienced so much pain, but until now no one has taught me what to do with the 

pain. He (the group psychologist) taught me the towel technique and about being angry, 

but without sinning [...] I punched the floor with the towel and cried my pain to God... 

There was such a liberation in doing so. It was completely new to me that God is in my 

suffering and pain [..] God was there with me. 
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This participant experienced a sacred moment in her relationship with God (I-Eternal Thou) when 

she smacked the towel (a therapeutic technique introduced by the group psychologist) and cried out 

her pain to God. We see in her descriptions a number of spiritual qualities: Transcendence, ulti-

macy, and interconnectedness, both with the therapist (I-Thou) and God (I Eternal Thou). Up until 

this session in the group therapy, she had experienced a lot of pain and anger. She struggled to deal 

with these feelings in a way that did not conflict with her Christian faith and relationship with God. 

In the moment described, she felt a deep connection with God and a new truth about God caring for 

her pain and anger. Several participants who experienced spiritual struggles in their relationship 

with God, because of the crisis, seemed to benefit psychologically from the sacred moments in 

group therapy. 

We saw how the group psychologist fostered sacred moments between the individual 

and God through a positive client-therapist relationship and therapeutic exercises. A male partici-

pant described a sacred moment when the group psychologist embraced him: 

He was an honest brother. You could see it in his eyes [...] he smiled at me ... in an in-

credibly honest way ... and then he hugged me ... I was a little surprised by that, but... 

when we let go of each other, I just felt this incredible gratitude […] it made me feel like 

I also want to be such an honest brother who dares ... dare to see on others with the 

eyes of love ... to look through all these barriers we all put up. 

This sacred moment between this participant and the psychologist was created by a transforming, 

spiritual encounter between them. The psychologist met him in the fullness of his humanity, and in 

the encounter with the group psychologist's "I" he became a "thou". The sacred moments described 

were tied to the group therapeutic setting with its emotional intensity and close relationships, and 

therefore may not be directly transferable to other professional contexts. However, Pargament and 

colleagues (2014) describe that sacred moments arise from transformational, spiritual encounters 

between people and emphasize that the clinicians can deliberately work therapeutically with offer-
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ing to be such a relationship for the person seeking help. These encounters may be easier to inte-

grate into a therapeutic setting, but they are not limited to this context, and other professions may 

just as well facilitate them. Wong and Pargament (2017) describe that in addition to deliberately try-

ing to be a person that meets the other person as a "Thou" and not an "it", you may also support sa-

cred moments by asking, talking, and creating language for the help-seeking person’s search for the 

sacred. 

 

(2) Search for the Sacred 

The Search for the Sacred model can provide a structural understanding of people's 

search for the sacred and their R/S orientation system, which can serve as a framework for the way 

professional clinicians ask, listen, and create R/S language together with the person seeking help. 

For example, we saw how some of the participants' experiences of God, especially in relation to 

their understanding of anger, changed through a process of transformational, spiritual coping. We 

found that the participants had some significant ‘aha experiences’ about God being able to contain 

and be present in their anger (Viftrup et al., 2016). For example, one participant said:  

For me, it was so nice to talk about anger in the group therapy. It allowed me to be an-

gry, and also to be angry at God, and that he actually cares about my anger. It was a 

completely new understanding for me. 

This participant had previously felt sinful when feeling angry. According to the Search for the Sa-

cred model, it can be explained that the participant experienced this anger as a violation, threat, and 

loss of his relationship with God (the sacred), and therefore used conservational spiritual coping in 

the form of suppressing anger or pulling himself together to not feel angry, which, however, failed 

in the long run and resulted in spiritual struggles. Through the therapeutic process, several partici-

pants experienced that God could contain and be with them in their anger, grief, and other negative 

emotions. This realization acted as transformational, spiritual coping, thereby changing their faith 

and relationship with God; the sacred changed character. 
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The group therapy served as a safe relational situation where participants were given 

opportunities to respond to their spiritual struggles in ways that led to positive R/S change. The par-

ticipants' relationship to the therapist, as well as his R/S understanding and ability to ask questions, 

listen, and create R/S language for the participants' search for the sacred, were central for transfor-

mation occurring. We also found, when participants were interviewed 9 years later, that these trans-

formations about anger in relation to God were still important to their Christian faith (their sacred). 

For example, one female participant stated: 

Yes, I remember... I still use it... that about coming in contact with my anger. And I 

know now that God thinks, it is okay... 

In relation to the Search for the Sacred model, it seems that this positive transformation of what is 

held sacred, which happened 9 years earlier, had now become an integrated part of her understand-

ing of God, and she now conserves a Christian faith that also involve this understanding (the trans-

formed sacred). We also saw examples of transformations of the pathways. A participant who had 

previously primarily used the pathway of knowledge to conserve her faith, lost joy and meaning in 

reading the Bible when she experienced crisis. The psychologist challenged her to try other path-

ways and thereby achieving more spiritual flexibility. Spiritual flexibility is the person’s ability to 

adapt to other pathways when the R/S needs change (Pargament, 2007). This participant did not 

change her understanding of God (the sacred), but her R/S practice (R/S means). Instead of predom-

inantly reading and studying for conserving the sacred, she also began to seek out R/S communities 

and worship services in order to experience God emotionally. In a follow-up interview in 2018, she 

said: 

My faith has become much stronger because I do not just sit there with myself and pri-

marily read … I used to be so happy about it before […] but then it was as if my prayers 

hit the ceiling and fell right down again… they just did not reach [to God] […] my mar-

riage has also become stronger, because we are together about our faith much more 

now. 
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It had become clear to her that the pathway through which she used to live and conserve her R/S 

(R/S means) no longer brought her in relation to what she held sacred; God (R/S end). Through 

therapy, she was able to talk about this and transform her R/S orientation system, so she more flexi-

bly was able to use multiple pathways.  

 

(1) Application to clinical practice  

Group therapy seemed a particularly good setting for transformations of both the sacred 

(R/S ends) and pathways (R/S means). However, other professions may just as well serve as a 

transforming, spiritual relationships and have the ability to ask question, listen, and facilitate R/S 

language for people's search for the sacred. If the professional clinicians facilitate safe relational sit-

uations with room for transformational, spiritual encounters then significant sacred moments may 

also arise. 

In this article, we have presented practical knowledge of psychology of religion to help 

professional clinicians who care for R/S people in crisis. We have presented the model "Search for 

the Sacred" as well as several psychological concepts: Sacred core and ring, sanctification, spiritual 

emotions, spiritual relationships, pathways to the sacred, and sacred moments. At the same time, we 

have pointed out how concepts taken from theologians such as numinous, "I-Thou" and "I-Eternal 

Thou " relationships open up for broader and theistical understandings of R/S and people’s spiritual 

emotions and relationships. With Theuniessen and Kierkegaard's references to apophatic theology, a 

broader understanding of the development of the self is presented, where this happens in the per-

son's relationship with God and reconciliation with the synthesis of his own finity and the infinity of 

God. 

Spiritual emotions and relationships seem to have potential for psychological develop-

ment and spiritual transformation. Recent research within the field of psychology of religion indi-

cates this may increase through sacred moments, and professional clinicians can deliberately facili-
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tate sacred moments in the encounter with the person seeking help. The model "Search for the Sa-

cred" and the four pathways of knowledge, acting, relating, and experiencing, may provide profes-

sionals with an understanding and structure as well as a R/S language for the help-seeker's search 

for the sacred and R/S orientation system. The professional clinician may offer him- or herself as a 

transforming, spiritual relationship, and support the help seeker's R/S and experience of the sacred 

by asking questions, listening, and facilitating R/S language for the participants' search for the sa-

cred. However, further research in the complex processes of lived R/S in people’s lives are war-

ranted. Particularly, how the ways people experience and practice their R/S effect crisis. 
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