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This research paper issues from two questions at the convergence of time-honored religious 
reflection and cutting-edge psychological research: How can the new psychology of happiness 
revitalize standard theological expressions of faith, hope, and charity? And, conversely, how can 
the traditional understanding of the theological virtues advance psychological inquiry into 
spiritual formation?1  
 I select the theological virtues because they stand at the heart of Christian identity. For 
the Christian, these traits bring authentic flourishing and lasting joy. To live in faith, hope, and 
love is therefore the vocation of a Christian; to share and promote these traits is the mission of 
the Church. 

I bring these theological virtues into conversation with modern psychology because of its 
growing convergence with classical spiritual concerns, especially its focus on happiness as 
authentic flourishing attained through character development.2 Indeed, the rise of happiness 
studies has, in the judgment of one of the preeminent scholars in the field, restored the discussion 
of “love, forgiveness, wisdom, virtue, and spiritual transformation that was almost entirely 
absent from the psychological disciplines as recently as a decade ago.”3 How do these 
extraordinary developments in psychology enhance the core spiritual vocation to grow in faith, 
hope, and love? 

Through a mutually illuminating discussion between classical spiritual formation and 
contemporary positive psychology, I offer a fresh understanding of the Christian vocation in light 
of [1] the humanistic roots of positive psychology, [2] the incipient theology of its founding 
theoretician, and [3] a creative synthesis of one of its most established concepts (“flow”) with 
one of its most recent and exciting ideas (“elevation”). 
 
 

[1]  Theological Virtues and Therapeutic Traits 
 

One of the foundational ideas of humanistic psychology can serve as a springboard to 
develop a novel account of faith, hope, and charity. There exists a profound but unrecognized 
resemblance between the three core conditions of the therapeutic process—acceptance, empathy, 
and congruence (or authenticity)—and the three theological virtues—faith, hope, and charity.4 
Specifically, there is an analogy between the client’s psychological experience of the therapist 
(as accepting, empathetic, and congruent) and the believer’s spiritual experience of the divine (as 
justifying by faith, as compassionately supportive through hope, and as authentically present in 
love). The analogy lies in the similar-yet-different ways in which the receiver (i.e., the client or 
believer) undergoes a profound healing of consciousness because of his or her experience of the 
attitude and gifts of the provider (i.e. the therapist or God). Positive findings from this initial 
inquiry will open up a new avenue of dialogue between psychology and theology, which the two 
subsequent sections of this paper will develop. 

For the key traits of the therapeutic care-giver, I draw on Carl Rogers, who may be 
considered one of the key precursors of positive psychology.5 For the classic statement on the 
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theological virtues, I draw on Thomas Aquinas.6 In order to assess whether modern therapy can 
revitalize medieval theology, one must first grasp the outlines of a Thomistic understanding of 
the theological virtues. For Aquinas, faith involves assent to key theological claims about God, 
the world, and the transcendent dignity of the humanum as justified by the divine, regardless of 
merit. Next, hope relies upon God’s compassionate help to move the person towards the future, 
difficult goal of eternal life, thereby making the believer into a pilgrim. Finally, charity unites the 
person to God in friendship, thereby empowering her to relieve and transform the suffering of 
others. Thus, for Aquinas, each of these virtues approaches God under a particular aspect: faith 
in terms of divine truth; hope in terms of divine mercy and power; charity in terms of divine 
goodness.7 

This classic presentation of the three theological virtues can be creatively developed 
through a novel comparison with the three core conditions of the therapeutic process. The first 
key trait of the therapeutic care-giver is acceptance. This unconditional positive regard involves 
the provider’s full, warm, and non-possessive acceptance of the client, independent of her 
internalized conditions of worth. It is a non-judgmental and deep valuing of the humanity of the 
person in need, even in the face of that person’s reluctance or hostility. As such, the client’s 
experience of the therapist’s attitude of acceptance resembles the believer’s experience of God’s 
justification by faith. For just as conditions of worth are irrelevant for how the therapist sees the 
client, so the achievement of works is irrelevant for how God sees the person. In both cases, the 
receiver finds herself accepted into a relationship without any judgmental reckoning of her 
worthiness. The key terms of “acceptance” and “regard” echo the cognitive emphasis of faith, 
which concerns a belief about how things are, as distinct from a decision about what needs to be 
done. Faith brings to awareness God’s unmerited gift of grace, which cannot be earned by any 
action. It is the recognition of a prior, enveloping experience of God’s unchanging, unconditional 
acceptance. Consequently, this surfacing of a basic truth about God, as with the realization of 
acceptance in the therapeutic relationship, is more personal than propositional. For at its heart is 
the recognition of the dignity of the human as accepted by God and ultimately as able to be 
accepted into eternal union with God. As faith reassures the person of her great worth, it 
establishes the relationship that itself constitutes the healing process. In this way, faith gives the 
ontological horizon against which the therapeutic attempt to see and accept the client’s worth 
comes into proper focus. 

If acceptance/faith regards the fundamental attitude that establishes relationship, then 
empathy/hope describes the process through which that relationship grows. Empathy is the 
ability to feel the experiences and grasp the meanings of the client, “as if one were the other 
person, but without ever losing the ‘as if’ condition.”8 Precisely because of this compassionate 
presence that is not overwhelmed by suffering, the alienation of persons in need gradually 
recedes as they are accompanied by an effective helper through their difficulties. Self-esteem 
therefore grows and uncomfortable truths can now be faced rather than denied or suppressed. 
Empathy thus involves being with the client through this painful process of healing past 
psychological damage and undoing neurotic bondage to conditions of worth. The parallels with 
theological hope become clear when one realizes that hope is not simply about the individual 
achievement of goals, but also about the help one receives to reach them.9 In this broader, 
interpersonal understanding of hope, which includes attachment and bonds as much as mastery 
and planning, the believer relies upon divine mercy and power to overcome the obvious and 
manifold difficulties that prevent the person achieving the goal of his or her transcendent dignity 
that was revealed in faith. In a word, the person now experiences the empathy of God. Just as the 
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ideal therapist feels a “deep somatic processing of the experience of the broken person [beyond 
mere] reflection on the client’s words,”10 so God, through Christ, is truly present to human 
suffering in the cross and so grounds human hope. This redemptive, empathetic presence undoes 
human alienation from others and from God because it enables one to face and address those 
difficulties that are the root of alienation. Hope therefore radically differs from wish projection 
for some other, perfect world. It is not an irresponsible flight from suffering. To the contrary, 
hope is the very process whereby the person comes to share in the atonement, that is, in the 
reversal of human sin through freely given love and its attendant costs. If faith establishes the 
relationship that reveals the transcendent dignity of the person, then hope names the effects of 
the dynamic, empathetic interventions that support the believer through the cruciform process by 
which that dignity is won. In this way, hope opens up a new and deeper relationship with God 
called charity. 

If acceptance/faith establishes relationship and empathy/hope enables it to grow, then 
congruence/charity accounts for its healthy flourishing as it draws upon the genuineness of the 
care-giver. A congruent therapist is one who is authentic, genuine, and transparent. Her “outward 
responses to her client consistently match the inner feelings and sensations which she has in 
relation to the client.”11 So whereas acceptance names an attitude, and empathy a process, 
congruence names a state of being. This threefold distinction mirrors, respectively, the awareness 
of faith (which assents to the truth of God’s unconditional acceptance), the motion of hope 
(which relies upon God’s empowering empathy through life’s difficulties), and the union of 
charity (which shares in God’s very being). When the believer is thus united to God in charity, 
she experiences God as congruent, that is, as God is, as love (1 John 4:8). Of course, God is 
always love, and so God cannot be anything other than congruent. The point of this analogy is 
that the person experiences God as congruent. For if a person fails to love God, then God is 
experienced differently from how God truly is, for example, as wrathful (to the unrepentant) or 
distant (to the indifferent). The therapeutic notion of congruence therefore sheds light on the 
theological virtue of charity, which can now be seen as the fundamental experience of God as 
how God actually exists, namely, as loving. 

By reconceiving Aquinas’s account of the believer’s differentiated experience of God—
through the gifts of faith, hope, and love—as analogous to the client’s ideal experience of a 
therapist—as accepting, empathetic, and congruent—I am offering a significant advance in our 
understanding of the theological virtues.12 This correlation captures and develops the 
foundational complementarity and deep resonance between theology and psychology.13 This 
connection can now be further explored in conversation with recent developments in the tradition 
of humanistic psychology. 

 
 

 [2]  Positive Psychology and Theological Hope 
 
 Martin Seligman, the founding theoretician of positive psychology, conducted an 
important yet incomplete study into the theological virtues in the context of September 11.14 I 
propose to pick up on this gambit and on Seligman’s more enticing invitation to theologians (that 
was made in his intriguing comment on the relationship between psychology and other 
disciplines): “Positive Psychology must be tethered from below to a positive biology, and from 
above to a positive philosophy, even perhaps a positive theology.”15 I propose that this 
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“tethering” or integration of positive psychology and theology be grounded on the integration of 
the theological virtue of hope with the psychological attitude of positivity.  

The obvious affinities between the notions of hope and positivity, as well as the centrality 
of each concept for both disciplines, invite this comparison. More specifically, Aquinas’s 
doctrine of hope makes an important contribution to Seligman’s stated wish for a “positive 
theology” that supports and extends the project of positive psychology, especially in terms of the 
crucial insights that hope brings into fundamental cosmological claims. 

In his aspiration for the integration of psychology with other disciplines quoted above, 
Seligman readily sees the possibilities of a “positive biology.” He finds in Robert Wright’s non-
reductive account of emergent complexity the justification for positive psychology’s “tethering 
from below” to biological science.16 In particular, Wright’s “non-zero” account of cooperative 
teleology in evolution gives Seligman an appreciation for the tentative evidence of a higher 
purpose suggested by the development of the cosmos. Although not exactly providence, this 
probabilistic directionality can support the idea of personal spiritual growth. But Seligman 
remains deeply skeptical of religious claims about creation and thus cannot articulate how 
positive psychology can be more securely “tethered from above” to theology. To remove this 
impediment to Seligman’s own stated aims, I propose a creative development of Aquinas’s 
understanding of hope that strengthens the integrative aspirations and incipient theology that 
frame Seligman’s study of character. Specifically, I will show how this key trait of hope allows 
one to conceive of the doctrines of creation and providence in ways that support, not undermine, 
positive psychology. 

As mentioned, Aquinas argues that the theological virtue of hope brings the believer into 
contact with God’s power and mercy. Interestingly, in a separate discussion, Aquinas associates 
these two divine attributes with creation because to create ex nihilo not only requires power, but 
also presupposes mercy, since to bring something into existence is to give more than what is due, 
for clearly nothing is not owed anything.17 We can therefore develop Aquinas’s position and 
argue that the experience of hope brings the believer into deeper contact with the compassionate 
power by which God created the world. Hope transforms and intensifies the natural wonder at 
existence into a deeper theological gratitude for the providential recreation of fallen humanity.18 
It thus marks the development of one’s attitude to the cosmos from a more or less neutral stance 
(that is at best accompanied by an occasional sense of wonder) to a more positive engagement 
with its ongoing development (that is driven by an active, personal, and unrestricted love). As 
such, theological hope allows one to situate the aspiration for psychological positivity within a 
profoundly positive vision of the universe. 

Thus, the virtue that Seligman most broadly shares with Aquinas (hope) is in fact deeply 
intertwined with the beliefs he most seriously doubts (creation and providence). By creatively 
developing a “positive theology” of hope from Aquinas, new spiritual information emerges that 
will assuage these doubts about the coherence and plausibility of belief in creation and 
providence. In fact, one may conceive of hope as the channel through which the existential 
meaning of these beliefs is felt. Consequently, as one explores the obvious and immediate 
resonance between theological and psychological understandings of hope, one thereby opens up 
a more genuine dialogue about central theological claims because the conversation is now 
dealing with the felt experience (as distinct from conceptual abstraction or authoritative 
assertion) of what believers actually mean by such key beliefs. In turn, that greater openness to a 
sense of created purpose helps to address the concerns of the absence in positive psychology of a 
clear teleology that is vital for any virtue ethics.19 
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This dialogue further supports Seligman’s project because it highlights the vital 
distinction between a mythical and a metaphysical view of creation. While Seligman seems to 
hold the former (and therefore understandably dismisses the notion of creation), Aquinas holds 
the latter, in which God is considered the very source of existence itself. In this metaphysical 
understanding, God and the world are non-competing causes, for to affirm the reality of the 
Creator in no way denigrates the goodness of creation, but to the contrary allows one to approach 
it positively. This theologically sophisticated view of creation (that is absent from positive 
psychology’s discussion of religion) can now be accessed through the appealing virtue of hope 
(that is of great interest to positive psychology). In bringing my creative development of 
Thomistic theology to bear upon the synthetic aspirations of positive psychology, we see a 
deeper cosmological basis for Wright’s “nonzero” claims upon which Seligman hopes to ground 
positive psychology.20 
 
 

[3]  Charity as “Elevated Flow” 
 
  In this third section, I explore how Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s influential and well-
established concept of flow, enhanced by Jonathan Haidt’s more recent and physiologically 
grounded notion of elevation, enriches our understanding of the theological virtue of charity.  

I have already shown how the idea of congruence sheds light on the notion of charity. But 
as with all three elements of that earlier correlation between therapeutic attitudes and theological 
virtues, the prime referent was the person’s experience of God: as accepting (in faith), as 
empathetic (in hope), and as congruent (in charity). Thus, that correlation gave psychological 
expression to how the person approaches God in the developmental journey from faith to hope to 
love. But since we are dealing with virtues, we must also ask how these experiences of the divine 
transform the character of the person. For although the theological virtues are divinely given 
without merit, they are also humanly possessed as excellences—hence the designation “virtue.” 
The goal, then, is not just to describe how the person experiences God. We must also account for 
how the person experiences herself in that encounter with God and how her character changes as 
a result. I propose to explore the hypothesis that if “congruence” names how the gift of charity 
allows the person to experience God, then “elevation” names how the person experiences herself 
in that encounter with divine love, and “flow” names how the person experiences the ongoing 
consequences of that love in her life. 

Let us begin with elevation. This physiologically informed and conceptually powerful 
notion is being explored by one of the most philosophically astute positive psychologists, 
Jonathan Haidt. It refers to the heart-felt emotion of being lifted up in response to overwhelming 
and deeply impressive moral beauty. Combining the usually separate experiences of [1] personal 
intimacy and [2] hierarchical distance, it makes what is radically beyond feel personally close. 
As such, it sublates the ordinary experiences of [1] the horizontal level (e.g., familial love) and  
[2] the hierarchal level (e.g., patriotic duty). Positively, it results in deeper attachments and more 
benevolent bonding with those who share in this experience. 

We can conceptualize this notion of elevation in theological terms: specifically, as the 
subjective side of the encounter with divine love. As the person touches an encompassing sacred 
dimension in the experience of elevation, their commitment to moral goodness now becomes a 
spiritual holiness that loves beyond the circle of personal intimates and cares further than the 
boundaries and obligations of one’s group. Human development thus gains a new vector that 
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breaks out of the restrictions of a two-dimensional plane limited to [1] the comfortable, narrow 
circle of personal intimacy and [2] the group-differentiating allegiance to an impersonal 
authority. Theologically construed, elevation radically reorients a person’s life such that they are 
opened upwards to new life with God and opened outwards to new attitudes to society. As such, 
it establishes a lasting disposition to grow in and pass on this love without limit. This notion of 
elevation therefore promises to give more empirical support and conceptual clarity to the 
theological virtue of charity, whereby persons are united in a deep and benevolent way to divine 
love and to each other. 
 Let us now move to the next concept in positive psychology: flow. If congruence names 
how the person with charity experiences God, and elevation names how she experiences herself 
in that encounter with God, then flow names how she experiences the ongoing results of that 
encounter as gradually transforming a peak experience into a settled disposition. To explain this 
idea, one must first grasp the meaning of the word “flow” in ordinary psychological usage. For 
Csikszentmihalyi, flow is the joyful and often creative psychological experience of continual and 
total absorption in an activity that is its own reward. In such experiences, self-consciousness 
recedes as action and awareness merge. The sense of ordinary time alters as one is deeply 
immersed in a challenging task that matches one’s skills.21 

Clearly, this concept can apply to a broad spectrum of activities, many of which are not 
directly relevant to theology, such as gambling. To render it theological, one must therefore first 
set it in the context of a prior experience of some kind of elevation, such that the flow we are 
talking about is spiritually recognizable and can extend the discussion beyond neighbor love to 
include love of God.22 This notion of “elevated flow” can deepen our account of the Christian 
vocation to love, and even cast light on some vexing issues that sometimes render this calling 
problematic. 

An initial and general justification for this comparison between flow and charity comes 
from the striking verbal similarity of the root metaphors of flow and Aquinas’s term for the gift 
of divine love, infusion (=flowing in, from Romans 5:5). A more specific justification to deploy 
this psychological term for theological ends arises from the inescapable question of origin—for 
whatever flows must come from a source. As mentioned, the congruence of charity describes the 
person’s experience of God precisely as the authentic Source of infinite love. Now that the 
blockages of neurotic attachment to finite conditions of worth (lack of faith) and of despairing 
resignation from new life (lack of hope) are overcome, the person may be elevated into union 
with the divine. As a result, unrestricted love can now flow into the world through the created, 
instrumental agency of persons who actively cooperate with this love and whose character, as a 
result, is gradually transformed over time. This theological experience of flow therefore gives 
personal confirmation of the metaphysical notion of a non-competing relationship between God 
and humanity. For persons who live in charity are radically dependent on a Source beyond the 
self, yet they flourish in direct proportion to that dependence. 

So, if the first section of this paper focused on the objective side—by examining the 
receiver’s experience of the provider—then this third section focuses on the subjective side—by 
examining the receiver’s experience of herself; in this case, as being transformed over time by 
the elevation to union with divine love. The focus of the discussion has therefore moved from 
theological virtue as divine gift (hence theological) to theological virtue as human empowerment 
(hence virtue). The scope of the discussion has correspondingly broadened from how the person 
is helped to how the person can help others. But it is important to note that without prior 
attention to the objective basis of this transformation of Christian character by God’s action (the 
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task of section one), any description of the theological virtues in psychological terms will fail to 
capture their distinctiveness.23 Likewise, without some prior felt recognition of a credible notion 
of creation and providence (the task of section two), any appeal to the theological virtues is 
likely to be rejected as mythical or as wishful thinking. 

Further reflection on the notion of flow also promises to resolve some enduring problems 
in debates about charity. For example, since flow involves the loss of self-consciousness in 
meaningful activity alongside significant development of the self in a challenging task, it helps 
address the problem of the misconceived opposition between self-love and other-love, an 
especially important concern of many psychologists, who rightly question unhealthy exhortations 
to self-sacrifice. Conceiving charity as flow suggests a vision of altruistic love that does not 
deplete the self but rather elevates and strengthens it. Interpreted theologically, flow is not 
simply an end in itself (as it appears to be for Csikszentmihalyi), but is instead part of a larger 
project of self-gift for the broadest possible common good. As such, this flow-as-libation (cf. 2 
Timothy 4:6 on the “pouring out” of the self) allows us to see self-sacrifice not as a primary goal 
devoutly to be wished, but as a derivative extension of the process of losing oneself in 
meaningful activity precisely when that worthwhile activity is defended non-violently in the face 
of destructive forces. 

Exploring charity in terms of “elevated flow,” I submit, revitalizes our appreciation of a 
fundamental spiritual idea. It provides a powerful explanatory framework in which believers can 
give greater psychological precision and philosophical coherence to their account of the 
experience of unlimited love. At the same time, this theological adaptation of new discoveries in 
positive psychology assists this movement’s groping towards a “positive theology.” 
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1 In order to achieve the twin goal of substantiating the research nature of this paper and 

presenting an uncluttered text, I have included extensive comments on the background scholarly 
debates but relegated them to the endnotes. The main text stands at 3850 words.	

2 On the meaning of the key word “happiness,” it is important to remove a common 
theological bias against positive psychology. No doubt, it is a complex, multi-level, and often 
contested term. Further, it is clear that for many years the dominant approach in the 
humanistic/positive psychology tradition was to focus on wellness in terms of either cognitive 
outcomes (perceived life satisfaction) or emotional outcomes (favorable balance of positive 
affect or hedonic well-being). Nonetheless, there has been growing interest in concepts that are 
more closely related to flourishing in the Aristotelian sense of eudaimonia, such as purpose, 
meaning, and the exercise of character strengths. Although positive psychology and Thomistic 
thought clearly differ in the actual goal of happiness, there is a significant overlap in the formal 
meaning of happiness. For with some minor variations, Seligman and Aquinas both share this 
broadly Aristotelian notion of happiness, or the good life, as flourishing, as seen in Seligman’s 
latest book, Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-being (New York: 
Free Press, 2011). In a longer piece, it would be worth showing how the work of Carol Ryff (on 
eudaimonia) and Paul Wong (on meaning) augment Seligman’s reflections on flourishing and 
purpose. 

3 Don Browning, Recovering Christian Humanism: The New Conversation on 
Spirituality, Theology, and Psychology (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2010), 16. 

4 For an overview of these traits, see Carl Rogers, “The Necessary and Sufficient 
Conditions of Therapeutic Personality Change,” Journal of Consulting Psychology 21 (1957): 
95–103. For a recent, expanded discussion of these traits, see Dave Mearns and Brian Thorne, 
Person-Centered Counselling in Action (London: Sage, 1999), 41–107. 

5 Despite the polemical disagreements between some advocates of humanistic psychology 
and positive psychology, I understand positive psychology to encompass both the older 
humanistic psychology of Carl Rogers and others, as well as the new sub-field of positive 
psychology that understands itself as “the social science equivalent of virtues ethics, using the 
scientific method to inform philosophical pronouncements about the traits of a good person,” 
Peterson and Seligman, Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 89. For a recent example of the recognition of the close 
relationship between humanistic and positive psychology, see Stephen Joseph and David 
Murphy, “Person-Centered Approach, Positive Psychology, and Relational Helping: Building 
Bridges,” Journal of Humanistic Psychology 53, no.1 (Jan 2013): 26–51. 

6 Thomism is a secure base from which to explore the relationship between theological 
virtue and positive psychology. Aquinas’s account of Christian virtue incorporated the most 
sophisticated philosophical and psychological reflection of his day: Aristotle’s ethics and its key 
concepts of character and eudaimonia. Whether it was in his most systematic and enduring work, 
the Summa theologiae, or in his simple and brief summary of Christian doctrine, the 
Compendium theologiae, Aquinas presented the goal of Christian life as happiness and described 
the way to that goal in terms of faith, hope, and love. As a result, he focused on flourishing as the 
reception and growth of these core traits, and he subordinated the discussion of negative states as 
failures to flourish in this way. Clearly, Aquinas's approach has striking affinities with the spirit 
of positive psychology, which shifts attention away from pathology and instead draws upon 
Aristotle’s emphasis on eudaimonia and augments it with impressive empirical studies. 
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7 For a fuller account, see my book The Promise of Christian Humanism: Thomas 

Aquinas on Hope (New York: Crossroads, 2011), 72–95. Insofar as this current project draws 
inspiration from Aquinas, it complements other works exploring this area from different 
theological perspectives, such as: Nancey Murphy, Why Psychology Needs Theology: A Radical-
Reformation Perspective (Dueck & Lee, 2005), which is influenced by John Howard Yoder’s 
Anabaptist theology; Charles Hackney, “Sanctification as a Source of Theological Guidance in 
the Construction of a Christian Positive Psychology,” Journal of Psychology and Christianity 29, 
no. 3 (2010): 195–207, which is influenced by the Reformed tradition; Simon Kwan, “Integrating 
‘Hope’ – The Pastoral Theology of Hope and Positive Psychology,” International Journal of 
Practical Theology, 14, no. 1 (2010): 47–67, which is inspired by Jürgen Moltmann. 

8 Don Browning, Recovering Christian Humanism: The New Conversation on 
Spirituality, Theology, and Psychology (Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2010), 35. 

9 This Thomistic understanding of hope, which emphasizes the efficient cause of hope 
(the helper) as well as the final cause (the goal), differs significantly from the dominant 
behavioral and cognitive tradition in psychology (Mowrer 1960, Stotland 1969, Snyder et al., 
1991) and converges with Anthony Scioli’s groundbreaking new work on hope. 

10 Browning, Reviving Christian Humanism, 38. 
11 Mearns and Thorne, Person-Centered Counselling, 84. 
12 In this correlation, I differ from Marie Hoffman’s proposal in her insightful new book, 

Toward Mutual Recognition: Relational Psychoanalysis and Mutual Recognition (New 
York: Routledge, 2011), which, inspired by Hegel, compares the three therapeutic stages of 
identification, surrender, and gratitude with, first, the doctrines of incarnation, cross, and 
resurrection, and, next, with the virtues of faith, love, and hope. In this ordering of the 
theological virtues, she is perhaps influenced by Paul Ricoeur’s understanding of the relationship 
between the theological virtues, as presented by John Wall, “The Economy of the Gift: Paul 
Ricoeur’s Significance for Theological Ethics,” The Journal of Religious Ethics 29, no. 2 (2001): 
235–260. 

13 The originality and strength of this hypothesis warrant a close examination of the work 
of modern and contemporary humanistic psychologists who advocate these core conditions, 
especially Carl Rogers and, more recently, Brian Thorne, who has developed Rogers’s 
reflections on the spiritual dimensions of psychology. Thorne picks up on the spiritual themes 
that Rogers began to acknowledge toward the end of his career in his last book, A Way of Being 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin 1980). In a different study, it would be interesting to trace any latent 
influence of Rogers’ early (and less than ideal) exposure to theology upon his account of the core 
therapeutic conditions. For an overview of Brian Thorne’s work, see Counselling and Spiritual 
Accompaniment: Bridging Faith and Person-Centred Therapy (Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley, 
2012). 

14 Martin Seligman and Christopher Peterson, “Character strengths before and after 
September 11,” Psychological Science 14, no. 4 (2003): 381–384, argue that “The theological 
virtues of St. Paul (faith = spirituality; hope; and charity = gratitude, kindness, leadership, love, 
teamwork) subsumed the strengths that showed increases following the terrorist attacks” (at 
383). This idiosyncratic alignment between St. Paul’s theological virtues and contemporary 
character strengths, as well as a different, slightly later correlation with Aquinas that relates 
charity to humanity (in Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman, Character Strengths and 
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Virtues, 47–48), underscore the need for careful semantic and conceptual work to clarify the 
different meanings attributed to similar terms. 

15 Martin Seligman, Authentic Happiness (London: Nicholas Brealey, 2003), 251. 
16 Robert Wright, Nonzero: The Logic of Human Destiny (New York: Pantheon, 2000), 

which Seligman discusses in the final chapter of Authentic Happiness, 250–60.  
17 Aquinas explores the relationship between [1] the attributes of power and mercy and 

[2] the act of creation in Summa theologiae, I, q. 21, art. 4. 
18 A longer piece could explore how the theological notion of hope addresses one of the 

shortcomings of the positive psychology movement identified by Richard S. Lazarus, “Does the 
Positive Psychology Movement Have Legs?” Psychological Inquiry 14.2 (2003): 93–109, 
namely, the perceived failure to adequately hold together negative and positive experiences. 
Aquinas’s understanding of hope, precisely because it includes both “difficult” and “good” in its 
definition, addresses this concern. As such, it will assist in the project of theologically reframing 
positive psychology’s analysis of suffering. (On this, see M. Elizabeth Hall, Richard Langer, and 
Jason McMartin, “The Role of Suffering in Human Flourishing: Contributions from Positive 
Psychology, Theology, and Philosophy,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 38, no. 2 [2010]: 
111–121.)  

At its broadest level, this theological reframing of positive psychology entails introducing 
not only the notion of creation as good (thereby giving the ultimate grounds for the positivity in 
positive psychology) but also the notions of fall and redemption (thereby establishing the broader 
coordinates of sin and grace that are required for any theologically satisfactory answer to the 
problem of human meaning and living). The notions of sin and grace constitute one of the key 
points of tension with positive psychology, not least because they raise the possibility of a tragic 
tension between the various levels of happiness, such as commitment to a larger ideal on the one 
hand, and comfort and security on the other. This awareness in turn makes more urgent the need 
for a greater sense of something like Moltmann’s advocacy of the biblical promise of divine 
renewal that lies deeper than the historical awareness of human limitations. 

19 For examples of this critique, see Charles Hackney, “Possibilities for a Christian 
positive psychology,” Journal of Psychology & Theology 35, no. 3 (2007): 211–221 and Louise 
Sundararajan, “Happiness Donut: A Confucian Critique of Positive Psychology,” Journal of 
Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology 25, no. 1 (2005): 35–60. 

20 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s thought exhibits some tension on this point. For example, at 
the start of Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (New York: Harper, 1990), he asserts 
that the “primary reason that it is so difficult to achieve happiness centers on the fact that, 
contrary to the myths mankind has developed to reassure itself, the universe was not created to 
answer our needs” (p. 7). But at the end of the book he enthusiastically promises that “the 
problem of meaning will then be resolved as the individual’s purpose merges with the universal 
flow” (p. 240). Similarly, in a later article, “Consciousness of the Twenty-First Century,” Zygon 
26, no. 1 (1991): 7–25, he explores “a new spirituality” that is “groping toward the integration of 
the self with the energy that flows through creation” (at p. 22). As Teilhard de Chardin 
understood clearly, and John Haught more recently argued forcefully, one cannot talk for long 
about positive human character without some positive understanding of the character of the 
universe from which humanity has emerged and in which it can “flow.” Jonathan Haidt, one of 
the most philosophically astute of the positive psychologists, clearly recognizes the need for 
“cross-level coherence” or the integration of physical, psychological, sociocultural dimensions: 
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“People gain a sense of meaning when their lives cohere across the three levels of their 
existence” in The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wisdom (New 
York: Basic Books, 2006), 226–227 (Haidt’s  emphasis). 

21 For an account of flow, see Csikszentmihalyi, Flow, 48–67. 
22 On the narrowing of the discussion of love, see A. C. Tjeltveit, “Psychology’s Love-

Hate Relationship With Love: Critiques, Affirmations, and Christian Responses,” Journal of 
Psychology and Theology 34, no. 1 (2006): 8–22. Csikszentmihalyi’s relative inattention to the 
transcendence presupposed in religious experience is critiqued by Mary Jo Neitz and James 
Spickard, “Steps Toward a Sociology of Religious Experience: The Theories of Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi and Alfred Schutz,” Sociological Analysis 51, no. 1 (1990): 15–33. 

23 See, for example, Eric Mansager’s critique of a recent attempt to use Alfred Adler’s 
psychology to rearticulate the theological virtues by Allan Maurice Savage and Sheldon William 
Nicholl, Faith, Hope and Charity as Character Traits in Adler’s Individual Psychology (New 
York: University Press of America, 2003), 85–88. Savage describes the theological virtues in the 
following watered-down way: “Faith, as an act of commitment, arises out of the innate striving 
for the need of community feeling….  Hope acts in the present moment and strives to improve 
upon community feeling…. Charity, or charitable co-operation with the other, brings about a 
healthy lifestyle” (at p. ix). 


