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Report of 2nd National Gathering of Catholic Psychologists

New Delhi. (October 2). Fifty-eight catholic psychologists and counsellors from various parts of the country gathered at Bosco Psychological Services, New Delhi from 29th September to October 1 this year to reflect on “Sexuality, Celibacy, and the Religious Quest: Contemporary Issues.” This 2nd National Gathering was an initiative of the Salesian Psychological Association. The 1st Gathering was held in Hyderabad last year.

The Gathering was inaugurated by the internationally recognized psychiatrist, humanitarian and theologian Professor J.S. Neki. He spoke on  “Religion & Sex.” Drawing from various religious traditions, social sciences and his own clinical and religious experience, Professor Neki presented a very comprehensive and appreciative view of sexuality within a religious quest. He presented sexuality as “a sacrament, a gift to be enjoyed responsibly.”

In his keynote address, Dr Joe Mannath, Professor in the Department of Christian Studies at Madras University, described spirituality as “what we do with the fire inside of us.” Reflecting on sexuality and celibacy within a religious quest he spoke of “the two inner fires today—our sexuality, with all its myriad expressions and ambiguities, which pushes us towards the other, and the Other fire which religion is supposed to mediate—the push towards the Invisible Lover.” 

Dr. Mannath described sexuality and celibacy in their multiple dimensions and highlighted issues receiving particular attention today. He posed several challenging questions to the assembled psychologists and counsellors.

Dr. Pearl Drego, psychotherapist and spiritual director and Co-founder of TACET Academy in New Delhi, presented sexuality and celibacy form a psycho-anthropological viewpoint. She pointed out that it is important to look at issues related to sexuality and celibacy from a broader cultural perspective. She highlighted particularly the impact of patriarchy on the way men and women experience sexuality and celibacy. 

Commenting on the situation in the Church and her own experience with clients, Dr. Drego pleaded for greater compassion for victims of sexual exploitation. It was important, she observed, that both psychologists and religious authorities do what Jesus did, namely, “healing the broken-hearted and bandaging their wounds.”

Medical Mission Sister Agnes Panikulam of Holy Family Hospital, New Delhi, highlighted the distress many religious women in India experience in many areas of their lives. 

Dr. Jose Parappuly, Director of Bosco Psychological Services, New Delhi and Convener of the Gathering presented highlights of a recent research he did among clergy and religious in India. His data supported the conclusions Sr. Agnes had reached from her clinical practice.

Dr. Peter Lourdes, president of the Salesian Psychological Association and a clinician with several years’ experience with clergy and religious in distress and Dr. Heather MacPhail who flew in from Canada for the Gathering, presented therapeutic interventions and approaches that have been found effective in dealing with clinical issues in the area of sexuality and celibacy. 

Gathering participants spent much time reflecting together on the papers presented and in sharing their own experiences. The papers and the sharing evoked a gamut of emotions among the participants. Confusion, anger, sadness and frustration on one hand, and compassion and empathy on the other, were some of the feelings evoked. 

There was sadness, as well as anger, that those entrusted with so much trust within the Church are betraying it and those in positions of power using their power and position to hurt the vulnerable. Some felt guilty for not doing enough to help those in distress or to change the situations that cause it.

At the same time participants were hopeful that something good and positive will result from reflecting together on issues that affect lives of so many clergy and religious. Acknowledging the church as human, vulnerable and wounded, they felt, could be the starting point of a journey toward healing and wholeness.

Their experience at the Gathering further confirmed participants’ conviction that it is very important for catholic psychologists and counsellors to come together to reflect on issues that affect church and society and adopt measures to render their services more effective. 

--Reported by Jose Parappully
ANNUAL GENERAL BODY MEETING - SPA – OCTOBER 2 & 3, 2001

The Annual General Meeting of the Salesian Psychological Association (SPA), India began at 9 am with a prayer led by Fr. Peter Lourdes, the SPA president who asked members to pray silently in pairs and send positive power to one another, one’s open palm held over/under the other’s. 

Fr. P.O. Jose, the SPA secretary, then presented an amended agenda for the meeting and all agreed to go by the suggested agenda. Fr. Godfrey D’Sa agreed to minute the proceedings.

There were 12 members present. Three new participants, Frs. T. V. Thomas, C. P. Varghese and on the second day Kuriakose Pallikunnel, were welcomed to the meeting but were reminded that they had to complete the procedures necessary to become formal members of the SPA.

1. Evaluation of Gathering 2001
Members felt that participants on the whole were very positive about the Gathering and went away eager to participate in future Gatherings. They liked the programme, and affirmed the usefulness of the Gathering. The general feeling was that the arrangements were excellent, and the speakers chosen very good and involved in the field. There was a felt experience of the participants owning the Gathering and becoming very much a part of it.  It was for them a professionally enriching experience. There were 18 more participants than the 1st Gathering. These increased numbers show the relevance of the Gathering.

Some Observations and Suggestions:

· Form a Steering Committee to manage the proceedings of the Gathering.

· Appoint 2 Secretaries from the beginning to record the entire Gathering.

· Appoint at the start a Drafting Committee to prepare the Final Statement.

· Allot more time for Group Discussions. Intervention time after the presentation of a paper should be limited to 15 minutes in order to give more time for Group Discussion.

· Give time during the General Session in the beginning for Introductions of the participants and the work they are involved in.

· Some felt that there were too many papers presented at the Gathering. Fortunately 2 of the Speakers didn’t turn up. This gave us a little more time for Group work.

· The expenses of the Gathering should be worked out earlier so as not to spring up any surprises on the participants. 

· Preparing a Directory of the Participants is a good idea and should be maintained.

· One Session is enough for Region-wise meetings. They meet for a while as a region and then present to the whole group their plans for the future. Region-wise meetings before the Gathering should be encouraged. 

· The Gathering or SPA should not frame guidelines, suggest criteria or have any control over the Regional Meetings.

· Some lay Catholics participating in the Gathering may have been unnerved with the data that presented at the Gathering. Care must be taken in inviting lay participants that they are those able to handle issues that are discussed.

· Some felt that a wrong impression may have been created with regards the prevalence of Sexual Abuse in the Church. The abusers were not only the male clergy. There is considerable abuse also from women religious who abuse young boys and girls and candidates. This aspect was not highlighted.

· There should be a written and oral evaluation of the Gathering by all the participants in order to get a proper feedback of the Gathering.

· The criteria for participation in the Gathering should remain: Catholics with a Masters in Psychology as a minimum qualification and current or past involvement in psychological practice (practice includes teaching psychology, research and clinical work)

P.O. Jose made two clarifications pertaining the above observations:

a) Regarding the number of papers presented at the Gathering, Jose said he went by the experience of Joe Mannath who recommended 7-10 quality papers in a Gathering of 3 days. Since there was only one response to the Call for Papers, he selected seven topics and presenters.

b) Jose also said that those he consulted told him to keep the monetary charges low so as to encourage as much participation as possible especially in the beginning stages of the Gathering. He added that next time besides the Registration and Lodging Fees, we should also have a Conference Fee.

2. Relationship between SPA and the Gathering
The general feeling at the Gathering was that SPA should continue to nurture the Annual Gatherings. Members of SPA felt that this mandate should be renewed at every annual Gathering. There were some dissenting voices at a regional meeting that wanted ‘to cut the umbilical cord’ and ‘do away with Salesian overtones’. Hence the SPA would encourage anyone that would accept the responsibility for organizing the Gathering. However, SPA would continue supporting whichever body/person undertook to organize the Gatherings. SPA considers the Annual Gathering of Psychologists and Counsellors one of its major activities.

The Regional Meetings would run independent of the SPA or the Gathering. Regional psychologists and counsellors can make their own criteria of participation and draw up whatever lines of action they deem fit irrespective of SPA or the Gathering. 

The venue for Gathering 2002 would be Mumbai. Fr. P.O. Jose would continue to be the Convener of the Gathering. Fr. Anthony D’Souza SJ and Fr. Godfrey D’Sa would be Joint Coordinators for Gathering 2002.

There was some discussion regarding whether the venue for the Gathering should be a Salesian place. It was felt that it would be advantageous for the organizers if the Gathering continued to be in a Salesian setting when organized by a Salesian Coordinator. It was left to the local organizers to choose whatever venue they find convenient. 

P. O. Jose, learning from experience, pointed out that it is important to add a clause in the invitation letter like “You are invited on the assumption that you are or were involved in psychological practice. Please do not send in your application if you are not.” A second clause to be added is “Please come only if you are informed of confirmation of your participation.” 

Topic for Gathering 2002
Some suggestions that came from Gathering 2001 and the SPA members:

a. Prejudice, Fundamentalism, Racism and Caste. (Topic suggested by The Theological Association of India).

b. Practical demonstration of New Therapeutic Skills

c. Psychological understanding of Prejudice in the Indian Context and therapeutic ways of dealing with it.

d. Psychology at the Service of Education

e. Psychological services for candidates to the priesthood and religious life.

f. Human development at the different stages of growth.

g. An in-depth study of the Indian Psyche

h. Effective therapies to deal with sexual problems 

i. Celibacy and Intimacy

j. Assertive Behavior

k. Psycho-Spiritual Integration.

Future Gatherings should be asked to suggest topics in writing with reasons. A committee would collate this and bring it back to the Gathering, which would arrive at a final decision.

SPA members finally debated between two topics for Gathering 2002:

1. Prejudice and Intolerance in the Indian Context: Psychological perspectives.

2. Awareness and demonstration of 4 new psychological therapies like NLP, EMDR, HRT…

This was put to vote and there were equal numbers that wanted each of the two topics.

The group finally came to a decision to have one therapy demonstrated in a one-day Pre-Conference Workshop and have Understanding Prejudice as the theme for Gathering 2002. 

3. Dates for Gathering 2002
Participants to the Pre-Conference Workshop will be encouraged to Register on the evening of Sept. 25, 2002.

The Pre-Conference Workshop will be for one day on Sept. 26 (Thursday)

Gathering 2002 will begin on Friday, Sept. 27 at 9.00 am and end on Sunday, Sept. 29 at 4.00 pm.

SPA AGM will begin on Sept. 30 at 9 am and close with dinner on Oct. 1.

4. Relationship between SPA & Salesian Congregation
P.O. Jose informed members that his Provincial communicated to him the Regional’s wish that SPA does not go ahead with the Registration of SPA. However, Peter reported that Fr. Nocolussi had asked him about the activities of SPA and when informed had congratulated him regarding the work being done by this organization. 

· When T.D. John inquired of Fr. Nicolussi on the floor of the Ratio Meeting in Hyderabad, Fr. Nicolussi had very encouraging and favorable words towards the working and contribution of SPA. In a private chat with Nicolussi, T.D. John was given a more elaborate feedback:

In General

· It is a welcome initiative.

· He wishes that this positive dialogue among Salesian psychologists continue

· Appreciated that it was an “open” Gathering and not a secretive one.

· Psychologists have an important contribution to make towards the Mission, to education, and in the initial and on-going formation process.

· The ecclesiastical circles also stress the use of Human Sciences

· There is a positive attitude now days among those in authority towards psychologists and vice versa.  

· Varied situations in the congregation vis-à-vis psychologists today – in some places their services are appreciated and integrated, in other places marginalized and in some other places psychologists have gone their own way.

Coordination among confreres with qualification

· In many nations, different Regional Conferences have set up organizations for psychologists

· It is important to see the contribution of psychologists in the development of the Mission of the Province

· Psychologists should make a contribution in the context of Salesian obedience in a creative way

· There should be an inter-disciplinary approach in our educational project and we should welcome contributions made from the psychological approach

In the Statutes

· The Salesian Mission must be present, explicitly stated and not just presumed.

· It is useful to have a structure of coordination, exchange of information, programs…

· To have more experience before moving towards structures and statutes. SPA must grow into a Registered body, don’t force it into one.

· Institutionalization should take into consideration the community climate – in fixing dates, responsibilities, plans…

· SPA structure should give due weightage to the civil context

An invitation to the Provincials for reflection

· On the importance of psychology for the province

· Analyze and see the place of SPA’s contribution in the context of the Mission

· In that sense include the SPA in a global plan of qualification. There is need or training psychologists. E.g. After the Ratio there is a strong demand for psychologists helping out in the human formation

· Provincials should not remain indifferent to the Centres where people are sent for training. They must make a list of Possible Centres for training to specific needs

· Work out Provincial/Inter-provincial criteria for setting up a Psychological Facility like an Affirmation House.

In his response to T.D. John’s report, while appreciating the positive attitude of Nicolussi, Peter opined that among Church/Religious Organizations psychology was still a new science, and Church leaders didn’t know how to include psychological services in the overall mission and apostolate of the Church/Congregation. Hence, an attempt is made at domesticating and watering down the contribution of psychology. There has been a long-standing animosity and suspicion of the Church towards psychology. 

Finally, with regard to the relationship between SPA and the Salesians, the members agreed to send a copy of SPA Newsletter to:

· The Generals, Provincial Superiors and Coordinators of the Salesian Family in India

· Salesian News Magazines in India and ANS

The body also agreed to send an official report of SPA Annual Meetings to the Major Superiors of the Salesian Family in India and to their Regionals. Since this was a change in the Constitutions, it was put to vote and was unanimously accepted (12/12)

5. Reflection on the President’s musings
Fr. Peter Lourdes presented two themes to reflect on:

a. SPA, time for a name change?

b. Quo Vadis, SPA?

There was some discussion regarding the change of name. There was a sentimental attachment to SPA but NASP (National Association of Salesian Psychologists) gave a broader perspective, the emphasis being on ‘National’. However, when put to vote, there was an equal number that wanted each of the two options. Since a decision regarding the name for the association was necessary only for Registration purposes and since the Registration was not going to be done immediately, we decided to give further time to come to a decision regarding the final name for the association.

With regard to ‘Quo Vadis SPA?’ Peter presented two aspects of professionalism viz. professionals tend to lose focus on their clients and become compulsive-obsessive about their methods and metaphysics; at the same time without being professional we will have no credibility.  How then do we work out a balance? Quoting from Harold C. McCully, Peter spelt out some characteristics of a profession. 

6. Report on member activities
Each member gave a brief description of the psychological services he/she was involved in during the past year. A few found it difficult to get actively involved because of other responsibilities and demands made on them by their respective provinces. In some provinces, there is neither recognition nor acknowledgement of the services that psychology can render to our mission. Hence, members find it discouraging to work in such an atmosphere.  In some cases, there is only a “silent tolerance” of the work of Salesian psychologists. Members appreciated support and encourage offered by SPA 

Mention must be made that there are some provinces that recognize and utilize in manifold ways the services of their psychologists. On the national level, Salesian psychologists are invited to organize a number of training and therapy programs. 

7. The Secretary’s Report
P.O. Jose read out the AGM 2000 report of SPA. It was passed and seconded.

8. The Financial Report
P.O. Jose reported on the cost of Gathering 2001. There was a deficit because of unforeseen expenses. It was decided that the deficit be paid from the SPA account.

9. SPA Programs
P.O. Jose informed members regarding the program on Basic Counselling Skills that was being conducted in 3 modules:

Module I: Personal Growth and Transformation
When the program was first announced, there was little response. This was probably because of the high cost of the program. Jose therefore reduced the number of days (from Oct.15-Nov.17 to Oct.14-Nov.9). He also reduced considerably the programme fee and the board & lodge charges. The remodeled program received 24 applications. Twenty three were selected. Of these two cancelled. All the participants are religious: 6 male (of whom 3 are Salesians) and 15 women religious.

Module II: Training program in Basic Helping Skills.

This module will be conducted at the Don Bosco Youth Services, Matunga, from March 1-21, 2002. There will be 12 participants selected from Module I.

This module will be followed up with 100 hours of supervised counseling.

Module III: Counseling Special Populations

Dates: October 14-November 3, 2002 Venue : to be finalized.

SPA Programmes for 2002-2003

After some discussion it was proposed to have another series of weekend multi-city programmes on “Psycho-emotional problems of Candidates to Priesthood/Religious Life” for 2002-2003. It was agreed to organize this program for formators in 4 cities – Kochi (preferably in Malayalam), Chennai, Hyderabad and Mumbai. This program will be held before the next SPA AGM (October 2002). The coordinators for the weekend programs are:

Kochi – Fr. C.M. Jose

Chennai – Fr. Clive Hurley

Mumbai – Fr. Lionel Braganza

Hyderabad – Fr. T.D. John

The weekend program would be followed up with a longer program of 5 days where formators would be taught helping skills to deal effectively with candidates. This follow-up program will be held in Kochi and Mumbai/Hyderabad by June 30, 2003.

A think-tank comprising P.O. Jose, Peter Lourdes, Thomas Varkey, and Godfrey D’Sa was appointed to prepare a format for these two programs and dispatch it to the coordinators.

10. The Memorandum of Association
Although we are not planning immediate registration of SPA as a Non-Profit society, P. O. Jose had prepared a Memorandum of Association needed for registration. This was presented. Some modifications were suggested:

In OBJECTIVES, no.2, 

To promote mental health and psychological wellbeing of individuals, groups, organizations (add) and of society by…:

In OBJECTIVES, no.5, (d)

Instead of, Youth and community leaders, insert, Young people especially those at risk
In OBJECTIVES, no.6, change to

To help evaluate educational processes in various training institutions particularly in regard to emotional growth and development of trainees.

In OBJECTIVES, no.7, (b)

Counseling interventions with the young, subalterns and marginalized people.

In GOVERNING BODY, paragraph 2

The Governing Body shall consist of the President, Secretary, the Provincial of the Delhi Salesian Province (who is also a member of the SPCI) and the Administrator of the Delhi Salesian Province and 3 others elected to the Governing Body by the members of the Society.

The changes made were voted upon and accepted unanimously.

11. Action on Code of Ethics
P.O. Jose had consulted a number of ethical codes and further expanded Draft-1 of CODE OF ETHICAL PRACTICE for the SALESIAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION (SPA), INDIA and made it more comprehensive. This new draft was presented to the members for discussion and ratification.

The draft was found to be comprehensive and acceptable.

Some additions were suggested and accepted in the section on Conduct
· Members do not take advantage of their clients for personal or organizational gains.

· Members shall not abandon but make adequate provisions to help clients who may have been adversely affected by therapeutic approaches used in the course of treatment.

The new draft with the additions was voted upon and accepted unanimously.

A need was felt to work out something specific in the Ethical Code regarding the dual relationship many members have with clients who are from the same province or community. The fact that members cannot have a purely counselor-client relationship because of our particular situation was mentioned. We would however need to work out a specific way of dealing with this situation.

12. Election of Office Bearers
1. The Election of the President:

Fr. Peter Lourdes was reelected President for a second term. However, he requested that he be allowed to step down. Members respected his wishes. 

Fr. Clive Hurely was then elected and he accepted to be the President of SPA, India, for the next three years beginning January 2002.

2. The Election of the Secretary
P. O. Jose was reelected for a second term.

Each member individually thanked the out-going first president, Fr. Peter Lourdes, for the very special role he played in forming SPA, mentoring it, and bringing the Association the recognition it enjoys today through his wise and active guidance. 

​​​​​​​___________________________________

Fr. T.D. John, on behalf of the members of SPA, thanked P.O. Jose for his commendable work, organizational abilities, dedication and zeal in helping to put SPA together in such a short period of time.

The AGM of SPA ended on Oct. 3 at 3.45 pm. with a prayer made by Fr. Clive Hurly, the President-elect. 

This report is compiled and written by Godfrey D’sa. It has been edited by the SPA Secretary.

Published by Jose Parappully on behalf of the Salesian Psychological Association from Bosco Psychological Services, New Delhi 110025. For private circulation only.
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Salesian Psychological Association

Bosco Psychological Services

Okhla Road, New Delhi 110 025
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