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GROUP THERAPY. 

REACHING FULFILLMENT WITH OTHERS 
 

 

Premise 
 

The following essay is offered as a brief reflection on a topic that has 

been written about extensively and authoritatively, group therapy, and how the 

classic concepts of this form of psychotherapy could potentially be understood 

and even enhanced when considered within the context of the spirituality of 

unity.  

Spirituality and psychotherapy, at least in the United States, is a growing 

field of interest and the number of books published on this topic increases 

each year. However, the unique contribution of the spirituality of unity has yet 

to be explored or written about in any systematic fashion.  

From an experiential perspective, one distinctive characteristic of this 

spirituality is the fact that it can be lived by people of all faith traditions as 

well as by people who have no particular religious belief. Another is the fact 

that it has become the lifestyle of people from cultures the world over. We 

would propose, therefore, that the underlying principles that are presented in 

this essay could be practiced by people of differing backgrounds and belief 

systems, with applications that will vary accordingly. This would include  

applications that do not explicitly define themselves as „spiritual”.  

It is important to note that no inference should be made that only persons 

who know and/or live the spirituality of unity can practice according to these 

principles. Rather, the primary inference suggests that the theory that will 

emerge from this study will  universal in its applicability, since it is based on 

ideas that are profoundly rooted in the nature of every human person, created 

as we are in the image and likeness of a God who is one and triune.  
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The choice of the authors that are quoted has been limited, for reason of 

time and space, to those who offer a particular perspective that could be linked 

to the spirituality. We acknowledge that this limits the breath of the theoretical 

foundations and hope to expand on this at another time.  

We will also welcome the opportunity, in the future, to build on these 

precepts through their scientific application in clinical settings to order to fur-

ther develop and define them on a vaster scale.  

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

It would seem remiss on our part to not speak about group therapy or 

group dynamics in a conference that is exploring the impact and implications 

of a spirituality of communion in the field of psychology, and specifically, the 

realization of the human person.  

This presentation will attempt to illustrate how the „encounter with  

others” (from the title of our conference) in a group therapy setting, can be 

described and illuminated by concepts contained in the spirituality of com-

munion, engrafting this on to the extensive literature and variety of theories 

that have developed over the past decades in the field of group therapy. It will 

then exemplify how this type of encounter contributes to reaching fulfillment 

as individuals and as a group.  

The doctrine of the charism of unity, when lived, expresses itself in a new 

social reality, in a new understanding and in an experience of social life that 

has never been conceived of before (Arajo 1995). This „authorizes” us, if you 

would, to speak to this topic as experts in this experience both as professionals 

and in our personal lives. 

Psychologists with different theoretical training use group therapy for 

many different types of psychological problems and concerns. But, regardless 

of one’s orientation, in contrast to individual psychotherapy, group therapy 

offers multiple relationships to assist the individual in growth and problem 

solving. 

Therefore, group therapy is, fundamentally, a social experience. It is a 

„meeting” of persons or individuals, a unique form of community. The dic-

tionary defines a group as „a number of individuals assembled together or 

having some unifying relationship” (Cayne 2001, p. 514). The lives of indi-

viduals are shaped, for better or worse, by their experience in groups. People 

are born into groups. Throughout life, they join groups. They will influence 

and be influenced by family, religious, social and cultural groups that con-

stantly shape behavior, self-image and both physical and mental health. A 

community is a reality that touches all of us in such a fundamental way that 

we seldom take a step back and ask ourselves what we mean by this term. The 
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essential difference between being simply a group and being a community lies 

in the kind of relationships that bind its members to each other. For the pur-

pose of this presentation, the words will be used interchangeably to avoid con-

fusion. There is a definition of group offered by Luft (1984 – see: Wheelan 

2005, p. 1). He states that a group is: 

 
„[…] a living system, self-regulating through shared perception and interac-

tion, sensing and feedback, and through interchange with the environment. 

Each group has unique wholeness qualities that become patterned by way of 

members’ thinking, feeling and communicating, into structured subsystems. 

The group finds some way to maintain balance while moving through pro-

gressive changes, creating its own guidelines and rules, and seeking its own 

goals through recurring cycles of interdependent behavior.” 

 

Susan Wheelan (2005), in speaking about group culture offers an in-

teresting analogy. „Culture, from the sociological perspective, is the collective 

script that dictates how a society is to be organized and built. Culture, in this 

view, is to society what DNA is to the biological human” (p. 25). This can be 

applied to group therapy in the sense that every group creates its own „cul-

ture” that dictates its social structure, the rules for interaction.  

This same author has attempted to explain the relationship between the 

individual and the group, placing her theory in the context of the postmodern 

era, which puts, as we have spoken about in these days, increasing emphasis 

on the individual as the basic unit of society. „Individuals are thought to freely 

shape their own identities, choose their own goals, and stand accountable for 

their own actions. The person is seen as separate from his or her context. Per-

sonal identity, in our time, is thought to precede, and be distinct from, group 

memberships” (p. 114). This point of view has replaced the concept that the 

family is the basic unit of society, where the individual was defined by their 

social context. Her conclusion is interesting, especially for those of us who 

have come to believe that a collective spirituality responds in a particular way 

to the situation humanity is living through in our present time. She concludes 

that understanding the individual alone is not sufficient. „Individuals, groups, 

and the broader social context in which they all operate mutually influence 

each other. The development of individuals, groups, institutions and societies 

are inextricably linked. The health of each affects the others” (p. 120). 

This certainly places our conference and this topic in context and may 

even suggest that group therapy is the most appropriate and effective way of 

treating psychological disorders, precisely because it offers multiple relation-

ships whereby growth and healing can take place when guided by a skilled 

clinician.  

The „living system”, described above by Luft (1984), from the pers-

pective of the psychology of communion, is made up of people who have been 



30                                                                                                          Nancy O'Donnell 

  

created in the image of a God who is both One and Three. In fact, „if human 

beings have been created in the image and likeness of God, their person, as 

well as their nature, are reflections of what exists in God”. And since the One 

who created us „in his image and likeness” is One and Triune, in our being is 

a similar Trinitarian reality, which is also manifested in the plurality of our 

components and in the harmonious unity of the whole. Perceived in this way, 

the „communicating” that takes place in groups expresses a vision of both the 

individual person and the collectivity, where the beauty and unique perso-

nality of each one is preserved while creating, in always new ways, a collec-

tive reality that is more than just the sum of its parts. We could compare this 

idea to a quote from Jung (see: Humbert 1983): „For two personalities to meet 

is like mixing two different chemical substances: if there is any combination 

at all, both are transformed”. 

Interestingly, while without any reference to a religious understanding of 

the word, Mark Ettin, in his book „Foundations and Applications of Group 

Psychotherapy” (1999, p. 116), describes the group as a „Trinity: Intra-

personal, Interpersonal and Group-as-a-Whole”. He considers these three le-

vels of organization as reflecting the various tenor and tasks of group psycho-

therapy, and therefore possessing a „Trinitarian” dimension. He believes that 

the purpose of the group network is to put and to keep its members in touch, 

making the group a „…ready vessel for individual and collective transfor-

mations” (p. 299). This can happen only when all three levels are at work, 

namely, when movement is taking place within each member, in their relation-

ships with one another and at the same time, creating something „as-a-whole” 

that transcends both of these – something more. From this „group-as-a-whole” 

emerges a formation of a holistic entity with properties comprised from, yet 

independent of, its individual parts. In this reciprocal process, members first 

contribute examples from their individual perspective, and then derive from 

the collective wisdom a way to reorganize and reassess their own solutions to 

personal problems or conflicts. It is a process where the group member loses, 

in a sense, his or her individual problem in order to receive it back, enriched 

by the collective wisdom.  

This three-fold growth is a common experience for those who live the 

spirituality of communion. It is their lifestyle. This „losing” in order to „gain” 

is one of its primary characteristics. Unity is reached when each component 

loses itself for unity… „A person who is fused in unity”, Chiara Lubich wrote 

(see: Povilus 1992), „loses everything, but every loss is a gain. Unity requires 

people who are ready to lose their own personalities, entirely. Because unity is 

God, and God in one and triune… the three live unifying themselves (by emp-

tying themselves) and in doing so they each re-find themselves. The Three 

make themselves one out of love, and in the One Love, they rediscover them-

selves.”  
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One might question this emptying of self as a therapeutic process and yet 

true reciprocity demands nothing less. The capacity to form this type of rela-

tionship is not simply a spiritual phenomenon. Recent research in the field of 

infant social developmental psychology has led to the conclusion that human 

beings come into the world equipped for interaction. Being „in relationship 

with others” is in our DNA, so to say. A report issued in 2003 by the Institute 

of American Values was entitled „Hardwired to Connect: the new scientific 

case of authoritative communities”. There is not time here to explore this ex-

tensive report sufficiently. But the first premise upon which they base their 

work is that the mechanisms by which we become and stay attached to others 

are biologically primed and increasingly discernible in the basic structure of 

the brain. 

This does not in any way detract from the dignity and precious individu-

ality of the person. Human beings are the most privileged creatures of all 

earthly creatures, remarkably unique beings with a dignity all their own, like 

no one else here on earth: „the human person is not just another created being, 

but the being that gives to all creation its ultimate meaning, the culminating 

point of God’s work”, to whom (as Chiara Lubich once wrote – see: Fratta 

2001) God „[...] participates himself directly, by giving us a soul in his image 

and putting us on earth for the adventure of becoming God, returning to the 

Father who created us, by divine participation, through grace”. Our very be-

ing, with the thirst for the infinite, for immortality, and with the need or de-

sire, conscious or unconscious, inherent in each person, even those without 

any religious faith, to refer to something or someone who transcends us, calls 

for the existence of God.  

In creating human beings in his image, God could not help but impart 

love to them: „All that there is in creation is a creature of God, of that God 

who cannot give what he does not have, what he is not”. And God is Love. 

These words should remove any doubt that the individual person might be 

in some way under-valued when we consider them from the perspective of 

unity. We can also begin to understand why human beings can truly reach ful-

fillment only by living and interacting in this way.  

In fact, to conclude this initial segment of my presentation, I would like 

to cite the closing words of Chiara Lubich’s (2002) address at the University 

of Malta, when she received an honorary doctorate in psychology: 
 

Psychologists of all the various schools of thought state that human beings 

need to affirm one another in their individuality through genuine encounters 

and personal contact. In fact we need to feel that we are „different” and be 

recognized as such in order to become a gift for others. But in order to be a 

personal gift we must enter into communion with others. Here lies the dif-

ference between what are called „psychological groups” and the Christian 

community as Jesus meant it to be. A psychological group is made up of in-
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dividuals who associate for some particular aim. As a result they interact on 

a limited scale regarding those common interests they are pursuing together, 

remaining for all other purposes, each closed in one’s own world. Diversely, 

the Christian community is not a result of extrinsic motivations, but of the 

very nature of love that creates communion. That this is possible has been 

proved by experience. It is clear that the motivation behind it derives from 

Jesus’ invitation: „Love one another as I have loved you… May they all be 

one…” and is thus of a religious nature. Yet there are extraordinary effects 

on a psychological level as well. Each person, in fact, in being in a relation-

ship of love towards others is fulfilled not only as an individual but also as a 

collective person, as a „we”. 

 

We believe that these concepts can be applied to and practiced in a group 

therapy setting to the benefit of the members. 

By considering now some theorists who have written and practiced group 

therapy, we can begin to see how what they are describing and what Chiara is 

proposing are not at odds with one another. In fact, there is a profound affinity 

between the two. 

 

 

2. Characteristics and benefits of Group Therapy 
 

Some of the many benefits of group therapy include the possibility to ex-

plore issues in a social context that more accurately reflects real life. It pro-

vides an opportunity to observe and reflect on one’s own and others’ social 

skills. Within the context of group therapy, one can benefit both through  

active participation and through observation.  

Irvin D. Yalom (1985) is hailed in some circles as the most reputable ex-

pert on the theory and practice of group psychotherapy in our day and age. He 

describes eleven primary factors that characterize the therapeutic experience 

in groups. Many of you may be familiar with these points, but I would invite 

you to review them with me, considering them within the context of what we 

have just heard.  

All patients come into therapy hoping to decrease their suffering and im-

prove their lives. Since each member in a therapy group is inevitably at a dif-

ferent point on the coping continuum and grows at a different rate, watching 

others cope with and overcome similar problems successfully, instills hope 

and inspiration. Group therapy often serves as a remedy to a sense of isolation 

that tends to envelope individuals struggling with psychological and emotional 

problems. It offers a place to learn new information and also gives its mem-

bers the unique opportunity to help others. According to Yalom, social learn-

ing, or the development of basic social skills, is another therapeutic factor that 

occurs in all therapy groups, whether or not this is the primary focus of the 
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group. The modeling of healthy, effective communication skills on the part of 

the therapist is another factor. Members learn through imitation and begin to 

incorporate these skills. Together with this, groups provide an opportunity for 

members to improve their ability to relate to others and live far more satis-

fying lives. Belonging, acceptance and approval are important and universal 

human needs. For people who have emotional problems, group therapy at 

times makes them feel truly accepted and valued for the first time. Emotional 

healing, or catharsis, also takes place in group therapy and can lead to long-

lasting change. The final factor described by Yalom regards existential fac-

tors, referring to certain realities of life including death, isolation, freedom 

and meaninglessness. These can be explored safely in a group and help people 

develop an acceptance of difficult realities (Yalom 1985, p. 3-18). 

Adlerians view all problems as social and interactive by nature. Group 

psychotherapy, therefore, is a great resource for influencing an individual’s 

attitude and growth. They consider experiential learning as the best form of 

learning and in group therapy this can take place as members learn how to un-

derstand and accept differences as well as to identify and understand universal 

thoughts and feelings.  

They believe that the balance between social interest and self-interest can 

best be served through involvement in the give-and-take of the group. „The 

whole process can be described as setting into motion a cycle in which the fol-

lowing occur: perceptions and beliefs change; courage and a sense of belong-

ing enable members to try on new behaviors; involvement and risk-taking are 

rewarded by acceptance and belonging; fear of making a mistake is replaced 

by the courage to be imperfect, which reduces anxiety and insecurity; and 

group members become able to try additional change as their self-esteem and 

self-worth develop (Dinkmeyer & Sperry 2000 – see: Carlson, Watts,  

Maniacci 2005). 

Scott Simon Fehr (2003) believes that group therapy is one of the most 

extraordinary of the therapeutic modalities. „It is honest, true and has tremen-

dous therapeutic benefits for the individual members. New behaviors gene-

rated from the group therapy experience, in comparison to individual psycho-

therapy, are more easily generalized to the ‘real world’ due to the fact that 

group is a microcosm of society and the family” (2003, p. 37).  

Virginia Satir (1975), famous for her contribution to family therapy, is 

also known for this statement: „I am Me. I own my fantasies, my dreams, my 

hopes, my fears. I own my triumphs and successes, all my failures and mis-

takes…I am me, and I am okay.” Such an individualistic belief however did 

not stop her from identifying caring and acceptance as key elements in helping 

people face their fears. Ultimately, she believed that the goal was to help peo-

ple open up their hearts to others – establish relationships.  
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Groups then aim at promoting change and healing. As faulty relationship 

patterns are perceived and identified, the group participant can begin to 

change dysfunctional, destructive patters. The group member becomes 

increasingly able to form mutually satisfying relationships with other people. 

 

 

3. Group Therapy in the Treatment of Addictions 

– Personal Experience 
 

Addiction has been characterized and defined in many ways: it is a brain 

disease with a strong genetic component; it is an attachment disorder; it is a 

social ill and a moral failing; it is a weakness, a flaw in one’s personality: an 

„addictive” personality. 

Regardless of one’s position regarding the etiology of addiction, it is 

clear that it seriously disrupts the person’s ability to establish and maintain 

long-term relationships that are fulfilling. In fact, many of the people I treat, 

when asked if they have had any serious relationships, answer that the only 

relationship that they have sustained over time has been with their drug of 

choice. Their addictions have alienated even the people who love them the 

most and they carry an enormous amount of shame for the things they have 

done to those closest to them. This shame causes them to isolate even more, 

turning once again to the only „reliable” source of comfort: their drugs. And 

so the cycle continues.  

This sense of isolation does not only contribute to the perpetuation of the 

addiction disease process; it is also part of its etiology. In a research project 

that I am currently supervising on the impact of bullying on substance abuse, 

from among the 125 subjects (all men between the ages of 18 and 69), 76% 

felt „different” from their peers and 61% began using drugs to feel like they 

„belonged” in some way to a group.  

It is logical therefore that group therapy and addiction treatment would be 

natural allies. The need to repair relationship building skills and develop new 

ones; the need to believe that one is capable of establishing healthy relation-

ships with peers and other people; the need to „test” these skills in a safe, con-

trolled environment are just some of the reasons that groups serve this popu-

lation in a particular way. As they experience success and a greater degree of 

comfort in these newfound relationships, the attraction of drugs and alcohol as 

a way to „feel good” loses some of its power.  

People who abuse substances are often more likely to stay sober and 

committed to abstinence when treatment is provided in groups, apparently be-

cause of rewarding and therapeutic benefits like affiliation, confrontation, 

support, gratification, and identification. This capacity of group therapy to 

bond patients to treatment is an important asset because the greater the 
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amount, quality, and duration of treatment, the better the client’s prognosis 

(Leshner 1997). 

Most theorists and professionals agree that the support of self-help groups 

in 12-step programs have proven to be effective in helping individuals  

afflicted with addiction in maintaining abstinence. This is of obvious impor-

tance since there is little dispute over the fact that maintaining abstinence is 

essential for emotional growth to take place and to resolve the underlying, un-

resolved psychological problems that the individual may be suffering from. 

The value of simultaneous participation in group psychotherapy and 12-step 

programs has been recognized.  

The advantages of group therapy over other modalities include positive 

peer support; a reduction in clients’ sense of isolation; real-life examples of 

people in recovery; help from peers in coping with substance abuse and other 

life problems; information and feedback; a substitute family that may be 

healthier than a client’s family of origin; social skills training and practice; 

structure and discipline often absent in the lives of people abusing substances; 

and finally, the hope, support, and encouragement necessary to break free 

from substance abuse. These qualities „draw clients into a culture of recovery” 

(SAMHSA 2005, p. 1).  

In the early phases of treatment, when people with dependencies are par-

ticularly sensitive to people in authority, it is easier to hear „the truth” from 

peers and this is essential for breaking down the denial and resistance that are 

the primary obstacles to progress at the beginning. 

Attachment theory, self psychology and affect regulation theory charac-

terize addiction as an attachment disorder induced by a person’s misguided 

attempt at self-repair because of deficits in psychic structure. And group ther-

apy has been determined to be the treatment of choice for addiction disorders 

from this perspective. 

It is difficult at times to quantify an experience that spans decades of 

practice in a variety of clinical settings with patients suffering from every 

form of mental illness and psychological disorder.  

The first question I ask myself when approaching a new group is what do 

I want to communicate to each group member about their worth. As mentioned 

above, people suffering from addictions often enter therapy with a profound 

sense of shame and hopelessness. Even when they have accepted the idea that 

addiction is a disease, the consequences in their lives and their relationships 

have been so devastating that the terms they use to describe themselves are 

primarily self-deprecating. Before they can learn to be a „gift for the others”, 

they must first believe that they have something to give. Someone who feels 

empty cannot „empty himself” as we said earlier, in order to receive back 

from the other. Therefore my first task is to communicate to each one, inas-

much as they are open to it, the certainty that their life has value, that they are 
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irreplaceable. I often use the image of a mosaic made up of thousands of tiny 

tiles, which by themselves seem insignificant. But if one is missing the mosaic 

is incomplete. As the process of therapy progresses, the patient is freed from 

internal and external conditioning and they find that their fulfillment lies not 

in comparing their situation to other people but rather in finding their parti-

cular, irreplaceable „tile” in the mosaic of life. This helps them move forward, 

not by ignoring or denying the past, but by believing that change is possible.  

The benefit of working in groups with people who suffer from addiction 

disorders lies also in the fact that they find that they are not alone when they 

come together with other recovering addicts. This in and of itself is thera-

peutic for them. Another point is the fact that spirituality is not something for-

eign to them. Most of the people I have worked with are firmly convinced that 

without a spiritual dimension to their lives, they will never be able to maintain 

their recovery. In fact, it is recommended that group leaders explore the im-

portance of spiritual life with the group. For clients who lack meaningful con-

nection to anything beyond themselves, the group may be the first step toward 

a search for meaning or a feeling of belonging to something greater than the 

self. The clinician’s role in group therapy simply is to create an environment 

within which such ego-transcending connections can be experienced. 

It has been my experience that in a group therapy setting, these three ele-

ments – the value of each one, the being similar and not alone and the indis-

pensability of spirituality – can combine to bring about life-changing trans-

formations.  

 

 

4. Conclusion 
 

I would conclude this brief presentation simply by observing that the suc-

cess that has been noted over the past decades in the use of group psycho-

therapy is most likely in part due to the fact that it responds to a need that is 

fundamental to the nature of the human person, created as we stated earlier in 

the image and likeness of a God who is both one and three.  

It is now necessary for us to explore these concepts more in depth and  

attempt to translate them into psychological theory that can illuminate others 

and be applied in the practice of group psychotherapy for the benefit of many.  
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