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This book has been written for psychotherapists, as well as for those people
from diverse backgrounds who are similar to those who have been treated
by the author: he is a practising psychotherapist, as well as being a professor of pastoral care and counselling at Louisville Presbyterian Seminary in
the USA (Preface, x). Steere is also a Presbyterian minister, but recognizes
that many people do not follow “God” language or live by the faith they
were taught as children. Thus the book is written for people of any religion
or none, but especially for those who are seeking to deepen their spirituality in new ways that are different from established religion. Indeed,
the point is made (Preface, xi) that most (Christian) public worship has a
time of confession and an assurance of pardon, but “Christians, Jews, and
Muslims can’t seem to stop killing each other.” Furthermore, Steere links
confession to forgiveness, as suggested in the sub-title, not as a dispensation from a priest/minister, but as a way of life as a consequence of being
forgiven.
The goal of this book seems to be the compassionate community, which
is the topic of the final chapter (chapter 15), and the author leads the
reader through a number of mystics, saints and others who are famous
for their confessions. Thus, there is discussion of Augustine and Patrick
(chapter 3), Tolstoy and Vonnegut (chapter 4), as well as female confessors, Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe (chapter 7), and Karen Armstrong and Elaine Pagels (chapter 8). In between these “case studies,” there
are chapters about sin (chapter 5), the confessional relationship (chapter 6) and being truthful (chapter 10). The mystic Enneagram (chapter
9) and a chapter about Bill Wilson—an alcoholic who was cured by a
religious experience and who instigated Twelve Steps to sobriety through
religion—(chapter 11) lead to the final chapters, devoted to relationships:
forgiveness and confession (chapter 13) and changing our minds (chapter
14). Chapter 12, “Predicament and Presence in Practice,” discusses involuntary confessions through the sub-conscious and dreams from Freudian
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and Jungian viewpoints. At the end of most chapters there are sections for
practical applications, based around self-awareness and internal dialogue,
confessional partnerships, discussion groups and confessional groups.
The author’s experience and knowledge give this book a depth of interesting and useful information which covers a wealth of situations beyond
a one-to-one “confessional” conversation. There is a depth of theoretical
understanding which makes the text ideal for students and professionals
alike, who need a wide background to the practical aspects of psychoanalysis and counselling. This is a book which can be read chapter by chapter
but it really needs time between the chapters for the ideas expressed to
be absorbed through spiritual and educational reflection. In this respect,
this reviewer found the questions and points for discussion at the end of
most chapters helpful in focussing on the difficult aspects; for example,
the question “when is lying justified?” is qualified by matters of national
security or in warfare (179).
While this book has an unashamedly Christian underpinning, there is
much in it for those who have not yet journeyed “beyond” an implicit
acknowledgement of a higher being to explicitly expressing their faith
through public worship for instance. Such “seekers” are represented in the
book through the examples used, such as Elaine Pagels’ spiritual journey.
Her story is but one example of those told in this book of people who
sought some spiritual experience beyond their present state, whether that
was through academic theological study, as in Pagels’ case, or through a
relationship with another person, as in the case of Bill Wilson. This freshness of approach, together with the transparency of personal experience,
is an important aspect of the book. Steere gives the reader sufficient background to place the experiences within context, whether that context is
theological history (for example, 132-135), or Jungian philosophy (204206).
This book deserves a wide readership. Its supportive style, depth of
knowledge in wide areas, and readable text, all contribute to an excellent
volume about confession and forgiveness, which is written within a Christian context but includes those who are spiritually seeking perhaps they
know not what.
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