
IS THERAPY GOING TO HELP? 

“The story of Charlie”, Dr Agnes Dreams told Steve as he left the 
PsychoClinic after his first consultation with his therapist, “that’s what I think 
may be the key to understanding the distress you’re going through.” 

Steve could hardly believe that something so insignificant, and happening 
so many decades ago, could have such a great effect on him now.  That 
something so ordinary, so utterly forgettable, so trivial and silly (he 
remembers people making fun of it for weeks afterwards) could now control 
and take over his life, making him feel so helpless and powerless. 

The story of Charlie, Charlie the cockroach — that’s the trigger for all the 
voices I’m hearing in my mind now?  What kind of madness is this?  But he 
hung on to the assurance Dr Agnes gave him just before she showed him out 
of her consulting room, “Remember, hearing voices isn't necessarily a bad 
thing.  Sometimes it can be beneficial and profitable.  I think it’s likely that’s 
going  to be the case for you.” 

To provide some evidence for the outcome she anticipated, she’d given 
Steve some ‘homework’ (as she called it) to do before their next consultation.  
“I’d like you to describe, yes write it all down, exactly what happened after 
you heard the story of Charlie.  And then describe any experiences of voices 
in your mind since that time.  The more you can think of the better.” 

The homework was harder and needed more patience than Steve 
expected.  But he kept at it.  He and was even impressed by the memories 
that came to him, and by what he thought he was discovering about himself. 

He vaguely remembered the pastor who told the story of Charlie in one of 
his sermons.  He couldn’t recall anything about the story itself, other than it 
was about a cockroach.  But he remembered the special cockroach voice the 
pastor used for Charlie.  He wrote in his homework “I was so impressed by 
this voice that as I listened to his sermon the next Sunday I repeated in my 
mind everything he said, but using his cockroach voice.”  It struck Steve that 
THAT would have been the very first time he heard a voice in his mind!  
Maybe the therapist is on to something! 

Later Steve dug up a memory of another time he heard a voice.  It was on 
the occasion of his confirmation.  And again it happened during the sermon.  
(“I think I can detect some kind of trend here,” Steve wrote.)  The pastor was 
explaining what being confirmed meant.  And Steve recalled that his 
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favourite Sunday School teacher, who prepared the class for confirmation 
day, had said similar things.  “All of a sudden the pastor’s voice dimmed in 
my mind and the voice of this teacher took over repeating what she had told 
our class a week or two previously.  I suppose that after she had her say, my 
mind turned up the pastor’s voice again.” 

Other similar experiences came to mind.  They came with no connections 
to any specific time or place.  Again, they were all during sermons.  And 
again, what the pastor said triggered a memory of a person who had said 
something much the same.  “I heard my Mum, an uncle, and some other 
relatives and friends take over from the pastor.  What he was saying about 
Paul’s message to the Colossians (I didn’t know who they really were — and I 
didn’t even care) faded right out.  And instead I heard the words of the 
person who came into my mind.  I enjoyed other memories of that person, 
too — and began to realise the effect that person was having on my life.” 

But more frequently, of course, the sermon was so boring that Steve 
couldn’t control, or even care, whose voice intruded.  It could’ve been 
Biggles from the book he was reading, a friend with whom he planned a new 
escapade at school, an uncle who invited him to help him with his farm work, 
someone with whom he had an argument, only he finished it by bringing it 
to the conclusion he wanted — and so on. 

“So,” he wrote, “my conclusion is that hearing voices during sermons isn’t 
really out of the ordinary for me.  I’d just forgotten that this kind of thing had 
gone on before.  But now, decades later, it’s happening again.  Only the 
pleasantness isn’t there anymore.” 

About 5 years or so ago, these weird goings-on in his mind began.  And it 
had made life very stressful for him.  The fact that during those 5 years he’d 
kept it all to himself only confirmed for him the distress he was going 
through.  However, just recently he’d felt daring enough — or stressed 
enough — to talk about it to some of his sermon-listening mates.  And 
surprisingly for Steve, they could understand his distress.  Not because they 
were hearing voices too, but because they shared a similar sense of unease, 
or boredom, or a sense of irrelevance, during many of the sermons they 
heard.  “That made me feel a little better,” Steve wrote.  “But maybe this is 
indicating the beginning of some kind of outbreak, or epidemic, of ‘sermon-
unease’.  That was scary.  Probably that fear played the largest role in making 
me seek a consultation with someone with your knowledge and skills.” 
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Then Steve tried to describe for Dr Dreams exactly what was going on now 
in his mind. 

“I’m hearing two voices during sermons.  And what really upsets me is that 
they disagree with each other.  They argue constantly.  And I’ve no control 
over all this unpleasantness. 

“There’s one that sounds very much like the preacher’s voice.  I hear it 
while he’s speaking.  It seems to turn down the volume of the preacher’s 
voice, so it can predominate.  But it’s not saying exactly the same thing as 
the preacher.  It seems to be clarifying what he’s saying, giving me the gist, 
or the implications, of his message.  And while I try like crazy to concentrate 
on the sermon, I can’t blot this voice out.  My mind calls it the pastor-voice. 

“Then there’s the other voice.  It reacts to the pastor-voice.  Often quite 
strongly.  I’m not sure where it comes from, or what identity to give it.  But I 
suspect it comes from inside me, from my own mind.  It’s arrogant enough, 
sure of itself enough, convinced of the correctness of its own conclusions, to 
be me.  My mind certainly calls it the me-voice — and who am I to argue 
with that?” 

Then Steve wrote out an example of what these two voices say, and how 
they destroy his listening to sermons. 

Very often right at the pastor’s very first sentence the pastor-voice is 
there half drowning out the sermon: ‘Come with me as we go back 
2000 years or more to speak about Pharisees and Sadducees, Jericho 
and Jerusalem, Gentiles and Elamites, . . .’ 

And already the me-voice is jumping in, strongly objecting:  But I 
don’t want to go back there.  I want to stay HERE in my life today, 
inhabited by the people I know, and full of the problems that all of us 
face today.  I’m not interested in what people did 2000 years ago — 
even if Jesus did happen to live with them for a short time.  Anyway 
I’ve heard this Bible story plenty of times.  And if I want to find out 
more about it, I’ll go to a Bible Study.  But I don’t want a Bible study 
now.  I want to hear God’s message to ME, NOW. 

But the pastor-voice fires back.  ‘If you want to know God’s 
message for you, you need to know what the 2000 year-old Bible 
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says.’ 

You mean there’s no way for me to hear God’s voice unless I know 
all about the Bible first?  Then I really pity many church members 
who, for whatever reason, aren’t very knowledgeable about the Bible.  
And what about a person who comes in off the street and knows 
nothing about the Bible?  After being hit by all this 2000 year-old 
history, why would that person want to come back again?  Is it 
possible to give me God’s message without reference to Bible 
stories? 

That doesn’t quieten the pastor-voice at all:  ‘My reference to the 
Bible is really an important background for God’s message to you.  
Anyway, in my sermons usually there’s only about 10 minutes or so of 
Biblical information.  Then in the last 5 minutes I let you know about 
God’s message for you.’ 

No, I’m sorry, I don’t want a 5 minute and-now-this-is-what-it-all-
means-for-you’ conclusion.  I desperately need a whole 15 minutes of 
knowing what God is doing in my life, in my problems, in my 
wavering faith, in my doubts, in my weaknesses, in my hopelessness.  
Leave out the first 10 minutes.  And don’t tell me about the Gospel.  
Announce the Gospel to me, proclaim God’s Good News, so I can’t 
doubt that it means me. 

Then the pastor-voice gets louder and more specific:  ‘But you 
need to know about the Bible, you really need to know your Bible.  
That’s where God reveals himself to you.  It’s God’s Word.’ 

But the me-voice won’t be put off either:  Wait a minute.  Isn’t 
Jesus the Word of God?  Isn’t Jesus the supreme revelation of God?  
Isn’t the Bible just a later explanation of God’s revelation in Jesus?  I 
want to hear about Jesus, not a 2000 year-old inspired explanation of 
Jesus to the people of that time (as important as that may be).  
Please tell me what God’s revelation of himself in Jesus means for me 
as I live in today’s world. 

Please, Pastor, don’t be offended, but I wish that in your sermons 
you could keep to yourself what the Bible says about Jesus.  Just tell 
me what Jesus says about me, and to me. 
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"That’s the kind of thing that goes on in my mind when I hear many (but, 
fortunately, not all) sermons these days.  I hope you understand that, 
because of those two voices speaking over the sermon, I go home with a 
torn and tattered message.  I’d really like to go home with something grand, 
something that catches my imagination, something that lifts my life out of 
the tedium of and ordinariness of daily living, something that points me back 
to the unshakable reality Jesus holds out to me. 

“I even find myself wondering if pastors, as they prepare their sermons, 
are ever confronted by voices like that.  And if they were, would that make 
them far more aware of the mind-set, the circumstances, the expectations, of 
those who turn up to listen to them?  Would that make them far more aware 
of the effects their words are having on their listeners? 

“But the point is that I have these voices.  And I can’t seem to turn them 
off.  I long for a time of quiet during sermons so that at last I can hear God’s 
message to me. 

“I sure hope that you, as my therapist, can get rid of them for me.” 
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