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In the 1940’s and 1950’s, Jean Piaget, a Swiss psychologist, introduced
the concept of psychomotor developmental stages. Dr. Piaget was followed by
Professor Erik H. Erikson of Harvard University who introduced his timeless
analysis of stages of “psychosocial development” and emotional growth (Identity:

Youth and Crisis, 1968; Identity and the Life Cycle, 1980). In a brilliant

synthesis of psychoanalysis and longitudinal child studies, Professor Erikson
described our lives, from conception to death, as a development
through inevitable and predictable psychosocial stages.

Of his developmental theory, perhaps the one term which captivated the
hearts and minds of students most was the concept of “identity formation,”

essentially the task of adolescence focused on finding out “who we are” --



linking each person’s unique values within the context of a unique history of a
unique peoples.

Those who successfully navigate the identity stage result in
personalities capable of later maturity and growth (called, “ego synthesis”).
Those who cannot form a viable identity have an “identity crisis” or “identity
diffusion” which is a shrinking away, a withdrawal from making definitive choices
about one’s future, careers, values, or relationships. For these people, growth is
cut short. They cannot develop careers nor life trajectories. Further, they
cannot effectively move on to the next stage of development which is “intimacy”
the bonding which leads to adult love and the formation of families. The term,
“identity crisis” became a popular term used by generations of psychologists and
psychotherapists.

As a clinical psychologist for over 25 years in 3 countries, | have found this
issue of identity formation to be instrumental in the emotional well being of
people everywhere. Fundamentally, | have found that we must all uncover,
even “re-cover” who we are in order to become essentially emotionally healthy
and productive.

| believe that this essential search for identity is elemental. It can
lead an adoptive child to search for his / her natural parents. This deep drive
to capture roots was seen in the popularity of Alex Haley’s “roots” (1977), the
story of an African-American searching for his ancestral roots in the African
continent. As a “sanser” (third-generation Japanese-American), | too began a

journey of re-discovery which eventually led me to my ancestral homeland at the



base of Mount Fuji in Shizuoka, Japan. I'm reminded of Moses, a Hebrew
hidden in the royal Egyptian household, who forfeited his powerful and
luxurious life to stop the beating by an Egyptian of “one of his own people”
(Exodus 2:11), a Hebrew slave. The deep search for identity by Moses was
eventually linked to his epic role as liberator of his people.

In this sense, when external countries “colonize” another nation and
impose “foreign-ness” upon another nation, the result is a crisis of identity or
identity diffusion (to use Erikson’s term). One only need recall Mahatma Gandhi
(1969-1948), the “father of India” who was a lawyer educated in Britain but who
eventually lived on a traditional Indian “ashram” and became a symbol of India by
wearing only a traditional Indian “dhoti” loincloth and weaving at a loom, or
“charka.” His entire nation found the validity of its non-colonial identity.

Years ago, | was in a remote Kelabit village in the highlands of Borneo
and met a “Christian” villager who was thrilled that | was from America. He sat
me down in his “longhouse” and started up his diesel generator and video-
television player! He then went into another room and emerged in a white suit
with his hair slicked back (he had previously been wearing shorts and had had no
shirt on). As the Kelabit tribesman saw my startled look, he put on a VCR and
played a video of one of Benny Hinn'’s crusades. Through a translator, the
villager said, “You see | bought this white suit and look at me! I’'m going to be a
great Christian pastor like the famous Benny Hinn!”

How many millions of people in the world have surrendered their identities

in the belief that to have spiritual validity, a person must abandon, even deny his



or her cultural, historical, and traditional ways in favor of foreign cultures and
ways? | am reminded of being in Africa where impoverished villagers who wore
very little because of the heat, would walk miles barefooted then at the door to
their church (which looked like a traditional American New England country
church) would put on leather shoes, dresses, and Western suits. Once the
service ended, they would undress for their long and dusty trek back to their
villages with their Sunday garb neatly folded, bundled, and balanced upon
their heads. Similarly, | have seen rural Japanese who normally eat rice, drink
rice wine, sake, or green tea served in exquisitely crafted ceramics, sit on tatami
mats without shoes, and wear loosely fitting clothes go to church on Sundays.
There they would sit uncomfortably in wooden pews in their shoes, suits, ties,
and Western dresses, and sing Western hymns with Western melodies all
accompanied by an organ imported from America; this would be followed by
taking a communion of bread and red wine served in a silver chalice (imported
from Europe).

To some seminary scholars, the process of finding appropriate cultural-
historical roots is called, “contextualization.” Don Richardson (Peace Child;

Eternity in Their Hearts) used the term, “redemptive analogies” to describe

how we can find some practice or understanding embedded in a culture to
communicate the gospel of Jesus Christ. The 21 chapter of Acts is a
provocative narrative of the conflicts Paul (previously known as the Jewish
leader, Saul) had in dealing with whether circumcision was essential to a saving

faith. Paul questioned the belief that “unless you are circumcised...you cannot



be saved” (Acts 15:1). Paul strongly asserted that salvation is a question of
belief, of love, of faith in Jesus and not taking on the core of Jewish identity which
was so often seen as verified by the outward evidence of physical circumcision.

In the perspective of developmental psychology, healthy emotional growth
and a successful transition through life’s stages of life requires people to
incorporate, even embrace, their national, tribal, cultural traditions rather than
reject them in favor of a foreign orthodoxy. Thus Paul’'s affirmation of the spiritual
validity of faith over circumcision, the search of Alex Haley for his African roots,
the action of Moses of casting off his Egyptian role of privilege in favor of his
Hebrew blood ties or the transformation of Gandhi from a barrister in suit and
vest to a half naked Indian in dhoti weaving at a loom, all reflect the core search
for psychological wholeness, integrity, and emotional truth.

In a psychological sense, it is the loss of identity, or in Erikson’s term,
identity confusion or diffusion, which causes disequilibrium and precipitates
an “identity crisis.” This can lead to a psychologically fragmented, dissociated,
unintegrated, personality who withdraws from life, is indecisive and confused,
and is incapable of moving to the next stage of intimacy.

When Japanese people, for example, can become spiritually mature by
embracing rather than denying their cultural and traditional roots, can incorporate
such elements as tea ceremony (chado), calligraphy (sho), flower arranging
(ikebana), traditional instruments (koto, shamisen, shakuhachi), and wearing of
traditional clothing (kimono, yukata), into their spiritual-religious lives, then they

will achieve “ego synthesis” and “emotional integration.”



As a psychologist who is also a minister of Jesus Christ who has
counseled non-Western Christians in many nations, it has become evident to me
that Christians can fall into a confused, weak, emotionally unhealthy spiritual life
when they come to believe that though Jesus died for them spiritually, they
must deny their traditional and cultural identities and become “Western” in order
to be good Christians. This internal dichotomy leads many to equate Christianity
with Western ways. They come to love God but hate their own identities.

Ultimately, however, non-Western Christians must come to know that their
emotional resilience and strength of identity comes from a Christ who not only
died for them but who accepts them “sono mama” (Japanese for “just as we
are”). The power of God'’s love is manifest in His acceptance of us in the linking
of each person’s unique values within the context of a unique history of a unique
peoples. True psychological and emotionally viability in stage development,
the fulfillment of the fundamental Eriksonian tasks in life of ego synthesis and
healthy identity formation can best be achieved by a Kelabit tribesman /
tribeswoman becoming more uniquely Kelabit, by an Indian becoming more
authentically an Indian, by a Japanese becoming more (rather than less)

uniquely Japanese.

*Joseph Paul Naoshi Ozawa, Ph.D.
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