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Bethel House and Psychiatry

Shin-Ichi Niwa

Department of Psychiatry, Aizu Medical Center, Fukushima Medical University

A major new wave of psychosocial therapy is taking place around the world at the turn of
the 21st century. In response to this new wave, we face the immediate challenge of creating a
patient—centered psychiatry and psychiatric care. As we seek to respond to this challenge, there
is much we can learn from the philosophy and practice of Bethel House.

The philosophy of Bethel House is seemingly paradoxical and difficult to understand.
Here are two examples : ‘Don’t try to cure your illness away from everyone else’ . And ‘If
you meet your fears and worries at Bethel House, the diseases you carry will appear’ . The lat-
ter is followed by the sentence, ‘But Bethel will help you regain the ‘power to worry’ to
enjoy the richness of human activity while living in the face of illness’ . A deeper reading of the
philosophy of Bethel House reveals that it can be summarized in the following four princi-
ples : (1) affirm yourself as you are now, (2) do not leave your affairs to others, (3) under-
stand and support those who have experienced similar difficulties, and (4) strive for recovery.

The main point of the new wave is to conduct support and research on mental illness with
respect for the feelings and independence of the person concerned. The philosophy and practic-
es of Bethel House are consistent with these new trends. This consistency is represented in the
unique activity of ‘self-directed research’ that has emerged at Bethel House. Self-directed
research is an initiative in which ‘the persons concerned become the protagonists in attempts
to cope with their own problems and difficulties’ .

The concepts of shared decision making (SDM) and personal recovery were introduced as
good answers to the immediate challenges of psychiatry. SDM is a model that the therapist is
trying to make good. And, personal recovery is all about the persons involved determining their
goals in life.

It is clear that SDM only works if individuals make decisions autonomously, and there must
be entities that are committed to personal recovery. Perhaps the clinical pearls of Bethel House

are learning from the efforts of the individuals there to become such people.

Author’s abstract

Keywords Bethel House, patient-centered medicine, self-directed research,
shared decision making, personal recovery
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