
Use of the Enneagram as Christians in Coaching and Counselling

Are you interested in the Enneagram but concerned what its roots are? Have you googled the Enneagramm 
and found some esoteric or even occult explanations or at least contradicting statements? Let me try to 
comment here on some of these findings and reservations concerning the Enneagram and what we believe.

History of the Enneagram
The roots of the Enneagram are disputed. While it is true that Wikipedia and others on the Internet refer to 
the Enneagram as an “esoteric symbol”, Wikipedia also states that the origins and roots of the Enneagram are
still unknown. Until now, research can only assume two possible roots: 

1. Some authors believe they have found variations of this symbol in the sacred geometry of the 
Pythagoreans who some 4000 years ago were interested in the deeper meaning of numbers. This 
type of mystical mathematics was passed on through Plato to his disciple Plotinus, who spoke of nine 
divine qualities manifested in human nature. Some believe that this found its way into Judaism 
through Philo, a Jewish philosopher and was later found in the Kabbalah, a mystic tradition of Judaism
based on their holy books.

Speculation has it that the Enneagram then found its way into Christianity through Pseudo-Dionysius, 
who was influenced by Platonists through Evagrius and his catalogue of nine vices. He was one of the 
desert fathers, early Christian monks, who led a secluded life in the deserts of Egypt and Syria in the 
late 3rd century, determined by asceticism, prayer and work. From them come the “seven deadly 
sins”, which today are found in seven of the nine personality descriptions in the Enneagram generally 
referred to as root sins. In the 13th Century the Franciscan mystic Ramon Llull tried to distill all 
theology and philosophy down to nine principles in an attempt to integrate Muslim, Jewish and 
Christian traditions.

2. Variations of this symbol also appear in the Islamic Sufi tradition, perhaps arriving there through the 
Arabian philosopher al-Ghazzali. The Sufis were spiritual Islamic mystics from the Middle East, in 
search of an inner meaning, especially in those verses of the Koran, which refer to an individual and 
personal relationship or immediacy to God. Supposedly a group of Sufis in the 14th Century founded 
the Naqshbandi Order, knows as “the Brotherhood of the Bees” because they collected and stored 
knowledge and joined with a group called the “Symbolists”, because they taught through symbols. 
This community is said to have passed on the Enneagram symbol.

Depending on which books you read or which webpages you research, you will always find people claiming 
fervently the one or the other to be true although much of it is based on speculation as very little evidence 
has been found so far. Christian books are no exception to this. As much as we’d like to interpret it as a divine 
symbol, fact is, there is no evidence to support that either. 



The Enneagram as We Know It
The Enneagram symbol as we know it today is a product of philosophers and psychologists from the 20 th 
century. The man who introduced it in Europe was Georges Gurdjeff, a mystic, philosopher, spiritual teacher, 
and composer of Armenian and Greek descent in search of truth to explain the world. Gurdjieff never 
revealed the origins of some of his teachings. While he talked about people having three centers, he did not 
link that belief to the Ennegram. He used it more like a symbol for cosmic laws to explain reality. Although he 
conducted seminars on the full and independent development of human potential, he never used the 
Enneagram as a personality typology. While he introduced it in Europe, later the Enneagram was often 
studied in contexts that did not include any elements of his teaching.

The use of the symbol as a personality model was first introduced in the 1960’s principally derived from the 
teachings of Oscar Ichazo, a Bolivian-born philosopher. He taught it as part of his Arica training in South 
America. He found that the Enneagram (or Enneagon as he calls it) comprehensively organizes the various 
laws operating in the human person in this nine-sided figure. He made use of it to explain more fully the 
functioning of the human psyche. Ichazo denied explicitly that his ideas and had anything to do with Gurdjeff. 

Claudio Naranjo, a Chilean-born psychiatrist who is considered a pioneer in integrating psychotherapy, 
learned the tradition from Oscar Ichazo. He brought the Enneagram further into Western psychology by 
elaborating and formulating in contemporary language Ichazo’s ideas. Only from then onwards it was referred
to as “the Enneagram of Personality” and the principal psychological connections where “mapped” from then 
on using the points, lines, and circle of the Enneagram figure. 

In the early 1970’s Robert Ochs, Helen Palmer, A. Almaas, Sandra Maitri and others studied this form of the 
Enneagram with Naranjo. Through Ochs, a Jesuit, the Enneagram was introduced to various Christian 
communities, where Jerome Wagner, Maria Beesing, Robert Nogosek, and Patrick O’Leary, Don Riso, Richard 
Rohr and Andreas Ebert, Kathleen Hurley and Ted Donson, Suzanne Zuercher, ect. became acquainted with it. 
These and other authors promulgated the Enneagram to a broader spiritual, psychological, educational, 
business and commercial audience.

Today's Use of the Enneagram
Four directions were established in the application of the Enneagram:

1. Spiritual direction: in spirituality it is more commonly presented as a path to higher states of being, 
essence, and enlightenment. An interpretation and application that makes further esoteric references
to chacras, aura, yoga, ect.

2. Christian direction: The strengths of all nine Enneagram types are attributed to Jesus Christ, and each 
type has a certain way of how to best relate to God according to one’s nature. There are also many 
consultants here who consciously interpret and use the Enneagram in a Christian way and offer 
courses in Enneagram and contemplation or use it with typological Bible texts. 

3. Psychological direction: The Enneagram is seen as a tool to describe the inner psychic system in order
to aid in self-awareness, self-understanding, self-development  and personal growth. 



4. Business Direction: In business contexts it is generally used as a typology to gain insights into 
workplace interpersonal-dynamics  and deal better with the demands and development of teams and 
goals. 

Is the Enneagram Esoteric, Occult, Christian or What?
The historic assumptions described above do not have much to do with esoterism as we define it today. These
people - like all humankind l- onged for meaning in life and a connection to a greater cosmic power outside of 
themselves. Some where fervent others traditional Christians, others Muslim or just secular philosophers. 

Where they esoterics? Hard to say, as esoterism in general is somewhat difficult to define. In today’s popular 
and scientific language, no generally accepted definition has been established. Religious and historical studies 
use the term neutrally to describe various religious and cultural currents, especially in modern times and in 
Western culture. 

Where they occultists? Practicing magic, open to demonic influences? Hard to believe, as over many centuries
many different people where involved in developing the Enneagram in an honest search of the truth and an 
explanation for the realities around them. True is that spirituality played a much bigger role in those days than
today and that this will have had an impact in the use of the Enneagram. 

The Bottom Line
The Enneagram itself is neither esoteric nor occult nor Christian. Its interpretation and application makes 
the difference, it can be interpreted and used either in secular, psychological, esoteric or Christian terms, 
depending on one’s concept of human nature.

Over all the ages people were in earnest search of meaning and explanations. Human beings are born with 
the expectation to find regularities. Our minds love regularity and has a natural tendency to search for 
recurring patterns. This helps us to discover and create order so we hope to predict and control what is going 
to happen in us and with us in our environment. In this sense the Enneagram is a great model to assist us in 
this effort. And although much of the Enneagram cannot be proven for sure, we agree with Albert Einstein, 
who wrote:

“The intuitive mind is a gift, the rational mind a faithful servant. We have created a society that honors the 
servant and has forgotten about the gift”.

We firmly believe in the Christian image of man and employ this tool in this way in consulting, coaching, 
counseling and prayer. Thus strengths are a gift of God, our character is God’s intended creation in His image, 
and our imperfect and challenging sides are the visible effects of the fall. The Enneagram gives us a helpful 
tool and a non-threatening language to deal with strengths and weaknesses in a community.

We invite you to try it out! :)
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