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It is with great sadness that we acknowledge the recent death of Philip Culbertson, 
who served as co-editor of the New Zealand Journal of Counselling (NZJC) 
between 2008 and 2018 and passed away on 4 February 2022. Philip holds a 
special place in the history of the Journal, as well as in the hearts and minds of 
many who knew him. 

Coming to Aotearoa New Zealand from the United States in the early 1990s, 
Philip took up a position as a lecturer in theology at St John’s College in 
Auckland. Having also trained as a psychotherapist, Philip maintained a private 
practice and had a strong interest in pastoral counselling and in counsellor 
education in Aotearoa New Zealand. With his colleague Mary Caygill at St John’s, 
he developed a postgraduate course in spirituality and wellbeing, which was 
valued by many counselling students as well as those studying theology at the 
University of Auckland. Although he returned to the US at the end of 2007, Philip 
retained significant connections here and came back annually to teach this course 
and another that he developed, Genders and Sexualities, through the counsellor 
education programme at the university, as well as continuing to work on research 
and writing projects with colleagues. 

In addition to his teaching, Philip’s own prolific publications over many years as 
an author and editor—a “superman” in his capacity to produce— contributed to 
opening countless readers’ minds to diverse new perspectives and understandings. 
When he identified populations that were overlooked or not well represented in 
our Pacific and Aotearoa New Zealand counselling and psychotherapy-related 
literature, he felt compelled to act. Hence the publication of his edited book 
Counselling Issues and South Pacific Communities in 1997; the bibliography 
of literature related to Māori mental health with Laura Mariu (NZJC, Vol 26[2], 
2005) for which we obtained a research grant; guest editing an issue of the NZJC 
(Vol, 28[2], 2007) on the theme of counselling men, in reaction to discovering 
how little local literature and research existed at that time on the topic of men, 
masculinities, and men’s mental health; undertaking the ‘Afakasi research 
project, “What’s So ‘Identity’ About That Word?” (Culbertson & Agee, in NZJC 
27[2], 2007) exploring multi-ethnicity in the context of Pacific communities, in 
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which we worked closely with a team of Pacific colleagues; and the publication 
of the two subsequent, co-edited books, with Cabrini Makasiale—Penina Uliuli: 
Contemporary challenges in mental health for Pacific peoples (University of 
Hawai’i Press, 2007) and with Tracey McIntosh and Cabrini Makasiale—Pacific 
Identities and Well-being: Cross-cultural perspectives (Routledge/University of 
Otago Press, 2013). 

As a talented writer and meticulous editor, Philip cared deeply about the quality 
of publications as well as their reach—their visibility and accessibility to their 
desired audiences. At the same time within the counselling profession, concerns 
were widespread that our voices frequently went unheard, and that the substance 
and value of our work needed stronger representation.

During 2007, when new editors for the Journal were being sought, Philip had 
become aware that internationally, many journals were transitioning from being 
available only in print and joining the rapidly growing number of online, open 
access publications. A brief background paper on this trend became the basis of  
a proposal to this effect for the NZJC, in our application to become co-editors.  
While it took several years to see this to fruition, it represented a major step 
forward, enabling access to current as well as back issues of the Journal to an 
unlimited online readership. Both locally and internationally, this change has 
contributed to promoting greater recognition of local counselling-related research, 
developments in theory and practice, and Aotearoa New Zealand voices on 
contemporary matters of professional concern. 

In their tributes to Philip on hearing of his death, colleagues, former students, and 
others he encountered have spoken of his unique and lasting influence on their 
professional development and personal growth through his way of being as well 
as through his writing. He guided and encouraged many who have exceeded all 
expectations of themselves, including finding their voices as published authors. 
Philip himself was creative, curious, and possessed of an exceptional range of 
talents. He will always be remembered for his gregarious personality, his zest for  
life and sense of humour, his willingness to challenge our thinking and open 
our minds to new perspectives, and his kindness and compassion. His life was 
colourful, and what he achieved was remarkable, but at its heart were his caring 
relationships with others and the communities in which he lived. 

Margaret Agee 
You can find the Obituary from Philip’s family on the Pawhuska Journal-Capital 
website:  https://www.pawhuskajournalcapital.com/obituaries/p0192872
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