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seemed more intellectually fruitful, morally accept-
able, and emotionally satisfying.  Far from missing 
the inerrancy theory, I have found the new ship of 
biblical criticism, and especially the new literary 
and feminist criticism, to be a cornucopia of in-
sights. By viewing the Bible as a human book, I 
can appreciate the great skills of many of its au-
thors and can often see how the authors and editors 
struggled with various crises they inherited from 
their tradition.  Biblical criticism has provided me 
a new freedom for engaging the authors respect-
fully but not uncritically. 

Years later, after working as a volunteer 
counselor in a state hospital near Boston and en-
joying the unanticipated benefits of the hospital 
director’s Monday afternoon seminars of 1960-
1961, I began to see that my studies had functioned 
for me as something akin to psychoanalysis.  Al-
though Dr. Donald Kennefick, a remarkably com-
passionate psychoanalyst, called himself an 
“orthodox Freudian,” he introduced the seminar 
members to the social class and tribal dimensions 
of psychiatry.  Roughly 15 years later, upon study-
ing the major works of Weston La Barre and inter-
viewing him in his North Carolina home, I better 
appreciated Kennefick’s point.  A tribe or a tradi-
tion (religious or secular) is in some respects a 
family writ large.  La Barre’s The Ghost Dance 
(1972) and Culture in Context (1980) helped me to 
see that just as families can be greatly different 
from each other, so also cultures and traditions can 
differ markedly from each other.  Meeting La 
Barre was another momentous experience for me.  
I sensed that he, too, was an orthodox Freudian 
when he asked me how I felt about my father.  
When he asked if I had undergone psychoanalysis, 
I asked him if psychoanalysis was anything like a 
shaman’s journey.  He, like Kennefick, proved to 
be a kind gentleman, and his sense of humor gave 
me a feeling of kinship. 

It is impossible to communicate the degree 
to which I learned from La Barre and am still 
learning. To summarize The Ghost Dance is im-
possible. In this book of 637 pages, La Barre tends 
to see religion and anthropomorphism as the out-
growth of narcissism.  From a psychoanalytic per-
spective, narcissism is an individual’s arrested 
state.  More sympathetic than La Barre toward my 
prehistoric forebears, I suggest that the species had 
no option but to begin with a bizarre anthropomor-
phic paradigm.  The species then was not so much 
arrested as forced to live by trial and error. The 
anthropomorphic paradigm was the easiest to de-

velop by individuals and groups struggling some-
times heroically and desperately to survive and 
make their lives meaningful. 

If prehistoric tribal members believed in 
the existence of ghouls, spirits, gods, demons, and 
deceased but returning ancestors, then they as-
sumed they had to negotiate with them just as they 
had to negotiate with other tribes and with mem-
bers inside the home tribe.  As long as they contin-
ued to believe that preternatural beings controlled 
such things as weather, the hunt, pregnancy, life-
giving blessings and life-threatening curses, they 
felt that they had to win their favor or to cushion 
their wrath.  In time, the negotiation moves became 
somewhat stabilized and even ritualized. As an 
adolescent boy, I had been searching for a way to 
come to terms with the natural environment and 
the preternatural world as I perceived it. 

My wife Mary Ann wrote a master’s thesis 
on the sociology of religion, specifically Durkheim 
and Weber. She also earned a master’s degree in 
counseling and became a practicing licensed pro-
fessional counselor. In the 1970s and 1980s she 
helped me see that therapists were in some respects 
the heirs of the ancient shamans.  Instead of guid-
ing clients into the hinterland of spirits, therapists 
can sometimes guide them through their past en-
counters, victories, defeats, crises, loves, hates, 
misperceptions, and misconceptions.  Indeed, these 
phenomena exist as though they were returning 
ancestors in the form of memories, conscious and 
unconscious. Mary Ann’s job has been that of 
helping clients (and me) deal with the memories 
and their impact. In the words of Erving Goffman, 
she did and does “frame analysis.”  If, while 
asleep, a person hears a gunshot, the dreaming 
mind might “frame” the sound by incorporating it 
in the dream, thus protecting the dreamer from be-
ing awakened by an external disturbance. On the 
other hand, upon awakening, a child might still be 
disturbed by happenings in his or her dream.  A 
parent might “frame” the happening by clarifying it 
as “merely a dream.” Later, a therapist might 
“reframe” the dream by connecting it with the cli-
ent’s other experiences. 

As a boy I saw a film, The Smiling Ghost 
(1941), which scared me more than had any other, 
including Frankenstein.  Recently, I saw the film 
again, after perhaps 59 years, and was eager to lo-
cate the frightening scenes and analyze them.  To 
my surprise, no such scenes appeared.  Instead, the 
movie came close to being silly.  In some respects, 
the modern shaman, taking us back to deal with 
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our personal “ghosts” (as Hamlet struggled with 
his father’s ghost), helps us see the original scenes 
in an adult perspective.  This, in turn, allows us to 
work through them more appropriately and rigor-
ously.  In an adult frame, one’s father, for example, 
does not appear as either a god or a demon. 

Religions have a better chance of surviving 
if they provide some sort of metaphysical view that 
gives believers a sense of orientation.  Even though 
it might be thick with delusions (or the equivalent), 
it offers emotional identity, moral structure, cogni-
tive satisfaction, and communal benefits.  In a sen-
sitive article about Nancy, a North Carolina child 
suffering from “an emotionally charged blindness,” 
Maurine and Weston La Barre show how a psychi-
atric community and a holiness church “developed 
mutual trust” despite their different perceptions of 
the world.  By focusing on the “compassionate 
love that underlies both religious faith and psycho-
therapy,” they succeeded in helping the child and 
learning from each other.  Weston La Barre, whom 
William James would doubtless have classified as 
a tough-minded philosopher, dared to portray the 
faith healing of emotional maladies “as a means of 
communicating to Nancy, by and through family 
culture, that her guilt impulses need not be over-
whelming and could be forgiven.” (Maurine and 
Weston La Barre, “A Child’s Hysteria,” Weston La 
Barre, Culture in Context: Selected Writings of 
Weston La Barre, 1980, pp. 250&251) 

I have come to believe that within most 
worldviews East and West, believers generate wis-
dom, insight, and useful guidelines to help them 
survive and live reasonably well. At the same time, 
Weston La Barre is correct in suggesting that just 
as some individuals become deeply disturbed, so 
some traditions carry heavy strains of psychosocial 
pathology.  Religions usually transmit both creativ-
ity and pathology. Some have perished, not be-
cause of their own undoing, but because their 
neighbors’ religious pathology could not be re-
strained. During the current surge of pluralism 
(both as expanding secularism and thriving relig-
ions), keeping the civil peace and renewing the 
commitment to each person’s dignity have become 
increasingly conspicuous moral and social impera-
tives.  We exist, after all, by the grace, doings, and 
sufferings of the continuous human community 
(John Dewey). Having freely received much of this 
grace, we enjoy the freedom to embrace the re-
sponsibility of conserving, transmitting, improv-
ing, and expanding the heritage of values and in-
sights so that those who come after us may partake 

of this communal grace and generously share it 
with generations yet to be born. 
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This year marks the 100th anniversary of 
the most important work on the topic of religious 
experience: The Varieties of Religious Experience: 
A Study in Human Nature (1902) by William 
James, the founder of the psychology of religion in 
America.  James “perhaps first introduced the link-
age of religion and experience in what has since 
become the study of religious experience.” (Ralph 
W. Hood, Jr., ed., Handbook of Religious Experi-
ence, 1995, p. 3, emphasis in original)  Thus, mod-
ern secular interest in experiences with the divine 
or transcendent, as well as the phrase used to de-
scribe such encounters, owes much to James.  The 
following describes the fascinating nexus of reli-
gious experience, psychology, social networks, 
religious institutions, and individual agency that 
led to the creation of Alcoholics Anonymous, and 
eventually the literally dozens of similar twelve-
step programs for which it has been a model. 

In The Varieties of Religious Experience 
James directs a good deal of attention to what he 
calls “conversion,” by which he means not adopt-
ing new religious beliefs but 

the process, gradual or sudden, by 
which a self hitherto divided, and 
consciously wrong inferior and unhappy, 
becomes unified and consciously right 
superior and happy, in consequence of its 
firmer hold upon religious realities.  This at 
least is what conversion signifies in general 
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terms. (1982 Penguin Books edition, p. 189) 
As an example, he provides the lengthy, 

dramatic, and astonishing first-person account of 
S.H. Hadley, a man who felt “cornered” and suici-
dal: 

"I sat in a saloon in Harlem, a homeless, 
friendless, dying drunkard. I had pawned or 
sold everything that would bring a drink. I 
could not sleep unless I was dead drunk. I 
had not eaten for days, and for four nights 
preceding I had suffered with delirium 
tremens." (p. 201) 

Yet within a couple of days, Hadley had an 
experience that so radically transformed him that 
he later asserted, “'From that moment till now I 
have never wanted a drink of whiskey'.” (p. 203)  
What happened?  Hadley briefly recounts a series 
of important transcendent experiences, though the 
final transformation from “'indescribable gloom'” 
to “'glorious brightness'” came following a single 
culminating religious experience, which in turn 
followed a pleading prayer from the depths of ego 
collapse.  Moments later, he says, “'I felt I was a 
free man'.” (p. 203) 

Just a few months before his death in 1961, 
Carl Jung wrote a private letter to Bill Wilson, the 
founder of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), in which 
he confirmed his knowledge of such alcoholism-
liberating spiritual experiences and his belief in 
their efficacy.  He revealed his deep conviction that 
alcoholism is rooted in unmet spiritual needs but 
said he had learned to be very cautious in sharing 
this conviction because it was badly received by 
the many who accepted “the misleading platitudes 
one usually hears about alcoholism.”  Fortunately, 
however, Jung had suggested the hope of such de-
liverance to at least one patient in despair more 
than three decades before.  The conversation “was 
to become the first link in the chain of events that 
led to the founding of Alcoholics Anony-
mous.” ("The Bill W.-Carl Jung Letters," AA jour-
nal Grapevine, January 1963, pp. 2-7, 
< w w w . a a g r a p e v i n e . o r g / a r c h i v e / b i l l w /
CJung.html>) 

The patient was Roland Hazard. A success-
ful businessman ruined by alcoholism, he unsuc-
cessfully ran the gamut of treatments in the United 
States. Then as a last resort Hazard moved to 
Europe to become a patient of famed psychiatrist 
Jung.  He stayed sober during his year with Jung 
but was drinking again within a month of leaving 
and so returned in despair.  Jung made him aware 

of the transformative spiritual experiences, de-
clared such an experience might be his only hope, 
and suggested Hazard seek a religious atmosphere 
and hope to be the recipient of “this benign light-
ning.” (Bill Wilson, “Bill W. At Guest House,” 
address  de l ivered about  1968/1969, 
<www.interwham.com/aa/gsttalk.htm>) Exactly 
what took place is unclear but Hazard followed 
Jung's advice, began associating with an evangeli-
cal assembly known as the “Oxford Groups,” and 
lost his compulsion to drink. 

Returning to America, Hazard shared the 
Oxford Groups’ model with another chronic alco-
holic named Ebby Thatcher.  It included the reli-
gious principles that would become foundational to 
twelve-step programs: self-examination, confes-
sion, restitution, and selfless service to others.  
Thatcher applied the principles and was also re-
leased from his addiction.  “And ['release'] was the 
word to use,” said his friend Bill Wilson, whom 
Thatcher visited in the hospital.  “He didn’t say he 
was on the water-wagon; the obsession had just left 
him as soon as he became willing to try on the ba-
sis of these principles, and, indeed, as he became 
willing to appeal to whatever God there might 
be.” (Wilson, “Bill W. At Guest House”)  In pre-
senting these ideas to Wilson, Thatcher became the 
second degree of separation between Jung and the 
man who became the founder of Alcoholics 
Anonymous. 

Space does not allow a recounting of Wil-
son’s troubles with alcohol but a statement from 
his presentation to the New York City Medical So-
ciety on Alcoholism (April 28, 1958) suffices: “I 
had gone the familiar course.  In the summer of 
1934 my doctor … had given up and had pro-
nounced me hopeless.” (Bill Wilson, “Alcoholics 
Anonymous In  I ts  Third  Decade,” 
<www.historyofaa.com/billw/med1958.htm>) 
Thatcher visited Wilson in November 1934 and 
presented the religious angle, which Wilson took 
with a grain of salt.  (It should be pointed out that 
for Hazard and Thatcher, the two intermediaries 
between Jung and Wilson, the perceived reason for 
"release" seems to have shifted from dramatic tran-
scendent experience to the applied teachings of the 
evangelical movement.) 

Nevertheless, following a second visit by 
Thatcher in December, as Wilson lay in a New 
York hospital experiencing “the blackest depres-
sion I had ever known,” he cried out to God from 
the depths of ego collapse, as had Hadley in Wil-
liam James’ classic, and Wilson, too, experienced 


