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for understanding the behavior of billions of be-
lievers in the real world, this template is still highly
relevant.
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Readers of Greek mythology are well fa-
miliar with the tale of Charybdis and Scylla, the
two monsters whose positions on opposite sides of
the Strait of Messina threatened passing navigators.
This image may be helpful in characterizing the
skilled scholarship required to engage the often-
tumultuous controversies between psychoanalysis
and religion. Those who have followed the dia-
logue are well acquainted with the work of Wil-
liam W. Meissner (1931-), who has at times em-
ployed the image of Charybdis and Scylla to de-
scribe some of the careful nuances required to han-
dle the conflicting tensions involved in his work.
Certainly, in more than 40 years of research and
dozens of publications, Meissner has been influen-
tial in forging the dialogue between the domains of
psychology and theology. He has done so by ma-
neuvering between the Charybdis of psychoana-
lytic formulations and the Scylla of theological
technicalities. This essay will present examples of
the principles and themes whereby Meissner has
created new understandings relevant to both do-
mains, showing how Meissner as a priest and a
psychiatrist, a Jesuit and a psychoanalyst, has
proved himself an able navigator.

Meissner first entered the seas of psycho-

theological dialogue in his Annotated Bibliography
in Religion and Psychology (1961). Developed
when he was just a Jesuit scholastic at Woodstock
College in Maryland, the bibliography offers an
exhaustive compilation consisting of more than
2,900 articles published between 1900-1960 from
more than 300 journals in English and in French.
Organized into some 40 sections, the bibliography
established points of dialogue among various pas-
toral and psychological domains, and equipped the
young Jesuit with the resources needed to sail
through the precarious straits of future scholarship.

Interestingly enough, as Meissner reported
to me in an interview, his earlier intention as a Jes-
uit was to concentrate his studies in biology. Dur-
ing his Jesuit formation, however, his superiors
approached him to consider pursuing work in psy-
chiatry. Such a suggestion went against the view
of many Catholic leaders, among them Bishop Ful-
ton J. Sheen, who were suspicious of a psychiatry
heavily influenced by a psychoanalytic theory
whose Freudian principles tended to be hostile to-
ward religion. However, during the late 1950s
there were increasing indications of growing coop-
eration and less antagonism between the two disci-
plines, with major conferences on psychology and
religion beginning to take place on an annual basis
at such Catholic institutions as Fordham University
and St. John’s College in Minnesota. Meissner’s
mentors no doubt saw the significance of these
conferences and the need for more Catholic psy-
choanalysts.

It was during his theological studies that
Meissner began to integrate psychology and theol-
ogy in a modern-day version of the medieval scho-
lastic enterprise of integrating reason and faith.
Unlike scholasticism, however, the reason compo-
nent was often an articulation of unconscious and
irrational structures. The faith component would
soon have some of its traditional structures chal-
lenged and changed through the Second Vatican
Council (1962-1965).

Following his ordination in 1961, Meissner
entered medical school and later psychoanalytic
training, and so became personally and profession-
ally engaged with the question of how to relate
psychological with spiritual identity. He found a
helpful approach in Thomas Aquinas’s axiom, gra-
tia perficit naturam (grace perfects nature). For
Aquinas and then for Meissner there is a basic cor-
relation between the motivations of one’s psycho-
logical identity with the movements of one’s spiri-
tual nature. First formulated in works such as
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Foundations for a Psychology of Grace (1964),
Meissner has carried this principle forward
throughout subsequent writings. Guided by the
psychoanalytic formulations of Erikson, Mabhler,
Rizzuto, and Winnicott, Meissner developed inno-
vative understandings through which he has articu-
lated his psycho-theological correlations.

In Life and Faith (1987), Meissner demon-
strates his method by articulating three principles
that can be used to correlate the psychological with
the spiritual. First, there is the principle of recipro-
cal influence by which Meissner means that for
grace to be operative with the ego, it depends upon
the functioning of the ego to produce a desired ef-
fect. That is to say, spiritual movements build
upon psychological capacities and conditions.

As a second principle, Meissner presents
compensatory activation whereby the movements
of God’s grace energize ego-functions. Such ener-
gizing serves as a sanative function, which allows
psychological healing to take place. The energiz-
ing of the ego, however, cannot force healing for it
cannot violate the functions of one’s ego.

Meissner sees epigenesis as a third princi-
ple. Simply put, the psychological and the spiritual
interrelate developmentally through the course of a
lifetime. Using Erikson’s eight stages of develop-
ment he postulates that ego strengths, especially
earned through crisis, can be considered virtuous,
implying a spiritual growth. He goes on to postu-
late psychospiritual virtues or correlates with each
one of Erikson’s eight stages of psychosocial cri-
ses, for example, Identity/Humility and Intimacy/
Love of Neighbor.

Earlier, in perhaps his most influential
work, Psychoanalysis and Religion (1984), for
which he won the prestigious Oscar Pfister Award
of the American Psychoanalytic Association,
Meissner works out a relationship between psycho-
analysis and religion through the work of the ob-
ject relations theorists Donald Winnicott and Ana-
Maria Rizzuto. Winnicott’s concept of transitional
phenomena became the lynchpin for Meissner’s
formulations. With Winnicott, Meissner asserts
that illusions, rather than necessarily constituting
pathological phenomena, could also be conceived
as sources of creativity and play. Supported by
Rizzuto’s application of Winnicott’s construct in
her Birth of the Living God (1979), Meissner
shows how illusions can lead to the transitional
phenomena necessary to face rather than to avoid
reality, for instance, a blanket or a teddy bear acts
as a replacement for a mother’s presence and

soothing touch. Such phenomena, in turn, are of-
ten the means whereby representations of God and
hence religious beliefs are developed as a means of
facing reality.

By incorporating the work of Winnicott
and Rizzuto, Meissner goes on to state a case
against Freud’s position that religious belief is illu-
sory and avoidant of reality. He argues that what
Freud saw as pathological in religion can really be
healthy and helpful. For Meissner, some sharing
of illusion is necessary for individuation as well as
a sense of sharing in community. Meissner further
suggests that religions employ symbols as transi-
tional objects so as to keep the God representation
alive, for example, the cross for Christians, the Star
of David for Jews. While he would agree with
Freud that such use of symbols fosters an illusory
world, Meissner would concur with Winnicott that
this illusory world is what makes us most human.
Meissner’s reinterpretation of one of the central
tenets of Freud’s psychoanalytic critique of relig-
ion serves to establish a bridge over which other
forms of dialogue and understandings between
psychoanalysis and religion may flow.

Meissner's study of the case of the founder
of his Jesuit order, Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556),
employs material from the saint’s biographies and
the more than 7000 letters that Ignatius wrote in his
capacity as the founder of the Society of Jesus. In
Ignatius of Loyola: The Psychology of a Saint
(1992), Meissner presents what he views as a dem-
onstration of how the conditions of nature and the
movements of grace are evident in the life of
Loyola.

As a psychoanalyst, of course, Meissner sees
great significance in the fact that Ignatius’s mother
died shortly after she brought him into the world
and that his father and brothers exemplified the
gallantry, at times chauvinism, common to Spanish
hidalgos (lower nobility) of the time. When a can-
nonball in battle broke Ignatius’s leg his career as a
cavalier was shattered, but Meissner saw the more
important blow as that suffered by Ignatius' phallic
narcissistic self. He suggests that such a loss of
self led Ignatius into a depression that bordered on
the suicidal. Subsequently, Ignatius underwent a
religious conversion, a process that Meissner sees
psychologically as transvaluation and theologically
as prompted by the healing energies of grace.
Such a process became internalized when Ignatius
saw in the person of Christ an identity fulfillment
that was once sought in battles and bosoms.

Meissner proceeds to trace, through psy-
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choanalytic formulations, some of the unconscious
movements and motivations found in Ignatius’s
ego, relating how Ignatius moves from being a
“pilgrim” to the founder of what was to become the
largest religious order of the Catholic Church.
Meissner, for example, finds evidence that Ignatius
struggled with a self-punitive superego and dis-
played such defense mechanisms as isolation, intel-
lectualization, and reaction formation. He goes on
to describe how such mechanisms tended to be-
come sublimated through the mystical movements
and spiritual disciplines that Ignatius experienced
through his conversion process.

A final example of Meissner’s ability to
navigate the currents of psycho-theological contro-
versies may be found in The Cultic Origins of
Christianity: The Dynamics of Religious Develop-
ment (2000), where he describes the early Christian
communities as exhibiting cultic processes. Given
their periodic persecution and their marginalized
status from the economic and political structures of
imperial Rome and the spiritual systems of Juda-
ism, these communities as cults tended to emerge
through a paranoid process that was not necessarily
pathological. For Meissner, such a process in-
volved the mechanisms of introjection and projec-
tion, which were maintained and reinforced
through paranoid construction. He asserts that
such psychodynamics were to be theologically ex-
pressed in the Christian assimilation of the Apoca-
lypticism and Gnosticism of the period.

Meissner’s psycho-theological understand-
ings are not without controversy. Psychoanalysts
and theologians alike question his theoretical ex-
cursions into history and the conclusions that he
draws for both fields. Yet, as I have attempted to
show, his scholarship has helped to shape the dia-
logue between psychoanalysts and theologians
alike. The fact that he has been engaged in such an
enterprise for so long and performed so well sug-
gests that W.W. Meissner is an accomplished navi-
gator whose writings continue as important charts
that may guide readers through the turbulent cur-
rents between Charybdis and Scylla.
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It is difficult to imagine Martin Luther,
16th-century church reformer, and Sigmund Freud,
father of 20th-century psychoanalysis, as respectful
conversation partners. Given Luther’s anti-Semitic
views, it is easy to hear his condemnation of Freud
as a heretic and as the personification of everything
that is wrong with the Jews who have rejected
God’s gift of grace. From Freud’s perspective of
religion as infantile wish fulfillment, Luther would
need long-term, intensive psychoanalysis to work
through his obsessional neuroses. (Erik Erikson
has already suggested conflicts Luther should face
in analysis in Young Man Luther: A Study in Psy-
choanalysis and History, 1962.) Despite the ir-
resolvable conflict between Luther’s devout theism
and Freud’s adamant atheism, I propose that there
is a basis for conversation: Luther and Freud were
actually arguing against comparable ideas of God
(although their subsequent re-creations were radi-
cally different).

How can there be similarities between the
unquestionable ontological reality of Luther’s God
and the projected, non-existent God of Freud? To
discern them necessitates circumventing any dis-
cussion of the reality of God and attending instead
to perceptions of God. Ana-Maria Rizzuto’s idea
of “God representation” is central to this project.
She argues that “no child in the Western world,
brought up in ordinary circumstances, completes
the Oedipal cycle without forming at least a rudi-
mentary God representation, which he may use for
belief or not.” (Rizzuto, The Birth of the Living
God: A Psychoanalytic Study, 1979, p. 48)
Rizzuto differentiates between "concepts of God"
which are generally seen to result from intentional,
intellectual, theological processes, and which may
preclude any emotional engagement or acceptance,
and "God representations" which include a concept
of God but require its integration with images and
sources of the representation, which "requires a
persistent psychic work of soul searching, self-
scrutiny, and internal re-elaboration of the repre-
sentation.” (Rizzuto, Birth, pp. 47&48)

The impetus for much of the work of Lu-
ther and Freud was their perceptions of God, based




