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tion of the Mass.  But the way he died was even 
more striking: After an excruciating night 
(“gruesome” in the word of a physician cousin who 
was in attendance), family and friends, who had 
been watching through the night, bathed him one 
last time and put his head down on the pillow.  Jim 
then looked at them all, smiled, said “Thank you,” 
made the sign of the cross, closed his eyes, and 
died.  I couldn’t help thinking back many years to 
my sister Ginny’s tears upon hearing a homily of 
mine in which I described St. Joseph as a simple 
man. 

David Coolidge graduated from George-
town University Law School in his mid-40s and 
went to work as a legal researcher for the Catholic 
Bishops of America. Within the same decade, brain 
surgery revealed an inoperable tumor. His wife 
Joan organized a team for home care so that he 
could continue to experience family life, for exam-
ple, by listening to his three young children chat-
tering at the supper table.  His ability to communi-
cate was gradually reduced to nods and hardly au-
dible "Yes" and "No". A month before his death, 
we organized a home Mass at his bedside. His 
wife, his mother, the three children (Daniel, the 
oldest, is named after me), and other family mem-
bers and friends were all there. After the Mass I 
spoke with him alone, administered the sacrament 
of Reconciliation to him, and then sat together with 
Joan and David to say good-bye (again, I lived a 
thousand miles away).  A month later I was to dis-
appear for eight days for my annual spiritual week 
of prayer.  The night before, I phoned David and 
carried on a completely one-way conversation with 
him in which I said good-bye for good.  Joan then 
took the receiver from him and said to me, “He 
nodded.” Each day during the following week of 
prayer, David came to mind during the celebration 
of Mass.  As I ended my retreat, the family began a 
round-the-clock deathwatch, with music and 
prayers, presence and touch. The next morning, as 
the three children sang (yes, in Latin) the dona no-
bis pacem (Give us peace) of the Agnus Dei, a tear 
rolled down David's cheek and he died.  It was the 
day on which his fourth child, miscarried some 
months earlier, was to have been born.  Reunions 
are happy occasions. 

Neither of these two experiences of death 
fulfills the criteria of William James in his Varie-
ties of Religious Experience (1902/1985).  For him, 
it is basic that “personal religious experience has 
its root and center in mystical states of conscious-
ness.” (p. 379)  By that, he clearly intends the ex-

traordinary and unusual.  But for all the impres-
siveness of his dramatic case histories, one must 
say that James simply missed the most important 
aspect of our religious experiences: ordinary, eve-
ryday life -- including familial experiences of 
death, not the unusual mystical occasion, is the pri-
mary locus of man’s relationship to God. 

Perhaps, too, it may be clear which hat this 
writer is wearing: analyst or compassionate partici-
pant, scientist or religionist, psychologist or priest. 

Fr. Daniel C. O'Connell, SJ, PhD, has 
taught at St. Louis University (where he was 
President from 1974 to 1978), Loyola University of 
Chicago (where he is currently a visiting 
professor), and Georgetown University (where he 
is emeritus). Fr. O'Connell may be contacted at 
<doconn1@luc.edu>.  
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America's catastrophic losses on Septem-
ber 11, 2001, turn my thoughts to the biblical book 
of Job, a religious myth about a person in a moral 
developmental process.  As the story opens, Job's 
God is a giver of sons, daughters, flocks, and vine-
yards. Then suddenly, not unlike Othello testing 
Desdemona, Job's familiar God transforms into a 
jealous lover who contrives a series of mad chal-
lenges to Job's faithful devotion.  Like Job, many 
Americans have been accustomed from childhood 
to interpret daily reality through a lens of belief in 
a benevolent God.  But this worldview is strained 
by events such as the attack on the World Trade 
Center.  The evil in the world weighs down the 
spirit; the youthful sense of invulnerability is gone; 
the bell tolls, not for another, but for the self.  The 
biblical writer obviously has religious faith in mind 
but Job’s (and our) suffering also tests what a num-
ber of writers have called "human faith," or a dis-
position toward meaning-making with regard to 
life events.  For example, Winnicott speaks of the 
baby who is willing to go on living because of a 
(non-religious) faith in the mother’s goodness. 

Is a psychoanalytic viewpoint an accept-
able way to deal with discouragement and alien-
ation due to sin and evil in the world?  At the be-
ginning of my own psychoanalysis, my analyst 
said to me that analysis has only two rules: every-
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thing has meaning and we always want to know 
more.  This implies that the evil which we perceive 
that we do and which we perceive that others do 
has meaning for our self-analysis and that it does 
lie within the scope of psychoanalysis to deal with 
evil, sin, and moral alienation. 

In the beginning, the analysand's faith is 
not in the self, or in the goodness of life, but only 
in the potential goodness of the psychoanalytic 
process.  For a substantial period of time, the ana-
lysand is able to go on living through faith in the 
analyst and the analytic process, just as the baby is 
able to go on living through faith in the mother.  
But eventually, the analysand figuratively removes 
the self from the analyst's lap and sits companiona-
bly side by side with the analyst.  From this posi-
tion, the analysand poses to the analyst this conun-
drum: Do you see the evil that I see and what am I 
to make of it? 

Most analysts consider it a strategic error 
to answer direct questions from the analysand 
about personal views. Yet for the analyst to remain 
both effective and mentally healthy, “being an ob-
server/commentator” versus “being a participant” 
always remains in a dynamic tension. The ob-
server/commentator analytic relationship is partly 
fictive: in truth, the analyst is also a fellow partici-
pant with the analysand in the struggle against evil. 
The analyst must always want to know more about 
his or her own intrapsychic processing of the evil 
in the self and in the world, as well as in the analy-
sand's material. It is my perception that these inter-
nal tasks are sometimes avoided because of the 
analyst's fear of feeling helpless, of not having all 
the answers, or, at least, all the good theories. 

Analysands often invoke defensively the 
great historical metaphors such as slavery, the 
Holocaust, or terrorism to keep the evil out there.  
Evil may also be recognized in known persons of 
current daily life but the analysand and analyst are 
perceived as personally free from it.  However, as 
the process continues, attention turns to the evil 
within the analysand.  In the immortal words of the 
comic strip character Pogo, "We have met the en-
emy and he is us."  For some braver analysands, 
there is yet a third stage: attention turns to the po-
tential for evil within the analyst.  In reality, all 
human beings contain within them at least an at-
tenuated potential for evil, for example, dissimula-
tion or false altruism. The ability to tolerate the 
thought of evil in the analyst may be an achieve-
ment rather than an attack on the therapeutic proc-
ess. 

Whether or not the analysand reaches ex-
plicitly the question of the analyst's evil, such evil 
belongs in the self-analysis of any analyst who is 
realistic.  For example, let us consider wishes to 
exploit the analysand's dependency by increasing 
sessions and income, or to use a talented or promi-
nent analysand to build up the analyst's own self-
esteem, or to prolong unnecessarily an interesting 
treatment.  The wise analyst is not blind to his or 
her own potential to sin against the analysand.  If 
we pursue our analytic stance faithfully, what we 
hope for is a more nuanced understanding of evil 
and sin in self and others.  At this point it becomes 
bearable and therefore possible to assume true re-
sponsibility for our own actions. 

It has been heartening to see Americans 
both wanting to know the worldviews of Arab ex-
tremists who attacked them and being able to 
weigh extremist charges thoughtfully against their 
own moral standards.  We have not been afraid to 
listen but neither have we been frightened into ab-
dicating our own moral discernment process, even 
in the light of continuing threats. We have been 
able to recognize that we, like all human communi-
ties, are capable of both good and evil, and that we 
ourselves bear the ultimate responsibility for deter-
mining our ongoing moral way of being in the 
world. 

In the conclusion of the Book of Job, there 
is an intriguing literary device. This important 
story about radical belief in the meaning of life and 
in the meaning of suffering ends without an expla-
nation of either life or suffering.  It ends, instead, 
in a personal encounter between Job and God, in 
which God refuses to communicate to Job what, as 
the omniscient, omnipotent deity of this story, God 
certainly knows.  I find myself left with the conclu-
sion that "the medium is the message": that mean-
ing-making resides within the struggle against evil, 
the refusal of each human spirit to succumb to the 
rule of evil, and not in a definitive explanation of 
evil, nor in the successful conquest of evil. 

First we undertake to analyze ourselves by 
saying, "Everything has meaning and I always 
want to know more." Then we come to a place 
where we say, "I want to know more but I accept 
not knowing all I wish to know, at least at this 
time. And I go on in hope toward the unknowable 
future." From a psychoanalytic viewpoint, this 
stance is a healthy abdication of infantile omnipo-
tence.  In more theological terms, for the religious 
person, it is an expression of pietas, a reverent ac-
ceptance of God’s incomprehensible Otherness. 
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teach their people blind obedience and hatred of 
others.  Islam, Judaism, and Christianity cannot be 
considered responsible for such political abuse, 
though these religions stimulate people to believe 
in the omnipotence of their version of the good and 
the ultimate truth. Why do people accept blind 
guidance?  Omnipotence is taken as fact, not repre-
sentation.  Books such as the Bible and the Koran 
are read as if they had in them the omnipotence of 
truth and the omniscience of knowledge. Their 
teachings are considered literal, not symbolic, and 
thus not questioned.  Some religious leaders take 
political advantage of the sacred scriptures and in-
duce their followers to accept and enact a literal 
interpretation, as for instance, the story of Noah in 
the Bible. 

Fanatic groups are not conscious of the fact 
that God is a cultural representation in the human 
mind, built by cultural interaction.  When people 
believe in the omnipotence of good in their 
thoughts and behavior, they can kill thousands of 
people without a trace of remorse, just like the Na-
zis killed millions.  They don't feel any guilt for 
their destructive behavior because they think they 
are following God or aiming towards perfection or 
a heavenly prize after death. 

Fighting terrorist groups or countries by 
means of violence cannot work in the long term.  
Revenge does not neutralize revenge, just as fire 
cannot quench a fire. Terrorism is an ancient 
weapon that is updated and renewed everyday.  It 
will continue to be used if etiologic measures are 
not taken. 

In the first days after the tragic episode at 
the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, Ameri-
can leaders spoke of the "infinite justice" they 
would make, a typical example of omnipotence 
and splitting.  When leaders say they will make 
infinite justice, one can understand them to mean 
they will wage infinite revenge.  Fortunately, those 
leaders changed their discourse to "lasting free-
dom," no doubt under the guidance of less emo-
tional aides. (I believe these leaders would gain 
much if they were guided more by psychiatrists 
and psychologists, sociologists and theologians, 
and less by the military.)  The United States used 
to live as if it was invincible, which is an omnipo-
tence of the good.  After September 11, Americans 
had to confront their vulnerability. 

As a world leader, the United States needs 
to decide between a depressive and a schizoid-
paranoid posture.  If it assumes a depressive posi-
tion in which both good and evil are mingled, the 
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Thoughts of omnipotence are a universal 
function of the human psyche.  They include the 
power to do everything; the knowledge of every-
thing (omniscience); and the presence everywhere 
at the same time (omnipresence).  Children mani-
fest this function in their love for cartoons where 
reality’s limitations are ignored. 

When people place the omnipotence func-
tion outside themselves and institutionalize it by 
means of dogmas, it becomes God and religion.  
When they place it inside themselves, they become 
all-powerful gods who know all and have the final 
word on events.  The pathological use of this func-
tion can be easily identified even by non-experts, 
for instance, in cases of megalomania.  It is very 
difficult for people to manage the omnipotence 
function with prudence and common sense. 

Some people experience the good totally 
separated from the evil and both as omnipotence.  
They believe and work with concepts such as fair-
ies and witches, God and the Devil. This is a primi-
tive use of the omnipotence function that divides 
the personality and reality into completely good or 
completely evil. 

The tragic events of September 11, 2001, 
lead some people to split humanity into all good 
and all bad with tragic consequences on some oc-
casions.  (For example, the belief that “All Mus-
lims are terrorists,” resulted in attacks on innocent 
Muslims in a few instances in the U.S. immedi-
ately after the suicide bombings.)  Nevertheless, it 
is my belief that after September 11, the world has 
the opportunity to adopt a position where both 
good and bad aspects of nations can be integrated 
so that the bad aspects can be healed. 

Certain groups and even some countries 
may misuse religion and God as arguments to 


