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Patrick Vandermeersch
Looking Back at Sodom
Psychoanalysis and Diachronic Reading

To ordinary understanding of psychoanalysis, one of the most appealing bibli-
cal stories should be that of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 18:16 - 19:29). Even
to secularised people, the names suggest unrestrained instincts, a turmoil of
passions, a libidinal quest without limits. This is the place where, indeed,
“wild” psychoanalysis can flourish. Looking down from a “psychoanalytic”
balcony, one can point to the violence of intermingled bodies and the various
openings of the flesh crying, “a hole is a hole”.1 In a well-known reference to
Hiëronymus Bosch (c.: 1450-1516), one might remember the astonishing
pictorial representation of the “Garden of Earthly Delights” and the fascinating
yet puzzling way that pleasure is represented. This would be the place to
shout: “Yes, indeed, our sexuality is built on erotogenic zones; Freud was
right!”

However, the method adopted during the five years of the Intensive
Erasmus Programme on Psychoanalysis and Interpretation of Religious Texts

(1996-2000), is based on a different approach. It should start with an analysis
of the reader’s response to the Sodom story and thus with a critique of this
“wild” psychoanalysis. It should start with a bit of self-observation. To what
degree are we tickled by the story? Why does it make us feel uncomfortable
— or all too comfortable? Which layer in our personality structure has been
addressed? Which elements are we consequently inclined to stress in the text,
and which parts are we tempted to skip? Which conceptual categories are we
driven to apply in order to get some grip on the material and, in doing so,
what are our hidden presuppositions?

For the Sodom story, two questions are likely to receive most of our
attention. First, there is the question of the text’s ethical dimension. Does the
text indicate us how we should behave ourselves and at what level of our
psychology addresses us? Secondly, we should question the concept of
“homosexuality” which is frequently applied to the story. Is it the same as our
concept of homosexuality — which stems only from the end of the nineteenth
century — and is it right to retroject this in the text?

Those questions are psychologically related to each other. Both address
the Super-ego and, consequently, the Oedipal structure in the psyche.2 The

1. These words, referring to Freud in Das Unbewußte p. 299, are also an allusion to the well-
known “A rose is a rose is a rose”.

2. One might imagine that the story would address the pre-oedipal mechanism by arousing more
primitive feelings of disgust, aggression, masochistic fear, etc., but this is obviously not the case.
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ethical question matches the psychology of the upper layer of the Super-ego.
As ethics enter a child’s life initially by the mere authority of parent figures,
making mature, adult, ethical choices requires that one overcomes the stage of
mere obedience and reaches that of autonomous thinking and personal deci-
sions. The internalized authority figures should be questioned. The second
element, trying to grasp which form of “homosexuality” is at stake in the
minds of the authors of Genesis, is also important for the own Super-ego; it is
not only a question directed at the text. It is a way of organizing in the own
mind possibly puzzling and frightening representations and labelling them
according to what Lacan called “the symbolic order”.3 When one becomes
conscious of the models shaped by culture concerning the initially
undifferentiated pleasure principle and when one confronts it with the models
(or the lack of models) from the past, the deeper side of the Super-ego —
well indicated by the older designation “Ego-ideal” — is reinforced.

For a thorough exegesis of the Sodom story, we should explore those
topics extensively. We will not, however, do that here. Rather, we will open
those questions just enough to indicate the psychological function of peculiar
concern, so familiar to biblical scholars that it mostly remains unquestioned:
the splitting up of a text in isolated traditions coming from a more or less
distant past.

Reflecting on discussions between psychologists and biblical scholars
during a five-year Erasmus program, we thus address the psychology of the
historio-critical method in exegesis in the final text of this book.

The Bible and the Super-ego

To many people, the Bible contains — or should contain — the truth. To
fundamentalistic minds — not only among narrow-minded believers, but also
among many militant unbelievers — this truth is understood as relating to the
factual reality of the biblical stories. This was the track followed by crude
nineteenth century “scientism”: it tried to demonstrate the inanity of the bibli-
cal message by emphasising the impossibility of the creation in seven days
and by making jokes about Noah’s Ark, the walls of Jericho, Jesus’ walking
on the water, etc.4 Mainstream believers have meanwhile learned to disen-
tangle the level of the reported “historical” facts and the level of the biblical
message. In an Erasmus course, in which Marburg is involved, R. Bultmann
comes to mind, the man who radically swept away every mythical element
and insisted upon the existential meaning of the Bible. But is skipping the

3. See the first essay in this book.

4. See e.g. J.C. Withcomb & H.M. Morris, Genesis Flood 1961.
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mythical the same as foregoing every historical dimension and reading the
bible in a synchronic quest for meaning?

The Sodom story gives us an opportunity to more closely examine
how history plays multiple roles in the attempt to get to the core of the
biblical message. In this story, the question: “Did it really happen?” is less at
stake than the ethical conceptions the story stresses. It is a typical story for an
Oedipal reader-response. Thus it provides us with an interesting opportunity to
see how historical investigation not only tests the factuality of the story, but
also operates as a psychological instrument in an Oedipal confrontation with
the biblical message.

Reading from an Oedipal point of view is being sensitive to clearly
outspoken interdictions and obligations. We know, however, that not all obli-
gations and prohibitions of the Bible must still be kept as such. Even when we
hold the biblical message for something important and inspiring, we do not
comply with every precept of Leviticus. Thus we need a method — or at least
a tactic — to match the biblical message with our situation and our
convictions.

If we do not drop certain precepts without further reflection, we have
two major ways to come to grips with reluctant biblical injunctions. When a
particular text hurts our moral sense or makes us feel discriminated, we can
stress a corrective part of the Bible. This is the first way. Implicitly, this
means — we should acknowledge it — that we make a distinction between
better and worse parts of the Bible. The second way which holds up the
inspirative value of the Bible in spite of dismissing some statements as no
longer acceptable, is to locate them in a specific historical layer of the text.
This presupposes an implicit philosophy of history, even if we have become
rather cautious about triumphant nineteenth-century belief that our world is
getting better and better due to modernity. There are, however, more sophis-
ticated ways to appeal to history, as we shall see; and if a passage is still too
harsh to have it neutralised as a remnant of a previous stage of the evolving
biblical message, we can still designate it a Fremdkörper, stemming from a
very old, archaic and extra-biblical world. The perturbing passage is cut off
from the mainstream biblical message.

In the case of gay people, who often feel concerned by the Sodom
story and protest against discrimination caused by an anti-gay reading of it,
we see both techniques at work. On the one hand, they correct the Bible with
the Bible. They stress that the story was not about sex, but about hospitality,
and that the city was destroyed because the violations of the laws pertaining to
that domain had been violated.5 In order to counterbalance Genesis, they
sometimes point to the frank depiction of the passionate friendship between

5. This view was expressed in the pioneering work by D.S. Bailey, Homosexuality 1975.
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David and Jonathan in 2 Sam 1:26, or to Jesus’ uncomplicated love for John,
lying in the former’s bosom, mentioned in John 13:23-25 and 21:20. Are these
interpretations of the biblical statements on homosexuality correct? Perhaps —
why not — and in any case it is not an analyst’s task to decide on the
pertinence of a biblical scholar’s opinion on the original meaning of a text.
However, an analyst is struck by the heavy presence of the Oedipal structure
maintained during this whole process of the reader’s response. Throughout the
attempt to impart the Sodom text with a different meaning than its prima facie

message, the basic conviction that the Bible addresses us with authority is
maintained. Moreover, this “authority” is conceived in the particular way of
someone addressing someone else by pointing to behaviour that can
unequivocally be captured in words: “You should do this” and “you should
refrain from that”. The whole process of interpreting the text is carried out in
what one might call “Oedipal counter-transference”.

The second way of matching the biblical message with one’s own con-
victions is introducing some philosophy of history. In the case of the Sodom
story, one can argue that the concept of homosexuality emerged at the end of
the nineteenth century; that this concept did not just indicate something that
had existed before, but that it organized and shaped new forms of sexuality.6

As a consequence, the writers of Gen 18 and 19 could not possibly have had
modern homosexuality on their minds. Thus, an interpretation of the biblical
text should distinguish between the actual, material behaviour depicted and the
values incarnated in this behaviour in those days.7 Having disentangled both,
respect for the biblical message would mean investigating how to insert the
same values into newly existing types of behaviour. This way of making
“biblical theology” is substantially the same in the case of sexuality and in
this of economics. As well homosexuality as Stock Market are to be evaluated
according the same principles.8

Of the two ways of proceeding, the latter is in fact a more fundamental
way of coping with the Super-ego. Instead of counterbalancing one word
spoken by authority with another, one dares to imagine oneself as being the
authority and say: “If I were you, and I lived in my situation, I would react
differently, but I understand that, for various reasons, you had your own opin-
ions.” As we will see, in this inner dialogue with an interiorised other the

6. M. Foucault, Volonté de savoir, 1976; H. Oosterhuis, Stepchildren of Nature 2000.

7. See R. Hasbany (ed.), Homosexuality 1989; A. Swidler (ed.), Homosexuality 1993.

8. In fact, this is the most current way that believers generally try to accommodate the biblical
message with open mindedness. Although it obviously functions in practice, some theoretical
problems call for further reflection; in particular, it is questionable whether one can conceive of
those “values” as something existing in itself that can be transplanted from one cultural setting to
another.
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tyranny of the Super-ego is undermined but its structuring function is pre-
served.

Oedipal Structure and the Quest for History

The Sodom story is only one example of the insistence of the Oedipal struc-
ture in Bible interpretation. During our five-years Erasmus course, we often
experienced a similar reaction to other stories. This was especially the case
when we dealt with the depiction of women, not only in the Bible, but also in
later Judaism. The fact that these texts were less sacred to the readers’ minds
was probably the reason that very emotional reactions were allowed to surface.
Scholars presenting the opinions of the Rabbis in the classic academic style
were summoned to give their own — supposedly opposing — opinions, as if
it was intolerable to hear such disdainful views on women without hearing a
protest at the same time. The suggestion that those rabbinical views could
actually stem from a fear inspired by women did not pacify the audience, on
the contrary. Obviously, in respect of those texts, a statement should be
issued. If one has some authority — and for some reason, professors are
assumed to have authority — one should support the right moral conviction
and to conclude that, today, one must no speak about women in such a dis-
criminating manner.

Why is this tendency so strong? Probably because it is hard to over-
come the Oedipal structure. Feelings of obligations and prohibitions are more
deeper interiorised than one would suspect. In order to overcome irrational
reactions generated by the Super-ego, which is the heir of the Oedipus com-
plex, it is not enough to be aware of the proneness of guilt feelings, nor to
recall some episodes from childhood in which we experienced punishment,
humiliation or disdain. Freud was astonished at how cruel the Super-ego could
be and at how much time it took to render it more humane. Consequently, he
insisted on the importance of “working through”: even when some repressed
memories had reached the level of consciousness, one still needs to speak
about them time and again, and meanwhile practice the freedom one has
gained in daily life.9

If the Super-ego is so firmly rooted, it is not just because it is the
result of a learning process, as behaviouristic psychology might assume. The
reason is that the Super-ego has not only an oppressive, but also a positive
function. It gives roots to the individual. This is realised in a dual manner: the
Super-ego establishes the individual’s own identity, as well the representability
of what it prescribes or forbids. The first element is the most obvious one.

9. S. Freud, Erinnern, Wiederholen und Durcharbeiten 1914.



164P. VANDERMEERSCH

The Super-ego is a narcissistic formation, as is clearly indicated by the older
term given by Freud to the same psychological structure, namely: “Ego-ideal”.
The Super-ego delivers us the image which we would like to match and
seduces us: if you manage to model yourself according to that image, then you
will really be “someone”. It is unnecessary to say that being rooted in history
plays a part here.

The second element is at least as important: the Super-ego identifies
and gives clear contours to what appears to be pursued and what is forbidden.
To go back to the interpretation of Sodom, or to the protest raised by the rab-
binic depiction of women: the Super-ego assembles a series of representations
that indicate what it is to be “a woman”, or to be “queer”. Needless to say the
way these representations have been composed into a whole is not always
convenient nor pleasant. Neither necessary to say that the cultural-historical
setting is also influential here.

To summarize: the Super-ego contains not only the emotional charge
of obligation and prohibition, but also some (mostly one-sided and alienating)
complexes of representations of what one might wish to do. Freud summarises
the ambivalent face of the Super-ego as follows:10

Its [the Super-ego’s] relation to the ego is not exhausted by the precept: ‘You
ought to be like this (like your father).’ It also comprises the prohibition:
‘You may not be like this (like your father) — that is, you may not do all
that he does; some things are his prerogative.’ This double aspect of the ego
ideal derives from the fact that the ego ideal had the task of repressing the
Oedipus complex;...

The aim of psychoanalytic technique is to make the latter element (“You may
not be like this”) less a source of self-sabotage, while the former is preserved
insofar as it is needed as a support for the “I”.11 As interiorised parent-repre-
sentations play an important part in the Super-ego, one should “deal” with
them. One should relativise them, i.e. become really accustomed to the idea
that parents too are just individual human beings; that they are born at a
certain place and at a certain time from particular parents; that they have
shaped their own individuality and their own Super-ego according to models
and ideals picked from their milieu. In a word: they were as dependent on
their identification process as we are. This is not only true for parents and
grandparents, but also for the general cultural setting in which an individual
tries to become “someone”.

Gaining historical knowledge is one of the methods for relativising the
authority of the internalised parent representations, and it is one of the most
effective. There is, however, another way: by comparing different cultures.

10. S. Freud, Ich und Es, p. 262, Engl. trans. p. 34.

11. In order to avoid substantialisation of “the ego” in the style of Ego-psychology and to keep in
line with the lacanian critique of it, I prefer to use “I”.
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These two ways reflect two different types of approaches in the study of
religion: historical research vs. comparative religion. In the former method one
tries to understand the various vicissitudes, contradictions and conflicts in a
religious tradition; in the latter one transcends the peculiarities of a particular
tradition in order to acquire a broader view on religion as a universal, human
phenomenon. Both ways of proceeding are useful; both have their impact on
the psychology of the scholar and in most cases they reflect his or her deeper
motivation. There is, however, a psychological distinction between both.
Delving into history — especially in the history of a family, a people or the
own tradition to which one belongs — tackles the Super-ego more than the
investigation of distant cultures. In the former case, one admits the identi-
fications which have shaped the own identity, one accepts the confrontation
with the inner figures at their source and one “works through” the inner con-
flicts that were thereby interiorised. In the latter case, such a confrontation
with the tensions involved in the own tradition can be avoided. Of course, one
becomes aware that completely different life-styles exist and that the way one
has been raised was one-sided in many respects, but the idea — which is often
the illusion — that one can easily leave the cradle and step over from one
identity to another is predominant.12

This does not mean, however, that historical research is automatically
“healthier” for the Super-ego than comparative religion. Historical research
seems very appropriate for one particular defence mechanism of the Super-
ego: displacement. This mechanism, strongly apparent in obsessional neurosis,
occurs in a milder form in the psychic life of many more or less normal
people. The mechanism’s essence of it is that it displaces the emotional charge
of disturbing representations to harmless ones. The former are thus repressed
while the latter become the object of immoderate attention and concern. This
frequently happens while in performing historical research, as I personally
experienced. Astonished at a flagellation ritual in a Spanish village, I started
to research it. Soon, I decided to emphasise the historical dimension of my
research, as this seemed to me, as well as to the members of the flagellation
brotherhood, an important issue in the personal “understanding” of the
ritual.13 As I wrote my book during the same years the Erasmus course ran, I
consciously reflected on my reader-response on the material, and I realised
more than once that my proneness to accumulating superfluous historical date
was surely a form of displacement too: it was a way of escaping from my

12. From this point of view, it could be interesting to investigate whether the same psychological
distinction can be found in the motivations of students choosing a classical theological education
and those enroled in religious sciences.

13. My book on the topic should be published soon. Meanwhile, I refer to my article: P. Van-
dermeersch, Usage de la flagellation 1995.
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personal response to the theme of religious masochism — the uncanny within
myself.

The Danger of Turning into a Pillar of Salt

In Gen 19:26, Lot’s wife looks back at Sodom, and turns into a pillar of salt.
Is she a symbol of what obedience to a god should be, or does she represent
the historian who surrenders to obsessional mechanisms?

A direct way to investigate possible reader responses to a particular
biblical text, is to see how commentaries aimed at helping ministers at their
sermons deal with the exegetic material. Most mention that this isolated verse
is probably a remnant of a popular belief on the origin of a rock or pillar with
a curious configuration, and sometimes they even try to determine which rock
could precisely be at the origin of the verse. They usually suppose that it
could be a curious rock in the gebel usdum, the mountains in the Southwest of
the Dead Sea.14

In contrast to the preoccupation with the salty rock, “sodomy” is often
only hastily mentioned, despite the fact that this specific sexual act derives its
name from that particular biblical passage. A Dutch popular commentary, in a
single sentence, says that the Bible naturally considers homosexuality a sin,15

but the commentary then jumps quickly to two other moral issues that seem
more appropriate for preaching: the moral duty to offer hospitality and the
obligation to care for poor people. The Sodom story is explicitly turned into
and even called a “social gospel”.16

Looking at this exegesis from some distance, one cannot but be aston-
ished. While the text has been the basic reference for “sodomy” for centuries,
this etiological aspect is tacitly ignored, and the preacher is advised not to
speak about it. Meanwhile, some attention is paid to a possibly etiological
function of the story about the pillar of salt. Strange... An instance of the
obsessional mechanism? Let us be fair, however. Some commentaries state
explicitly that it is not necessary to assign only an etiological function to Gen
19:26, imparting the verse on the pillar of salt with the status of an erratic
block coming from a pre-biblical tradition.17 Adding some comparative relig-
ion, they say that it is a common religious theme that someone who looks
backward to God has to die. This general statement is true, perhaps... Being an

14. H. Gunkel, Genesis 1902, p. 187; H. Seebass, Genesis [II] 1997, p. 148.

15. “Daarmee wordt niet gezegd, dat de Bijbel de homoseksualiteit zou tolereren; vgl. daartegen
bijvoorbeeld Lev 18:22; 20:13.” A. van Sels, Genesis 1989, p. 250.

16. A. van Sels, Genesis 1989, p. 262. See also The New Interpreters Bible, 1994, p. 477.

17. So H. Gunkel, Genesis 1902, p. 187.
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analyst, however, I cannot but suspect some return of the repressed when one
thereby points not only to the prohibition of seeing the Lord’s face,18 but
also to Orpheus looking back at Euridice after he has saved her from the
underworld. In the former case, the Lord let him see from “behind” (Ex
33:23), and in the latter it was not Orpheus who died... But as Gunkel is not
lying on my couch, I must limit myself to the general statement that if a
remembrance and elucidation of the history of the own tradition is just as
important for accommodating with the Super-ego as the rememberance of the
personal history, one should also remain aware of the complexity of the pres-
ent, which prompted us to delve into history. In no religion, nor in any his-
torical research, does unconscious motivation not play a part. If one contem-
plates the problems religion has had to face the last centuries, it is very
understandable that so much theological energy was put into historio-critical
reflection on the Bible.

Can historical inquiry ever come to an end? Perhaps this question
coincides with the question of whether psychoanalysis can ever come to an
end.19 In practice, an analyzed person at best becomes reconciled to the fact
that he or she could not be there at the ultimate moment of his or her origin,
the moment of his conception. If a miracle could make this — pre-existence is
not an unusual fantasy, either — then this moment would expose the love
stories of parents, grandparents and great-grandparents... One becomes recon-
ciled, then, to the fact that one cannot reconstruct one’s own origin, one tries
to enjoy the fact of one’s contingent existence, and one also knows that the
search for one’s origin was perhaps a necessary dialectical moment in one’s
development. More important than the result of the historical inquiry, and
more important than the knowledge of the facts that have been discovered, is
perhaps the process that took place within one’s own self while digging into
the past. Perhaps here the deeper senses of the historio-critical method and of
psychoanalysis coincide: both are tools for a dialectical process that one
applies to one’s own identity.
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