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Constanze Thierfelder

Object-Relations Theory and the Representation of God

The Contribution of Ana-Maria Rizzuto

God Representations as Part of the Transitional Realm

Ana-Maria Rizzuto has been one of the first psychoanalysts to perceive relig-

ion in a less reductive way than did most of her colleagues.1 In her book

“The Birth of the Living God”2 she discards the immediate connection

between immaturity and religion that Freud presupposes,3 drawing instead on

Winnicott’s theory of the “transitional sphere”,4 to assume that religion and

belief in God are compatible with being a mature adult. She strongly makes

the case that every individual needs an intermediate sphere, a space to play.

Some use arts, music, literature or dance, others their belief in God or other

religious beliefs, to play and find comfort. Using this assumption as a base,

Rizzuto conducted an empirical study with 24 adults. One element of her

study was a questionnaire in which men and women were asked about their

god images on one hand and their family relationships on the other.5 When

connecting family object representations and god representations, she came to

several interesting conclusions. After a detailed account of four case studies,

she ends her book with more general conclusions on the development of the

belief in God and its psychological functions.6

Rizzuto differentiates between a theoretical concept of God, “the God

of the theologians” and the god images which are deeply rooted in the indi-

vidual personality and are psychologically very powerful. She calls these

images “The Living God”. The history of this God begins along with all other

imaginative characters; to a three-year-old child, God is not (or not a great

deal) different from fairies, witches, sorcerers, heroes, Santa Claus and the

Easter Bunny. It is only later, when they notice that adults doubt of the reality

of most of these imaginative characters, that children may perceive that God is

the only character that has a proper place in the reality of adults, as well —

1. See M. Finn and J. Gartner, Object Relations Theory 1992, which grew out of a 1987 sympo-

sium of the American Psychological Association in New York. This volume is a collection of

applications of Rizzuto’s theory to a wide range of clinical studies. For a more detailed study of

Rizzuto’s theory, see C. Thierfelder, Gottes-Repräsentanz 1998.

2. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979.

3. S. Freud, Zukunft einer Illusion 1927.

4. D.W. Winnicott, Transitional Objects 1953.

5. See “Appendix” in: A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, pp. 213-219.

6. See “Conclusions” in: A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, pp. 177-211.
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adults pray to God, talk about God, have wonderful huge buildings in which

to worship God, and may even write and read books about God.7

Another important difference between God and other imaginative char-

acters such as fairies and witches should be noted. Whereas the contents and

images of the character of fairies and witches is rather distinct and unchang-

eable, “God” is the name of an imaginative character that may have very

different origins and who will undergo many transformations, but may never-

theless be called “God”. In fact, Rizzuto states that only a god representation

that changes in the course of life and individual development will stay

relevant and important to the believer. If the god representation does not

change, it will become either a relict of childhood, left in the corner like a

forlorn teddy bear, or an “undercover agent” that works against the devel-

opment toward psychological maturity and integration.8

It is obvious that the development of a transitional sphere is crucial to

the existence and elaboration of the god representation, and to religious

imagination altogether. However, these transitional objects are closely linked

to the capacity to form object relations; this I wish to demonstrate in the

following chapter.

“God” as an Object Representation

Object-relations theory is a development of psychoanalysis linked to the

psychoanalyst Melanie Klein. According to this theory, it is not the drives (at

least not solely) that determine the early life of an infant and a child, but the

object relations, i.e. the relationships with caretakers such as mother, father,

grandparents or siblings.

At the age of approximately 18 months a child is able to represent, i.e.

to develop a memory based on symbols. Linked to this achievement is the

capacity to speak and form object representations. Representations are images

not only of objects (e.g., persons) but of the relationship between the person

her/himself and another person. A representation is also submitted to the

influences of the time and circumstances when it was formed. Every time a

representation is used again, it will be transformed by new experiences and the

new situation. To Rizzuto a representation is not a living entity with a will of

its own, as it tends to be with Melanie Klein. Instead it is a piece of memory

that is repeatedly transformed by the subject’s need to adapt former

experiences to present ones.

7. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, p. 194f.

8. See B. Fisher’s God Representation in: A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, pp. 170-172.
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By using the concept of “representations” to understand the images of

God, Rizzuto can take a closer look at the development and functioning of this

special representation.9

Like any other, the god representation is influenced by the experiences

of the pre-verbal and pre-representational time, that is by acoustic, sensual,

visual, intra-corporal and other experiences of relationship. In the New Infant

Research, where the relationship between mothering person and child are

monitored very closely, Daniel Stern and others demonstrated the importance

of these pre-representational memory traces and called them RIGs

(Representations of Interactions that have been Generalized).10

As with any other representation, the god representation is also strong-

ly influenced by the self representation a child develops, dependent on his or

her opportunity to grow up respecting him/herself and his/her own worth and

agency. The god representation is also influenced by the other object repre-

sentations a child builds. The child’s capacity to integrate good and bad

experiences into his or her object representations is subject to the chance of

forming lasting, reliable object relations and representations.

Different from other object representations, however, the god represen-

tation can not draw its traces from the encounter with an objective, touchable,

visible, smellable object. This is why god representations are strongly in-

fluenced by object and self representations. Without reliable and loving object

relations and representations, a child will have difficulties in developing a god

representation changing from a fairy tale character to an imaginary companion

or an idealized superhero without feeling powerless and overwhelmed.

Saying that god representations are “influenced” by object relations

does not mean that they are copies of other representations. Very often, the

god representation shows traces of other object representations but these are

transformed by idealization, projection, splitting and displacement. Possible

examples of these transformations that happen to representations are the god

representation showing a wished-for gentle and benign father instead of the

actual stressed and disciplinarian father, or the god representation acting as the

companion who never lets you down, the mother who is always there when

you need her, or the big brother or sister who does not belittle you but invites

you to share her or his power.

When it comes time for the Oedipal conflict and its resolution, the god

representation already has a long history. The existing self, object and god

representations significantly decide the outcome of the Oedipal conflict and on

the way the god representation is linked to Super-ego and conscience.11

9. See “The Representations of Objects and Human Psychic Functioning”, in: A.-M. Rizzuto,

Living God 1979, pp. 54-84.

10. D. Stern, Interpersonal World 1985.

11. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, p. 195f.
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The god representation has an even longer history by the time the child

is finally confronted with formal religious education. According to Rizzuto

“no child arrives at the ‘house of God’ without his pet God under his arm”.12

The child always treats the religious education he or she receives within the

horizon of the religious representations he or she has brought from home.

In order to demonstrate the different and yet comparable individual use

of god representations, we must go deeper into Rizzuto’s theory of repre-

sentations, especially her understanding of the mature use of pieces of mem-

ory and representations. Rizzuto states:

If we achieve a sufficiently good integration and a certain emotional distance

between our present sense of self and the objects that have contributed to the

texture of our psychic existence we can remember the objects, using our full

range of emotions from love to hatred. That rare human experience seems to

be what Loewald calls the maturity of memory.13

If we apply this to god representations, we must conclude that the more the

god representation is an independent and elaborated representation distinct

from any other representation, the more playful and rewarding is the use of it.

The more the god representation is rigidly connected to other representations,

especially those inducing conflict and guilt, the less rewarding it will be to the

believer. Instead, it will be a target for projections and splitting and will

diminish self-esteem and self-worth even further. Rizzuto describes this rigid

(versus playful) way of using the object representations in an almost poetic

text:14

If we could not kiss those we should not kiss,

if we could not hate those we should not hate,

if we could not laugh at those we should respect,

if we could not cry with those who cannot take our tears,

if we could not make love with those who should only remain our friends,

if we could not kill those who should remain alive,

if we could not parade in front of those

who have not acknowledged how great we are,

then life would be miserable indeed.15

We can entertain all these fantasies as play without taking ourselves and our

objects seriously — laughing at ourselves and enjoying the greatest freedom.

On this stage of fantasy the action sometimes gets out of hand, but we are

able to maintain proper balance, each of us the director of our own dramas

and comedies, skits and acts. This is what Stierlin16 calls “the autonomy-

furthering role of representations”.

12. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, p. 8.

13. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, p. 81.

14. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, p. 82.

15. Paragraph edited by the author.

16. H. Stierlin, Function of Inner Objects 1980.
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The world of representations and the way to deal with them is crucial

for god representations, their forms and the way they can be used by the indi-

vidual. Are God and religion a space to play, to imagine, to be comfortable

with? Or is the greatness of God the constant reminder of being nothing, a bad

conscience crushing the sinner to dust? In the following, I give examples for

each of these possibilities.

Case Study A: Marguerite Porete

This first example is a historic case study.17 I refer to Marguerite Porete, a

woman who lived in the 13th and 14th centuries.18 She was a highly edu-

cated woman, likely originating in the Hainaut, a region situated today at the

French-Belgian border. Urged by her spiritual experiences, Marguerite felt the

strong need to write a book on the way to spiritual perfection. Moreover, she

read from her book in public. Without the shelter of being married or living in

a cloister, she led an unregulated life; i.e., she lived as a beguine, an

independent spiritual woman. These women were always a thorn in the side of

the church. However, Marguerite was even worse as she did not live in a

secluded, private way as many beguines did, but spoke out in public about her

faith and even had the ambition to teach. In those days her intention was

considered dangerous and provocative. In her book she dared to challenge the

authority of the church, to question the importance of the virtues on the way

to perfection. To her the “anima annihilata”, “l’âme annihilée”, “die genichtete

Seele”, does not require the teachings of the church; it does not require virtues

because the freed, natural soul is full of virtues and chastity in itself. Although

given a first warning to stop her teachings, she nevertheless continued. A

number of years later she was summoned to court, where the inquisitor,

William of Paris, sentenced her to death. She was burned at Paris at the Place

de Grève at 1310. Her writings circulated across Europe and were translated

into Italian, Latin and English, and were copied anonymously, without connec-

tion to Marguerite; it was only in 1945 in Italy that the book was again

attributed to her.

I refer to Marguerite because, in a way, her book is an illustration of

Rizzuto’s understanding of the freedom to play with representations, the

17. I am aware of the traps and dangers of historical reduction when comparing the writings of a

medieval woman with the utterances of a contemporary woman in therapy. Nevertheless there are

points of reference, parallels and differences that can be stated without neglecting the historical

gap. For further discussion of the difficulties of psycho-historical case studies, see E. Hermsen,

Geschichte der Kindheit 2000.

18. For a discussion of the historical situation of Marguerite Porete, I refer to Irene Leicht, Porete

1999. Joining I. Leicht, I prefer the version of the name “Marguerite Porete” to other

transcriptions.
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freedom of fantasy. Marguerite’s book is drawn up as a screenplay, in which

the freed Soul, Love — especially the “baffled Love” (die verdutzte Liebe),

Reason, the Virtues, the great Holy Church and the small Church, the Truth,

the Holy Spirit and even God are characters on stage. All these characters

dispute about the way to perfection. Love and Soul are presented as

knowledgeable and experienced, whereas Reason, Virtues and the Holy

Church are considered a bit slow, almost mentally retarded, arousing more

pity than anger.19

Reason says to the Soul: “You, the only unsurpassed one — not regarding

those belonging to you — I ask you to explain to me what these coded words

noble Love uses are meant to say.”

“Reason,” says this soul, “even if someone told you and you would listen you

wouldn’t understand it anyway! Your questions already mocked and spoilt

this book. In fact there are many who would have understood with fewer

words. But your questions made it long because of explanations you and

those you have raised require. They walk at a snail’s pace. Now you dis-

closed it to those walking at a snail’s pace.”20

The paragraph considered the most heretic is that in which the soul in love

with God and living in peace with charity says farewell to the virtues:

The soul with such love, Love herself says, may say farewell to the forces of

virtue, having served them for a long time and many a day.

“I confess it to you, Mrs. Love!,” this soul says, “there was a time, when it

was like this, but now it is different. Your nobility freed me from their

bondage. Therefore I can tell them and sing so: ‘Virtue, I bid you farewell for

ever. My heart is now completely freed of worries and is of high

spirits’.”...21

Listening to this playful and even mocking way of treating the sacred Church

and other characters you may wonder how Marguerite speaks about and

handles her image of God. It may not be surprising to hear that Marguerite

has at least two characters representing God. Within those, I do not count the

self-announcement of Love: “I am God, because Love is God and God is

Love” (1 Joh 4:16), because I do not consider it a distinct, separate

representation but rather a theological concept.

Marguerite calls one of her play’s characters “God” or “God, the

father”, and treats him no differently than the other characters. “God the

father” is gentle and understanding. He calls the Soul “my dear friend” and

“my eldest daughter who is the heir to my kingdom”.22 This is (or may be) a

representation formed very much according to a real or wished-for father.

19. In the following, I use the German translation of the text of Margareta Porete by L. Gnädiger,

1987. The English translation is my own.

20. Margareta Porete pp. 88-89.

21. Margareta Porete pp. 22-23.

22. Margareta Porete p. 85.
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There is, however, another personality. He is never called “God”; in

fact, he has no real name. He is called the “Loingprès”, the “Far-close”, “der

Fernnahe”, the enrapturing Beloved. The soul longs to be together with her

beloved friend, and at the fifth stage of the soul’s journey to perfection, the

Loingprès grabs the soul and lifts her to the sixth stage of perfection for as

long as this enchanted moment lasts.23 He is also called “lightning” because

he opens a new dimension to the soul provided that she gives up her own will.

This is a god representation that is not at all fatherly. It certainly has

sexual attributions. It is the God of the mystics, the God of the unio mystica
who can never be found or reached by the fulfilment of laws or by living

according to the clerical virtues. The Loingprès is loing because it is outside

and can never be reached by any effort, but only by becoming empty. He

gives himself voluntarily. At the same time, he is près — close, and almost

within, the mystic believer. I see this as an impressive illustration of a god

representation with many facets. The two god representations include aspects

by which they draw heavily on self representations, and others by which they

are clearly distinct from the subject drawing on object representations.

Marguerite’s god representations show an elaborate and creative use of

her object representations. Without knowing her, I envision a woman with

stable and reliable object representations. She has an integrated and balanced

way of dealing with object and self representations.

If Marguerite was a client of mine, I would question her sense of real-

ity. Rizzuto says explicitly that the freedom of dealing with representations is

one entertained only in private fantasies. Marguerite takes her fantasies to the

public, not caring that it endangers her life. This gives the impression that her

sense of reality is severely reduced by fantasies of grandiosity.

However, Marguerite is not a client of mine but a woman of the 13th

century whom I only know from her writings and records of the trial that

sentenced her to death. Thus I neither have the knowledge, nor is it my place

to pass judgment on her. To one living and writing in these times,

Marguerite’s religious creativity induces rather a feeling of awe and wonder.

Contrasting with Marguerite’s god representations, which show a dif-

ferentiated and elaborated way of dealing with object relations and the inter-

mediate sphere, Rizzuto presents in one of her case studies an example of a

god representation used as a sado-masochistic defense, diminishing a person’s

self-esteem.

23. Margareta Porete p. 95.
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Case Study B: Bernardine Fisher

Rizzuto relates the story of Bernardine Fisher, a 27-year-old woman, whose

life may be called a compilation of crisis, turmoil and abandonment.24 Both

her parents were only 18 years of age when they decided to run away from

home and have a child. When Bernardine’s mother went into labour, Ber-

nardine’s father left her alone to seek comfort at his mother’s home. Not

being able to live on their own, the young family moved back to their

hometown and led a life in constant turmoil. Bernardine’s father was an

alcoholic and drug addicted. After Bernardine, the parents had six more

children. The parents were as needy and dependent on care as were their

children, and envied each other every bit of care and comfort. The neglect and

non-existent parental care Bernardine experienced from birth onward, along

with several severe object losses in childhood, brought forward a personality

not rooted in herself or self-reliant, but constantly searching for the approval

and love she had missed as a child.

Her mother placed demands on her, but made certain at the same time

that her daughter would never be able to fulfil them. When Bernardine asked,

for example, what to do, the mother would reply: “Never mind, it’s too late

now”, or “You should know yourself what to do”. Having been conceived out

of wedlock, she was accused by her mother of having ruined her parents’ (and

especially her mother’s) life. Bernardine became the scapegoat, heaped with

guilt.

The never ceasing longing for approval was the reason Bernardine

could never acknowledge the fact that her parents were unable to give the

love and approval she needed. Instead, she concluded that she might be loved

by her parents if only she would become a better person — or even better,

another person, not herself.

Bernardine has at least three god representations that are totally dis-

connected with each other. I will only address the most prominent one, that

which is an almost unchanged copy of the mother representation with addi-

tional traces referring to the parental couple. To Bernardine, this God is her

enemy. He may be a gentle and rewarding God toward others, but he is right

in punishing her because she is guilty, because she does not fulfil his

commandments, because she is bad.25

Conceiving of God as an enemy serves as a displacement of her feel-

ings toward her mother and a defense to maintain her fragile composition of

reality. In perceiving herself as bad and God as rightly punishing her, she is

24. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, pp. 149-173.

25. A.-M. Rizzuto, Living God 1979, pp. 168-172.
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able to keep up the hope that her mother will give her the love and care she

has always longed for.

Self-devaluation and the belief that God is right in making her suffer

can be described as a sado-masochistic defense mechanism26 to shelter her

from the reality that she will never receive what she needs from her parents.

Bernardine Fisher’s story tells that even a resentful god representation

serves its proper role to keep up psychic balance. If a god representation is

used as a defense mechanism there is no freedom of fantasy or space to play,

because a change to the god representation might cause the collapse of the

fragile construction of life.

Psychological and Theological Perspectives on God Representations

Rizzuto’s case study and the analysis of Marguerite Porete’s writings show the

variety of god representations and the multitude of their sources. They are

sometimes similar to father or mother representations, while others refer to

biblical or poetical images and still others have the character of nightmares

and demons.

Being a psychologist of religion and a psychoanalyst, to Rizzuto all

these god representations are valid expressions of the individual psyche.

Whether these god representations fulfil the standards of the Christian tradition

of God is not relevant in this context. Being also a therapist, to Rizzuto it is

of utter importance whether a personal god representation fosters or impairs

the development of psychological maturity. Does the personal god

representation allow the growth of creativity and strength for development, or

does it demand submission and provoke anxiety?

To qualify as a Christian God is not possible for all god images; it is

subject to Christian tradition, which along with teaching sustain that the

Christian God revealed himself through Jesus Christ. The message of the

Christian God is salvation and healing, not humiliation and fear.

Thus, the therapeutical and the theological interest parallel in a way,

although theological salvation and therapeutical healing are not identical.27

As a result, psychoanalytic knowledge of god images is indispensable to

theologians and psychologists of religion in understanding the way god

representations develop and in communicating in a responsible and know-

ledgeable way with children and adults about their God images and their

reflection in religious texts.

26. See L. Wurmser, Masochismus 1998.

27. H.-J. Thilo, Rechtfertigung 2000.
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Religion in the Transitional Sphere and Objectifying God Images in Christian
Tradition

The psychoanalytic concept of transitional objects and the transitional realm

points to an even more profound and basic theological problem: according to

Winnicott, the transitional sphere is located between the subjective world and

the objective reality.28 This is the place where creativity and arts and, for

some people, religion are located. To use this “room” in a creative and playful

way, it is important to differentiate between the object itself and its represen-

tation. In terms of the theory of symbols, this is the difference between the

symbolized and the symbol. If this differentiation collapses, object and

meaning are no longer separate. This may help to direct the traffic (red light =

STOP), but it creates difficulties for the transitional sphere and religion.

The identification of God with a bearded old gentleman means that the

transitional sphere has collapsed and pseudo-objective religious images have

taken over. A lively interchange between an individual’s subjective world and

common traditions is now impossible because this person’s subjective world is

closed off.

Christian tradition shows an exclusion of the female subjective world

from its god images. Most God images are widely reduced to male repre-

sentations: Father, King, Son and even the Spirit. The inclusion of female

images and symbols is very difficult for both men and women, because female

roles and attributes seem to be incompatible with transcendence. Even highly

educated theologians and psychologists of religion associate the word

“motherhood” with an “alles verschlingende, mütterliche Klebrigkeit”29 and

are convinced that male images of God include female attributes as well,

whereas female images lack the same range of possibility and cannot express

male attributes.30

As a result, the different images of male and female in the mainstream

of Christian tradition show an unsymmetrical construction: only male images

have the capacity to reflect transcendence.31 In most Christian traditions the

female object and self representations can contribute to the dominating god

representations only in a very reduced way. Self-transcendence and

identification with the Holy is possible only for men. Women are forced to

give up their sexual identity if they wish to identify with the Holy, as long as

God is represented as neuter. However, even the negation of their sexual

identity does not allow women to act as priests in the Roman Catholic Church

28. See above.

29. (All swallowing, motherly stickiness) J. Scharfenberg, Einführung 1985, p. 218.

30. A. Vergote & A. Tamayo, Parental Figures 1981, p. 215.

31. C. Saussy, God Images 1991. See also Libreria delle Donne di Milano, Freiheit 1987.
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because God’s neutrality is always regarded as an abstraction from male

attributes.

If a religious tradition wishes for its God images to participate in the

transitional sphere, i.e. to reflect the subjective world of the individual as well

as common traditions, thereby giving a language to male and female believers,

it must be open in its communication to different representations. Christian

communities cannot confine themselves to passing on inherited tradition, but

must be a forum where traditional and individual god representations can meet

and a dialogue can be established. The Christian tradition can take advantage

of not only contemporary women’s creative writing of liturgical and religious

texts, but also medieval writing from women such as Marguerite Porete or

Mechthild of Magdeburg, who dared to speak about their personal revelations.

In these texts, we find examples of women using their proper object and self

representations to create sustaining god representations.

Psychoanalytic psychology of religion cannot take over the task of

theology; however, it can help to show the possibilities and impossibilities of

the dialogue between traditional and personal god images and its predisposi-

tions. It can trace the origins of god images to the object and self representa-

tions of individual childhood experiences, and examine how actual god

representations are connected to the psychic equilibrium of the individual with

respect to his or her personal biography. To understand the ways represen-

tations (especially god representations) work may lead to new spaces for

creativity and play within and beyond Christian traditions, so that religion can

take over its genuine task within the transitional realm.
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