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Abstract

Especially when they have an easily recognizable religious content, psychotic delusions seem to

show us a ‘generatio spontanea’ of religion. Therefore the topic regularly appears in psychology of

religion. Anton Boisen’s Autobiography, Freud’s Schreber, Jung’s Miss Miller and Peter

Schaffer’s Equus are the best known examples of it. Nevertheless, three reasons should warn us

against assimilating too easily both phenomena:

1. Despite of its striking character, delusion is only one of the elements of psychosis. When

coining the term of ’schizophrenia’, Eugen Bleuler made of it a secondary symptom, while

disruption of affectivity was more important to him. Following its emphasis on easily observable

symptoms, the DSM III and IV put the emphasis on delusions again. This is however questionable

and could turn us away from other, more essential points where psychosis could be compared with

religious experience: the emotional realm.

2. Thereby a religious bias could reinforce this limited focus on the content of delusions.

Especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, due to the Calvinist tradition, religion is easily identified

with belief, and believing with the acceptance without proof of some ’thruths’, i.e. specific

propositions. One should however remember that in the history of Christian theology the emotional

basis of the psychological act of ’believing’ (trust - the fides qua) has often been considered more

important than the content of the subsequent creed (fides quae). This too invites us to look

differently at the likeness of the content in psychotic and religious experiences.

3. Mystical experiences are a peculiar form of religious experience, and they can be shaped along

ethical, aesthetical, rational, sceptical, etc. lines. Thereby, in Christian tradition, mystical

experience is often modelled according the pattern of intersubjectivity and love - something that is

often precarious in psychosis. Here we meet the point where we have to investigate what

psychotic people are especially looking for in religion, and this might be something very different

from what we find, expressed on a cognitive level, in their delusions.

Especially when they have an easily recognizable religious content, psychotic

delusions seem to face us with a ‘generatio spontanea’ of religion. People who

had rarely shown religious concerns before nor were regular churchgoers,

suddenly become subjected to religious revelations. Being a professor of

psychology of religion, I have more than once been solicited by psychotics

looking for someone to whom they could deposit their overwhelming religious

views. As I am not part of the recognized psychiatric system, I had the

opportunity to see flourishing psychoses before they had been cut down by

medication. I am not the only one. The topic has regularly appeared in
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psychology of religion. Anton Boisen’s Autobiography, Freud’s Schreber,

Jung’s Miss Miller and Peter Schaffer’s Equus are the best known examples

of it.

A brief case story

In order to illustrate this, I refer briefly to the case of the soldier I found

sitting in front of my home, waiting for me late at night. He wanted to hand

me over the revelations he received a few weeks earlier, written down in a

book of hundred pages. He was in bad shape, not having washed himself en

probably badly fed for many days. I let him in for a few minutes, just for

getting an impression of him, and decided then that we could speak for a

quarter of an hour the next morning on 8.30 a.m. In doing so, I offered him

some basic but structured relationship testing at the same time if he was

capable of accepting it. I wondered if he would be there, but, exactly at time

he rung at my door and we spoke for a quarter of an hour. I decided to accept

to read his revelations, but not the whole book at once. I said I would read

about fifty pages in three days and that we would talk about it. You see, my

aim was primarily to establish an elementary type of confident relationship,

hoping to get enough information on the man and to see what I could do for

him. I had clearly in mind that I should make him accept to be admitted in a

mental hospital.

Meanwhile, although I was not prone at all to discuss the religious

matters he wanted to, I had to read his religious revelations. They were

illustrated by many pictures taken from magazines and prospects for holiday

trips. The context seemed rather clear from the beginning on. His girl friend

had left him and he was in despair. He had climbed upon the roof of the

apartment building where he was living and, there, suddenly, Virgin Mary had

appeared. He talked with her, she would come back, and this happened. But it

did not stop with gentle and devotes apparitions. He was allowed to have

sexual intercourse with the Virgin, what happened a few times, and he even

received permission to have sex with Jesus, but only once and in the form of a

pious fellatio.

He related all this very calmly. For my part, I did not enter in a debate if

all this were false or true. Neither did I express my conjectures and

interpretations. Although it seemed plausible to me that he had climbed on the

roof in order to commit suicide by jumping down and that he was withdrawn

by a providential hallucination, and that the Virgin Mary was a substitute for

his girl friend, I preferred just to listen and was credited by an important

element that would be decisive in our relationship. He added that he became

aware that he was summoned by the Lord to deliver his message when he was

looking at the movie Abyssus. He urged me to go and see the movie myself in
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order to get convinced that he was really chosen by God. I hesitated of course,

for I did not want to become a part of his delirium. I strove to build up just

enough trust without letting the relationship becoming too close. I said: ‘Well,

let us see, if the movie is still in town, why not?’ Actually, the movie was

still in town, and I went during the weekend. The next Monday, having

checked with a few questions I had really done it, he gave me at the end of

the quarter an hour we spoke together, a paper with his name, the direction

and the telephone number of his parents. ‘You never know, he said’. Actually,

I did not use them immediately and waited for what would happen next. I

remarked he was calmer, neatly washed and dressed, and clearly better fed.

Thus he should have somewhere a place to live. There was no urge to

intervene in this area. But how should I handle and conclude the transference

relationship that had been established and how would I have to deal with the

religious element he came for? Should I really enter the religious realm? I was

not sure. I saw him another three of four weeks two times a week for about

twenty minutes or half an hour, asking him some questions in order to

reconstruct, together with him, his life story. His reaction was very clever. ‘I

have the impression’, he said, ‘that you think that my revelations are related to

my private life’. He said this with sympathy. Meanwhile he had told that he

had gone with his revelation to many of my colleagues, professors of theology

and psychology of religion in particular. Mostly they had refused to enter in

his delusional world, one excepted who has immediately tried to get him in a

mental hospital. He had refused. A bit later, I received a phone call from him

saying that, provisionally, he would not be able to talk further with me. But he

was very happy that it had been possible. Thus I never reached the point

where I had to discuss directly his religious representations, I this moment

would ever had come. However, that does not mean that I did not care for his

religion and did not play some role in regard of his religious faith.

Is care for the spiritual element care for religious representations?

When I tell this case, there are always some people arguing: thus according to

you, a psychologist of religion and a theologian, you should divert psychotic

persons from the religious elements imbedded in their symptomatology and

only deal with the non-religious element: attachment! For you, the religious

element is just a superstructure, as old-fashioned Marxism already stated! In

any case, you suggest that no specific religious skill is needed to handle those

problems, no pastoral expertise, and that a pure secular approach is the most

appropriate!

This is exactly not what I mean. On the contrary: I am afraid this way of

debating the problem after having introduced a clear-cut distinction between

the religious and the secular, disregards both the structure of religious faith
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and the structural place of delusion within the complex whole of psychotic

experience. Let us stay a while with these two problems before we enter in the

possible religious meaning of psychotic experiences.

Let us begin with religious faith. To stay with Christianity, we should

remember that theology has always stated that faith contains two interrelated

elements: first, a deep experience of trusting God, which is the deepest basis

of religion; second, a set of creeds that can be formulated in the form of

propositions and whereto adherence is given. This is the very traditional

distinction between fides qua, the thrust or faith underpinning religious

devotion, and the fides quae, the notional content of a belief system (if there

is one - it seems not always necessary to have religious feelings). Admittedly,

often some quarrels have arisen on the priority of the one or the other

element. Do you need to get first information on religion, some preaching,

some fides ex auditu? Do you need to know the notional content of a belief

system in order to develop faith? Or is it the other way round, according to

the Augustinian scheme of irrequietum cor meum donec requiescat in te (my

heart is full of distress until it finds peace in Thou), that the emotional

experience is first and is only subsequently attached to some formulae? Thus

we should admit, there has been - and is - a debate on the priority of faith vs

belief, but, in any case, faith is not to be disregarded.

Another question has also been debated among Christians from the very

start. Are the propositions contained in notional content of belief (fides qua) to

be taken literally as the representation of existing ‘things’ (in the same way as

a scientific statement is supposed to work in our minds). Or are they only

symbolic statements trying to furnish the experience of faith in the invisible

God with more elaborated representations and fantasies? This also is an object

of discordant views but, the core of Christian religion remains fundamentally

faith, even if the place to be granted to religious creeds is a matter of

disagreement between Christians.

Let me add that this theological discussion is not, at least not always,

alien to the perception of ordinary people. My psychotic soldier did not only

have rather uncommon religious representations. He was also looking for

someone to whom he could hand them over. This somebody could not be

everybody, otherwise he would not have been waiting for me so long at my

door. He was neither looking for God himself, let us be clear. He was looking

for someone having a particular relation to the absolute and to the foundations

of knowledge. Next to his elaborated system of creeds, he was looking for an

interpersonal relation of confidence and, in one way or another, I was

supposed to be a mediator. We can suppose that, fundamentally, he was

longing for a trust relation with God, but he definitely needed also human

trust to sustain his religious faith. In his case, officials of the Churches such as

priests and pastors were not capable to fulfil that function. Thus he wandered
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through Belgium and the Netherlands, trying to get in touch with all the

existing professors of psychology of religion. He was not just looking for

authority, but for a mix of authority and respectable knowledge of the

absolute.

I summarize: the problem of the relation between psychotic experience and

religion is falsely perceived when the focus is exclusively put on the

similarities between the representational content of delusions and the images

one can find in different religious myths and creeds. One primarily needs to

investigate the way the basic attachment asks for care in this peculiar

psychopathology and how the basic human structure of attachment is related

with the peculiarities of religious attachment. Caring for the religious element

in psychotic delusions is essentially caring for the faith element, and not

undermine it by quarrelling on the truth of the notional content of the

delusion. Of course, from a religious point of view, we shall need to discern

the specific religious element in the broader area of general human trust

relationships, but this it not necessary done by focusing on the explicit

religious framework whereof it is a part. Starting an argument on the factual

veracity of what is expressed in representations and propositions is mostly

inadequate, as it undermines the position of the mediator of religious faith one

is asked to adopt. Before we go ahead with this topic, let us have a look at

religious delusions from the point of view of psychiatry.

History of psychiatry points to the emotional element as the central point

in psychosis

Although one should be cautious not to match too easily insights stemming

from theology with those stemming from psychopathology, one should also

accept that both proceed from an observation of human nature, for the same

human nature underpins both religious experiences and psychopathology. One

is struck by the fact that in psychiatric thought too it was noticed that is

useless to combat delusions by arguing that they do not match with objective

reality. One should try to re-establish trust in the existence of external reality.

History of psychiatry teaches us that the coining of the concept of

schizophrenia by Eugen Bleuler (1911) was linked with the insight that

delusions were only secondary symptoms while the disruption of the affective

tie with reality was the key one. Before him, one had relied on the authority

of Ernest Kraepelin, whose’s merit it had been to disentangle paranoia from

dementia praecox - roughly: the later schizophrenia. The influential and very

detailed classification made in the several editions of Kraepelin’s textbook was

based on a biological conception of mental illness, but it combined various

psychological perspectives and very precise observations of concrete cases. In
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the case of dementia praecox and paranoia, the main attention was given to

delusions, as their different styles were assumed to refer to distinct somatic

processes.

I cannot resist to elaborate a little bit more on this, as the whole Jungian

system proceeds from the collaboration between Jung, Freud and Bleuler on

the topic. When the cooperation between Freud and Jung started in 1907, Jung

was assistant of Bleuler and he was involved in a research programme on

schizophrenia. Radically new was the fact that both Freud and Jung followed

Bleuler in focusing on affectivity and not on the delusions in schizophrenia.

People having a cliché of Freud in their minds, would be surprised. Reading

the correspondence between Freud and Jung one sees that although they both

pay attention to the interpretation of the content of delusions, the aim of this

interpretation was to reach a deeper level and to understand why the emotional

ties with reality, the so-called libidinal cathexis, was disrupted in psychotic

pathologies. Thus, although the term had not already been coined as a

technical one, they were dealing with ‘object relations’, and soon afterwards

with identity formation.

This is obvious in both the essential publications published in 1911 by

Freud and Jung - the same year wherein Bleuler introduces the term

‘schizophrenia’ -, Freud’s text on Schreber and Jung’s on Miss Miller. Both

texts are based on autobiographical material of psychotic patients with

flourishing religious delusions. In Schreber’s case, discussed by Freud, this

delusion consists in the belief of having been elected to save the world by

becoming a woman in order to have sexual intercourse with God and giving

birth to a new race of human beings after the now existing race had been

annihilated. As one could expect, Freud devotes many pages to an

interpretation of the various elaborations followinf from with this central

delusion but, in the end, his final question deals with the issue of what he

calls elsewhere the ‘reality principle’.1 Schizophrenic delusions, according to

Freud, are attempts to recover the embedding in reality as something distinct

from the own person. Thus one should try to grasp the reasons of the previous

breaking off the relation with reality.

In Jung’s essay the same problem of reality is the starting point. To point

to the rupture of the linkage with it, he uses the term ‘introversion’. Initially,

both do not put the emphasis on an interpretation conceived as a kind

translation of the delusion, but on the origin of the polarity I - external reality.

However, in the course of his lengthy essay and especially in the second part

of it, published a year later, Jung shifted his focus and devoted most of his

1. Curiously, altough the essay on the reality principle was published in the same issue of the

Jahrbuch für psychoanalytische und psychopathological Forschungen, the term does not appear in

the Schreber essay. It is as it were that the ‘reality principle’ was more a statement than a real

theory.
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attention to the religious contents of delusions, which seem so similar to

religious representations. Although one can regret that Freud pays so little

attention to this aspect, the Jungian approach is worse as he dismisses the

problem of relying to a ‘reality’. He becomes nearly exclusively interested in

drawing parallels between the representational contents of various religions.

Hereby Jung forgets the topic that stood central in Bleuler’s approach to

schizophrenia and was the core of his initial conversation with Freud: the link

between affectivity and the cathexis of reality.

I have sufficiently written on the Freud/Jung controversy not to re-enter

in the debate. Essentially, I regret that Jung laid the emphasis on the similarity

of religious and psychotic representations and that he inferred from this the

existence of archetypes. He forgot the Freudian debate on cathexis and

identification.

Let me summarise this exchange of ideas in the time that Bleuler was coining

the concept of schizophrenia. One became aware that the delusions were not

the starting point of schizophrenia. The cause was to be found in the

disruption of the emotional ties linking the person with external reality. If one

applies this finding to a more general philosophical-anthropological view on

human nature, one could assume, reflecting on the psychotic experience, that

our relation with reality is not an unconditioned human agency, but that it

presupposes a ‘cathexis’ wherein both an object-relation is established and an

own identity is constructed. One needs this in order to clarify the ways

psychotic experiences can be matched with religious ones. We should look at

the way a certain sense of ‘reality’ functions in both cases, and this is much

more fundamental than the presence or not of easily recognizable religious

contents in delusions.

The unfortunate simplification of the problem: reducing both religion and

delusion to a problem of untrue representations

Unfortunately, despite the fact that all the elements for serious further

investigation were present at the time the term ‘schizophrenia’ was adopted,

one has continued to focus on the similarities between delusional and religious

representations. No progress has been made in the disentangling of the

emotional elements playing their part in both cases. Various reasons are

responsible for this state of affairs.

1. In the field of psychiatry, Bleuler’s understanding of schizophrenia wherein

only a secondary role was assigned to the delusions, was dismissed. With the

DSM-III and IV, delusions were credited again as first rank symptoms. We
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know the reason why: even if it is sometimes difficult to draw the line

between usual religious representations and very odd ones, it is easier to

record the presence of delusions and to list down how long they have lasted

than to make a diagnosis based on a empathetic qualification of emotions and

attachment. The various criticisms of the way the DSM defines schizophrenia,

especially the criticisms coming from ethnopsychiatry, were not able to

impede the success of this system principally based on external, quantifiable

observation. Let me just remind the discussion on the famous bouffées

délirantes, the quickly emerging confusional states of mind which can

disappear in an equal swift way. Psychologists of religion know the Jerusalem-

syndrome, psychotic reactions of people entering the city they had dreamt of

so long before. According to the DSM-III, they should be qualified as

schizophrenics while they have a completely different, much better, prognostic

value. I know, the revisions of the DSM have tried to remedy that state of

affairs by asking for a longer term in the persistence of the symptoms, but

giving to delusions a central place in the symptomatology of schizophrenia

remains a disputable choice. It is certainly not in line with Bleuler’s views.

2. In the field of religion, we also frequently meet a reduction of religion to

representations. Both the general public and many scholars have adopted a

reduced conception of religion that has spread the last decades. The reasons

for that are quite distinct in the States and in Europe, but the result is the

same: the view on religions has become more and more reduced to a view on

practices and creeds. Faith has become disregarded, at least in the discourses.

In the States, a nation founded mainly by protestant dissenters, this fact had

already been prepared by the emphasis on denominations and confessions.

Europeans are often surprised that so many Americans are indicating

themselves as being ‘religious’, whereby they clearly understand belonging to

a Church and agreeing with a peculiar set of propositions. A purely empirical

approach in scientific research is another characteristic of the American mind,

and it has influenced research in this way that it focused on what is clearly

and directly observable: human conduct and what interviewed subjects answer

when they are asked what they ‘believe’. Both elements, the sociological

determined peculiar American view on religion and the trust in pure

empiricism have cooperated to concentrate the attention on the representational

content of religion, dismissing its essential emotional basis.

Europeans are originally very different. Religion is for them neither a clear-cut

entity nor unequivocally linked with a particular Church and surely not with a

well-defined creed. Many European countries had a history of having only one

dominant religion. As a consequence, believing in God meant automatically to
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belong in some way to this denomination, although that could be achieved in a

rather vague way. Especially in Catholic countries, personal dedication to the

sacred could take different shapes, very distinct from what was affirmed by

official Church authorities and the proclaimed doctrines and moral standards.

Thereby the official Churches actually knew very well that ordinary

parishioners were interested in other things, but they gave no voice to it. They

provided devotions, catholicisme populaire, but in their talks they repeated

official creeds and moral statements, although they knew parishioners mostly

did not care for them. Especially Catholicism is often said to be more a

particular flavour added to daily life than a deliberate commitment. One could

have expected this situation was fitting for rediscovering the central emotional

side of faith and to reflect on the various ways fides qua can be achieved.

However, the specificity of European secularization has rather impeded

this. The nineteenth century ideal of laïcité succeeded to create a non-religious

public space acknowledged as distinct from the now isolated religious area.

This ideal raised a violent confrontation between Church and State, and in this

context the debate was manipulated in such a way that the focus was only put

on the opposition between religious and scientific truth. Driven into a

defensive position, the Church tried to counter the attack of the tenants of the

laïcité by defending the reality of the ‘supernatural’ such as apparitions,

miracles, etc. The emotional nucleus of religion, which cannot be reduced to

obedience nor to particular behaviours or creeds, was silenced in this way.

The focus was only on the power of the Church in a given society wherein

religious authority as it had functioned before, was not accepted any more.

During the last decades, the same type of debate re-emerged, in a context

that seems similar at the first sight but which is actually completely different

at a deeper level. The growing importance non-Christian religions that have

not partaken in the European laïcité debate of the nineteenth century gave to

Europeans the impression that the old threat was back again, and the same

arguments were taken up – in a very ineffective way, let us add, as the

emotional core of religion is immune for attacks on a pure notional level of

truth. Meanwhile, the lack of knowledge on religious affairs has spread, and

driven by embarrassment as they are not able to give an account of the

emotional world linked religious past they sometimes long for, e.g. when they

want to marry in the church or have their child baptized, they desperately

reach for desincarnate formulae. They are however not able to express that

those formulae are from them no more than signs pointing to a deeper and

more confuse experience, and therefore those formulae give the impression to

be the verbal expressions of propositions concerning an autonomous existing

reality, while they are not.
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Let me summarise: both in Europe and in the States, although due to distinct

cultural determinants, common opinion has become used to reduce religion to

what is most recognizable from an uninformed external point of view: belief

based on clearly recognizable religious propositions and representations. This

leads to the following practical consequence we often meet: when a woman

asserts she is the mother of the Belgian king, she is just a psychotic; when she

shifts in her delirium and says she is the mother of Jesus, she has perhaps a

religious experience and a pastor should be called, as a religious object has

appeared. This is of course nonsense, a nonsense based upon the identification

of religion with an existing and recognizable religious symbolism and upon a

disregard of the key element of faith.

Is there a link between psychotic and mystical experience?

The previous statement does however not imply that there cannot be a

religious meaning in a psychotic experience, nor that we could not learn

something on a mystical experience from psychosis.

However, let us first be aware of what we could have in mind when we

think of something ‘mystical’. In the Christian tradition, this term mostly

refers to an overwhelming experience of being in love with a divine reality.

The typical examples are Bernard of Clairvaux, Hadewijch and Teresa of

Avila. How overwhelming their experience may be, they are not part of a

psychotic experience, but of a hysterical one. Those mystics may be in trance,

but they have a relation with a divine lover clearly considered as being

someone else, and they remain themselves. They posit their mystical

experience also in the framework of the existing and recognized religious

symbolism, even if there can be some forms of protest in their spirituality.

There is one important exception, the experience of ‘nothingness’ in saint

John of the Cross (1542-1591). Here we reach a different type of mysticism,

which is nearer to the psychotic experience. Here the mystic delves deeper

than the representational content of the reality in his or her mind. In order to

understand him or her, we should do the same. In the deconstruction of the

own identity a certain ‘void’ can be reached, as can also be the case in a deep

psychoanalysis. That is the point where Lacanians posit the common origin of

psychotic and religious experience.

In the case of John of the Cross, the existing and recognized religious

symbolism rescues him. How peculiar and individual his experience may be,

he can anchor it in a religious world wherein there are real authorities and

interpersonal relations, as well a common system of representations shared

with others. The balance and interaction between both make the experience of

nothingness not necessarily pleasant, but bearable.
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That meets what I have learned in the Belgian School of Psychoanalysis

wherein I was trained. Dealing with psychotics, you should be aware that real

healing is often too optimistic as a goal, but that you can offer them a lot by

positing their experience in the ‘symbolic order’, i.e. a historical determined

organized whole of fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters that give value to all

the possible objects that one can purchase. That was the reason I started to

link elements of the religious delusion of the soldier I mentioned with his

own, particular history, with his ‘privé’, as he said.

My teacher A. Vergote would say that respecting the religious element in

the deepest mystical experience such as that of nothingness, would mean to

introduce the existing and recognized religious world and to posit myself as a

mediator of this. That would be the typical position a pastor should adopt, at

least there where such a recognized and structured whole still exists. In

Europe, however, this is often not the case any more, and that was probably

the reason that the soldier did not go to a pastor. Consequently, he went to

someone who was still in touch with religion, but positing himself at the same

time at a certain distance, someone endowed with the respectability of

scientific knowledge, but that knowledge should be broader than narrow

positivism. Thus he looked for a professor of psychology of religion.

We are in Europe in a process of ongoing fading away and blurring of

established religious systems. The manifestation of some pronounced forms of

fundamentalism should not deceive us in this regard. People with deep

experiences of nothingness need other people able to ‘contain’ their experience

- to use a word of W. Bion. Even when they are not affiliated to a particular

Church, what is sometimes an advantage as they avoid to become loaded with

the burden of intolerant moralism, many patients find it important that those

‘others’ represent a link with the higher world. Up until now, that seems the

better way to cope with those deep and often disturbing experiences.

Finally: are Lacanians right in asserting that the experience of

nothingness, which can be met in psychosis, is the deepest source of religious

experience? Why not? I know this statement will provoke various theological

opinions. But, in any case, if there is something religious in psychotic

experience, it were proper to psychosis or also to be met elsewhere, it lies

there: not in the use of a recognizable religious imaginary but in the depth

behind it. But such an experience does not ask for being left untouched in its

primitive state. It asks for some form of religious containment, in or outside

the existing Churches.


