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ix

Religion is a pearl of great price . . . a tender plant which gives its finest
flowers only after careful culture . . . liberty is not the only thing whose
price is eternal vigilence.1

The causes of violence are myriad and complex, and religiously motivated vi-
olence even more so. Violence in the name of religious ideologies is nothing
new, but its potential destructiveness has grown exponentially as technologies
of warfare are made more efficient. Hundreds of books on the subject of reli-
gion and violence have been published in recent decades, with a nearly expo-
nential increase in activity since 9/11. The perspectives offered in these works
help us to understand the roles that religious texts, politics, economics, scarcity
of natural resources, history, nationalism, ethnocentrism, social factors, hu-
man psychology, and images of the divine play in justification of violence. Al-
though these broad perspectives are important and helpful in providing frame-
works for dialogue, they do little to alleviate the personal frustration that many
of us feel in the face of this growing problem. Most of the literature on the
topic falls into one of two categories: attempts to explain the phenomenon or
attempts to identify warning signs before violence breaks out.

The first approach, theorizing which seeks to explain, is important, but it
may be too abstract to speak to persons outside the academy. The second ap-
proach is also quite important and certainly helpful to agencies charged with
public safety. This work is distinctive in that, while there is an explanatory
thread running throughout, my ultimate goal is to offer a theoretical frame-
work that moves closer to application than most of the work presently avail-
able. I am a theologian with expertise in the psychology of religion and so my
work is in a sense transdisciplinary. Because I inhabit two worlds, so to speak,
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I am perhaps in a better position than some theorists to explore the ways re-
ligious beliefs and psychological mechanisms interact.

The primary aim of the book is to illuminate the interplay between our im-
ages of God, individual egos, and collective selves, and to bring to light the
degree to which each of us shares responsibility for transformation of the re-
ligious landscape. Because the stance I take in this work is that each of us has
a degree of personal responsibility for violence done in the name of religion,
it is especially important to clairfy some basic terms.

Even in some of the best writing on the subject today it is common to see
“violence” and “terrorism” used as synonyms, and distinctions are rarely
made among broad categories of violence. Violence is here defined as “the
exercise of physical force so as to inflict injury on, or cause damage to, per-
sons or property; action or conduct characterized by this; treatment or usage
tending to cause bodily injury or forcibly interfering with personal freedom”
(Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed.). Terrorism is defined as “violence that
is targeted at civilian populations . . . communities, and state institutions with
the aim of attracting maximum public attention in order to affect political
change or power shifts in favour of the perpetrator’s cause.”2 In this frame-
work, not all violence is terrorism, although all terrorism is violence.

Since not all religious violence is terrorism, some important theoretical
works, because they concentrate on terrorist acts, will not quite fit the agenda
here. Terrorism is a complicated phenomenon affected by many variables. It
takes different forms and occurs across political, national, and economic
lines. It is done to accomplish many different objectives and is performed by
religious and nonreligious people. Central to defining terrorism is the fact that
terrorist groups are weaker than their perceived enemies. Also important is
their readiness to murder noncombatants in order to achieve their goals.3 This
is important to note because religious violence is often perpetrated not by the
weak but by those in power. Examples include the Roman Catholic Church’s
centuries-long Inquisition and formal warfare declared by religious authori-
ties like the popes in Christian history and Muhammad in Islam. Terrorist
psychology may have a lot in common with gang violence, whereas religious
violence sanctioned by the powerful may operate through distinctive mecha-
nisms best illuminated by psychoanalysis.

In this work, I take the position that, if we are to get at the root causes of
violence in the name of our gods, we must understand the psychology of the
individual actor, since this is where violence begins. Obviously, individuals
often act most destructively in groups, so social psychology and group dy-
namics are important, but we must not lose sight of the fact that groups are
made up of individuals in this process. Although politics, secularization,
globalization, economic conditions, charismatic leadership, disenfranchise-
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ment, and many other factors play a role, what matters most is what goes on
in the minds of individuals. As we shall see, the subjective experience of in-
justice or deprivation matters far more than the conditions of objective re-
ality. External factors are necessary but clearly not sufficient conditions for
religious violence. Perpetrators of violence do so because of how they per-
ceive their situations, which—oddly enough—are often objectively those of
middle-class citizens who have the agency and resources necessary to shape
their own futures. Many of the popular sociological, political, and economic
theories founder on this fact.

I find the archetypal psychoanalytic approach developed by Carl G. Jung
to be most promising here. Jung’s psychology is robust not only because it is,
as we shall see, quite compatible with current trends in cognitive science,
psychology, and evolutionary thought. It is enjoying a resurgence of interest
for these and other reasons. Archetypal psychology has proven to be heuris-
tically quite powerful. In spite of a tendency among some twentieth-century
psychologists to minimize Jung’s work, Jungian psychology has had a sus-
tained following among analysts for whom his work enriches other systems
and therapeutic approaches. Christian clergy have found Jungian and arche-
typal psychology to be a rich source of ideas for enhancing the lives of their
parishioners. Many intelligent lay people have discovered in archetypal psy-
chology tools for personal transformation. The writings of psychologists like
James Hillman and Thomas Moore, among others, have enjoyed a wide read-
ership. Jung’s theories speak to a broad cross section of professionals and lay
people, perhaps much more so than any other single system of psychoanalytic
thought. His work resonates with people’s lived experience. Since one goal of
this work is to provide conceptual tools for working against the perversion of
religious ideologies, use of concepts already proven to speak effectively to
nonspecialists is a most reasonable approach. Taken as an interpretive lens,
archetypal psychology can help us construct a potentially empowering means
for approaching the serious problem of religious violence.

By means of this perspective, I hope to offer an understanding of religion
that avoids the simplistic tendency to scapegoat religion in and of itself as the
problem. I will show that, while secularization and globalization do play a
role, they do so by virtue of the impact on our God-images and in concert
with psychological mechanisms related to narcissism. The secularization
process often has the effect of destabilizing the God-image within for mem-
bers of collectivistic cultures, and as we shall see, it is this process that may
well provide the necessary and sufficient conditions for religious violence.
The relationship between the God-image and the Self is crucial here.

We will need to cover a lot of territory in searching for the root causes of
violence in the name of our gods. Some orientation to the broader issues will
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be necessary to clarify the question. In chapter 1, “Does Religion Cause Vio-
lence?” we will engage in a short discussion of the origins of religions. Un-
less we understand what religion is my claim that it is problematic to assert
that religion in and of itself is the cause of violence might be misunderstood.
Obviously, since violence is often perpetrated for nonreligious reasons, it is
overly simplistic to lay the blame at the feet of “religion.” But there is a
deeper problem that arises with claims that “religion is violent” or that “reli-
gion causes violence.” The problem involves the reification of “religion.”
Reification, the interpretation of phenomena as if they were concrete objects,
is to some degree a normal aspect of human psychology, but it can and often
does lead us to errors in thinking that cause us to miss deeper aspects of the
problem. One serious consequence of reifying religion is that it results in our
tendency to make a scapegoat of this intangible construct. The process serves
to distance us from any element of personal responsibility and it thereby re-
duces the likelihood of uncovering lasting solutions to this serious problem.
Psychologically speaking, reification can function like a defense mechanism
which allows us to avoid responsibility for behaviors and decisions.

Chapter 2 continues orientation of our discussion through a sampling of the
history of major acts of religious violence and examination of the role played
by sacred scriptures. Misconceptions about the violent nature of some reli-
gious traditions continue in spite of the many publications on the subject. The
tendency has been to focus on the violent histories of monotheisms, with the
spotlight on Islam and Christianity. This has narrowed the attention of theo-
rists and contributed to claims that, if secularization and globalization aren’t
the source, then scriptures are. The problem of religious violence is rooted in
the human psyche, a point which the survey of violence will help to illumi-
nate. I include examples which are less widely known so as to underscore the
point that texts are no more acting agents than religions are.

Chapter 3, “Searching for the Roots of ‘Religious’ Violence,” provides a
survey of recent nonpsychological explanatory literature. Root causes for
religious violence can be found in nearly every aspect of human culture:
politics, globalization, the economy, environmental issues, and even bio-
logical evolution. We will touch briefly on these concerns, but of special in-
terest here will be claims made by numerous scholars from a variety of dis-
ciplines that monotheisms are uniquely and inherently violent. The
sampling of religious violence in history will have already demonstrated the
error in claiming that monotheisms are uniquely violent, but the claim that
“monotheism abhors, reviles, rejects, and ejects whatever it defines as out-
side its compass” and “forges identity antithetically” in such a way as to
lead to violence against outsiders does need to be more directly addressed.4

Proponents of this view believe the monotheistic image of God is “most po-
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tent in terms of social effects” because of its inherent particularism.5 These
claims will be examined in the context of resource scarcity. The chapter
concludes with a case study of religious violence in the Philippines which
illustrates the interplay of factors and highlights the need to narrow our fo-
cus to human psychology.

In the fourth chapter, we examine some of the more important psycholog-
ical explanations offered for violent religious behaviors. Attention will be
given to social psychology but always with the goal of uncovering the dy-
namics of religious violence at the level of the individual. James W. Jones has
noted that while there is a plethora of work published on the psychology of
religious violence, very little has been done in terms of psychodynamics.6

This is unfortunate since psychoanalytic theories provide potent resources for
uncovering the factors influencing individual motivation and behavior. For
this reason, in chapter 5 we will mine psychoanalysis for useful material and
learn how depth psychologies of religion, especially those based in Jungian
principles, offer much for developing a deeper understanding.

Chapter 6, “Knowing God, Knowing Ourselves,” explores the philosophi-
cal and theological premises of archetypal psychology. The chapter offers cor-
rection for common misinterpretations of Jungian theories of religion which
stem from failure to understand that when Jung wrote of God he was referring
only to the image of God, not God in se. He believed Immanuel Kant’s thesis
of the epistemological limitations of knowing (based on a distinction between
the phenomenal and noumenal aspects of reality) was the only “honest” way
to address metaphysical questions. This is so because, he believed, we can
never say anything about God that is free of contamination by our own agen-
das. Jung’s theory of the archetypes, the ego and Self, and the collective un-
conscious are explained in the context of understanding how individual psy-
chologies influence our images of God. Given that Kant’s epistemology has
been subjected to criticism for the apparently unbridgeable gap between know-
ing and being, I offer at this point in the argument a brief excursus on these
Kantian concepts to construct a bridge across the divide. Nineteenth-century
theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher’s critique is of help here. According to
Schleiermacher, Kant’s gap between mind and matter (which Schleiermacher
called the “nullpoint”) marks the limits of thought, where a kind of objectless
awareness (Gefühl) becomes possible. I posit that this state of objectless
awareness has been identified by practitioners of many religious traditions,
and will explore, in the last chapter, the relationship between it and the process
of psychological maturation that Jung called individuation. After a demonstra-
tion that Schleiermacher’s closing of the gap between the phenomenal and the
noumenal provides firmer grounding for Jung’s psychology of religion, the
chapter proceeds with specifically Jungian themes.
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The remainder of this chapter explains Jung’s psychology of religion, the
relationship between God-images and human psychology, and his claim that
our God-images evolve in response to other evolutionary factors. Jung’s psy-
chology shows why it is that religious symbols call us to do great good and
also great evil. In what has been called Jung’s “psychological ethic,” human-
ity must take responsibility for the transformation of our immoral God-
images. This can only be accomplished as each of us works toward personal
psychological maturity in the context of communal evolution.

In the final chapter, “We Must Become More Moral Than Our Gods,” the
discussion is summed up. The psychology of idealization and ego inflation
added to Carl Jung’s claim that “the real history of the world is the progressive
incarnation of the deity”7 leads to the conclusion that our immoral gods can
only be transformed by one individual at a time, by each us of becoming more
moral than our gods. Since collectivities like religious groups are shaped by the
accumulated deep-seated emotional patterns and unacknowledged thoughts of
individuals, the problems of groups are accumulations of individual evils.
When ego inflation leads to identification of the Self with a reified image of the
transcendent, the soil is most fertile for religious violence. We will see, though,
that the teachings of many religions provide tools for believers that are designed
to lead to states of objectless awareness. These states are described differently
among the religions but share the goal of dissolving or overcoming attachment
to selfish goals and ego inflation. (This is consonant with, although not identi-
cal to, the therapeutic goal of psychological integration and maturation.) As is
so often true in human experience, the very systems of thought and belief which
are thought to contain the seeds of violence contain also the seeds of peace.

It is my hope that this exploration of the problem of religious violence
through the lens of archetypal psychology will enrich the discussion. Perhaps
it will inspire a few to see this as a challenge to engage in personal reflection
that bears positive fruits for ameliorating the problem of violence. At the very
least, I hope it will inspire a new and fruitful line of thinking. This book is the
outgrowth of projects funded by the College of Arts and Sciences and the Of-
fice of Research and Sponsored Programs, University of Wisconsin–Eau
Claire. My interest in writing a book on religious violence grew out of teach-
ing “Religion and Morality,” an introductory Religious Studies course I’ve
taught nearly every semester since accepting the teaching position here at
UWEC in 2001. In many ways, the inspiration for this book comes from the
hundreds of students who have explored with me the relationship between re-
ligious teachings on morality and their inversion in practice that so often jus-
tifies actions that contradict core beliefs.

The first steps toward an actual manuscript began in 2004 with a course-
release grant from the University Research and Creative Activities program;
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additional support came by way of two small Faculty-Student Collaborative
Summer Research Grants, one funded in 2004 with Lisa Pinney Johnson and
the other in 2007 with Laura J. Jones. The project’s completion was ensured
by a one-semester sabbatical leave from my teaching responsibilities in the
Department of Philosophy and Religious Studies.

The editorial staff of Rowman & Littlefield has provided much appreciated
encouragement, expertise, and guidance in shaping the final product. My
anonymous reviewers, whose careful readings and astute comments on a first
draft of the manuscript have ensured the final product is a much better one,
deserve special thanks. Their contributions have been enormously helpful.

More personally, much of my inspiration comes from my son, Tom. The
driving force behind all that I do is the hope that my efforts might make some
small contribution to bettering the world in which he must live.
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1

“All religion is inherently prone to violence. . . . Religion causes violence.”1

“Religion needs to be acknowledged as an actor in its own right.”2 Claims like
these have become a trend in recent scholarship on religion, including every-
thing from religious violence to the evolutionary origins of religions. The
awareness that violence and religious ideologies are often connected is not
new, but our sense of urgency in finding ways to break that bond has become
intense as the capacity for widespread devastation becomes more accessible to
all sorts of people. In 2006, for example, a Michigan teenager succeeded in
building “the business end of a hydrogen bomb” from parts he bought on eBay
and at the local hardware store.3 If an American teenager can accomplish this,
imagine what highly motivated and educated adults who believe it is their re-
ligious duty to eliminate others can do. It is the stuff of nightmares.

By the time we reach the end of these first chapters you may well be in-
clined to agree with those who claim religion itself is a major source of vio-
lence. It is my hope, however, that by the final chapters you will have devel-
oped an understanding of the complexity of this issue. Since one aspect of my
thesis here is that each of us can and must share some degree of responsibil-
ity for transformation of the religious landscape,we must begin with a caution
regarding language. Claims that religion is “an actor in its own right” or that
it “causes violence” are subtly misleading and reveal that we have made a
mistake in logical thinking. This mistake is called the “fallacy of misplaced
concreteness”4 whereby we have treated an abstract concept as though it were
a concrete entity having agency in its own right. Sometimes called reification,
this manner of speaking enables us to make a scapegoat of an abstraction.
Scapegoating a concept like religion allows us to distance ourselves from the
issues and reduces or eliminates our sense of personal responsibility. This
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process is very important and we need to understand how it works, so before
surveying the history of religious violence, we need to examine this tendency
to reify intangibles after grounding ourselves with a quick study of how cul-
tures and social realities like religions develop.

CULTURAL DEVELOPMENT 
AND THE ORIGIN OF RELIGIONS

In order to understand the relation between religion and violence it helps to
understand something about the way religions develop within human cul-
tures, and how we experience cultures. Human existence is paradoxical in
that society is a product of human activity over the course of time, and yet we
experience it as “given,” as always-already-there. We are born, in other
words, into preconstructed social worlds that appear to have objective reality.
Cultures and societies confront us as realities that exist outside our own con-
sciousness: culture is simply “there,” and the material and nonmaterial ob-
jectives of it are shared among people.5 The human being is “an open system
continuously engaged in mutual development with the outside.”6 A person is
able to step outside of her subjective world into the realm of shared creation,
from which cultures and religions come.

Nearly all human mental abilities are found to some degree in other
species, but the capacity for formation of elaborate cultures and complex re-
lationships seems to be uniquely ours. Humans are actually very similar to
other primates in terms of our biological relation to cognition. The major dif-
ference seems to be that we identify with fellow humans more deeply than
other primates appear to identify to their fellows. One chimp will see the out-
come of another chimp’s behavior and try to replicate it, as do human chil-
dren. Chimps, however, apparently cannot understand the connection be-
tween the other primate’s behavior and the outcome, whereas humans as
young as two years old focus more on the strategy used by others. We under-
stand the other as an intentional agent having a mental life like our own, and
we try to understand things from the other’s standpoint, while the chimp sees
the outcome and strives to get there from within his own mental world.7 This
supports claims that human beings are much more dependent upon others:
“The human brain is the only brain in the biosphere whose potential cannot
be realized on its own.”8 We are essentially cultural beings.

Evolutionary biology, anthropology, and psychology tell us that the dra-
matic evolution of cognitive skills in the human cannot have occurred with-
out the simultaneous development of culture. Our extremely complex brains
have developed in ways that assume the existence of an external means for
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pooling cognitive resources. By means of symbol systems like language, hu-
man minds can learn “not just from the other [as other species do] but through
the other.”9 Cultures are ecologies that function as storehouses that make it
possible for humans to share learning, language, religious beliefs, and cus-
toms across generations. The “symbolic technologies” of our cultures “liber-
ate consciousness from the limitations of the brain’s biological memory sys-
tems” and enable us to break the bonds of biology.10 Religions, as products of
this process, are created through the interaction of human symbolic technolo-
gies and our experiences of subjectivity and objectivity.

All cultures evolve powerful underlying systems through which groups of
people organize social experience, knowledge, and activity within the social
world. These “folk psychologies” are inherently tied to morality in that they
communicate to us, not just how things are, but also how they ought to be.
The folk psychology is used to communicate the canons of a culture from one
generation to the next. This is accomplished primarily through narrative. In
the telling of stories to our children, we ensure that the next generation un-
derstands how and why things are as they are. The basic principles of a folk
psychology narrative assume that (1) people have beliefs and desires that re-
late us to the past, present, and future; (2) these beliefs come together to pro-
duce commitments and dispositions; (3) there is an external world that mod-
ifies our expression of beliefs and desires; (4) we have knowledge of the
world that shapes our beliefs and desires; and (5) human beings are complex
creatures capable of exercising agency.11

Human societies are constructed as we externalize our beliefs and desires
through narrative, distance ourselves from these aspects of experience, and
then internalize the “objective” structures that result from this social process.
Distancing ourselves from these externalized aspects makes it possible for us
to establish relationships with our world and others. The socially created
world imposes upon us expectations and roles which we internalize so as to
make them our own. Our identities are shaped by this socialization process.
This is not a passive process—we actively appropriate the social world and
thus shape our identities. We coproduce the social world and ourselves in a
never-ending process of socialization. “Social structure is produced by [hu-
mans] and in turn produces [us].”12 Ironically, even though we are active par-
ticipants in the process, we are most often not conscious of it.

A culture’s folk psychology provides the template for the process by which
each of us develops our own particular worldviews. Religious traditions have
historically made up major powerful portions of the most enduring aspects of
cultural folk psychologies and so are foundational aspects of the basic world-
view for many. Because religious teachings are so foundational to our world-
views and so influential in human behavior, many people claim that religion
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is itself a central cause of violence. Just what are religions, though? Why are
the ideas communicated through them so compelling and influential in human
history?

DEFINING “RELIGION”

Religion is notoriously difficult to define. It is one of those terms that offer
special challenges: we are certain we know what religion is until someone
asks for a clear definition. A clear, succinct definition is one that tells what,
not why, religion is, without implying judgment, and is broad enough to en-
compass all religions but not so broad as to be meaningless. How one defines
it depends to a great extent on one’s purpose in doing so. Since our concern
in this book is to examine the problem of violence done in the name of reli-
gious traditions, a functional definition will prove most useful. We want to
understand how religious people come to justify violent actions in the service
of their beliefs, so understanding something of how religions function gener-
ally will be an important step toward the goal.

One reason we find religion so difficult to define may arise from the fact
that in many cultures there is no term that designates a realm of the spiritual
that can be identified apart from other aspects of life. The idea that religion is
distinct and separable from the rest of life seems to be a particularly Western
view, perhaps an outcome of the Protestant Reformation, the rise of science
in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, and the “separation of church
and state” principle held so dear in the United States. The name “Jew,” for ex-
ample, was coined by the ancient Romans in the first century BCE as a way
of speaking about a group of people who lived in the coastal regions at the
eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea. “Judaism,” then, originally indicated
the way of life practiced by those who lived in Judea, and not their religion,
per se. Likewise, for most of the world’s citizens even today, the idea that
their beliefs about that which is sacred and spiritual should be held apart from
other aspects of life is incomprehensible. To paraphrase Gandhi, anyone who
imagines that religion and other aspects of life, especially politics, can and
ought to be separated clearly understands neither. This is so because religious
systems are about making sense of existence. Our religious beliefs are among
the basic building blocks of our worldviews and as such necessarily inform
all aspects of life.

Our worldviews function for us very much like lenses or windows through
which all experience is filtered. The materials from which our worldviews are
constructed shape what we see and how we interpret it. Worldviews are made
up of family, social, and cultural teachings absorbed from the time we are
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born. This process happens for the most part unconsciously, and many people
never stop to consider just what materials have come to make up the window
through which they view the world. Think of worldviews as windows made
of many different kinds of glass. Not all glass allows us to see the world out-
side clearly. Very old glass, for example, usually has bubbles and distortions
in it that make the world outside appear off-kilter. Tinted glass may allow a
relatively good view but can make it hard to tell whether it’s sunny or cloudy
outside. Stained glass makes for a magnificent aesthetic experience but al-
lows us to see little or nothing of what is on the other side. The kind of ma-
terials out of which our worldviews are constructed determines to a great de-
gree how we view the world and what we can even see. Religious beliefs are
among the most influential of worldview construction resources.

The religious systems that have evolved in human history vary widely in
their claims about things like the origins of the universe and the purpose of
human existence. It is accurate, though, to say that all systems labeled “reli-
gious” share at least two claims. First, religious systems claim that this mate-
rial existence is not all there is—there exists another dimension of reality that
in some sense is more “real” or perfect than the present life. This “something
more” is often called the spiritual dimension. Second, religious systems con-
tain moral codes of conduct, or ethical teachings that instruct believers in the
proper way to live this life so as to realize the spiritual dimension of the faith
once this bodily existence is terminated.

All of this is to say that religious systems, regardless of how they may dif-
fer, help us to find meaning in existence and provide guidance for how we
ought to live. A meaning system is made up of the beliefs that an individual
constructs about herself, others, and the world; a meaning system provides or-
der to life. Religions are unique among meaning-making systems in that they
are comprehensive (explain everything from creation to the end of existence),
centered on the spiritual dimension, and offer answers to the deepest ques-
tions of existence (e.g., Why is there something rather than nothing? What
happens after I die?).

Religion is especially powerful in times of crisis. This is so because for
most practitioners’ religious beliefs provide ways for making sense of and
finding value in trauma or experiences of injustice. It is an odd truth that
when faced with circumstances that contradict our constructed meaning sys-
tems, we are more likely to change our perceptions of the events than to
change our religious beliefs. Religious systems are remarkably stable in the
face of contradictory information.13 Religious teachings are central to believ-
ers’ worldviews and provide the scaffolding upon which meaning is con-
structed. It is understandable, then, that these structures so often seem to have
a life independent of the human individuals and groups which give rise to

Does Religion Cause Violence? 5



them, but claims that religions “cause violence” are deceptive products of
mistaken logic. This fallacy of reification, wherein the abstract concept “reli-
gion” is treated as though it has agency in its own right, is an important issue
that must be addressed in our efforts to understand violence done in the name
of sacred realties.

REIFICATION, SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION, 
AND PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY

Reification, the interpretation of phenomena as if they were concrete objects,
is to some degree a normal aspect of human psychology. If not critically ex-
amined, however, this tendency can lead us to errors in thinking that cause us
to miss deeper characteristics of problems at hand. Phrases which imply that
religion is itself an acting agent, apart from human beings who believe in re-
ligious ideas, are the end result of processes through which we construct so-
cieties and cultures.

As noted previously, we remain unconscious of the process for the most
part, and so we “forget” that we are ourselves the producers of our social and
cultural worlds. In the forgetting, aspects of our constructed social realities
take on the character of “otherness.” This sense of otherness results in our ex-
perience of these constructed realities as having an ontological status and a
power of their own. Intangible concepts, in other words, become “things”
about which we talk as though they are independent actors having real agency
outside our control.14 This is the process of reification. Peter Gabel explains:

We participate in an unconscious conspiracy with others whereby everyone
knows of the fallacy, and yet denies the fallacy exists . . . reification is not sim
ply a form of distortion but also a form of unconscious coercion which, on the
one hand, separates the communicated or socially apparent reality from the real
ity of experience, and, on the other hand, denies this separation is taking place.15

Through reification, social roles (fatherhood, the presidency), institutions (the
government, the family), and ideologies (religion, democracy, socialism) are
first defined by us but over time come to embody abstractions that define us.
Reification of intangible aspects of human existence like these limits our
choices and serves to prescribe our actions. Social injustices have often been
the end result of this process.

Although reification is a natural, ubiquitous, and unconscious process, it is
not a necessity. In fact, de-reification has happened often in human history.
De-reification becomes possible under certain circumstances: (1) when social

6 Chapter One



structures disintegrate, due to natural disasters or devastating warfare; (2)
when cultures “clash” through migration or, as is happening today, through
globalization; and (3) when marginalized individuals or groups work to con-
front the status quo.16

Much of the current conversation about religious violence revolves around
a reified understanding of religion and of writings considered sacred, usually
referred to as scriptures. As we have now seen, once intangibles like “reli-
gion” become reified, our experience is that the concepts have taken on “lives
of their own.” In the minds of many, “religion” has become an independent
actor that makes choices and governs our lives; we seem to be helpless in the
face of it. This reification of religion is to some degree similar to the way the
term “Negro” has functioned in American society. This is one example that
helps clarify the power and danger of reification. Before the 1950s and 1960s
in the United States, the socially accepted understanding of “Negro” included
the belief that people who belonged to this group were not intelligent or re-
sponsible enough to exercise the right to vote, regardless of age, education, or
economic status. The participants in the Civil Rights Movement knew that
their efforts had to offer a deliberate and conscious challenge to this concep-
tion in order to effect real change. It was because the person and work of a
man like Martin Luther King Jr. challenged this reified notion that many peo-
ple came to see the injustice of American voting laws and practices clearly.
Hopefully, the exposition on individual psychology and religious experience
offered in the final chapters of this book will allow a glimpse at the core of
healthy spirituality that might explain the power of men like King to under-
mine a centuries-old reified concept.

I do not intend to convey the idea that one ought never to reify any concept
or that we must stamp it out wherever we find it. One very important positive
function of the process is that it serves to enhance communication. What I am
advocating here is that we strive to become conscious of it and learn to apply
the principle of parsimony to its use. Parsimonious use would require that we
not speak concretely of immaterial or nonobservable entities unless doing so
contributes greatly to our comprehension of phenomena that would otherwise
be inexplicable.17 There are times when reification is helpful; in our case this
is particularly true when speaking of psychological mechanisms. In a sense,
all theoretical psychological structures are reified postulates. One example is
the Jungian concept of archetypes, which are universal motifs that account for
common themes in human myths, dreams, and religions. The concept will be
very important to the constructive portion of my thesis, and if it weren’t for
the ability to reify this concept to a degree, it would be impossible to explain
what I mean. However, I do not (and neither did Jung) intend to imply that
archetypes are actual physical entities literally located in the human brain.
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When it comes to “religion” and to scriptures though, in this context, the
problems of reification far outweigh the benefits. If “religion” itself is the
cause of violence, what possible recourse do we have? This impersonal in-
tangible entity is wreaking havoc in our world, and we are impotent in the
face of it, since we find no one who can be held accountable. Reified religion
leads us to make unrealistic claims and offer impracticable solutions to the
problem of violence like, “Religion has killed more people than any other
idea so it should be eliminated.”

“THE SCRIPTURES MADE ME DO IT”

Although not all of them go so far as to agree that religious violence is “first
and foremost a problem of ‘sacred texts’ and not a problem of misinterpreta-
tion,”18 a number of scholars have theorized in recent years that a major
causative factor is to be found in these writings. The problematic nature of vi-
olence in the sacred records has long been recognized; as early as the first cen-
tury, Jewish scholars worked to explain the violence of the Bible. In the Mid-
dle Ages, the Christian theologian Thomas Aquinas wrote that the warfare
recorded in the scriptures ought to be interpreted “‘mystically,’” not literally.19

Phyllis Trible was among the first scholars in recent times to call attention to
the “texts of terror” in the Hebrew Bible. Her specific agenda was to read the
tales of violence against women through a feminist lens so as to subvert it, or
as she put it, “to recover a neglected history, to remember a past that in the pres-
ent embodies, and to pray that these terrors shall not come to pass again.”20

In the decades following the publication of Trible’s book, scholars and the-
ologians sympathetic to Judaism and Christianity worked hard to find ways
to reinterpret scriptural violence. Today we find all sorts of explanations or
justifications in the literature, offering a wide range of claims. Some say that
the violence is merely a rhetorical device never meant to motivate or justify
violence against others. Others claim that, given that the majority of violence
found in the Hebrew Bible is committed at the direction of or in service to
God, this means that God is the warrior and so “we can be peacemakers.”21

In a similar vein, it has been said that New Testament violence “shows that
God’s ‘violence’ is a precondition of human nonviolence.”22

Anthropologist Hector Avalos argues that all religion is prone to violence.
Since most violence is due to conflict over real or imagined scarce resources,
religions that create new scarce resources are most likely to be a source of
bloodshed.23 A resource is considered scarce if it is not readily available or if
gaining access to and maintaining the resource requires the expenditure of
considerable amounts of physical or social labor and capital. Religious vio-
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lence is especially heinous for Avalos because, he says, “religious conflict re-
lies solely on resources whose scarcity is wholly manufactured by, or reliant
on, unverifiable premises.” He does not claim that religious ideas are the
source of all violence, but he does claim that “when religion causes violence,
it usually does so because it has created a scarce resource.”24 (Note how thor-
oughly Avalos has reified religion.)

For Avalos all religious systems, not just the monotheisms, generate
scarcity of resources like scripture, salvation, and sacred space.25 Avalos also
claims that secular philosophies have not served as motivation for violence as
clearly as religious ideologies have, but this is not defensible in the face of
modern history.26 The American and French Revolutions, the Communist
Revolutions of Russia and China, World Wars I and II, the Vietnam War, Pol
Pot’s regime in Cambodia, the U.S. invasions of Iraq—these are just a few ex-
amples of violence in the name of secular ideologies. Avalos does, however,
serve us well by reminding us that religious ideas lead to perceived scarcity
of resources in a variety of ways, even if his claim that the “unverifiability”
of God’s thoughts about peace and warfare is “the most scarce resource of all,
and a prime generator of violence” is a bit confusing.27

The assertion that religious violence is “first and foremost” a problem that
arises from the fact that scriptures contain tales of brutality implies that the
texts themselves exert direct control over human behavior. Sacred texts have
been used by many religious people to justify violence, but it is no more help-
ful to reify scriptures than it is to imbue “religion” with agency and power in-
dependent of the humans who produce the texts and participate in religious
practices. Violence and its justification are found in many of the world’s
scriptures, but as we shall see, so are very clear admonitions to make peace
and practice compassion.

A particularly compelling counterargument for a direct and causative cor-
relation between the violence in Hebrew scriptures and the history of violence
in the tradition has been set out by Rabbi Jeremy Milgrom, founder of Clergy
for Peace and consultant to Rabbis for Human Rights. He points out that these
claims are overly simplistic and says they arise from lack of knowledge about
synagogue life and practice. Daily worship in Judaism relies first on the
prayer book, not the Bible. The texts which determine “religious jurispru-
dence” are found in the Talmud (rabbinic commentary on and interpretation
of the scriptures). Rabbi Milgrom argues that, although the Bible certainly is
central to establishment of Jewish ways of life, its impact is perhaps much
more indirect than those who blame the text for human violence realize. In
synagogue worship, there is an annual cycle of reading three to five chapters
of the Torah (first five books of the Bible) each Sabbath. The rest of the Bible
is used less frequently. Psalms and some chapters from the writings of the
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prophets are used in weekly worship and daily prayer, but it is not common
for Jewish people to read scripture on their own, independently of formal
study. This is very different from the way Christians use their scriptures.28

As has often been said, the same texts that are filled with violence also teach
emphatically that the Lord abhors violence and that warfare is not the solution
to human problems. Psalms 20 and 33, for example, tell us that those who
“boast of chariots . . . will collapse and fall,” that “a king is not saved by his
great army; a warrior is not delivered by his great strength.” Psalm 46 says that
the Lord “makes wars cease . . . breaks the bow, and shatters the spear.” And of
course, the description in Isaiah of the kingdom of God to be inaugurated by the
coming of the messiah is that of a peaceful world: The nations “shall beat their
swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift
up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (Isaiah 2:4).
These passages quoted here provide a few examples of admonitions to nonvio-
lence found in the very texts which are often blamed for violence. Claims for a
direct correlation between scriptural violence and acts in the present day are too
reductionist and simplistic, an issue explored more fully at the end of this chap-
ter. Whatever one may believe about inspiration for the texts, the scriptures
were written by human beings and record violent acts committed by humans.

In actuality, it is very hard to support claims for a direct correlation be-
tween violence in scriptures and acts of violence in history. We will see that
the history of Buddhism is replete with violence even though its vast corpus
of scripture contains far more instruction about peace, loving-kindness, and
avoidance of violence than support for war and killing. The first of Bud-
dhism’s Five Precepts for lay people is ahimsa, noninjury. In several of the
texts, the Buddha is quoted as saying directly that one must never do harm to
other living beings, not even with our angry thoughts or harsh words. The
Brahmajala Sutta (date of origin is unclear) states that no follower of the Bud-
dha may participate in any form of violence, not even indirectly. In spite of
myriad texts that insist on nonviolence, Buddhists have managed to find ways
to justify conducting war in the service of transcendent goals. This is so be-
cause people make choices which lead to violence. Those choices may begin
with interpretation of scripture or with the desire to possess resources that are
in the hands of others. Whatever the justification for it, human beings, not
scriptural texts and not “religion,” are the acting agents when violence occurs.

Hector Avalos has said, for example, that “the best way to deal with reli-
gious violence is to undermine religion itself.” Religion is such a powerful
entity for Avalos that he goes so far as to insist that undermining it should be
the agenda of academic religious studies!29 While it is certainly true that the
tendency among textual scholars has in the past been to gloss over the vio-
lence in many of the world’s scriptures, it is clearly not appropriate for the ac-
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ademician to undertake a program of destruction of our students’ beliefs. Ava-
los is correct in criticizing the tendency to ignore the dark side of religious
texts and traditions, but academics are charged with the responsibility of ed-
ucating, not indoctrinating, our students. Besides, even if one were to agree
that human societies might be better off without religion, how would one go
about eliminating it? So if we agree with Avalos, we are left feeling helpless
and, even more dangerously, free of personal responsibility when reified
views of religion prevail.

We live today in a time that is ripe for de-reifying this concept. Some claim
that social structures around the world seem to be weakening. Through glob-
alization radically different cultures are coming face-to-face. This contact is
breaking down the assurance that “our way is the only way.” And, at least in
the United States, voices from the fringes are becoming louder in their objec-
tions to the growing gap between rich and poor, to American foreign policies
which lead to military invasion and occupation of other nations, and other is-
sues related to social injustices committed in the name of national security. In
what follows I hope to further the de-reification that is already under way.

Our challenge throughout the rest of this study will be to remain vigilant so
that we may learn to resist the pull of reification when appropriate. If we suc-
cumb to its pull, we abdicate responsibility. If we are to uncover ways by which
each of us might make a difference, we must do our best to remember that “re-
ligion as religion cannot in and of itself be an independent source of violence.”30
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Most Westerners are very familiar with some of the more violent episodes in
Christian and Islamic history. It is not uncommon for people to assume that
these two traditions are responsible for most if not all religious violence, or at
least that they are among a very few religious traditions within which vio-
lence has regularly occurred. We will see that this is unfortunately not correct;
violence in the name of transcendent goals has been quite widespread across
the religions and the centuries. The following provides only a sampling of
some of the more violent episodes, ancient and modern, in the histories of
several major religious systems of thought. The reader who would like a more
in-depth study of the violent historical record of these traditions will find am-
ple resources listed in the bibliography.

HINDUISM

The Hindu traditions are among the world’s most ancient religious systems. Ori-
gins of the Hindu ways are obscure, but scholars agree that some form of Hin-
duism has existed in the Indian subcontinent at least since the founding of the
Harappa culture in northwestern India around 2000 BCE. The supreme goal of
Hindu practice, release from the cycle of rebirth through reincarnation (moksha),
is achieved when one’s soul (jiva) ceases to be reborn and becomes one with the
Absolute Reality (the Brahman). A Hindu achieves moksha by accumulating
sufficient positive karma primarily through observing one’s dharma. Living ac-
cording to one’s own religious duty is vital: “Your own duty done imperfectly is
better than another man’s done well,” says the god Krishna in the third chapter
of the Bhagavad Gita, which is the most widely known of the Hindu scriptures.1
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The Bhagavad Gita is most often cited as the source of Hindu attitudes to-
ward violence. The text tells the story of a warrior, Arjuna, who is troubled
by the fact that his family is preparing for battle against their cousins. Arjuna
discusses his reluctance to fight with his chariot driver who, unbeknownst to
Arjuna, is Krishna, an avatar (incarnation) of the god Vishnu. Arjuna says it
is wrong to kill one’s own family for any reason (BG 1.26–47), but Krishna
argues that he must go to war. The god offers two compelling justifications
for warfare even against one’s own relations:

Arjuna, when a man knows the self to be indestructible, enduring, unborn, un
changing, how does he kill or cause anyone to kill? As a man discards worn out
clothes to put on new and different ones, so the embodied self discards its worn
out bodies to take on new ones. . . . It cannot be cut or burned; it cannot be wet
or withered; it is enduring, all pervasive, fixed, immovable, and timeless (BG
2.21 24). . . . Look to your own duty; do not tremble before it; nothing is better
for a warrior than a battle of sacred duty . . . if you fail to wage this war of sa
cred duty, you will abandon your own duty . . . only to gain evil (BG 2.31 33).

Since the essence of the self does not die and it is his dharma to fight, not only
must Arjuna engage in war against his own family, but also he may kill with
impunity.

Although Hindu sacred texts seem fairly unambiguous on the use of violence
when doing so fits with one’s dharma, there is a significant strand of teachings
on the importance of ahimsa, living with the intent to do no harm to any being.
In fact, the very text which teaches the Hindu that duty may mean conducting
warfare against one’s relatives also says that knowledge of the true meaning of
reality requires nonviolence, among other virtues (BG 13.7; 16.2; 17.14). There
are many sacred texts that extol the virtue of noninjury. How does the Hindu
reconcile these texts with the teachings on violence? According to traditional
interpretation, the presence of teachings for and against violence in the same
scripture is only an apparent contradiction. The injunction to practice noninjury
and at the same time be willing to kill for the sake of one’s duty is taken to mean
that in one’s personal conduct ahimsa is the ideal, but one must be prepared to
use violence when necessary to sustain the social order. Dharma provides so-
cial stability, and whatever maintains balance must be seen as one’s duty.

The ideal Hindu society is described in the most ancient sacred writings as
a class hierarchy of priests (Brahmin), warrior kings (Kshatriya), craftsmen
and farmers (Vaishya), and servants (Shudra), with an outcaste classification
whose function it is to do the so-called unclean jobs necessary in any human
society. Although there is tremendous variation among Hindu sects, they all
tend to accept that one’s religious duty (dharma) is determined by the re-
quirements of caste, stage of life, and gender.
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The caste structure gives shape to politics in the history of India. The Ksha-
triya have historically had the responsibility for all governing functions. Ac-
cording to the scriptures, the king’s role was to ensure social order through
policing and administering justice, as well as protecting from external threats
through the use of military means. The king’s power was always constrained
by the higher caste Brahmin priests who served to guide the king in main-
taining his connection to the principle of dharma. The ideal king was guided
in all things by the Brahmin. This partnership between the highest religious
and civil authorities served to legitimate the state and provide protection for
the religious authority.2 And so, violence is acceptable when committed in or-
der “to protect men of virtue, and destroy men who do evil” (BG 4.8). Ac-
cording to the scriptures, “Whatever a king does is right, that is a settled rule;
because the protection of the world is entrusted to him . . . a ruler though
worthless must be constantly worshiped by his subjects.”3 On the basis of this
and other texts, Hinduism has at times been interpreted to legitimate absolute
and even dictatorial rulers.

In the twentieth century India saw the outworking of two divergent inter-
pretations of the scriptural record, one leading to a call for nonviolence and the
other to the purification of India through whatever means necessary. Mahatma
Gandhi (1869–1948) came to believe that the Bhagavad Gita was best read as
an allegory of the struggle against evil in the human heart, not as a text that le-
gitimates violence. In his own translation and commentary on the text, Gandhi
said, “I do not agree that the Gita advocates and teaches violence in any part.
. . . The fact is that a literal interpretation of the Gita lands one in a sea of con-
tradictions . . . it is pre-eminently a description of the duel that goes on in our
own hearts.”4 Gandhi taught that satyagraha, holding onto truth (which he
sometimes called soul-force or love-force), and ahimsa are the means by
which we overcome injustice. Grounded in his nonliteral reading of Hindu
(and Christian) scripture, Gandhi developed a program of nonviolent resist-
ance to political oppression which succeeded in bringing independence to
India after centuries of foreign domination by Muslim and British rulers. Iron-
ically, he was assassinated on January 30, 1948, by a man who believed the
Gita requires violence in order to preserve India as a Hindu nation.

During the past thirty years there has been a dramatic increase in Hindu na-
tionalist movements advocating the return to ancient ways. These ways in-
clude strict adherence to the caste system and removal of non-Hindus from
positions of power. These Hindutva movements teach that Hinduism is the
“mother of all religions.” As such, it has nothing to learn from and much to
teach to other religions. Hindutva advocates argue that nonviolence is effem-
inate and contrary to the true nature of Hinduism. Some claim that these
teachings are to blame for the centuries-long subjugation of India by foreign
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powers.5 Anti-Christian and anti-Muslim violence is becoming more common
throughout India and is justified by appeal to a literal reading of scriptures
like the texts quoted above from the Bhagavad Gita.

JUDAISM

The origins of Judaism, like Hinduism, are somewhat obscure. It probably grew
out of a henotheistic tradition around 1800–1700 BCE. In a henotheism, one ac-
cepts the existence of other gods, while believing in the primacy of one
Supreme Being. Our only source of information for the earliest stages of the
faith is the Hebrew Bible, the historical accuracy of which is a subject of in-
tense debate. The scriptures portray the development of monotheistic Judaism
as a gradual achievement attained through the efforts of the prophets to teach
the people the error of their ways in worshipping pagan gods and goddesses.
Much has been written in recent times on the subject of violence in the Hebrew
Bible. The book of Exodus tells us that “the Lord is a man of war,” “majestic”
and “terrible in glorious deeds” of conquest (New Revised Standard Version,
Exodus 15:3, 11). The scriptures are filled with stories of battle and destruction
of human life done in the name of the Lord. Because there was no compart-
mentalization of life into secular and sacred, the ancient Israelites understood
every aspect of existence as the outworking of the Lord’s will, so it makes sense
that the record of ancient violence portrays these acts as divinely guided.

According to the stories in the scriptures, the threat of violence enters into
the picture at the very beginning of creation by an act of God. When Adam
and Eve, the first humans, are expelled from the Garden of Eden for having
disobeyed divine commands, the gates to the Garden are blocked by the
cherubim holding “a flaming sword which turned every way” (Genesis
3:24). The first human act of violence, murder of his brother, is committed
by Adam and Eve’s son Cain, and it is all downhill from there. God becomes
displeased with what turns out to be a human propensity for violence and at-
tempts to eradicate the problem by bringing about a flood which destroys all
life except for a chosen few. Unfortunately, this does not work, and God is
resigned to the fact that “the imagination of man’s heart is evil from his
youth” (Genesis 8:21). The first divine-human covenant, made with Noah, is
that God will never again destroy all life by flooding the earth. The next
covenant is made with Abram/Abraham who becomes the first biblical war
hero. The Abrahamic covenant consists of a divine promise to “make of
[Abraham] a great nation” (Genesis 12:1–2). From this point on, the biblical
record is filled with battles aimed at conquest of the Promised Land, in-
ternecine struggles for control, and wars to fend off invading forces. Once
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the Israelites become established in the region known today as Israel, the
struggle to hold the territory intensifies.

Since the historical accuracy of the information in the scriptures is contested
by some biblical scholars today, only those major ancient wars documented in
extra-biblical sources will be mentioned here. The history of the Middle East is
rife with warfare, much of which has had religious undertones. The land was
strategically quite valuable, located on the Mediterranean coast and “on the
way” to northern Africa, a fertile region rich in natural resources. Prior to the ex-
pulsion of the Jews from the region in 135 CE by the Romans and since the 1948
United Nations declaration of Israel as an independent nation, conflict in the re-
gion has been fueled by the claim to territory as part of the divine covenant.

In the ninth to eighth centuries BCE several major invasions by the Assyr-
ians occurred which may have involved the deportation of significant num-
bers of people in 722–721 BCE. The end result was that the formerly inde-
pendent nation of Israel was reduced to a vassal state of Assyria,6 while
Judah, the southern kingdom, survived independently for a time. In 586 BCE
the Babylonians invaded and took many into exile in Babylonia. After about
fifty years another great military power, the Persians, defeated Babylonia and
allowed the captive Jews to return to their homelands. Invasions continued off
and on over the centuries until the region was conquered by the armies of
Alexander the Great in the fourth century BCE.

A major rebellion by the Jews against their conquerors occurred in 167
BCE and led to a century of self rule. Unfortunately, once the Jewish people
were freed of foreign occupation, internecine violence broke out in response
to disagreements over the proper means of governance of the nation of Israel.
Some believed the Jewish people should be ruled by a king, in keeping with
neighboring territories; some believed the proper authority to be the high
priest. Power passed back and forth between kings and priests over the
decades between the end of the revolt led by Judas Maccabeus in 167 BCE
and 63 BCE, when control of the territory was taken by the Romans.

The period of Roman governance was a turbulent time. Jewish hopes for
divine intervention to end foreign oppression grew dramatically, with some
claiming the Messiah would come as a great general to lead a military revo-
lution, and others claiming that the Messiah would come as a priestly figure.
Small-scale violent revolts and protests were frequent throughout the decades
from 63 BCE to 66 CE. There were also small-scale efforts at nonviolent re-
sistance during this period. Writing in the late first century, the historian Jose-
phus (c. 38–100 CE) reported unarmed Jewish demonstrations against Pon-
tius Pilate (Roman governor from 26 to 36 CE) on two occasions. The first
involved Pontius Pilate’s ordering images of the emperor on military stan-
dards to be placed in Jerusalem. In Josephus’s words,
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Multitudes of excited Jews rushed to Caesarea to petition him for the removal
of the obnoxious ensigns. He ignored them for five days, but the next day he ad
mitted the Jews to hear their complaint. He had them surrounded with soldiers
and threatened them with instant death unless they ceased to trouble him with
the matter. The Jews then threw themselves to the ground and bared their necks,
declaring that they preferred death to the violation of their laws. Pilate, unwill
ing to kill so many, succumbed and removed the ensigns.7

In the second incident, Pilate used Temple tax funds to build an aqueduct: “A
crowd came together and clamored against him,” but this time Pilate re-
sponded to the nonviolent protest with immediate violence: “He had caused
soldiers dressed as civilians to mingle with the multitude, and at a given sig-
nal they fell upon the rioters and beat them.”8

During this same period a band of particularly violent Jews operated to
eliminate Roman collaborators, using the same techniques Pilate had used to
end the aqueduct protest. The Sicari’i, or “knife men,” assassinated those be-
lieved dangerous to the freedom fighters’ efforts. They generated fear among
Jewish collaborators and Romans by slipping in and out of crowds and knif-
ing the targeted individuals, often during daytime gatherings. One revolt of
particular note occurred in the year 6 CE. It was led by Judas the Galilean, a
man many believed to be the long-hoped-for Messiah. The revolt ended badly
for the Jewish rebels, with the crucifixion of about two thousand Jewish men.
Tensions continued to rise through the decades of the first century CE until
the first major revolution broke out in 66 CE. After four brutal years of war-
fare, the Romans succeeded in crushing the revolt in 70 CE. The victorious
Romans drove home their triumph by destroying the Jewish Temple in
Jerusalem and banishing Jews from the city. Jewish hopes for freedom were
not extinguished, however, and unrest continued until a second major revolu-
tion, led once again by a man believed by most Jews to be the long-awaited
Messiah, broke out in 132 CE. This revolt was also crushed, even more vio-
lently than the first. The Romans destroyed Jerusalem, rebuilt it in the Roman
style, and gave it a Roman name. The Jewish people were banished from the
Promised Land for centuries to come.

In the nearly eighteen centuries that passed between the expulsion of the
Jews by the Romans and their return with the establishment of Israel as a Jew-
ish nation by the United Nations in May of 1948, Jews were rarely the insti-
gators of significant organized acts of violence in the name of their God. Dur-
ing the Diaspora, if violence occurred in relation to the Jewish people, it more
often than not was committed by others against the Jews. There are records of
small-scale violence led by Jews but no major acts of violence initiated by the
Jewish people; all of that changed with the declaration of Israel’s indepen-
dence in the twentieth century. On May 17, 1948, the day after the U.N. dec-
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laration of independence for the state of Israel, Jordanian forces attacked, and
violence between Israel and its neighbors has continued to the present day.

As we survey the long history of Judaism, a clear pattern emerges. By far
the majority of violence instigated by the Jewish people has been motivated
by efforts to take and maintain possession of territory that could be designated
a Jewish nation. During the many hundreds of years between the start of the
Diaspora and establishment of Israel, military actions of the ancient past were
downplayed and texts interpreted so as to discourage acts of violence. One
example is the way explanations for the origins of Hanukkah, the Festival of
Lights that began in commemoration of a miracle associated with the Mac-
cabean Revolt of 167 BCE, have changed over time. Until recent decades,
stories about Hanukkah minimized the role of the militant Jews, and the
Passover Haggadah (text read during the Passover celebration) often depicted
the wicked son as a soldier. This is in stark contrast to a Haggadah published
by the Israeli government in 1970 which contained photos from the 1967 war
of the devastated enemy Egyptian territory, and described the war as a mod-
ern version of the ten plagues visited by God upon the Egyptians during the
time of Moses.9 These examples highlight the way that violence in Judaism’s
history has been proportional to Israel’s status as a nation. This is not to im-
ply that since becoming a nation in 1948 the nonviolent aspects of Judaism
have disappeared. One present-day example of Jewish nonviolent activism is
the work being done by the U.S.-based Jewish Voice for Peace, which calls
for an end to Israeli occupation of lands not part of the original settlement
agreement. There are numerous other groups, like the Jewish Alliance for
Peace and Justice and the Jewish Peace Lobby.

BUDDHISM

Students in introductory religious studies courses often have an especially ro-
manticized view of Buddhism. It is commonly assumed that the history of this
tradition, with its foundational doctrine of ahimsa (the duty to do no harm to
any living being) is free of violence. This idea has even made its way into
print. In one book on Buddhism and nonviolence, for example, the editor says
that “no major war has ever been fought in the name of Buddhism.”10 It is
simply not true that no wars have ever been fought in the name of the Bud-
dha. As we shall see, although “no major war” in recent history has been
fought solely in the name of Buddhism, Buddhism has played a significant
role in many major wars, both past and present. The history of Buddhist vio-
lence is especially informative for those seeking to understand the roots of re-
ligious violence, given that the teachings of the Buddha codified in the Four
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Noble Truths and Eightfold Path contain nothing which supports violence.
These most basic of teachings offer clear admonitions that the believer must
refrain from destruction of life and cannot make a living from any occupation
that causes harm to others. Stories of the life of the Buddha include descrip-
tions of incidents when he intervened in political disputes to prevent blood-
shed. There is very little scriptural warrant for violence, and yet Buddhists
have in the past and do today go to war in the name of the Buddha.

There are numerous incidents of religious violence recorded in Buddhist
scripture and historical records. Even the great Ashoka (269–32 BCE) of In-
dia, commonly portrayed in religious studies textbooks to have been the ideal
Buddhist king who decreed nonviolence and religious toleration, apparently
did not live as is commonly reported. One Buddhist text, the Ashokavandana,
tells that Ashoka ordered eighteen thousand non-Buddhists executed because
of an insult to Buddhism made by one man. He regularly enforced the death
penalty for criminals and executed his own wife.11 This is hardly the enact-
ment of ahimsa.

In China, Buddhist-inspired rebellion occurred at least nine times between
401 and 516 CE. A monk named Fa-ch’ing proclaimed himself the “Buddha
of the Greater Vehicle” and led an army of fifty thousand. At the start of the
rebellion, during which Buddhist warriors destroyed monasteries and slaugh-
tered many monks and nuns, Fa-ch’ing announced that any combatant who
killed the enemy would become an “enlightenment being” instantly.12

Warfare between the Buddhist nations of Burma (Myanmar) and Thailand
has often been conducted in the context of Buddhist Holy Warfare. One strik-
ing example comes from the early twentieth century. The highest ranking
Buddhist monk of Thailand gave a public address in 1910 to mark the coro-
nation of King Rama VI. In this speech the monk said the king was an exam-
ple of highest virtue in his willingness to sacrifice his life for the nation and
Buddhism. The leader of Thai Buddhism applauded the king for his efforts to
prepare for war (even though the country was then at peace) by establishing
an elite military corps and the “Boy Scout movement to foster in boys the
warrior spirit.” He claimed that these actions were justified because the Bud-
dha had not taught against war, only the form of “militarism . . . which causes
men to kill from sheer blood-lust.”13 Killing is not wrong in war unless it is
done for its own sake, according to this interpretation.

Zen Buddhist complicity in the Japanese war effort of World War II has
been brilliantly spelled out by Soto Zen priest and scholar Brian Daizen Vic-
toria. In Zen at War Victoria shows how the relationship between Buddhist
monks and governing authorities evolved over 1,500 years into a system of
mutual support.14 In exchange for imperial protection and patronage monks
served the state in an arrangement that over time came to be known as “Na-
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tion Protecting-Buddhism.”15 The major sects of Zen Buddhism in the coun-
try made significant spiritual and material contributions to the war effort. One
major sect raised funds to finance the construction of aircraft. Priests con-
ducted special services aimed at generating karmic merit that was believed
transferable to soldiers in order to help them realize military victory. Zen
priests trained soldiers and factory workers (“Industrial warriors”) in the
practice of zazen, or sitting meditation, a practice originally intended as the
path to enlightenment. This form of meditation had long been practiced by
Samurai warriors as a means of sharpening the senses and concentration so as
to be undistracted in battle. As described in the Bushido warrior text the Ha-
gakure, the warrior meditated daily on death in order to purify his mind of
selfish desires and make unquestioning obedience to his rulers possible:

Meditation on inevitable death should be performed daily. Every day when
one’s body and mind are at peace, one should meditate upon being ripped apart
by arrows, rifles, spears, and swords . . . dying of disease or committing seppuku
[ritual suicide] at the death of one’s master. And every day without fail one
should consider himself as dead.16

This way of thinking was a powerful tool for strengthening the kamikaze
(“divine wind”) pilots’ suicidal resolve as they flew planes into the decks of
enemy ships in hopes of winning what Zen leaders called the Holy War: “The
source of the spirit of the Special Attack Forces lies in the denial of the indi-
vidual self and the rebirth of the soul.”17

In 2001, leaders of two main branches of the Rinzai Zen sect issued public
confessions of wrongdoing and awareness that cooperation in the war effort
was a betrayal of the Buddha’s teachings. Even so, the interplay of Buddhism
and violence continues today in other parts of the world.

Armed aggression involving Buddhists has been ongoing for the past
twenty years in Sri Lanka as the minority Hindu Tamil and Sinhala-Buddhist
majority fight for control of the country. Tens of thousands have died and mil-
lions have been displaced in this ethnic conflict. Buddhist monks have played
a prominent role in justifying the violence and use ancient Buddhist scriptures
and teachings, particularly the Mahavamsa (Great Chronicle), to do so.

The Mahavamsa is an ancient text written by Sri Lankan Buddhist monks.
It serves today as a national chronicle used to support the constitutional fa-
voring of Buddhism and to justify acts of violence against the Hindu Tamil.
According to interpreters today, the story it tells (of the Buddha’s mystical
flight to Sri Lanka during his life and of his deathbed act of entrusting the is-
land to the king of all the gods) is justification of preferential treatment for
Buddhists.18 Other stories in the Chronicle help to justify violence. One es-
pecially useful story tells of an ancient war against Hindus conducted by the
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Buddhist King Dutthagami (ruler from 101 to 77 BCE). Dutthagami led his
troops into battle with a relic of the Buddha as his banner and with monks at
his side. The battle was so bloody that at its end the king felt deep sadness for
the loss of thousands of lives. His advisors, eight monks, comforted him by
explaining that, since the dead were Hindus, “only one and a half humans per-
ished.” The rest of the dead were said to be “unbelievers and men of evil
life.”19 The idea that the ends justify the means is found frequently in both
scripture and tradition. Over the last two decades, as warfare in Sri Lanka
rages on, alcoholism, murder, and suicide rates have risen quite dramatically.
Sectarian bloodshed has become so common that the chief monk at one ma-
jor pilgrimage site now carries a handgun.20 All of this is in stark contrast to
the teachings of the great twenty-first-century Buddhist advocates for peace
like Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen Buddhist monk, and Nobel Peace
Prize winners, Tenzin Gyatso (His Holiness the Dalai Lama, 1989) and
Burmese nonviolent human rights activist Aung San Suu Kyi (1991).

CHRISTIANITY

The violent history of Christianity is at least as ironic as in Buddhism, given
its origins among followers of Jesus of Nazareth, a Jewish man who refused
to use force in self-defense and preached a message of nonviolent creative re-
sistance to Roman oppression.21 As mentioned in the discussion of Judaism
above, during Jesus’ lifetime, there do seem to have been a few successful
nonviolent acts of Jewish resistance to Roman abuses, but we have no evi-
dence tying Jesus’ earliest Jewish followers directly to those movements.
Given the small geographic area of ancient Palestine, it is quite likely that
these nonviolent efforts were known to the early followers of Jesus. Histori-
cal evidence clearly indicates that, for the first three centuries, Christians fol-
lowed the nonviolent example of Jesus, the “Prince of Peace,” but that
changed rapidly once Christianity transitioned from persecuted minority to
privileged majority.

The second century anti-Christian Greek philosopher Celsus was critical
of Christians for refusing military service. The historical record shows that
at least some of the formal Roman imperial persecutions were in part mo-
tivated by the problems raised for the empire by this refusal. In 295 CE,
for example, a Christian named Maximilian was called for military service
and executed when he openly proclaimed, “I cannot serve as a soldier; I
cannot do evil; I am a Christian.”22 From the religion’s origins to the early
fourth century we find no Christian writer who approved of participation
in warfare.23
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The situation changed dramatically with the rise of Constantine to the
throne in the early fourth century. In 313 CE Constantine extended the toler-
ation for Christians earlier proclaimed by Emperor Galerius to include other
religions. He gave preferential status to Christians by ordering that property
confiscated from them in previous persecutions be returned. Although he did
not make it the official religion of the empire, Constantine did make Chris-
tianity the fashionable religion when he began practicing it himself. The em-
peror was not baptized until he was on his deathbed, which seems to indicate
that he understood his role as commander-in-chief to be in conflict with the
way a baptized Christian was expected to live. (It was not uncommon during
the early centuries for powerful men to delay baptism since they believed that
killing others was a sin that would lead to damnation. Committing these sins
before baptism was acceptable since all guilt for sin was thought to be washed
away in the process; committing these sins after baptism was unredeemable.)
The Emperor Constantine’s actions produced the so-called Constantinian
Shift which eventuated in a reversal of attitudes toward military service and
participation in war. This reversal was ensured when in 391 CE Emperor
Theodosius made Christianity the official state religion and outlawed other
forms of worship.

By the early fifth century, violence was no longer strictly forbidden for
Christians. The once-persecuted Christians had turned the tables and begun
persecuting groups that deviated from the new orthodoxy. Augustine of Hippo
(354–430 CE) argued that the empire was just in using violence against the
Donatists, a schismatic group in his region of North Africa. The Donatists
first arose in response to theological problems raised by bishops and priests
who had turned over scriptures for destruction during the last great persecu-
tion of Christians under Emperor Diocletian in 303–305 CE. Donatists be-
lieved that these clergy were traitors and, as such, had lost their authority to
perform the sacraments. Any ordinations performed by them were invalid. By
Augustine’s time, Donatists in North Africa had begun to use force to prevent
their members from returning to nonschismatic churches. It was in response
to this threat to Christianity that Augustine first spoke of war as a just en-
deavor. He wrote that use of violence is just under certain conditions. It must
be done to establish peace, be led by proper authorities, and (even in the midst
of slaughter!) with the motive of love.24 He argued that, contrary to the long-
standing tradition of nonviolence, military service is not in and of itself wrong
for Christians; the problem for Christians is the malice and desire for revenge
that accompany much military activity. Augustine’s contemporary, Isidore of
Pelsium, argued in a similar vein that “private murders are impure and guilty.
But there is no guilt in killing in a just war.”25 This line of reasoning led to
another reversal. The shift in attitudes initiated by Constantine’s ascendancy
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to power in the fourth century brought about such a change that, by 436 CE,
military service was open only to Christians.26 In the space of just four hun-
dred years Christians had left behind their nonviolent origins.

In medieval Europe Christian practice had become so distanced from its
nonviolent roots that warriors were ordained as knights in ceremonies called
the “eighth sacrament.” After formal confession of sins to a priest, the aspi-
rant for knighthood took a purification bath, dressed in white linen garments,
and stood an “armed vigil.” During the night-long vigil, the candidate left his
sword on the altar as he meditated on the vows he would soon take. In the
morning, a priest prayed for God’s blessing and celebrated the Eucharist
while each piece of the initiate’s armor and weaponry was blessed and
anointed.27

In the eight and ninth centuries popes promised eternal life to all who
fought to defend the church against Arab or Viking invaders. Over the course
of the eleventh century, papal blessing of violence became commonplace. In
the mid-eleventh century Pope Leo IX (1049–1054 CE; known mostly for ex-
communicating the Patriarch of Constantinople in what became the East-
West Schism dividing the Church into Roman Catholic and Eastern Ortho-
dox) proclaimed freedom from penalty for sins to warriors fighting the
Normans in Italy. Pope Alexander II (1061–1073 CE) granted remission of
sin to French knights who fought against the Moors in Spain. In 1074 Gre-
gory VII (1073–85 CE) attempted to establish a knighthood solely dedicated
to service of the Church and called for an armed response to defend Con-
stantinople from invasion by “a pagan race.” He was unable to carry out his
plans due to more pressing problems at home, but Gregory had prepared to
personally lead an army of fifty thousand soldiers in holy warfare. Pope
Urban II, in November of 1095, proclaimed complete remission of the
penalty for all sins to any who joined in what was to become known as the
First Crusade against Muslims in Palestine.

Historians debate the definition and causes of the Crusades, but suffice it
to say that the endeavor known as the First Crusade marked a “quantum leap”
from holy warfare to an ideological synthesis of violence and pilgrimage.
Later popes took advantage of this new form of Christian devotional prac-
tice—“taking the cross to engage in penitential warfare on behalf of
Christ”—and before long crusades were called to combat schematics and
heretics in addition to nonbelievers.28

The idea of knighthood as service to God was further elaborated in the
twelfth century with creation of the Knights Templar. Abbott Bernard of
Clairvaux authored a Rule of Life for the Templars and a pamphlet used to at-
tract new recruits. According to the pamphlet, De Laude Novae Militae, the
knights were ministers of God’s justice charged with malecide—killing of
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evil: “‘The soldiers of Christ . . . can fight the Lord’s battles in all safety. For
whether they kill the enemy or die themselves, they need fear nothing. To die
for Christ and to kill his enemies, there is no crime in that, only glory.’”29

By the sixteenth-century Reformation, Christian acceptance of violence as
a means for enforcing compliance to doctrine had become widespread. Reli-
gion and politics in Europe were so entwined that it is often difficult to sepa-
rate out causative factors for wars conducted during this period. In the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries, the sale of indulgences (remission of sin) was
a key point in the preaching of crusades against the Turks. Although most as-
sociate Martin Luther’s (1483–1546) Ninety-five Theses (“Disputation on the
Power and Efficacy of Indulgences” used to finance the building of St. Peter’s
basilica in Rome) with objections to the marketing of salvation, there were
earlier attempts at reform of the church’s selling indulgences to finance war-
fare. In the early fifteenth century, Jan Hus (1370–1415) preached against in-
dulgences offered for participation in a crusade against the king of Naples and
was as a result executed for heresy. Luther’s contemporary, Erasmus, was
critical of Pope Leo X’s crusades against family enemies.

There were many dissident voices during this time, including those who
founded the “Peace Churches” like the Quakers and the Brethren, but the
mainstream continued to accept violence as a legitimate Christian response to
worldly problems. This acceptance eventuated in all-out warfare between
Catholics and Protestants in the early seventeenth century. The Thirty Years
War (1618–1648), one of the bloodiest periods in European history, resulted
in widespread devastation, with a death toll of millions, killing as much as 30
to 50 percent of the population in some regions. This was an international
conflict, but the majority of the fighting took place on German soil. The pro-
visions of the Treaty of Westphalia at the end of the war included, among
other things, the stipulation that German princes could dictate the religion of
their regions.

Although the Thirty Years War brought about an end to organized Christian-
against-Christian violence on a grand scale, it did not end the use of vio-
lence by Christians in the service of their God. Theological justification of vi-
olence continued with the slave traders and colonialist expansion of
Europeans into Africa and the Americas. And it continues to this day, with ex-
tremist interpretations of the scriptures, preaching in churches aimed at sup-
port of a war that has been incorrectly framed in terms of Christian versus
Muslim, and isolated acts of violence by individuals against people like abor-
tion clinic employees and homosexual individuals. Some conservative groups
believe that Christ’s Second Coming will not happen until Israel is solidly in
the hands of the Jewish people. These so-called Christian Zionists see the cur-
rent U.S.-Iraq War as one piece of the Divine Plan for eventual Christian
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world domination.30 A 2002 survey published by CommonDream.org showed
that evangelical Christians were the biggest supporters of the U.S. military at-
tacks on Iraq and of support for Israel against the Palestinians.31

ISLAM

Islam is the newest of the religions covered here. It arose in the early seventh
century on the Arabian Peninsula out of a polytheistic nomadic culture and
has spread rapidly across the world since that time. A basic tenet of Islam is
that the revelation received by Muhammad from God is the final revelation,
the last in a long line of prophecy that began with Adam, continued on
through the Jewish prophets and Jesus, until its culmination in Muhammad.
According to Islam, the Jews and Christians misunderstood God’s intent: the
Jews by failure to missionize because they narrowly interpreted the covenant
as applying only to the Jews, and the Christians by claiming Jesus was the di-
vine incarnate. In Muhammad’s life and in the holy book of Islam, the Quran,
an accurate presentation of God’s will has been preserved. God’s will is ab-
solute in Islam, and so there is no distinction between religious and secular
for many Muslims. This is why in some countries today, like Nigeria and Pak-
istan, the Quran is considered to be equivalent to, or the basis of, the national
constitution.

The history of the faith, like the others we have examined here, contains a
great deal of violence. Sadly, Islam is currently more “infamous” for its vio-
lent history than other faiths because of recent episodes of very public vio-
lence committed in the name of Allah (literally, “the God”). Nonviolence is
not often associated with Islam even though it began with the peaceful
preaching of a simple message that God is one. In recent times, Islam has
spread across Southeast Asia and Africa without warfare, but beginning in
622 CE, Year One of the Muslim calendar, the faith’s history is colored by
acts of aggression.32

Jihad is the term most commonly associated in the Western mind with the
subject of Islam and violence. Literally translated the term means struggle,
striving, exertion—not “holy war” as is sometimes claimed. In the Hadith lit-
erature, collections of sayings and accounts of Muhammad’s life, jihad takes
different forms, classified as the Greater and Lesser Jihad. The Greater Jihad
is the inner struggle of the believer to overcome our own interior tendencies
to do evil, and the Lesser Jihad encompasses all activities to combat social in-
justice. Obviously, the Greater Jihad is conducted nonviolently, but in the
lesser forms, jihad can be unarmed or armed efforts to establish justice. Since
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Allah decrees in the Quran that the Prophet Muhammad is the example to be
followed, and since Muhammad engaged in armed conflict, the traditional in-
terpretation is that God permits, and may even require, Muslims to use vio-
lence under certain circumstances.33

Even though much has been made of the fact that jihad does not necessar-
ily mean “Holy War,” the truth remains that the classical Muslim understand-
ing was apparently just that—jihad meant “warfare with spiritual signifi-
cance.” Its standard definition in terms of Muslim law today is that given in
the Encyclopedia of Islam: “‘In law, according to general doctrine and in his-
torical tradition, the jihad consists of military action with the object of the ex-
pansion of Islam and, if need be, of its defense.’”34

Muhammad personally participated in at least twenty-seven military battles
and sanctioned about fifty-nine others. The Quran itself valorizes these bat-
tles: in Sura 8, for example, we read that God instigated the battle of Badr in
624 CE and sent angels to ensure victory. In the decades after the Prophet’s
death in 632 CE, there was conflict within the Muslim community over the
issue of leadership, and sects soon formed. Clearly the Lesser Jihad was cen-
tral to the development of the faith.

A particularly violent sect developed in the eighth century out of the Is-
mailis, an offshoot of the Shi’ite tradition. The Shi’ites separated from the
mainstream over the question of leadership. They believed that leadership of
the faith could only be in the hands of Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law,
and lineage should flow through his blood relations since they were thought
to share in the spiritual power of the Prophet. Ismaili Shi’ites were extremist
militants who used murder in a systematic way to further political goals. The
Ismaili were a messianic movement who believed that their founding leader,
Isma’il, was the immortal Mahdi, the Islamic messiah who would not die un-
til he had conquered the entire world.35

The group first came to the attention of European society as a result of the
Christian Crusades. Among the earliest descriptions of the sect is this late
twelfth-century note by the Christian Archbishop of Tyre:

There is, in the province of Tyre . . . a people who possess ten strong castles. . . .
The bond of submission and obedience that binds this people to their Chief is so
strong that there is no task so arduous, difficult, or dangerous that any one of
them would not undertake to perform it with the greatest zeal, as soon as the
Chief commanded it. If, for example, there be a prince who is hated or mistrusted
by this people, the Chief gives a dagger to one or more of his followers. At once
whoever receives the command sets out on his mission, without considering the
consequences of the deed. . . . Both our people and the Saracens call them As
sissini; we do not know the origin of this name.36
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The Assassins, an elite Ismaili military unit, seem to have come into being at
the end of the eleventh century after the sect had been targeted by the domi-
nant Sunni military forces. Little is known about the inner operations of the
group; it was a secret society that guarded knowledge through a hierarchical
system involving initiation and oaths. They conducted a “war of terror”
against kings, princes, and holy men who condemned the sect. Within the Is-
maili, the Assassins were believed to be among the most faithful of Muslims.
As such, they earned the ultimate prize—immediate entry into Paradise upon
death.37

In Islam, as in the other religions we have surveyed here, there is a nonvi-
olent strain of thought, and for the majority of Muslims today, violence has
not been a part of their self-understanding. The Quran, like other scriptures,
contains admonitions to peaceful coexistence. For example, Sura 2 says, “Let
there be no compulsion in religion,” and Sura 67, “What army can help you
apart from the Beneficent (God)?” In the Sufi tradition of Islam, mystics have
often written against violence. The Sri Lankan Sufi master Bawa
Muhaiyadeen has written that “it is compassion that conquers. It is unity that
conquers. . . . The sword does not conquer; love is sharper than the sword.”38

One particularly strong and eloquent voice for nonviolence in Islam today
comes from Turkey in a movement shaped by Sufism. Said Nursi
(1877–1960) and Fethullah Gülen (1941–) have been tremendously influen-
tial in contemporary Turkey as peace activists. Both men were shaped by
firsthand experience with the devastation of violence, Nursi as a soldier and
prisoner of war during World War I and Gülen as an activist during the vio-
lence between Turkish leftists and nationalists in the 1960s and 1970s.

Nursi called his nonviolent activism musbet hareket, which means “posi-
tive action” and goes beyond mere pacifism. He eschewed politics in favor of
preaching and teaching because he saw how dangerous the pull of political
power can be; in one of his most famous sayings, he once declared, “I take
refuge in God from Satan and politics.” He insisted that the Quran does not
allow “ends justify the means” thinking and was successful in defusing plans
for revolution on at least one occasion by convincing Kurdish tribal leaders
that their planned violent rebellion against the Turkish secular government
would bring further injustice.39

Fethullah Gülen is an influential preacher and teacher of Islamic thought
who has dedicated his most recent efforts to establishing schools and advo-
cating for interreligious tolerance. He has met with many leaders of the
world’s religions, including Pope John Paul II, the Chief Rabbi of Israel, and
the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople, in order to enhance communica-
tion and cooperation among religions. The efforts of his followers have
brought Gülen’s theology of activism for tolerance and peace to the attention
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of Western scholars. In 2005, the journal The Muslim World devoted an entire
issue to his impact on Islam in Turkey, and Rice University hosted the con-
ference “Islam in the Contemporary World: The Fethullah Gülen Movement
in Thought and Practice.” The Movement has established hundreds of schools
in numerous countries, the Turkish Teacher’s Foundation, the Journalists’ and
Writers’ Foundation which brings Muslims and secularists into dialogue, a
newspaper, a television and radio station, and a bank which operates accord-
ing to the Quranic prohibition against charging interest. In Gülen’s reading,
the Quran is a text of tolerance and compassion and Islam is a religion of
mercy. “A real Muslim, one who understands Islam in every aspect, cannot be
a terrorist. . . . Religion does not approve of the killing of people in order to
attain a goal.”40

It is an unfortunate truth that no purely nonviolent religious tradition has
been sustained long enough in human history to become a major player on the
world stage. Even practitioners of Jainism, wherein ahimsa is the central eth-
ical principle (so much so that monks and nuns often wear masks over their
faces and sweep the ground in front of them as they walk to avoid killing even
a gnat or ant) have found justification for participation in warfare. Jain polit-
ical teachings are similar to the Hindu in that the Jain king was responsible
for ensuring the safety of the community, and a warrior class evolved to as-
sist the king in carrying out this function.41

This brief survey reveals that violence has been justified by members of re-
ligions even if the scriptures provide little or no warrant for it, and nonviolence
has arisen in religious traditions that seem to have their foundations in violent
acts. What is it about human beings that makes it possible for us to justify hor-
rendous acts in the name of love? And just what is it about religion that makes
human beings feel compelled to engage in violence for the sake of it?
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The proliferation of media and scholarly attention focused on religion in re-
cent decades is striking, given that for most of the last century the prevailing
academic opinion was that religion had become irrelevant to understanding
Western society. Sigmund Freud’s view that religion is a neurosis rooted in
infantile wishes for protection which must be abandoned in favor of science
was an early expression of what became the dominant social scientific stance
on religion in the twentieth century.1 The belief was that modernity and sec-
ularization would lead to the end of religion as a significant force in human
life. For example, before September 11, 2001, most academic writings on ter-
rorism either ignored religion or treated it as a minor factor. This was the case
in spite of the fact that a disproportionate number of terrorist acts since 1980
have been committed by groups claiming religious motivation.

Rather than bringing about the end of religion, it now appears that modern-
ization has led to its rebirth as a major social and political force.2 This realiza-
tion has begun to make its way into the academic world, and theories about the
role of religion in bringing about violence have exploded in the literature.
Once considered of no consequence in its own right, the tide of opinion about
religion has turned so radically that sometimes one gets the impression that re-
ligion and only religion must be the cause of all violence. Sociologist Peter
Berger, for example, was once a leading proponent of the secularization thesis
but has come to understand the issues differently in recent years. Berger now
sees that the relationship between religion and modernization is quite a bit
more complex. He notes that, in reality, rather than dying off, religious insti-
tutions have flourished almost in direct proportion to the extent that they have
not adapted to the modern world.3 Counterintuitively, the less religious ide-
ologies change, the stronger they seem to be in today’s world.
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The discipline-specific focus that is characteristic of the academic world
combined with this newfound enthusiasm to place religion at the center of the
conversation has resulted in a dizzying array of claims. Scholars have identi-
fied the roots of religious violence in nearly every aspect of human life. In
this intriguing reversal, politics, secularization and modernization, economics
and environmental resource scarcity, the type of God-image a group accepts
(especially the belief in one God), the sacred writings of religious traditions,
human psychology, and even the biological evolution of human beings are all
set forth as causative factors. While this multiplicity of explanations is to
some extent a by-product of the academic context in which theorizing takes
place, it is also a reflection of the complexity of human behavior. How are we
to make sense of all of these claims without falling prey to the temptation of
reifying religion and making it the scapegoat?

As a step toward developing a more balanced understanding of the prob-
lem, in this chapter we will survey a representative sample of explanations.
We will mine them as we go, looking for materials out of which to construct
a new model that acknowledges the complex interplay of religion with myr-
iad aspects of life and at the same time illuminates the deeper facets of per-
sonal accountability.

RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE, 
BIOLOGY, AND GROUP SELECTION

Evolutionary scientists tend to see religion (and all human endeavors) as
an outgrowth of the evolutionary process, a kind of adaptation, either at the
level of the individual or group. Biologist Richard Dawkins says all reli-
gion is a “virus of the mind”4 that causes pernicious delusions of gods
which ensure survival not of the human but of the idea. Dawkins equates
all religion with its most exclusivist forms and concludes that it has virtu-
ally no redeeming value.5 Cognitive anthropologist Pascal Boyer argues
that “religious concepts are parasitic upon intuitive ontology” and are a
side effect of the type of brain humans have evolved.6 In a similar vein,
cognitive psychologist/anthropologist Scott Atran argues that religions are
tremendously costly (read violent), counterintuitive, and counterfactual
constructs that have no evolutionary adaptive value. They developed as by-
products of cognitive structures that do enhance survival but are them-
selves not adaptive.7

Group selection models of evolution more directly address religion’s rela-
tion to violence and tend to see religion more positively. According to group
selectionists, helping behaviors evolve in order to enhance the survival of the
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group. Religions, with their admonitions to care for those in need, are one form
of helping behavior. One way religion may have evolved is as a sort of
“pseudo-kinship” that worked to trick the brain into substituting shared beliefs
for shared genes. For group selectionists, although religion once served to en-
hance survival in small societies of interrelated people, today it has become ir-
relevant at best, dangerous at worst. The problem is that “group selection fa-
vors within group niceness and between group nastiness.” Interactions between
groups “may exhibit the rudiments of moral conduct but are dominated by ex-
ploitation on all sides.”8 Religion is maladaptive in today’s “multiracial, mul-
ticreedal world” because of the tendency to insist on exclusive claims to truth
which lead to violence.9 These theories are controversial and have been ques-
tioned at many levels. Holmes Ralston III, a philosopher of biology, for exam-
ple, challenges these theorists to explain the missionary impulse to convert out-
siders if religion’s evolutionary function is to foster group loyalty.10

An in-depth response to evolutionary views of religion and violence is
beyond the scope of this project, but many aspects of human existence in-
dicate that appeal to genetic survival urges is too reductionist to be of
much use in the long run. While evolutionary biopsychology may illumi-
nate the deepest roots of violence, it is not very useful in explaining many
aspects of human behavior. Kinship and group selection models are under-
cut, for example, by the fact that humans have often gone to war against
their “own kind.” The American Civil War is a case-in-point: brothers
fought against brothers in the name of ideological differences. How does it
happen that pseudo-kinship constructs override biology? Our development
as a species is a dual process of biological and cultural evolution. The hu-
man mind is a hybrid outcome of biology and culture. What may be most
distinctive about us in comparison to other creatures are behaviors and
characteristics that arise out of our cultures. Our particular need for inter-
personal relatedness, arising as it does out of biological and cultural influ-
ences, gives rise to complex collective endeavors like religions. That
which makes us truly unique, then, seems to be more historical and onto-
genetic than biological.11

Further, if the biological views are correct, we have virtually no agency to
effect lasting change. If we accept the claims that “it’s all in the genes,” ame-
lioration of the problem of religious violence in the near future is not feasi-
ble, and despair in the short term seems the only reasonable response. For
most of us, this interpretation is excessively fatalistic and depressing. We
ought not, indeed cannot, abdicate all responsibility in favor of the process of
genetic evolution. In truth, the most compelling theories about the origins of
religious violence are tied to social and cultural factors which might be con-
sidered epiphenomena in relation to biological realities.
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SECULARIZATION AND MODERNIZATION

We have seen that modernization and secularization may well have the coun-
terintuitive effect of strengthening traditional religious ideologies. Now ana-
lysts are so accepting of this once-denied relationship that the spread of sec-
ular Western values is today acknowledged as a major cause of religious
violence. It is assumed by many that the clash of conservative religious
worldviews with Western liberal attitudes toward women’s roles, sexuality,
and capitalism inevitably leads to violence. This interpretation has become
commonplace since the attacks in the United States by Al-Qaeda members on
September 11, 2001.

We often see the phenomenon of secularization combined with globaliza-
tion when offered as the primary reason for the recent upsurge in violence as-
sociated with religious ideologies. Most simply defined, globalization is the
production and trading of goods internationally, but in the context of under-
standing religious violence, the added dimension of social change stimulated
by increased contact among cultures must be considered as well. Here we will
focus primarily on the social dimensions of secularization and globalization.

Globalization and Violence

Although globalization and secularization are seen by many to go hand-in-
hand, for our purposes it will be helpful to begin by attempting to address the
two issues separately. The globalization trend has been intensely debated in
recent decades: is it a good or bad phenomenon? Depending upon one’s per-
spective, it is either the positive integration of economic, political, and cul-
tural systems across the globe, or the imperialist Americanization and domi-
nation of the world by the United States. Some say it is a positive force for
economic growth and democratic freedom, while others say it is a means of
exploitation and suppression of human rights that results in destruction of the
environment.

Increases in trade, investment, and migration have occurred so rapidly and
on such a large scale in recent years that the world seems to have been radi-
cally and permanently transformed. Since 1950, for example, the volume of
world trade increased twenty-fold. Since World War II many governments
have adopted free-market economic systems and established international
agreements to promote trade and investment. American and European corpo-
rations have built factories in poorer nations the world over and created an in-
ternational industrial-financial business structure. Advances in information
and communications technologies have spectacularly transformed life in
many areas of the world. Fans of globalization claim that the process allows
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poor countries and their citizens to raise their standards of living, while op-
ponents of it assert that the creation of an unfettered international free market
has benefited Western multinational corporations to the detriment of local
cultures and people. Resistance to globalization has arisen at popular and
governmental levels as people and governments try to negotiate the changes
brought by globalization.12

One very important negative effect of the process has been the develop-
ment of increased economic inequalities and social unrest. Although stud-
ies show that poverty in and of itself is not a direct cause of terrorism, it
does seem to be the case that the social inequalities resulting from uneven
distribution of the benefits of globalization do matter.13 The World Bank
Development Report of 2001 shows that nearly half of the world’s six bil-
lion people live on less than two dollars per day, have limited access to
health care and education, and have virtually no political power.14 The pol-
itics and economics at work in multinational corporate development and
“out-sourcing” have tended to build up metropolitan centers in a way that
creates huge disparities in power and development within and between
countries. Uneven development within the borders of nations places stress
on national identities and communal relations. When community bonds are
strained in these ways, people often seek to build new identities by rein-
forcing ethnic or religious ties.

Another way that globalization has intensified ethno-religious conflict has
been a direct result of free trade policies and widespread access to communi-
cations and information technologies. Simplified access to sophisticated tools
of war and worldwide networking make massively destructive violence an
easier option for relatively unsophisticated groups.15 We will return to the is-
sue of individual identity formation in chapter 4, but for now, it is helpful to
note that de-reification of worldviews is happening rapidly as American po-
litical, social, and cultural ways flood regions of the world that until recent
times have been relatively isolated from the rest of the world. The over-
whelming amount of information about alternative worldviews flowing
through new communications technologies is creating crises of knowledge
and meaning-making in many of these regions.

All of this, combined with concerns that Western social and cultural values
are rapidly reconfiguring the extant religious landscape, contributes to the de-
cisions people make to commit acts of violence in the name of religion. In re-
cent years this seems to have become the framework for justification in some
Islamic cultures. “They [Westerners] are only after your minerals and want to
turn your country into a market for their goods.”16 This statement by Iran’s
Ayatollah Khomeini sums up the attitude of many who oppose globalization.
Although he died in 1989 his writings continue to inspire those Muslims who
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see in globalization a threat to their religious way of life. Khomeini’s por-
trayal of Western influence as “satanic” and claims that “the agents of colo-
nialism” intend to bring about a “black and dreadful” future because they see
Islam as “the major obstacle in the path of their materialistic ambitions and
the chief threat to their political power”17 show the powerful impact on reli-
gious thought that the side effects of globalization have had.

Cultural Secularization

A brief exploration of the work by one prominent scholar of religious vio-
lence who sees secularization as a primary cause will suffice here. Mark Jur-
gensmeyer, currently director of the Orfalea Center for Global and Interna-
tional Studies and professor of sociology and religious studies at the
University of California in Santa Barbara, says that “religion is not innocent”
when it comes to violence, particularly when it fuses with cultural expres-
sions of unrest.18 He points to comments made by the Israeli mother of a child
who was on a bus bombed by Arab members of Hamas in 1998 as evidence
for his claims that secularization and modernization are to blame. The Israeli
mother expressed anger not at the bombers but against Israel’s prime minis-
ter for having negotiated peace agreements with Yasar Arafat. Jurgensmeyer
says that the woman’s comments “demonstrated that the religious war in Is-
rael and Palestine has not been a war between religions, but a double set of
wars—Jewish and Muslim—against secularism.” He argues that this disillu-
sionment with Western values has led to a “‘loss of faith’ in the ideological
form of that culture, secular nationalism.”19 “The perception that the modern
idea of secular nationalism was insufficient in moral, political, and social
terms” is central to every conflict he has studied, and so, he argues, “the mo-
tivating cause—if such a term can be used—was the sense of a loss of iden-
tity and control in the modern world.”20 He further claims that “guys throw
bombs” as a reaction to humiliation and emasculation resulting from eco-
nomic frustrations. Religious ideas add a powerful “symbolic empowerment”
dimension to the violence through which “guys” are able to assert masculin-
ity threatened by the consequences of secularization and modernization.21 We
will more fully examine the portions of Jurgensmeyer’s thesis that address
psychological motivations in more detail shortly, but it suffices for the pres-
ent to note that although his insights into the role that Cosmic War ideologies
play in fueling violence are very important and he does acknowledge that re-
ligion is not the sole cause, this reductionist psychological interpretation is
problematic. Also problematic are aspects of his prescription for curing the
problem of religious violence. In the last chapter of Terror in the Mind of
God, Jurgensmeyer outlines several scenarios for the end of terrorism. The
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scenarios include the use of legal or military force to subdue or terrify the vi-
olent factions into submission, the possibility that terrorism will win out, the
separation of religion from politics, or “healing politics with religion.”

As for the suggestion that compartmentalization of religion into the private
sphere might solve the problem, this idealistic goal rings true at one level, but
probably primarily only for those of us whose lives are imbued with Western
European or American political ideas. The history of the United States illus-
trates the impossibility of segregating religion and politics. In the United
States separation of church and state is a foundational political tenet. Com-
paratively speaking, religiously motivated violence is minimal in the country
today with diverse religious ideologies coexisting in relative peace. Rodney
Stark argues that American religious civility is a product of pluralism: “The
key to high levels of local religious commitment and of religious civility is
not fewer religions, but more.”22 But many argue that what has actually hap-
pened in the United States is that America has evolved a distinctive form of
civil religion in which references to God are politically acceptable and im-
portant aspects of our culture, like the Declaration of Independence and the
flag, are imbued with a sacred character. In a sense, we in the United States
have not separated religion from politics at all; we’ve simply developed a
new form of religious expression. Religions are meaning-making systems and
as such necessarily, for their practitioners, inform politics. As Gandhi in-
sisted, the person who believes that religion and politics have nothing to do
with one another quite clearly understands neither religion nor politics. Our
discussion of the psychodynamic interplay of the individual and the collec-
tive unconscious in the last chapters will shed additional light on the mecha-
nisms at work here.

Jurgensmeyer’s last proposed solution, healing politics with religion, also
rings true at one level. Violence will end, he says, “when secular authorities
embrace moral values, including those associated with religion.”23 His
analysis of religious violence is insightful and useful in understanding the
broader issues at work. But this recommendation that we must “heal poli-
tics with religion” is made without guidance as to how a culture of religious
intolerance and fanaticism can be transformed into one of secular govern-
ment with privatized religion, or how nations are to determine which among
the many competing religious moralities they ought to adopt, never mind
how a government might go about implementing the healing process. Heal-
ing is most certainly the goal, but unless it begins at the level of the indi-
vidual it simply will not happen. To claim that politics can be healed with
religion is to reify politics as well as religion and create an illusory space
within which abstract concepts must be thought to act upon one another. As
we discovered in our discussion of reification, this sort of talk reinscribes
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our sense of impotence to effect change since the individual human remains
outside the sphere of influence.

Secularization models as a major cause of religious violence may make
some sense today, but what about in the past? The Protestant Reformation in
sixteenth-century Europe broke up the hegemony of the papacy over Chris-
tianity. This disruption of control led to many overtly religious wars through-
out Europe, as Catholic Christians struggled for political control over the
Protestants, and various forms of Protestantism struggled for control over one
another. Every major Reformation movement became embroiled in intense
theological and political conflict which led to the “Confessional Era” in
which churches developed statements that delineated their beliefs, and
princes and clergy required profession of allegiance to them. Widespread dev-
astation due to events like the Wars of Religion and the St. Bartholomew’s
Day Massacre of August 1572 in France set the stage for secularization in the
eighteenth century with the Reign of Terror, when the only form of worship
allowed was of the Goddess Reason, and the French Revolution. Post-Refor-
mation confessionalism was closely tied to the evolution of the modern na-
tion-state and led to the Thirty Years War (1618–1648), one of the most dev-
astating conflicts in European history. It is one of history’s greatest ironies
that religious conflict provided a major stimulus for the process of secular-
ization itself.

The relationship between religion and secularization is complicated even
further when we consider two other examples: England and India. In England
today, Anglicanism is the official state religion and the monarch is the head
of both church and government. And yet, British society is quite secular and
the Parliament passes legislation not to conform to dogma of the Church of
England but rather from a secular basis. India is quite secular in terms of its
governmental structure, but Indian society as a whole tends to be very reli-
gious.24 These examples make it more difficult to draw clear connections be-
tween secularization and religious expression.

The secularization/modernization thesis is more directly challenged by
Jonathan Fox’s empirical analysis of data on ethnic and religious conflict
since 1945. Fox, an Israeli political scientist, points out that the majority of
scholarship done thus far is either purely theoretical or based on ad hoc analy-
sis. What little empirical research there is has focused very narrowly and so
does not lend itself to accurate generalizations about the overall impact of re-
ligions on conflict.25 Fox used data from two major projects: the University
of Maryland’s Minorities at Risk Project (MAR) and George Mason Univer-
sity’s Political Instability Task Force State Failure database. MAR monitors
and evaluates conflicts of politically active groups in all countries with pop-
ulations of five hundred thousand or more, and tracks 284 politically active
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ethnic groups on political, economic, and cultural dimensions.26 The Political
Instability Task Force (PITF) is a group of scholars and researchers originally
brought together in 1994 at the request of senior policy makers in the U.S.
government. The State Failure database27 maintains comparative information
on cases of total state failure and periods of political instability between 1955
and 2005, in nations with populations over five hundred thousand.

Fox’s analysis of this data shows that, although religion is a contributor, it
has not been the sole or even primary causative factor in conflicts since 1945.
The primary cause of conflict is nationalism in separatist forms. Religion can
be used to intensify ethnic conflicts and is increasingly being employed in
this way. There is no evidence to support claims that religious objections to
secularization are the initial or principal cause of this conflict.28

The secondary effects of religious claims on conflict take different forms.
Fox found an intriguing and counterintuitive relationship between ethnic
protest and religion: “The presence of religious identity and complaints over
religious issues in an ethnic conflict make protest less likely. This is exactly
the opposite of what we would expect.” Religion has little or no impact in eth-
nic conflicts unless it is combined with demands for self-determination.29 In
a 2006 essay, Mark Jurgensmeyer agrees that “religion is not the initial prob-
lem, but the fact that religion is the medium through which [alienation, mar-
ginalization, and social frustration] are expressed is problematic.” This reli-
gious “antimodernism” and “antiglobalism” personalizes the tensions,
provides an organizational network, provides moral justification for violence,
and adds Cosmic Warfare imagery which absolutizes the conflict. In this way
religion becomes not the primary cause of religious violence but rather “a
problematic partner of political confrontation.”30 Once again, we have a po-
tent analysis of the problem, but we have added new questions. Why is it that
religious ideologies only seem to play a role in conflict when combined with
nationalism or demands for self-determination? The answer to this question
lies in the individual human psyche, a phenomenon we will examine in more
depth in the following chapters.

Politics, Not Religion, as Primary Cause

A number of recent publications examine the question of religious violence in
relation to politics and conclude that religion in and of itself does not cause
violence. Like Jonathan Fox’s work, in these analyses religion is a secondary
factor in the generation of bloodshed. These theorists argue that sometimes
religious ideals are co-opted as a consequence of the need to rally support for
political goals and that sometimes religious rhetoric is deliberately used in or-
der to mask political agendas.
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Ram Puniyani, an Indian economist, claims that the majority of violence
today is really politics clothed in the language of religion. Pointing to his own
country, Puniyani says that religious ideologies are being exploited on a grand
scale today by the elite of Indian society. The Hindutva movement, which in-
sists that India must be governed by Hindu religious teachings, makes use of
ancient ideologies not to glorify Hinduism but rather to reestablish the polit-
ical and social power of the upper caste and justify demonization of all non-
Hindus.31 According to Harvard sociologist Stanley Tambiah, “Civilian riots
are a mode of conducting politics by other means.”32 Ethno-religious violence
in India shows evidence of careful planning and tends to be carried out by
people from a wide range of the population with direction from politicians
and members of the professional classes. Police are often reported to be com-
plicit either through nonaction or direct participation, as in the Bombay riots
of 1992–1993 and the 2002 Hindu-Muslim riots in Ahmedabad, when police
fired primarily on the slum areas. “Institutionalized riot systems” have
evolved as networks organized by political parties to stage riots against eth-
nic and religious minority groups.33

On the world stage, Puniyani argues, the government of the United States
also uses religion to mask its true agenda. The United States has had to find
a new enemy since the demise of communism and so has instituted a policy
of demonization of Islam in its place. He says this demonization is made nec-
essary because American imperialism requires justification for its military
presence all over the world. America maintains military bases in or has troops
deployed to at least 144 countries and territories beyond its own borders.34

The rhetoric of a “war on terror,” in other words, disguises the real motives
behind troop deployment and invasions by U.S. armed forces in recent years.
In order to justify its military presence, which Puniyani perceives to be in the
service not of a war on terror but rather of globalization and economic dom-
ination, the U.S. government disguises its agenda as religious warfare—Islam
versus Christian democracy.

In a similar vein Robert Pape, a University of Chicago political scientist, ar-
gues that religion is not the motivating factor behind most suicide bombings:

Over half of all suicide terrorist attacks, all around the world since 1980, pretty
much since they’ve begun in the modern period, are not associated with Islamic
fundamentalism . . . what over 95 percent of all suicide terrorist attacks . . . have
in common is not religion but a specific strategic goal: to compel a modern de
mocracy to withdraw combat forces.35

In Pape’s analysis, terrorism of this sort is primarily about defending territory
and culture against invading forces and not about religious fundamentalisms.
Pape says that suicide terrorism, in particular, displays a kind of three-fold
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logic of political, social, and individual strategic value. Typical suicide ter-
rorists are of normal psychology, are better off economically than the norm
for their community, are well supported by social networks, and have strong
emotional commitments to their national identity. These individuals seem to
perceive themselves as acting altruistically for a social group that is dedicated
to legitimate goals in the service of political coercion.

Suicide attacks are nearly always a response to foreign occupation but do
become more likely when the predominant religion of the occupying forces
differs from that of the region under occupation. Religion comes into play af-
ter the fact, according to Pape’s theory. There are three reasons for this sec-
ondary role of religious ideologies: the fear that occupying forces will attempt
to force change, often seen to include conversion to the religion of the occu-
pying forces; religion facilitates demonization of the other; and religion trans-
forms suicide (condemned by most religions) into martyrdom.36

RESOURCE SCARCITY

Some theorists believe that religious violence can be explained as a response
to restricted access to or insufficient quantities of various intangible re-
sources. Intangible religious resources include ultimate truth, eternal salva-
tion, and sacred spaces. Monotheisms automatically and implicitly create
scarce resources by virtue of the fact that the core doctrine insists there is only
one true God. An intriguing facet of the impact that globalization has had on
religious violence has to do with the creation of “religioscapes,” subjective
religious maps, and new “moral geographies” that evolve between immigrant
and diasporic groups of people.37 Of special interest to us here are theories
that religious people commit acts of violence because religious doctrines
themselves, especially monotheisms, create a kind of theological scarcity by
making exclusivist claims to salvation.

Monotheism as Cosmic Resource Scarcity

Scarcity of resources occurs when a society does not have sufficient sup-
plies to produce enough of a specific resource to fulfill particular require-
ments. Scarcity implies that not all of society’s goals can be attained at the
same time, so when the resources desired or needed by a society for
achieving its goals are not in abundant supply, trade-offs must be made. In
human experience, conflict has often been the end result. Land, natural re-
sources, manufactured goods, and even ideas can be considered resources
in this context.
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In her 1997 examination of identity and violence in the Hebrew Bible (The
Curse of Cain: The Violent Legacy of Monotheism, nominated for a Pulitzer
Prize), Regina Schwartz broke new ground in claiming that monotheistic re-
ligions gain power and create division by way of resource scarcity. Her the-
sis was that “monotheism abhors, reviles, rejects, and ejects whatever it de-
fines as outside its compass” and “forges identity antithetically” in such a way
as to lead to violence against outsiders.38 Proponents of this view (sociologist
Rodney Stark, among others) believe the monotheistic image of God is most
dangerous because it necessarily means that only one religion can be the true
religion. Monotheistic constructs “presuppose a kind of metaphysical
scarcity” in which identity formation for believers must always happen in
terms of opposition to others because “limited supplies suggest bound-
aries.”39 Obviously, if there is only one true God and more than one tradition
claims to have the correct understanding of this God, someone must be
wrong. Further, since the claim that there is only one God has not resulted in
a sustainable claim that there is only one true religion, internal and external
conflict is inherent to monotheism.40

If there is only one true God then the religion of that God has a “corner on
the market” of salvation. In the history of the three major monotheistic tradi-
tions we see this played out: internal conflict over the proper interpretation of
the teachings of these faiths has resulted in denominational splitting and
bloodshed. A few examples will suffice: in Judaism, factions fought for con-
trol of the faith and the nation during the second century BCE Maccabean
Wars; in Christianity, the Protestant Reformation brought about decades of
warfare as Catholics fought Protestants and Protestants fought among them-
selves for control; in Islam, the Shi’a Muslims trace their origins to the mur-
der of their leader, Ali, in 661 CE by the group we know today as the Sunnis.
The murder happened as a result of a struggle for power. Imam Ali, a cousin
of Muhammad, and his followers believed leadership of the Muslim people
should be in the hands of someone with a “blood relation” to Muhammad,
whereas the Sunnis believed leadership belonged in the hands of the
caliphate, or political authority, regardless of relation to Muhammad.

Since Christians insist they worship the same God as the Jews, and Mus-
lims insist their God is the God of the Jews and Christians, one might expect
that relative peace among the traditions would result. In truth the opposite has
been the case. This is, according to resource-scarcity theories, because the
proponents of each of these traditions have generated new scriptures and new
claims about how one achieves salvation which supplant those of the parent
belief systems. In the case of the monotheisms, some sacred spaces have also
become contentious because of the claims of the faiths. Christianity arose out
of Judaism, accepted the Jewish Bible, and added twenty-seven writings to it
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which are said to “complete” the Hebrew Bible. Christians believe that the
God worshipped by the Jews is their God, who became incarnate in Jesus of
Nazareth, and that salvation is gained through this belief. Muslims believe
that Allah is the same God as that of Jews and Christians, and that the holy
Quran was given by Allah to correct the errors made by human followers of
the prophets who had been sent to proclaim the Truth.

Because Jesus was a first century CE Palestinian Jew, the sacred spaces of
Judaism’s Jerusalem are also sacred to Christians. Jesus prayed and made of-
ferings to God at the Temple. And because Muhammad’s mystical Night Jour-
ney, in which he was taken bodily into the presence of Allah in Paradise, also
occurred there, Jerusalem is sacred to Muslims. This small piece of land is
very much a scarce resource. There is only one Jerusalem but three
monotheisms with claims to it. The Temple Mount is the site of the first and
second Jewish Temples, which makes it the holiest place on earth for Jews.
The Mount is also the location of two ancient holy sites for Muslims, the
Dome of the Rock (from the center of which Muhammad ascended to heaven
and received Allah’s direction regarding prayer) and the Al Aqsa Mosque,
constructed in the early eight century to mark the “farthest mosque” referred
to in the Quran (Sura 17.7) where Muhammad’s Night Journey ended.

Conflict over this contested sacred space has been ongoing but recently has
taken on a more threatening character because of an alliance between some
conservative Christians and Orthodox Jews who focus on the eagerly antici-
pated end times. The Jewish Temple Mount Faithful believe the Temple must
be rebuilt in order for the true messiah to come. Some members believe that
it is up to them to initiate the final battle that will mark the beginning of trans-
formation of this world into the Kingdom of God, and so they have attacked
Muslims in order to force the issue. In 1977, a group lead by Yehudah Etzion
planted bombs in cars, attacked Palestinians, and laid plans to blow up the
Dome of the Rock in order to bring about the end times.41 The beliefs of the
Temple Mount Faithful converge with that of Christian Zionists who believe
the Temple must be rebuilt to bring about the second coming of Christ. The
“Jerusalem Declaration on Christian Zionism,” a statement issued by the
Latin Patriarch and heads of local churches in Jerusalem in 2006, sums up the
dangerous nature of this belief system:

Christian Zionism is a modern theological and political movement that em
braces the most extreme ideological positions of Zionism, thereby becoming
detrimental to a just peace within Palestine and Israel. . . . The Gospel is iden
tified with the ideology of empire, colonialism and militarism. . . . It places an
emphasis on apocalyptic events leading to the end of history rather than living
Christ’s love and justice today. We categorically reject Christian Zionist doc
trines as false teaching that corrupts the biblical message of love, justice and
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reconciliation. We further reject the contemporary alliance of Christian Zionist
leaders and organizations with elements in the governments of Israel and the
United States that are presently imposing their unilateral pre emptive borders
and domination over Palestine. This inevitably leads to unending cycles of vi
olence that undermine the security of all peoples of the Middle East and the rest
of the world. We reject the teachings of Christian Zionism that facilitate and
support these policies as they advance racial exclusivity and perpetual war
rather than the gospel of universal love, redemption and reconciliation taught
by Jesus Christ. Rather than condemn the world to the doom of Armageddon
we call upon everyone to liberate themselves from the ideologies of militarism
and occupation. Instead, let them pursue the healing of the nations!42

This statement eloquently and succinctly expresses the way in which resource
scarcity contributes to religious violence when religious people lay claim to
sacred spaces.

“Religioscapes”

What is an ideology without a space to which it refers, a space which it describes,
whose vocabulary and kinks it makes use of, and whose code it embodies?43

In 1997, a year before the bombings of American embassies in Africa, Osama
bin Laden gave an interview to ABC News in which he said that America de-
served to be targeted by militant groups. Among the United States’ list of
crimes, according to bin Laden, was the occupation of “‘the lands of Islam in
the holiest of places, the Arabian Peninsula.’”44 Statements like these imply
that one major cause of religious violence arises out of conceptualizations of
sacred space. In some forms of Islam, for example, the world is said to be di-
vided into the realms of Dar al-Islam, literally “abode of submission” (to Al-
lah) and Dar al-Harb, “abode of war.” Although these concepts are not found
in the major texts of the religion, they have functioned at times in Islamic his-
tory as a lens through which to view relations with non-Muslim people and to
justify conquest of territory through violent means.

And yet, according to some analysts, it seems that the majority of terror-
ism, at least that done in the name of Islam since the 1990s, has been com-
mitted by Muslims for whom Dar al-Islam has become “deterritorialized.”
Many of the perpetrators of recent violent acts were Westernized Muslims,
living outside of traditionally Islamic countries. They tend to be either “born-
again Muslims” or converts to the faith: they “are all far more a product of a
Westernized Islam than of traditional Middle Eastern politics . . . more a post-
modern phenomenon than a premodern one.”45 Dar al-Islam once designated
that part of the world where Muslims lived under Muslim rule. For these new
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deterritorialized Muslims, Dar al-Islam exists wherever Muslims live. In this
new vision, Islam becomes radicalized through “expression of a recon-
structed self in reference to a virtual ummah [Muslim community].”46 Con-
ceptualization of the world in terms of a “Muslim/Non-Muslim” religioscape
implicitly and unavoidably communicates a moral geography. Moral geogra-
phies are made up of unspoken ethical assertions that influence culture and
politics and denote bonds and divisions among people.47

It is easy to see how this worldview might contribute to justification of vi-
olence against those outside the borders of one’s religio-moral mental geo-
graphic framework. The deterritorialization of these geographies opens the
door to loosening of nationalist ties and the creation of global religioscapes
wherein it is religious, not national, identity that matters most.

One striking instance of this phenomenon is seen in the way in which some
Christian evangelical missionary denominations approach the world today.
For these groups, the world is literally mapped theologically, as Christian or
non-Christian (sometimes labeled “demonic”). Many of these groups partici-
pate in worldwide efforts to reach those who live in what is now called the
“10/40 Window of Opportunity.” This “Window” stretches from 10 to 40 de-
grees north of the equator, extending from North Africa through China. The
region is of strategic importance to these evangelists because it contains the
largest population of non-Christians on the planet and so the greatest oppor-
tunity for expansion of membership in their faith systems. The impact of this
constructed religio-moral geography can be seen in the way it is played out
today in Haiti, where Christian Pentecostals are waging spiritual warfare to
take back the nation from Satan, with whom they believe the leader of the
1804 Haitian Revolution made a pact in exchange for freedom from colonial
domination.48

After Vodou was officially recognized as a religion by the Haitian govern-
ment in 2003 and political violence broke out with the military coup, as many
as 70 percent of missionaries fled the island because they believed President
Jean-Bertrand Aristide planned to renew the ancient pact with Satan on Jan-
uary 1, 2004,49 but many have since returned and renewed the battle for the
spiritual soul of the land and its people. Tensions are rising as escalation in
the rhetoric of spiritual warfare and crusade aimed at exorcising the demonic
influences from individuals and the nation occurs.

These examples clearly show the connection between monotheisms and
perpetration of religious violence. However, we cannot forget that religious
violence involving nonmonotheistic religions like Hinduism, Buddhism, and
Jainism has occurred throughout the centuries. Religious violence seems to
be a part of every form of religion. In truth, Holy War may be an “essential
element of virtually all religious systems.” For believers these wars are “sit-
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uational moments of divine-human cooperation,” a type of sacramental action
performed in accordance with transcendent goals and in the service of justice,
peace, and human redemption.50 How and why this happens must be understood.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS: CASE STUDY OF 
RELIGION’S IMPACT ON VIOLENCE IN THE PHILIPPINES

Undoubtedly, the causes of religious violence are complex and intertwined.
To illustrate just how much this is so, let’s look briefly at the situation in Min-
danao, a region in the Philippines. Conflict in the area has been ongoing for
many decades and involves ethnic, religious, economic, political, and re-
source-scarcity issues. Today, the majority of the population on Mindanao is
the Moro, who are mostly Muslim belonging to at least ten different ethnic
groups. The groups have significant cultural and linguistic differences, as
well as unique interpretations of Islam. Although most recent media reports
have focused on terrorism and claims to ties between the Moro Islamic Lib-
eration Front (MILF) and Al-Qaeda, a recent State Department publication
indicates the causes of violence may actually be rooted less in religion than
in local politics and family relations. In a 2002 privately funded survey, the
Asia Foundation identified ridu, or clan violence, as the most common source
of tension. Ridu is a centuries-old custom of tribal feuding. It can involve dis-
putes among family members or between rival clans over land, money, mar-
riage, or political power. Revenge killing is often an end result, along with ex-
pansion of the violence to include women and children of the involved tribes.
Ridu becomes explosive when those involved use family ties to pull members
of MILF and the army into the conflicts.51

The long history of colonial rule over the Philippines, by the Spanish from the
sixteenth through nineteenth centuries and by the United States from 1899
through the end of World War II, ensured a solid foundation for Christianity over
most of the islands. In the Mindanao region the situation was made more com-
plex since Islam was fairly well established in the south by the middle of the six-
teenth century, while the rest of the island groups either remained “Indios”
(devotees of the indigenous animistic religion) or converted to Christianity.

Under Spanish rule, there was ongoing violence due to attempts by the
Spanish government to forcibly convert the Muslim populations, whom they
called “Moros,” to Christianity. Later, under U.S. military rule the failure to
understand that there was no centralized authority among the Moro led the
governing authority to react in ways that perpetuated the instability. The U.S.
governing authority established an unequal system of justice in which dis-
putes between Moros and Christians were governed by Philippine law, but all
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other disputes were left to be settled by Moro custom. Private landownership
was established, families were granted parcels of land, and all land sales re-
quired government approval. Inequality was made law when, in 1903, all
Moro land holdings were declared null and void. In 1913, a law was passed
that allowed Christians to own twice as much land as Muslims. In 1919,
Christian land entitlement was extended to three times that of Muslims. These
laws fed into the unrest in the region.

Once independence from the United States became imminent, the Moro
leadership appealed unsuccessfully not to be included in the newly indepen-
dent Philippines. The 1935 “Dansalan Declaration” stated that,

should the US government grant the Philippines independence, the islands of
Mindanao and Sulu should not be included. Our public lands must not be given
to other people. . . . All our practices that are incidental to our religion Islam
should be respected because these things are what a Muslim desires to live for.
Once our religion is no more our lives are no more.52

In the 1950s, northern groups formed the New People’s Army and staged a
Maoist rebellion. In order to defuse the situation, the government began relo-
cating these people to the south and giving them seized plots of Moro land.
Unrest was perpetual. When martial law was finally declared in 1972, the
Moros went to war; the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) was formed
and called for an independent Moro state. Armed conflict over the next
twenty-five years resulted in at least 100,000 Moro deaths and 250,000 dis-
placed from their homes. The violence has continued to the present day.

If we reflect on this situation in light of the material we’ve uncovered
through our search for clues to the sources of religious violence, we see that
the Mindanao region is not caught up in a simple and straightforward Islamic
jihad aimed at the Christian population. The region is enmeshed in violence
today because of a complex interaction of multiple factors. Traditional clan
customs, which may have evolved in part out of biological group selection
impulses, the politics and economics of colonial rule, and resource scarcity
resulting from land reallocations caused by forced or government-induced
migrations appear to be the primary roots.

Were we to take a narrow view of this situation, reading it in terms of lim-
ited salvation or monotheistic resource scarcity, it would be easy to interpret
this as an inevitable clash of religious ideologies. Even though Muslims and
Christians ostensibly worship the same God, their claims about what this God
intends for humanity diverge just enough, some might say, to escalate the par-
ticularism inherent in all monotheisms beyond the point of tolerance. Reli-
gious differences have clearly played a role in Mindanao’s violent past but ap-
parently always within the context of some other more primary driving force.
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Christian exclusivist claims to salvation led in the past first to forced conver-
sions of Muslims by Christians and then to preferential treatment of Chris-
tians by the government in granting land ownership. Resource scarcity both
in terms of religious ideologies and the physical environment has played a
role in perpetuating the conflict. In recent decades, some Moro groups have
begun to use Islamic teachings on justice and jihad in support of the violence
which began long ago and for very different reasons.

As we come to the end of this wide-ranging survey of theoretical explana-
tions it seems clear that, whatever the form it takes, religious violence is
“causally heterogeneous”: cultural, economic, and political factors all play a
role.53 However, the temptation to reify these factors can be just as strong as
the urge to speak of religion itself as an independent actor. Violence is com-
mitted by human beings who make choices, so without careful attention to
psychology, any theory of religious violence will remain incomplete. In truth,
it may well be the case that what matters most in our efforts to get to the real
roots of the problem (especially in understanding suicide terrorism) is the
psychology of the individual as shaped by and in interaction with the group.

Subjective interpretations of one’s situation play a crucial role in the
process that ends in violence. Many Americans have been surprised to learn
that Al-Qaeda operatives tend to be from the more privileged sectors of their
societies, to be educated and economically well-off. Their leader, Osama bin
Laden, was a millionaire. So while objective conditions of injustice, lack of
education, and poverty play a part in some situations, perceived injustice is
more important in the long run. Individual psychology may well be the ma-
jor issue, and to this issue we now turn.
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The 1999 U.S. government’s profile of terrorists notes that although the so-
cial psychology of terrorism has received extensive analysis, “the individual
psychology of political and religious terrorism has been largely ignored.”1

Perhaps one reason for this may be that scholars have until recently shared the
opinion, expressed by prominent sociologist Rodney Stark, that psychology
can only be a “cul-de-sac” because violence varies cross-culturally and his-
torically: “The causes of phenomena such as religious conflict are not to be
found primarily within the human head, unless we make the patently false as-
sumption that basic psychological processes differ greatly by time and
place.”2 As we shall see, though, particularly in terms of terrorist activity, the
psychological is in fact primary. What matters most is precisely what goes on
in the human head; the subjective experience of injustice or deprivation mat-
ters far more than the conditions of objective reality. People climb up the
“staircase to terrorism” because of how they perceive their situations, which
are often objectively those of middle-class citizens who have the agency and
resources necessary to shape their own futures.3 In this chapter we will ex-
amine some of the major psychological explanations offered for violent reli-
gious behaviors and will discover that the material uncovered leads us not
into a cul-de-sac but rather down new and potentially fruitful paths toward
elimination of the causes.

While there is no shortage of work published on the psychology of reli-
gious violence, very little has yet been done in terms of psychodynamics.4

This is unfortunate since psychoanalytic and depth psychology theories pro-
vide very powerful resources for uncovering the factors that influence indi-
vidual motivation and behavior, and may well provide the most comprehen-
sive framework for understanding religion that we have today.5 As noted
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previously, the authors of the U.S. government’s terrorist profile document
point out that the majority of attention to religious violence from the stand-
point of psychology has up until now come from social psychology. We will
therefore start our exploration with this research but always with the goal of
uncovering the dynamics of religious violence operating at the level of the in-
dividual believer. If we are to make progress toward the goal of empowering
individuals to take some measure of responsibility for long-term amelioration
of this age-old problem, we must understand the problem from the perspec-
tive of the individual actor.

SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY AND RELIGIOUS VIOLENCE

Before exploring themes in social psychological research, it is important to
note that there is no consensus among psychologists and psychiatrists on the
causes of terrorism in any form, and the addition of religion to the mix com-
plicates understanding even further. Social psychologists study how the indi-
vidual’s beliefs and behaviors are shaped by the social group. Theories are
usually developed using experimental methods like questionnaire analysis or
manipulation of situations in controlled settings, with the aim of gathering
data to be used in developing theories that are applicable to humanity as a
whole.

From a social psychology view, religion is perhaps most understandable in
terms of meaning system analysis. In psychology, a meaning system is a set
of particular beliefs and theories about ourselves, others, and the world that
functions as the lens through which we view reality. Religious meaning sys-
tems are distinctive because they are comprehensive, central to global under-
standings, and focused on what is considered sacred. Because they operate at
both the individual and collective levels, consciously or subconsciously, reli-
gious meaning systems tend to be seen as sources of fundamental incontro-
vertible truths. As such, religious ideas can facilitate violence in a number of
ways.

Religious teachings frequently disseminate ideas that aid the development
of a sense of privilege or election among believers which can serve as an in-
ducement to intolerance of those not perceived to be among the elect. This
trend toward bias can also be encouraged by absolutist teachings that claim
there is only one path to salvation. One example, as we have seen, is teach-
ings on selflessness and self-sacrifice; these principles have at times been in-
terpreted so as to encourage participation in warfare. In some religious sys-
tems leaders have perverted teachings on selflessness to mean willingness to
die in conflict conducted on behalf of the system’s transcendent goals.
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Because religious teachings function as moral frameworks it is possible to
legitimize violence through sanctification of such action. Once an act has
been sanctified, or made holy, by its association with the will of the divine,
the believer may engage in violence with impunity even if it contradicts gen-
eral moral teachings of the faith. Through a process of moral disengagement
and cognitive redefinition, it becomes acceptable, for example, for a Christ-
ian to kill another person in order to eliminate evil in the world. Among the
cognitive tools deployed in service of moral disengagement are the use of eu-
phemisms and dehumanizing rhetoric which demonizes those outside the re-
ligious community. When violence is described as a means for achieving
peace or spreading God’s Word it is no longer violence but has become holy
action done on behalf of God. When our enemies are not conceived of as fel-
low humans but as infidels, gooks, agents of the Antichrist, vermin, Christ-
killers, spawn of the Devil, and so forth, it becomes much easier to justify
their elimination.6 Additionally, the powerful meaning systems of religious
ideas can work to support violence because they can provide a ready-made
organizational complex which enhances dissemination of information, mech-
anisms for personalizing the conflict (since one’s own eternal well-being is at
stake), imagery of cosmic conflict that supports absolutizing rhetoric, and ul-
timate transhistorical meaning.7

Religions, then, as meaning systems provide a ready scaffolding that can
support violence; but very often, religious issues come into play only after
other ground floor conditions have prepared the way for escalation of ten-
sions. Religion can sometimes become the vehicle of expression for issues
that were not initially religious in nature. It is important to keep in mind that
religion alone, even though often powerfully influential in the evolution of vi-
olence, is not sufficient as an explanation for it. In a masterful study on the
psychology of genocide and mass murder, James Waller makes a compelling
case for the claim that ideological commitment, whether religious or other-
wise, does not in and of itself explain the willingness with which human be-
ings kill one another.8

The Road to Mass Killing and Genocide

How do ordinary law-abiding citizens become willing participants in acts of bru-
tality against other human beings? In his attempt to answer this question, James
Waller has synthesized volumes of information in what may well be the most
far-reaching social psychological examination of what he calls human evil (de-
fined behaviorally as “the deliberate harming of humans by other humans”9).

The first factor to consider here is the impact of group dynamics. As a so-
cial psychologist, Waller is naturally concerned to understand how the group
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affects the individual and notes that group interaction can function as an am-
plifier that intensifies the tendencies within the group. Isolated groups tend to
become more extreme in rhetoric and actions than the individuals apart from
the group would otherwise. Waller rightly insists, though, that the dynamics
of any group can only be understood in terms of the wills of the individual
group members. A group is, in other words, perhaps more a reflection of the
character of its membership than the shaper of individual actions. When we
imbue a group with powers distinct from the nature of the people who make
up the group, we are guilty of reification that allows misplaced blaming.
Group membership does not transform us into murderers unless the individ-
ual tendencies of members are predisposed in this direction. This is born out
by the fact that groups made up of individuals with positive aims tend to ac-
complish more good together than would be possible separately.10 When reli-
gious individuals who believe that violence against humanity is consonant
with transcendent goals (the “will of God”) gather together, group readiness
to commit violence becomes much greater than any one individual’s motiva-
tion alone.

Waller reminds us that by far the majority of people who participated in the
genocides and mass killings of the twentieth century were not psychopathic—
they were ordinary people. This is clearly so, as only a very small portion of
the population suffers from psychopathy but many hundreds of thousands of
people participated in the genocides and mass murders of the twentieth cen-
tury: thousands of Turks participated in the elimination of two million Ar-
menian Christians from 1915 to 1923; hundreds of thousands of Germans fa-
cilitated the extermination of seventeen million Jews, Gypsies, people judged
mentally incompetent or cognitively disabled, homosexuals, and other unde-
sirables during the Nazi regime; and hundreds of thousands of Hutus worked
in Rwanda to slaughter eight hundred thousand Tutus in just one hundred
days during 1994. In the case of the Nazi genocide, we have records of psy-
chiatric evaluations of Nazi war criminals and interviews with survivors of
death camps. These documents overwhelming demonstrate that no more than
5 to 10 percent of the active participants in the slaughter suffered from men-
tal illness. In fact, the so-called sociopath or psychopath (antisocial personal-
ity disorder or APD) is far less likely to participate in genocide than normal
men and women because the sociopath has difficulty functioning as a coop-
erative member of groups. Based on the incidence of APD in the general pop-
ulation of men in the United States, which is about 3 percent, 97 out of every
100 actors in genocide are likely clinically normal.11 What happens to turn
normal neighbors into murderers, whatever the ideological commitments?
What is it about human beings that makes it possible for average, psycholog-
ically healthy men and women to commit atrocities?
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Waller’s explanatory model posits that we become participants in such acts
of evil as a result of numerous ultimate and proximal influences. An ultimate
cause is the earliest factor or deepest influence that accounts for human vio-
lence, and the proximal causes are the immediate factors that operate in “real
time.” The ultimate causes of human violence originate in our common evo-
lutionary history, whereas the proximate influences originate in cultural, psy-
chological, and social constructions.

Psychologists have been making use of theories of biological evolution to
come to a deeper understanding of the human mind since the 1960s. Waller’s
interpretation of this relatively new field of evolutionary psychology (EP)
helps us to better understand the ubiquity of violence in human history. Ac-
cording to this mode of thought, human behavior is pushed by “universal rea-
soning circuits” that evolved through natural selection. The process of natu-
ral selection is one by which adaptive traits (those which enhance
reproductive fitness) that can be inherited are passed on while maladaptive
traits tend to fade away over succeeding generations. On this basis, EP theo-
rists argue that behaviors present among human beings today originally
evolved to solve problems of adaptation in the distant past, and at the deep-
est level, there is a kind of innate psychological unity among human beings.
The ultimate cause of violence, then, is the “universal, evolved psychological
architecture” containing elements that “leave us evolutionarily primed with
the capacity for evil [violence].” Prosocial behaviors like altruism augment
within-group cooperation; more negative behaviors like aggression and com-
petition lead to “between group nastiness.”12 In Waller’s formulation, reli-
gious violence, as one form of between-group nastiness, may once have been
adaptive; it is perhaps an expression of tendencies and instinctual behaviors
that originally evolved to enhance survival. Such violence could be seen as an
atavistic trait—a “throwback” to primitive, once useful behaviors that are no
longer advantageous to the survival of humanity. As Waller puts it, the ulti-
mate influence of evolution answers “why” we are violent, whereas the
“how” is answered by proximate causes.

Proximate influences include the cultural construction of worldviews, the
psychological construction of “otherness,” and the social construction of cru-
elty. These three are active influences, working together in this world to shape
our behavior today. When these more immediate influences converge they ac-
tivate the fundamental evolved capacity for between-group malevolence with
the end result all too frequently being warfare.

Waller’s discussion of cultural construction and worldviews resonates with
our discussion of worldviews and religious beliefs. Our values, ideas of right
and wrong, how we understand ourselves in relation to authority and social
position, are all shaped by the cultures in which we live. In terms of values,
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cultures can be classified broadly as one of two types according to the focus
on either individualistic or collectivistic good. Individualistic cultures value
personal independence, achievement, and happiness. Groups do matter in in-
dividualistic cultures but only insofar as they promote the good of the indi-
vidual. Groups come and go in response to the needs of individuals. The ac-
tual membership in long-standing groups tends to fluctuate and so
nonmember others may be seen as less threatening than happens in collec-
tivistic cultures.

The collectivistic culture is centered on issues related to belonging: con-
formity, tradition, obedience, and order. One’s personal identity is defined in
terms of group membership, which tends to be fixed and stable since it is of-
ten a reflection of shared histories. Conflict in collectivistic cultures tends,
then, to be between groups. Here, social identity is more important than indi-
vidual identity. Waller says that in-group/out-group distinctions are more
likely to arise and end in conflict in collectivistic cultures. He gives the exam-
ple of genocidal regimes like the Hutu of Rwanda, who define human identity
in terms of “Hutuness,” and the Nazis, who defined “humanness” in terms of
Aryan bloodlines. Cultural worldviews that order reality in terms of authority
and position in social hierarchies are especially prone to convergence with
evolutionary tendencies so as to result in behaviors that harm others.13

Humans have evolved a very powerful protective psychological mechanism
that comes into play when we are faced with the choice to participate in vio-
lence. Waller calls it the “psychological construction of the ‘other.’” Basically,
the less like “us” someone or something is perceived to be, the easier it is to
kill it. At its most basic level construction of “otherness” is an outgrowth of
grouping behavior. When groups form among humans, even if there is no ge-
netic relationship or other similarity among members, we very quickly and
easily develop a sense of the boundary separating “us” from “them” and a bias
toward the in-group through a kind of pseudo-kinship. Our propensity to in-
group affiliation is illustrated by social psychological research. In the Robber’s
Cave Experiment, twenty-two normal eleven-year-old boys camped together
for three weeks as part of a study on group behavior. The boys were randomly
assigned to one of two cabins situated some distance apart. The researchers set
up competitive activities, games, and other situations designed to pit one group
against the other. Within a week, each group had named itself (Rattlers and Ea-
gles), chosen a leader, and begun to develop a distinctive group culture. Con-
flict erupted quickly, and the tension became so high that even watching a
movie would quickly devolve into fighting between the two groups.14

As a group enters into us-them thinking and engages in aggression toward
the other, human psychological defenses expand to distance “us” further from
“them.” These defenses include moral disengagement, through which we jus-
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tify our actions and dehumanize the other, and blaming the victims of our ag-
gression. Moral disengagement is an active (and largely unconscious) uncou-
pling process by which others are gradually moved outside the arena within
which moral values operate. This process is enhanced in situations where
reification of groups and ideologies is in operation.

Disengagement is augmented by language that dehumanizes the other. Use
of slang terms for outsiders is one very common example. This happens at all
levels of social organization, from normal teenagers in America with their
complex taxonomy of otherness (including labels like hoods, geeks, nerds,
jocks, preppies, Goths, stoners, and so on) to the more formalized process of
government-sponsored propaganda aimed at representing the enemy in less-
than-human terms (like American World War II depictions of Japanese sol-
diers as apes in military garb, or medieval Christian European depictions of
Jewish people as horned minions of the devil).

Another technique that aids in psychological and moral disengagement is
the use of euphemisms for actions which in normal morality are considered
atrocities. “Number of civilian dead” becomes “collateral damage” for Amer-
ican military bombing targets in the Iraq war; mass murder becomes “the Fi-
nal Solution” for Nazi Germany and “ethnic cleansing” for Bosnia. When
added to the belief (implicit in dehumanizing rhetoric) that the targets of such
activity deserve to be eliminated, we have the ingredients for development of
the “just world phenomenon.” This is an intriguing mental maneuver that of-
ten “kicks in” when our conviction that the world is a just place is threatened.
In the case of genocide, for example, the victims must be conceptualized so
as to allow the perpetrators to see their actions as one manifestation of jus-
tice—thus, blaming the victim is crucial. If we can convince ourselves that
the Other deserves extermination we can live more comfortably with our
atrocities. The connection to religion is especially obvious here. The
monotheistic worldviews place great importance of conceptualization of God
as just, so if a believer can portray her actions to eliminate the “spawn of Sa-
tan” as done in the service of divine justice, all the better.

The final piece of Waller’s answer to the puzzling question of how nice,
normal, law-abiding citizens can be transformed into amoral killers is the
mechanism of social constructions of cruelty. When the cultural construction
of worldviews conducive to violence and psychological construction of other-
as-threat arise in the right (wrong?) circumstances, all the ingredients are in
place for an atrocity-producing situation. Research shows that personality
variables only explain a very small percentage of variance in human behav-
ior: “Individual behavior is largely under the control of social forces and en-
vironmental contingencies rather than personality traits, character, will power.”15

Two seminal research projects (along with a large number of subsequent
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studies) underscore how powerful social context is for our conceptions of cru-
elty: Stanley Milgram’s research on obedience and Philip Zimbardo’s Stan-
ford Prison Experiment. These studies show how easily average mentally
healthy men and women can be induced to perpetrate acts of cruelty for little
or no reason, and will help shed light on the individual’s responsibility for
group violence.

In Milgram’s experiment, subjects were told that the study would investi-
gate the impact of punishment on learning. Each subject was led to believe
that positions of “teacher” or “learner” had been assigned randomly, but in
truth the “teacher” position always fell to the actual subject whose responses
were under examination, and the “learner” was always one of the experimen-
tal team. All instructions were given by an experimenter dressed in a white
lab coat. The “learner” was taken into a small room, strapped into a chair, and
had an electrode that was connected to a “generator” taped to his arm (in the
original experiment, all participants were men). The “teacher,” who was able
to hear the learner via an intercom, sat in front of a panel of switches that were
said to control the shock generator. The panel had thirty switches labeled as
generating voltage in 15 volt increments ranging from 15 to 450. Switch la-
bels also included verbal indicators of severity like “Slight Shock” and “Dan-
ger: Severe Shock,” and the two highest levels were labeled XXX. The
teacher’s task was to read a list of words to the learner and administer shocks
whenever the learner made a mistake.

Unbeknownst to the true subjects of the experiment, the learner received
no actual shock at all. He deliberately made mistakes, and when the teacher
increased the punishment voltage he acted as though he was experiencing in-
tense pain. The learner even went so far as to complain that he had a bad heart
condition, exclaimed “I can’t take it any more!” “You have no right to keep
me here!” Once the shocks reached 330 volts and beyond, the learner stopped
responding altogether. The experimenter in the lab coat calmly encouraged
the “teacher” to continue, offering reassurance that he, not the teacher, would
take full responsibility for the outcome.16

A panel of forty psychiatrists was asked to predict how many subjects
would continue with the experiment to the point of administering upper
ranges of voltage. They predicted that the majority would drop out at 150
volts, and less than 1 percent would be willing to go all the way to the end.
In actuality, 65 percent of subjects went all the way to 450 volts. Later repli-
cation experiments done between 1963 and 1985 found a compliance rate
ranging from 31 to 91 percent in the United States and, in other nations, from
28 (Australia) to 88 percent (South Africa).17

In August of 1971, Stanford social psychologist Philip Zimbardo set up an
experiment designed to test the conditions under which violence arises in pris-
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ons. Zimbardo’s research team set up a very realistic prison setting in the base-
ment of the campus psychology building and arranged to have ten of twenty-
one young male volunteers “arrested” at their homes by local off-duty police
for what was to be a fourteen-day around-the-clock experiment aimed at study-
ing prisoner psychology. The participants had been screened to ensure they
were mentally and physically healthy, and randomly assigned to play either
prison guard or prisoner. The guards wore uniforms, carried police-type night
sticks, and were told their job was to maintain order and observe the prisoners.
They were to create as realistic an environment as possible without use of phys-
ical punishment. The prisoners were stripped, were sprayed with a powder (to
mimic the delousing then administered at real prisons), were issued numbered
uniforms, and had a nylon stocking put on their heads to simulate head-shav-
ing. The cells were monitored by audio but not video surveillance.

The apparent ease and rapidity with which participants fell into their assigned
roles is disturbing. It became apparent within the first few days that some of the
young men lost conscious awareness that the situation was not real, and that all
seemed to have done so before the experiment ended. Three prisoners had to be
released from the experiment in the first four days because of intense negative
psychological reactions ranging from confused thinking to hysterical crying. A
fourth had to be released when he developed a severe rash after the mock parole
board denied his petition for release. As for the guards, Zimbardo reports that it
was frightening to see how easily and quickly these young men fell into a pat-
tern of escalating degrading and sadistic behavior. Sexual harassment by guards
began to develop on the fourth day and fully blossomed on the nightshift of the
fifth, leading to an abrupt and early end to the whole enterprise. On that night,
three prisoners who had failed to comply adequately with some order from a
guard were singled out to be humiliated. Dressed in hospital-type gowns and no
underwear, the three young men were ordered to bend over and touch their toes.
Two other prisoners were ordered to stand behind the “female camels” and
“hump them,” while the guards aggressively heaped on verbal abuse. The trans-
formation of these normal young men into sadistic tormentors was so disturb-
ing that when Zimbardo learned of the incident the next morning, he had to shut
down the experiment. All of this transpired before even one week was out.18

Writing about all of this recently, Zimbardo said,

[The participants] all began the experience as seemingly good people. Those who
were guards knew that but for the random flip of a coin they could have been
wearing the prisoner smocks and been controlled by those they were now abus
ing. They also knew that the prisoners had done nothing criminally wrong. . . . Yet,
some guards have transformed into perpetrators of evil, and other guards have be
come passive contributors to the evil through their inaction. Still other normal,
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healthy young men as prisoners have broken down under the situational pressures,
while the remaining surviving prisoners have become zombie like followers.19

The outcome of the experiment was so shockingly painful that, says Zim-
bardo, he was unable to complete a book on the project until thirty years later.
It was only after he was asked to serve as an expert witness for one of the
American military guards charged with gross prisoner abuse in 2004 at Abu
Ghraib Prison in Iraq that he was able to return to the earlier work and write
a complete account. The parallels between Abu Ghraib and the Stanford ex-
periment are stunning. Zimbardo’s analysis shows how susceptible to social
context human morality and behavior can be.

Western cultural understandings run counter to these research findings
which tell us that situational factors are, under the right conditions, more pow-
erful than basic personality tendencies. In American culture, for example, the
dispositional rather than situational view is dominant, and so we find it hard to
accept these discoveries. Western medicine, psychiatry, law, and religion op-
erate on the assumption that when wrongs are committed, culpability lies with
the individual. Situations like those explored in the Milgram and Zimbardo ex-
periments show us this is, more often than not, counter to the way things really
are. All the more shocked then are we to learn how easily that, given the right
conditions, normal morality can be turned completely on its head.

Under certain conditions, what is wrong becomes right, killing becomes a
means of healing, and atrocity becomes acceptable. If, as the Milgram and
Zimbardo experiments indicate, ordinary members of this American individ-
ualistic culture are so easily affected by the situation in which they find them-
selves, becoming subject to authority and so easily induced, simply by virtue
of situational factors and role expectations, to commit abuses like these, how
much more powerful this must be in authoritarian and collectivistic cultures!

Although Waller’s distinctions between individualistic and collectivistic
cultures seem clear, we must not lose sight of the fact that individualistic val-
ues are shaped by the collective. Social Identity Theory tells us the main fac-
tor that determines sources of identity is group power. Authentic individual
identity can only be developed in the context of group identity: “Individual
authenticity arises from collective authenticity; more broadly, individual con-
sciousness arises from collective consciousness.”20 Even American “rugged
individualism” is shaped in this way—it has no meaning outside the shared
ethos of American values.

Theoretical Application to Religious Violence

It will be helpful to pause briefly in our examination of psychology’s contri-
bution to our project and apply the discoveries made thus far to religious vi-
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olence. The interaction of religious belief, as one of the most powerful con-
structions of meaning for human beings, with the factors that explain how we
come to participate in evil acts is fascinating. Studies show that religious peo-
ple tend to be more accepting of authority, perhaps making them more likely
to fall into unquestioning obedience. Those traditions that have a strictly
hierarchical framework would be especially so. This could, for example, help
to explain the willing participation of Roman Catholic nuns and priests in the
Nazi program of euthanizing at least one hundred thousand cognitively dis-
abled and mentally ill patients in hospitals during World War II. The Roman
Catholic faith emphasizes God’s authority as embodied by the pope, who is
called the Holy Father and speaks as God’s representative to the faithful. This
investment of divine authority in a human being sets the stage for unques-
tioning obedience to other forms of authoritarianism.

In addition to the positive correlation between religiousness and authori-
tarianism, studies have consistently shown religiosity to be correlated with
ethnocentrism, intolerance of ambiguity, rigidity, and (among American con-
servative Protestants especially) racial prejudice.21 Religious expression his-
torically has tended to be especially prone to development of boundaries of
separation between believers and nonbelievers, which clearly encourages
constructions of “otherness” and us-versus-them thinking.

In terms of dehumanization and “blaming the victim,” many examples
could be cited. Christians have dehumanized the Jews, called them Satan’s
minions, and used this as sufficient reason for pogroms. In Islamic history,
slaughter of nonbelievers has been supported by labeling outsiders as infidels
deserving of death if they refuse to worship Allah. Religious beliefs function
to shape understandings of cruelty through such practices as preaching cru-
sade or jihad, and in this way, atrocity becomes the work (obviously morally
justified) of God.

Social Identity and Personal Humiliation

As we have learned, from the religious terrorist’s point of view, violence is a
rational problem-solving strategy—the world needs to be reformed, govern-
ments are failing to provide what people need in life, and so it is up to be-
lievers themselves to bring about transformation. Central among underlying
factors driving radical Islamic jihadists, for example, may be a crisis of iden-
tity in Islamic cultures. The process of globalization is “steamrolling” over
cultural differences and has made identity formation complicated for many
groups. The West, as the main source of movies, television programs, and
magazines, has come to function as the most powerful group and in the
process become definitive of identity in the so-called modern world. Attempts
to end violence are not yet working because they are reactionary, targeting
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people whose identities have already been shaped so that for them it has be-
come reasonable to accept bloodshed as an option.22

Mark Jurgensmeyer, in his widely read Terror in the Mind of God, posits
that “guys throw bombs” as a reaction to humiliation and emasculation re-
sulting from economic frustrations. Religious ideas do add a potent “sym-
bolic empowerment” dimension to the violence through which “guys” are
able to assert masculinity threatened by the consequences of secularization
and modernization. “Nothing is more intimate than sexuality, and no greater
humiliation can be experienced than failure over what one perceives to be
one’s sexual role,” says Jurgensmeyer.23

As I read it, Jurgensmeyer interprets religious violence primarily in terms
of the psychological world of young men living in areas that have suffered
ongoing economic and political upheaval. In a chapter entitled “Warrior’s
Power,” he declares that the chief explanation for religious violence is that
young men throw bombs “as an assertion of masculinity and a recovery of
public virility that is at once sexual, social, and political.”24 Further, he says
religious violence is often a device “for symbolic empowerment in wars that
cannot be won and for goals that cannot be achieved,” which he believes ex-
plains the apocalyptic tone of much terrorist rhetoric.25 For Jurgensmeyer, na-
tional and individual humiliations are central causes of religious violence. He
addresses economic and social issues as they contribute to the sense of emas-
culation and frustration of young men.

While this analysis is accurate in some cases, it does not work well as an
explanatory framework across the board. As one example, when applied to
the hijackers responsible for the attacks in the United States on September 11,
2001, we see this theory fall short. The perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks were
not emasculated and disenfranchised men suffering from uncertain futures.
All came from what we might consider good backgrounds; they were from
well-off or middle-class and moderately religious families. Most were Saudi
Arabians who were not exceptional in any way prior to the events of 9/11.
Many of them had attended university in Riyadh or Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.
Three had been students of Islamic law. Mohamad Atta, the pilot of the first
airplane, had done graduate work in architecture and urban planning at Ger-
man universities. Several were married. The common thread connecting these
young men was a radical interpretation of Islam that holds violent jihad as the
ideal form of action.26 Radical Islam and jihad had become obsessions for
these young, intelligent men:

Studies were abandoned, families ignored, the outer world denied as they plunged
themselves into their fanatical version of faith. As a German investigator put it:
“They are not talking about daily life stuff, such as buying cars they buy cars,
but they don’t talk about it, they talk about religion most of the time . . . these peo
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ple are just living for their religion, meaning for them that they just live now for
their life after death, the paradise. They want to live obeying their God, so they
can enter paradise. Everything else doesn’t matter.” Talking one week of Kosovo,
the next of Chechnya or Afghanistan, the “men were agreed: they wanted to
fight they just didn’t know which war.”27

Clark McCauley, a social psychologist at Bryn Mawr College, analyzed the
written material found in the luggage of the 9/11 terrorists and concluded that
these men acted not to right human wrongs, nor out of anger or frustration,
but “with God and for God against evil . . . it is a psychology of attachment
to the good rather than a psychology of hatred for evil.”28

This discussion of the participants in the 9/11 violence helps us to see the
dangers of reductionism inherent in some psychological analyses, but that is
not to say that there is nothing of value in this work. Albeit something of an
overgeneralization, Jurgensmeyer’s thesis does add to the conversation an im-
portant element: humiliation is likely a significant psychological factor for
those who commit violence in the name of their gods. Nevertheless, we must
be clear; it is not simply humiliation in terms of challenges to sexual identity
or emasculation due to socioeconomic disenfranchisement. While it is cer-
tainly the case that convergence of sociological conditions like collectivistic
cultural milieus and demoralizing socioeconomic circumstances are often fer-
tile soil for religious violence, these are not sufficient explanatory factors for
understanding the importance of humiliation. It is rather that humiliation op-
erates in relation to individual religious ideologies and the psychodynamic
process of idealization. The secularization process often has the effect of
destabilizing the God-image within collectivistic cultures, and as we shall
see, it is this process that may well be both necessarily and sufficiently
causative. It is the impact of this destabilization within the psyche of individ-
uals that we need to understand, and here psychoanalysis, with its focus on
the individual psyche, can be most helpful.

MOVING TOWARD PSYCHOANALYSIS

Psychoanalytic examination of religions has come a long way since Sigmund
Freud’s explanation of religious ideas as nothing more than wish fulfillment
and of God as a psychological projection of unresolved oedipal issues. Theo-
ries of this type differ from those discussed thus far in that they are grounded
in clinical experience rather than on survey analysis or laboratory experiment.
There are numerous schools of thought in psychoanalysis today, two of which
will be explored in depth in the next chapter, and a hybrid approach called
Terror Management Theory (TMT), which will be examined in depth here as
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a transition from the laboratory to the clinician’s office. TMT has been de-
veloped by psychologists who want to bridge the gap between clinical psy-
choanalysis and the laboratory with theoretical constructs that are grounded
in evolutionary theory and, as such, will help us develop connections between
these first chapters and the constructive portion of this work.

TMT is a very robust conceptual system that proponents say rests on a sub-
stantial body of empirical confirmation. TMT is the creation of a group of so-
cial psychologists who were deeply influenced by anthropologist/psychiatrist
Ernst Becker’s work on denial of the reality of death as the source of all hu-
man motivations. Starting from the premise that facing the fact of our mortal-
ity has the potential to create in us overwhelming terror, TMT theorists spec-
ulate that uniquely human motivations arise from the tension between our
biological instinct for self-preservation and our awareness of the reality of
death. In evolutionary terms, this existential anxiety is not adaptive but rather
a regrettable by-product of survival adaptations.29

Human cultural groups manage the ever-present nascent terror by con-
structing worldviews that resolve our existential panic in the face of death.
Cultures instill in individuals a sense of themselves as valuable in a world that
has meaning; this is called “self-esteem” in TMT. In this theory, self-esteem
is considered vital, so it is thought that we expend a great deal of human en-
ergy in activities that help us maintain faith in our worldviews. Since our per-
sonal sense of self-worth is tied to the cultural worldview, it is important to
believe that one’s worldview is correct. If we live up to the expectations and
values of our cultures we “will experience positive outcomes and ultimately
qualify for death transcendence.”30

In light of the fact that this is a symbolic rather than concrete solution to
the problem of mortality, no cultural framework can ever totally erase the ter-
ror provoked by death awareness. We live, therefore, with a residual re-
pressed anxiety that must be dealt with in some way. Humans most com-
monly cope by projection of the anxiety outward onto scapegoats identified
by the group as the cause and so are considered to be in some sense evil.

Since our worldviews are at the deepest level about the denial of death, en-
counters with others who hold different beliefs create psychological turmoil.
Should we entertain the possibility that another group’s beliefs might have
validity, we run the risk of letting loose the terror normally diminished by the
faith we invest in our worldviews. According to TMT, none of this results in
conscious awareness in the form of emotional responses. In fact, say TMT ex-
perts, the fears aroused by awareness of death exert influence most noticeably
when the perception of mortality happens on the fringes of consciousness.

The mechanics of the terror management process, then, involve the activa-
tion of a set of proximal and distal psychological defenses: awareness of
death stimulates suppression and rationalization through techniques like dis-
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traction and minimizing (proximal defenses) that decrease consciousness of
death but increase unconscious awareness. The unconscious awareness acti-
vates the distal mechanisms of worldview defense (through increased pride in
nation, group, gender, etc.) and efforts to shore up self-esteem, a process that
reduces death thoughts and defuses the potential terror.31

There is a substantial body of research in support of the basic theory. Stud-
ies show that consideration of the inevitability of one’s own death affects ac-
tual behavior specifically by provoking physical distancing from, negative at-
titudes toward, and physical aggression against people who hold different
worldviews. The connection with self-image (defined as “feeling good about
oneself”) has been demonstrated in studies, as well: when people receive pos-
itive personal feedback and then are exposed to criticism of or challenges to
their worldviews, they are less likely to react negatively to these challenges
than subjects who received neutral or negative information.

Humans exhibit a variety of reactions to different others, all of which, ac-
cording to TMT, are motivated by the need to hold the terror of death at bay.
These reactions range from conversion to combat. When faced with conflict-
ing worldviews, our least likely response is conversion to the alternative con-
ception of reality. This has some empirical support: research shows that just
before converting to a new religious or political group, people display high
fear of death and low self-esteem, which reverse immediately after conver-
sion.32 Much more likely responses are demeaning the other, assimilation of
others into one’s own worldview, or accommodation. Should these methods
fail to defuse the threat, the most extreme and at the same time effective ap-
proach is to eliminate the problem through annihilation of the other.

Theoretical Application to Religious Violence

Applying Terror Management Theory to historical events, we can see these
mechanisms at work. An excellent example is the way medieval European
Christians dealt with Judaism. The mainstream theological position regarding
other religions then was that Christianity contained the absolute truth which
meant that it was the only valid religion. Jesus was the long-awaited Jewish
messiah, so many of the practices and beliefs of the Jews were thought to
have been superseded by the teachings of Jesus and Paul. The ongoing vital-
ity of Judaism and even the very presence of Jews, who loved, lived, and even
prospered as they worshipped the God of the “Old Testament,” was therefore
an affront. Jews, who by definition did not accept that the messiah had come,
were a constant challenge to the Christian worldview.

Persecution of Jews had happened from time to time prior to the first cru-
sade in 1095 CE, but persecutions increased dramatically from then on. Terror
Management Theory offers an explanation for why, once Europeans became
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aware of Islam, which posed yet another challenge to the Christian claims to
Absolute Truth, violence intensified. The threat to the Christian worldview
came now from two directions. It had to be contained somehow, and violence
was the end result.

Although TMT is a theory developed to explore the general social context
of death terror rather than for the profiling of individuals, we can more clearly
see how the proximal and distal defense mechanisms work in the case of me-
dieval Christian treatment of the Jews by applying it to a particular theolo-
gian’s work. Martin Luther (1483–1546), as one of the most influential fig-
ures in Western European and Christian history, serves as a kind of archetype
of medieval Christian ideology.

Early in his reform efforts Luther attempted to deal with the challenge that
Judaism presented to his worldview by encouraging fellow Christians to stop
demeaning and persecuting the Jews and work to assimilate them. In 1523, he
wrote a pamphlet on Jewish-Christian relations entitled “Jesus Christ Was a
Jew by Birth.” In it he expressed concern that Jews would never convert to
Christianity if Christians continued to treat them poorly. He was certain that
they had only refused conversion for so long because of the corruption of the
Roman Church. Once they learned of the reform movement, Luther was con-
vinced they would come to see the “light.” He said,

I would request and advise that one deal gently with [the Jews] and instruct them
from Scripture; then some of them may come along. Instead of this we are try
ing only to drive them by force, slandering them, . . . when we forbid them to
labor and do business and have any human fellowship with us, thereby forcing
them into usury, how is that supposed to do them any good? . . . We must receive
them cordially, and permit them to trade and work with us, that they may have
occasion and opportunity to associate with us, hear our Christian teaching, and
witness our Christian life. If some of them should prove stiff necked, what of it?
After all, we ourselves are not all good Christians either.33

Needless to say, Jews did not convert in droves as a result of Luther’s and
other reformers efforts to eliminate corruption in the church hierarchy, and
Luther’s early conciliatory attitude vanished by the end of his life. In 1543,
three years before his death, he authored a brutal and abusive tirade against
the Jews that looks to modern-day readers like a blueprint for the twentieth-
century Nazi program of elimination. Luther advised leaders as follows:

First, to set fire to [the Jews’] synagogues or schools. . . . Second, I advise that
their houses also be razed and destroyed. . . . Third, I advise that all their prayer
books and Talmudic writings, in which such idolatry, lies, cursing, and blas
phemy are taught, be taken from them. . . . Fourth, I advise that their rabbis be
forbidden to teach henceforth on pain of loss of life and limb. . . . Fifth, I advise
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that safe conduct on the highways be abolished completely for the Jews. . . .
Sixth, I advise that usury be prohibited to them, and that all cash and treasure of
silver and gold be taken from them and put aside for safekeeping. . . . Seventh,
I recommend putting a flail, an ax, a hoe, a spade, a distaff, or a spindle into the
hands of young, strong Jews and Jewesses and letting them earn their bread in
the sweat of their brow.34

How might we account for this drastic about-face? Viewed through the lens
of Terror Management Theory, it makes sense.

First, in spite of Luther’s conviction that the only thing standing between
the Jews and conversion to Christianity was the corruption of the church lead-
ership, his revisions of theology and practice did not result in their wholesale
conversion. The continued refusal of the Jews to accept that Christianity was
the absolute truth now constituted a double challenge: if even Luther’s kinder,
gentler Christianity did not win them over, questions about worldview valid-
ity would have been intensified for him at the level of the unconscious.

By the end of his life, Luther’s reform efforts had unleashed such a tremen-
dous amount of energy amongst European Christians that challenges to his
worldview proliferated. No longer did he have only the Roman Church hier-
archy and the Jews with which to contend; he was excommunicated and also
found himself battling against fellow reformers on interpretation of doctrine.
The reform movement almost immediately began to splinter, and to make
matters much worse, by 1543 the Muslim challenge had become a real threat
to Europe again. Constantinople had fallen to Islamic forces in 1453, and dur-
ing Luther’s life, the Ottoman Turks under the rule of Suleiman the Magnifi-
cent (1520–1566) took control of (present-day) Serbia and Montenegro and
Hungary, and besieged but failed to conquer Vienna, Austria.

At the individual level, then, Luther’s own need for defense against terror
would have been greatly intensified by the 1540s. Terror Management The-
ory allows us to see the polemic against the Jews as a product of activated dis-
tal mechanisms of worldview defense and efforts to shore up self-esteem by
demeaning and advocating total control over the Jews, which would theoret-
ically have reduced death thoughts and defused his deep-seated terror.

How Useful Is TMT?

Although TMT appears to be quite useful in a post-hoc analysis of our ten-
dency to commit violent acts against others, it has not gone without critique.
First, the central claim that all human behavior is motivated by desire for self-
preservation and fear of death is considered problematic by many psycholo-
gists. The simple fact that people commit suicide erodes the foundation on
which TMT rests; choosing death by one’s own hand shows there must be
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other motivations at work in human experience. Additionally, in all the stud-
ies done to test TMT, none of the subjects reported or displayed actual signs
of terror. In the substantial body of research literature on causes of anxiety, it
appears that fear of social exclusion is more motivational than fear of death.35

Another criticism is that perhaps TMT is so useful as an after-the-fact
analysis because it is in truth a case of post hoc ergo propter hoc reasoning,
a sort of mistaken interpretation that sees correlation as causation. The coin-
cidence of two things in time does not necessarily mean that one has caused
the other. If the theory is correct, one would expect that every encounter with
death ought to obstruct positive transformation and that people cannot
achieve personal psychological growth from awareness of mortality. This
clearly is not supported by a sizeable body of writing and experience.

While encounters with death do not always lead to positive psychological
transformation, it seems that very often they do. The literature on hospice and
end-of-life care is replete with information of this sort. Existentialist psy-
chologist Victor Frankl showed that people often, when faced with their own
mortality, experience a change in values, gain a deeper appreciation of life,
and come to see death as a momentous event that gives life meaning. When
we remember that Frankl’s theory was developed out of personal observation
of fellow prisoners in Nazi camps, his claims that facing one’s death has the
potential to stimulate positive transformation are strikingly counter to TMT’s
basic thesis.

In some forms of Buddhism, the encounter with and acceptance of one’s own
mortality is vital to spiritual transformation. A key concept in Buddhism is the
impermanence of all things, and the task facing Buddhists is to achieve com-
prehension and acceptance of this truth. Since the physical body is one of the
most compelling aspects of life, one that gets in the way of this realization,
meditation on one’s own death is fundamental to achieving enlightenment.

In order to advance one’s ability to detach from the material body and de-
velop true mindfulness, in ancient times, monks often practiced contempla-
tion of death by observing the decomposition of corpses. Today most practi-
tioners use techniques like that described by Vietnamese Buddhist monk
Thich Nhat Hanh in Transformation and Healing: Sutra on the Four Estab-
lishments of Mindfulness. The ninth exercise he offers in his elaboration on
the Buddha’s teaching is focused on imaginative contemplation of your own
body after death. The meditator is to visualize the changes as the body moves
from a “bloated, blue and festering” stage to skeleton to bleached and scat-
tered bones, until there remains finally only a decomposed “pile of dust.”36

Transformation comes in and through this process of intense mortality
salience.
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The centrality of self-esteem to TMT also raises questions. Brad Bushman,
Roy Baumeister, and others have found in research on self-esteem that high
self-esteem (defined as having a favorable evaluation of oneself, whether
founded in objective reality or not), not low, tends to be correlated with ag-
gression and violence. People who have high but unstable self-esteem are es-
pecially more prone to violent action, with the highest levels of aggression
found among people who have very positive and grandiose self-images. In
other words, the narcissist, when undergoing threat to ego, is most likely to
respond to those threats with aggression and violence. “In plainer terms, it is
not so much the people who regard themselves as superior beings who are the
most dangerous but, rather, those who have a strong desire to regard them-
selves as superior beings.”37

Further support for this finding comes from studies of convicted serial
killers and rapists. These people tend to be egotistic and narcissistic. They
consciously believe that they are superior to others, and this sense of superi-
ority is not grounded in objective reality. Baseless, and therefore fragile, high
self-esteem is a strong predictor of violence and aggression.38 These findings
on the correlation between narcissism and violence are significant and will
play an important role in the constructive portions of chapters 4 and 5, as we
work to learn how each of us is responsible for transformation of the violent
landscape of religious worlds.

Also important for the goals of this project is the problem of applicability.
Is there any practical application of Terror Management Theory in everyday
life? In a recent book that explores the American response to the events of
9/11, TMT theorists offer two prescriptions for amelioration of violence gen-
erated by threats to cultural worldviews: facilitation of worldview change in
the direction of tolerance and reduction of “mortality salience [thinking about
one’s own death] in places where it has been all too salient.” The creators of
TMT acknowledge that these are broad and formidable claims. They do not
attempt to offer concrete means for enacting them, beyond noting that things
like economic security, liberal education, and moving away from politically
repressive modes of government are all desirable goals.39 These are certainly
valid goals but far too general for most of us to discern our own roles in ame-
lioration of religious violence.

Another problem arises from the fact that the safest, most secure world-
view is, in the words of TMT theorists, “one with rigid, narrow, unques-
tioned beliefs that include a concrete depiction of the afterlife.”40 This is the
very thing which makes fundamentalist religious systems attractive in a
world filled with insecurity and threat. If the most rigid worldview is the
most secure then the more liberal and less rigid the worldview, the more in-
secure individuals in such cultures should feel. Would not this insecurity
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born of liberal and flexible worldviews, if the theory is correct that our most
basic motivator is death anxiety, necessitate activation of proximal and dis-
tal defense mechanisms that lead to the very behaviors we hope to eliminate?
TMT offers no resolution here: “How secure, then, can we be? Well, without
our martinis, marijuana, cocaine, Prozac . . . and so on, it appears not very.”41

So although TMT offers us resources for understanding some aspects of the
human tendency to violent acts, it does not, at least in its present form, serve
as a “master theory” explanatory of all aspects of human motivation—nor
does it (and is not really intended to) provide tools for use at the level of the
individual.

In mining social psychological approaches we have obtained some valu-
able resources for uncovering the roots of religious violence, particularly in
terms of the impact of social groups on an individual’s willingness to partic-
ipate in violence against human beings. The answer to “why” religious peo-
ple resort to violence in the service of transcendent goals is, at the most basic
level, the same for all forms of violence and is deeply embedded in the evo-
lutionary history of humanity. In the distant past, survival of the species de-
pended on individual humans banding together to practice in-group niceness
in the service of protection and sharing of resources. Inevitably, in-group
niceness led to out-group nastiness. Adding TMT to the mix, the precarious-
ness of survival may have resulted in a deep-seated and unconscious terror at
the prospect of our own deaths. Religious ideas, as one aspect of advancing
human evolution, naturally became one among many ways that groups de-
fined themselves over against others, and the attendant death rituals and
teachings about life after death worked to hold fear of death at bay. So at this
level, religious violence is not much different from any other form of group
violence. But were we to stop here, the implication is that there is nothing we
can do in the short term of our own life spans: we must wait for evolution to
work its magic.

The “how” of religious violence is, again, very similar to the way any kind
of violence erupts among groups. Once a threat to the group and its world-
view has been identified, various methods for coping with the threat can be
tried. Often, attempts to accommodate or assimilate the other into one’s own
group are tried first, but should those ways fail to defuse the threat, or if the
threat is perceived to be too great, elimination of the threat through any means
necessary becomes the goal. Once violence comes to be seen as the most ef-
fective method for defusing the threat, moral disengagement, blaming the
other, and use of euphemisms all work together with the social situation to
make violence acceptable. Since authentic individual identity is contextual-
ized by the power of the group, social constructions of violence operate pow-
erfully to fuel acts of violence.
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In terms of religious groups, things are clearly turning toward violence
when certain types of beliefs converge with perceived threat to the group.
Danger signs that warn of impending violence include growing insistence on
the absolute nature of the group’s truth claims (reification, in other words), re-
quiring unquestioning obedience to authority and subsequent abdication of
personal responsibility on the part of individual believers, and the belief that
the end justifies whatever means are used to achieve it. Charles Kimball has
shown that when religious leaders incorporate apocalyptic end-times rhetoric
the situation becomes especially dangerous.42 Religious ideals become per-
verted, morality is inverted (killing becomes a means for healing, destruction
paves the way for a “New Creation,” etc.), and religious narratives are revised
so as to support the violence.43 With the social and cultural background issues
thoroughly examined, we are now ready to move more directly into the mind
of the individual religious believer.
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Now that we have explored the cultural and social factors which are con-
ducive to acts of religious violence, it is time to narrow the field. Our goal is
discovery of the extent to which each of us holds some degree of personal re-
sponsibility for violence done in the name of religion, so we now need to
study the psychological dynamics of the individual. Psychoanalytic thought
is uniquely capable of providing a window into this realm. Exploration of cer-
tain themes in psychoanalysis will help illuminate the interplay among our
images of God, individual egos, and collective selves, and bring to light the
degree to which each of us shares responsibility for transformation of the re-
ligious landscape. In this chapter we will look first to Self and relational psy-
choanalytic theories to explore the dynamics at work in the individual psyche
before moving to the depth and archetypal psychologies based in Carl Jung’s
thought. Although Jung’s theories garnered much criticism from some
schools of psychology during the twentieth century, his work has been quite
popular among psychologists with religious affinities and has attracted a
broad lay audience. This popularity in spite of the criticism is a testament to
its heuristic power; in fact, “Jung anticipated many modern developments
within psychoanalysis, including some aspects of self psychology,” and his
theory of the archetypes (to be discussed in detail below) is said to have a sig-
nificance for analytic psychology “comparable to that of gravity for Newton-
ian physics . . . natural selection for Darwinian biology. . . . [It is] one of the
most important ideas to emerge in the twentieth century.”1

Because psychoanalysis is situated on the border between objective (labo-
ratory or experimental) and subjective psychology (clinical), there is debate
over the nature of the knowledge gained through this method. Since psycho-
analysis is aimed at understanding the inner processes of one’s mind, and its
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theories were developed within the clinical therapeutic setting, some argue that
it is not scientific and therefore cannot add much of value to the conversation.
What kind of knowledge is psychoanalytic knowledge? And what can it help
us understand of ourselves, of the transcendent, and our relationship to it?

According to present-day conceptions, in order for a method to qualify as
scientific, it must produce evidence that is falsifiable, public, and replicable.
On the basis of this definition, critics say psychoanalysis is unscientific.
Freudians, for example, can explain away disagreement with their theories as
psychological defense mechanisms, and this makes the system unfalsifiable.
There is simply no way to test the truth value of a system constructed in this
manner. Since psychotherapy is conducted in privacy and under strict confi-
dentiality guidelines, there are limits on what can be made public; if the con-
tents of the clinical setting cannot be made fully public, replicability is re-
stricted. An additional complication results from the individual nature of the
process, which is an intense and intimate interpersonal encounter the success
of which rests on the relationship between therapist and client. There is a
growing body of empirical research that supports psychoanalytic theories, but
as a system of thought aimed at shedding light on the human condition, psy-
choanalysis is not easily subjected to the scientific method.

If we think of psychoanalysis as a method of interpretation aimed at illu-
minating the meanings of human behavior rather than simply aimed at un-
covering its causes, the question of its credentials as a science can be set
aside. Psychologist and philosopher Carlo Strenger has shown that in terms
of epistemology, psychoanalysis is probably much closer to historical re-
search and legal reasoning than it is to methods employed in the natural sci-
ences. Strenger argues that, since rationality exists outside of science, we do
not need to be distracted by the question. “If the only rationally defensible
way to ground empirical claims is the experimental method, most of the so-
cial sciences and humanities as well as law are nonrational disciplines and
their claims are without any evidential foundations.”2

In what follows, a number of theoretical systems will be covered. Although
it is common for proponents of a particular school of psychoanalysis to ve-
hemently dismiss the claims of other schools of thought, here we will be mak-
ing use of several theorists to come to a fuller understanding of the problem
of religious violence. The various approaches and theories of personality are
not necessarily incompatible, in spite of the internecine battles among the di-
verse schools. If we think of the schools of thought as “conceptual frames”
that organize phenomena in different ways, we can be cognizant of the fact
that each system makes use of different methods of observation and so may
provide us with different data. For example, the remainder of this chapter fo-
cuses primarily on two systems which orient the therapeutic situation in
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somewhat different ways: self psychology and archetypal/Jungian theories. In
self psychology, the therapeutic emphasis is on creation of an empathic and
emotionally safe environment which allows the client to transform damage
done to the self in childhood. In archetypal/Jungian therapy, empathy be-
tween analyst and client is certainly important, but the content of sessions
centers on the exploration of dreams and symbolic experience aimed at bring-
ing into conscious awareness the underlying mechanisms (like ego inflation
and projection) at work in the client’s life. In attending to both of these sys-
tems, we have the opportunity to come to a richer and more complete under-
standing of the problem of religious violence than is possible if we were to
consider the systems mutually exclusive and incompatible. Now that we have
answered the question of what kind of knowledge psychoanalysis provides,
we return to the question at hand: what can it help us understand of our
violence-prone selves, of the transcendent, and our relationship to it?

PSYCHOANALYSIS, RELIGION, AND VIOLENCE

Psychoanalysis is a system of thought that is based on the understanding that
we humans are, for the most part, unaware of the mental processes that de-
termine our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, and that psychological matu-
rity develops as we come to understand those processes. As we have seen, a
number of theorists have argued that humiliation plays a role for the individ-
ual who participates in religious violence. Mark Jurgensmeyer and Jessica
Stern, for example, say that young men who live in impoverished societies
experience humiliation and a sense of personal emasculation. This emotion
combines with other factors to bring about a situation ripe for violence. These
theorists are on the right track, but in focusing on socioeconomic and politi-
cal factors their analyses remain too generic and fail to explain the violence
of, for example, the 9/11 terrorists. Psychoanalytic theory indicates that it is
not simply social and cultural humiliation but rather a much deeper and per-
sonal sense of shame that helps explain the transition from frustrated individ-
ual to militant proponent of violence in God’s name.

Guilt, Shame, and Violence

Some of the most robust interpretive systems that evolved out of the Freudian
school of psychoanalytic thought are based in Heinz Kohut’s (1913–1981)
self psychology. Kohut brought together Freudian “drive” theory, which
posits that we are motivated to act by certain innate drives or instincts (e.g.,
Eros and Thanatos, for Freud), and a more interpersonal, relational model of
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self-development. One major difference between Freud and Kohut on the is-
sues pertinent to this discussion is that Freud focused on guilt, whereas Ko-
hut saw the narcissism-shame dynamic as primary. The distinction between
shame and guilt is important to the dynamics underlying violence.

Guilt feelings tend to be associated with acts we have committed; guilt is
associated “with the ‘external’ evaluation of transgression.”3 In the experi-
ence of guilt, our thoughts run along the lines of “how could I have done
that?” with the focus on the action itself. Guilt actually tends to inhibit ex-
pression of hostility because it is connected to an internalized sense of justice;
we sense we have done wrong and deserve punishment. Since we know we
have done wrong, as the theory goes, we are not as likely to commit yet an-
other transgression through striking out violently.

Shame is an emotion associated with self-judgment; it is not about being at
fault but rather about lacking something. If shamed, we feel exposed and
think “how could I have done that?” Since shame is connected with feelings
of weakness and inadequacy it is more likely to stimulate aggression.4 As Eric
Erickson put it, when shamed, “one is completely exposed . . . visible and not
ready to be visible . . . [shame] is essentially rage turned against the self. He
who is shamed . . . would like to destroy the eyes of the world.”5 Shame can
also be understood interpersonally as arising when our very basic expecta-
tions of significant others are shown to have been wrong. This is experienced
as a betrayal of trust, which leads to a feeling of foolishness for having trusted
the untrustworthy one and anger at having been betrayed. The sense of shame
is more self-referential than guilt; shame involves a negative evaluation of the
self as inferior, whereas in guilt the focus is on action, with the self only in-
directly found wanting.

Origins of Shame and Narcissism

Kohut believed that narcissism and shame are universals in human experience
and that these internal experiences are vital to the formation of a healthy
sense of self. In self psychology and later interpretations, like relational psy-
choanalytic thought, the human infant is thought to start life in a state of self-
absorption called primary narcissism. We are born narcissists, in other words,
and some degree of self-love is necessary in order to be able to negotiate the
path to psychological maturity. When the caregiving environment provides
appropriately empathetic responding to an infant’s needs, which includes
some frustration when the caregiver fails to meet every need, the child is able
to develop the capacity to take care of herself emotionally.

The original state of primary narcissism gradually breaks down as the in-
fant develops internalized psychic structures that help to recreate the sense of
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idyllic existence in which one is the “center of the universe.” Out of this
process evolve two narcissistic psychic structures, the grandiose self and the
idealized parent imago or image. This duality, “I am perfect” and “you are
perfect, but I am a part of you,” in an ideal situation preserves the illusion of
perfection only long enough to allow disappointment to gradually lead to
more realistic assessments of oneself and one’s parents.6 Under optimum con-
ditions, the two narcissistic aspects are integrated gradually, with the
grandiose self giving way to a realistic degree of self-esteem and goal-direct-
edness. The idealized parental image will gradually be transmuted into the
superego; these changes result in a kind of “bipolar self” which exists in a
state of tension between ambitions and ideals.7

Even under optimum conditions, shame is experienced as the sense of self
evolves. Shame is a normal response to the failure of important others to re-
spond to the infant’s needs appropriately. It centers on the sense of vulnera-
bility. Shame can be seen “as narcissism in the infant that is not responded to.
The absence of the expected response in the mother or parent triggers in the
infant a wish to hide its needs, to be ashamed of wanting them gratified.”8

Idealization and realistic assessment of oneself and others are in tension
throughout life. In fact, narcissistic idealizing is necessary so that we can emo-
tionally invest in others; reality testing helps to keep narcissism grounded.9 If
we fail to develop healthy self structures (which Kohut called “selfobjects”)
the outcome is a pathological form of narcissism. When shame arises due to
narcissistic needs being inadequately received by the environment, the first
psychological defense is denial of need, distancing from others, and turning in-
ward to substitute self-care. When rejection is extreme and continual, it be-
comes necessary to defend the self. Driven by object hunger and dependency,
the person who has suffered continual failure in early relationships must de-
velop self-protective psychological mechanisms to avoid further injury. This
can be accomplished through a variety of means, including isolation, power
seeking, taking a righteous stance in relation to others, and rage.

Compensation through turning inward can develop into the extreme of
pathological narcissism wherein the individual believes he needs no one.10 In
terms of power as a defense against shame, the narcissistically wounded in-
dividual can make use of it either directly through attempts to exert power
over others or indirectly by controlling others through helplessness. Help-
lessness is most often seen in small group dynamics, like family situations
where dependency can be a potent manipulative tool. Power seeking, the
form of power most pertinent to our agenda here, can be utilized as a direct
compensation for feelings of inferiority that arise in the face of shame; the
more power one can exert over others the less susceptible she will feel to ex-
periencing more shame.
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A common response to shame is the experience of self-righteousness
driven by the need to be correct as a defense against feelings of inferiority. If
one is convinced of the rightness of one’s position then one is not accountable
for events. By extension, self-righteousness makes room for blaming others
for the situation at hand: “The claim of being in the right depends on the abil-
ity to locate the problem elsewhere.” This maneuver locates power in the
hands of the self-righteous one and can lead to retaliatory moves.11 Here,
shame and guilt work together to produce aggression: Shame → guilt → re-
taliation. This mechanism may be the driving force behind the use of violence
in response to direct challenges to our worldviews.

Another means of defense against shame is the experience of narcissistic rage,
a primitive and irrational response to injured self-esteem. This “prototype of hu-
man aggression” is devoid of empathy and driven by the need to protect the self
from further psychic harm. Someone who develops this response pattern does
not recognize the other “as a center of independent initiative with whom one
happens to be at cross purposes” but rather is seen as “a flaw in a narcissistically
perceived reality . . . a recalcitrant part of an expanded self.”12 Narcissistic rage
is especially problematic since it can become disconnected from the original
source of shame. This rage can develop into a pattern of responding, a kind of
indiscriminate reaction to various stimuli that are unrelated to the source.13

The mature self is not free of narcissism and the need for idealized self
objects. In maturity, the person has developed the ability to identify empathic
and appropriately responsive selfobjects that mirror, or reflect back, a sense
of value or worth. Instead of being driven by object hunger and dependency,
the healthy, mature individual is capable of empathy; has a sense of humor,
curiosity, and creativity; and accepts the fact of her own mortality.14 But if
narcissism is a basic psychic energy, then how can a person accept her own
mortality? This is where religion comes into play.

Religion, Cosmic Narcissism, and Shame

According to Kohut we can work through and transform the narcissistic en-
ergies of childhood grandiosity through the process he called “transmuting in-
ternalization.” This is possible when the self is able to engage selfobjects em-
pathetically and at the same time learns to tolerate failures of the empathetic
bonds.15 Over the course of a lifetime, the interplay of these experiences can
lead to a more positive global narcissism which he called “cosmic narcis-
sism.” This cosmic narcissism is rooted in the primordial experience of iden-
tity with the mother but is experienced as a kind of self-transcendence in
which the person participates in a “supraindividual and timeless existence.” It
is a rare achievement, “the enduring, creative result of the steadfast activities
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of an autonomous ego” that is characterized by “quasi-religious solemnity.”16

What happens, in other words, is that the self comes to be identified with all
creation, and consequently the cosmos is now itself a sacred realm within
which empathy is expressed and experienced. Narcissism and idealization are
in this way central to religious experience: “The relationship of the true be-
liever to his God . . . in which the figure of the perfect and omnipotent God,
with whom the powerless and humble believer wants to merge, corresponds
to the ancient omnipotent self-object, the idealized parent imago.”17

James W. Jones points out that there is continuity between the psychology
underlying religion and other aspects of life. Religious experience and deno-
tation of something as sacred very often mean seeing old things in new ways.
To experience something as sacred is not unlike other forms of idealization;
in fact, “religions seem to require idealization as a pre-requisite for commit-
ment.” In a sense, that which we call sacred can be understood as “the inten-
sification or refocusing of the normal idealizations of everyday life.18 But the
idealization process is ambivalent since it potentially brings about a positive
transformation in the personality and can also be used by religious leaders to
encourage infantile states of dependence.

In his 2002 book, Terror and Transformation, Jones argued that religious
fanaticism is fueled by idealization. According to relational and self psy-
chologies, we must idealize objects and others in order to develop and main-
tain healthy selves, and religion is a prime source of suitable objects. Unfor-
tunately, religious leaders who insist on belief that a particular view is the
absolute truth tend to split the world into good versus evil, us versus them,
saved versus damned. Splitting is a psychological defense mechanism that
first comes into play when the caregiver fails to meet an infant’s needs. In or-
der to feel safe and maintain the idealized parent image, the world is “split”
into the all-good external parent and the internalized bad-self. This type of in-
teraction can lead to infantile dependence by members on the leaders and feed
into the development of violent fanaticism. Jones makes an important point
in noting that this psychological splitting “parallels exactly the dichotomy be-
tween the sacred and profane” seen in so many religious systems.19

Jones has recently revised his thesis on the causes of religious violence to
include the mechanism of shame and humiliation. In the 2006 essay “Why
Does Religion Turn Violent?” Jones says, “It is not idealization alone that is
central to the psychology of religious violence but an idealized object that is
also a source of shame and humiliation.” He argues that when religious lead-
ers manipulate textual interpretation to support punishing and vengeful views
of the divine, internal mechanisms of shame and humiliation are “hooked”
into a psychological cycle which can end in violence. The archaic need for
union with the punitive idealized Other overpowers empathic personal con-
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nections and engenders splitting into all-good versus all-bad domains of
thought: “Idealizing the other [whether it be God or a human being] means
inevitably denigrating oneself.” This denigration of self can then be projected
outward against the demonized Other in acts of violence.20

While all the major schools of psychoanalytic thought agree that narcis-
sism and its attendant grandiosity make up a basic human problem, some are
critical of self and relational psychologies because it is not entirely clear
whether or not we ought to understand “transmuting internalization” as the
total transformation of narcissism and infantile grandiosity.21 Another more
significant issue arises in understanding just what is at the basis of the devel-
oping self. Jones says that while all psychoanalytic systems agree that human
character is the expression of deeper forces, in relational psychology “human
experience is structured around the establishment and maintenance of con-
nections with others,” and it is the nature of our relationships, not “some im-
personal biological drive” or instinct, that determines the quality of our ex-
periences.22 This tendency to so divorce human experience from biology has
become problematic in light of evolutionary psychology. The development of
humans as a species is a dual process of biological and cultural evolution; the
human need for interpersonal relatedness arises out of biological and cultural
influences. While the characteristics which make humans truly unique may be
shaped more by historical and ontogenetic than biological factors, the truth
remains that human beings are still very much the product of biological evo-
lution. In fact, since the 1980s evolutionary theorists have postulated the ex-
istence of evolved neuropsychic tendencies, mental modules, or response
propensities which are responsible for the universals in human cultures.23

In light of these issues, the psychoanalytic system that promises to be most
fruitful for our endeavor here is archetypal psychology, which is based on the
work of Carl G. Jung. First, while Jung would agree for the most part with Ko-
hut’s explanation of the self as shaped by narcissism and idealization and also
with Jones’s explanation of causative factors in religious violence, he would
find self and relational psychologies lacking. This is so because in their eager-
ness to highlight the impact of relationship on the development of the self they
have denied any connection to biology and thus to our evolutionary past. The
claim that we do not come into the world with any sort of a priori self structures
or aggressive instincts, and so on, would be quite problematic for Jung, as it is
for anyone influenced today by evolutionary theory. Jones is critical of Jung for
having offered something like a “psychological ontology . . . in which the un-
conscious becomes the universal ground from which individual selfhood
emerges.” Echoing much of twentieth-century psychology’s rhetoric regarding
archetypal psychology, he says that because Jungian thought implies there are
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forces at work outside the individual ego which “bring healing and wholeness”
this makes Jung’s psychology “a theology in psychological dress.”24

Today, however, criticism is being leveled against systems based in Kohut’s
thought precisely because they lack grounding and see the self as developing
through an unsupported process of accretion as selfobject relationships are in-
ternalized. To what do the internalized selfobjects attach? Self psychology of-
fers no explanation. Although it would be premature to claim that science has
vindicated Jung on this, since the 1980s discoveries in ethology, evolutionary
psychology, and anthropology have made it apparent that Jung’s claims for an
a priori structural principle in the psyche were on target.

In an essay comparing Jung and Kohut, Lionel Corbett demonstrates that
Jung’s work supports and advances Kohut’s theory of the self. Through the
metaphor of clay sculpting this is nicely illustrated. If we think of the self as a
dynamic sculpture, with Jung’s theory of the self making up the wire armature
and Kohut’s theory the clay, then Jung’s self provides the framework and ground
onto which Kohut’s self can be attached. Without the wire armature, Kohut’s self
is merely formless clay; without the clay, Jung’s self remains too generic.25

Jung’s psychology is more robust not only because it is quite compatible with
evolutionary thought. Jungian theories are preferable for this project because of
archetypal psychology’s heuristic power. Jung’s work has had a sustained fol-
lowing among analysts who find his work enriches other systems and therapeu-
tic approaches. Christian clergy have found Jungian and archetypal psychology
to be a rich source of material for enhancing the lives of their congregations.
Many intelligent lay people have discovered archetypal psychology’s power for
personal transformation through the writings of psychologists like James Hill-
man, Thomas Moore, John Sanford, and Robert A. Johnson, among others.
Jung’s theories speak to a wide variety of professionals and lay people, perhaps
much more so than any other single system of psychoanalytic thought. This is so
because these theories resonate powerfully with the lived experience of many.
Taken as an interpretive lens, archetypal psychology can help us construct a solid
foundation on which to stand as we address the problem of religious violence.

THE JUNGIAN SELF, EGO INFLATION, AND VIOLENCE

In Jungian thought, the development of the self is more expansive than self
and relational psychologies allow. Jung believed that human consciousness is
an extraordinary evolutionary achievement, albeit a precarious one. People in
the present day are only slightly more able to maintain consciousness than the
earliest humans, as is demonstrated by the tendencies among us toward
mental illness, mass movements like Nazism, and warfare. Because so much
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of human experience and motivation remains outside of conscious awareness
even among modern human beings, the unconscious and its contents play a
central role in Jungian thought. According to this framework, psychological
health and wholeness cannot be achieved without careful attention to the un-
conscious. The individual psyche is not just a product of personal experience;
there is a “pre-personal” or transpersonal aspect to it due to its origins in the
evolutionary history of humankind. This transpersonal dimension is revealed
in universal images and patterns like those common to myths and religions the
world over, and it helps to account for the power of situational factors to trans-
form normal men and women into genocidal monsters.

The Unconscious Mind

Individual mental experience occurs on three levels: the conscious, personal
unconscious, and collective unconscious. Consciousness is an adaptive ac-
complishment, the full achievement of which is the (perhaps asymptotic) goal
of human existence. The unconscious, as the source of the instinctual forces
of the psyche, is very powerful and can overwhelm consciousness if we are
not vigilant. The personal unconscious lies just beneath conscious awareness
and is made up of memories, sense impressions, and repressed material accu-
mulated during a person’s lifetime.

The concept of the collective unconscious came about as a result of Jung’s re-
search into the similarities he and a colleague noted among families who partic-
ipated in his research on the Word Association Test. The results of tests showed
an uncanny commonality to associations that seemed to be more significant than
could be accounted for by simple familial or cultural influences. On the basis of
these discoveries, Jung postulated the existence of collective structures that in-
fluence individuals in the formation of knowledge.26 Over the course of time, as
he worked with clients on their dreams and explored mythologies of the world,
he began to suspect there must be some universal aspect of the human mind, per-
haps the remnants of the long evolutionary process. His theory of the collective
unconscious serves as a way to conceptualize the shared unconscious structures
that many believe must exist, given the commonality of images that appear in
human dreams, myths, and fairy tales across time and cultures.

Defined more formally, the collective unconscious is the realm of supra-
individual psychic activity, a repository of the universal “ancestral heritage of
possibilities of representation” containing the “whole spiritual heritage of
[hu]mankind’s evolution, born anew in the brain structure of every individ-
ual.” It is the source of the archetypes, which are forms or categories that reg-
ulate the forces of our psyches.27

Even though Jungians at times reify the concept, archetypes are not things or
discrete entities. They are best understood as “unconscious images of the in-
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stincts themselves,” patterns of instinctual behavior that arise from the collective
unconscious. They influence perception and emotional experience, operating
something like genetically encoded possibilities. As universal motifs or “pre-
existent forms,” traces of ancestral psychology that account for the common
themes in our dreams and myths, archetypes are very important to our under-
standing of the processes that lead ordinary people to commit extraordinary acts
of cruelty and violence.28 Although Jung wrote of many different archetypes, the
most important ones for our purposes here are the Self and the Shadow. We will
explore the archetypes and their connection to religious violence in greater depth
shortly, but first, more about the development of the individual psyche.

The Developing Self and Ego Inflation

As the reader may have already noted, the Jungian theoretical portrayal of the
human psyche’s structure is a bit more complex than Kohut’s or Jones’s theo-
ries. “Self” is a superordinate term for Jung that refers to the original state out
of which the individual ego is born.29 The Self (when referring to the archetype
it is written with a capital S) is the most important of the archetypal conceptions
in Jungian thought. Like Kohut and Jones, Jung thought the self is ultimately
an “unknowable essence.”30 The Self can be thought of as the seat of objective
identity, the shared core reality of what it means to be human, whereas the ego
is the seat of subjective identity. It may be helpful to think of the self (small “s”)
in relational psychology as equivalent to the Jungian ego; there is no concep-
tual equivalent to Jung’s Self in the other theories.

At birth, the human infant’s experience of the world is conceptualized to be
a state of more-or-less undifferentiated wholeness. At this earliest stage of life
the ego, or center of conscious personality, is nascent: “The Self is born, but
the ego is made; and in the beginning all is Self.”31 Although the reasons
given for this differ from relational psychology, Jungians also see the original
state of the infant in terms of narcissism and grandiosity, which they call ego
inflation. Whether we call the basic problem infantile grandiosity (Kohut),
the omnipotence illusion (D. W. Winnicott), or ego inflation (Jung), psycho-
analysts agree on the type of care that must be given for healthy mental de-
velopment.

Early in life, the caregiving environment should be one in which the in-
fant’s needs are very nearly always met. Over time need gratification should
be delayed, with a gradual increase in optimal failures so that the infant learns
he is not a god, does not control the world, and is not the center of the uni-
verse. In Jungian terms, this process involves the gradual differentiation of
the ego (center of subjective identity) from the Self (center of objective hu-
man reality). The following diagram is an attempt to illustrate this process of
progressive differentiation:32
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In the diagram, the small inner circle represents the ego and the larger outer
circle is the Self. The Self, as the matrix within and out of which the ego has
its existence, is portrayed as unchanged across the life span since it is essen-
tially unknowable. Ideally, as the environment provides challenges to the ego
inflation resulting from undefined ego boundaries that allow for identification
with the Self, the ego gradually becomes more distinguishable from the Self.
In complete individuation, full consciousness (a state perhaps only achieved
by truly unique people like Jesus or the Buddha), the ego would be clearly
distinguishable from the Self, while its center and the center of the Self re-
main identical.

Because the Self is the center and source of being, when the ego is com-
pletely fused or identified with the Self, it experiences itself as a kind of de-
ity. This is ego inflation. Encounters with reality inevitably challenge the
ego’s selfish assumptions. If this does not happen to a sufficient degree,
grandiosity, at least, and mental illness, at worst, can be the end result. The
severely mentally ill person may, for example, have delusions that he is some
great figure from history, like George Washington or Jesus. Paranoid psy-
choses often include “ideas of reference” in which the ill person is convinced
that independent actual events are actually “referencing” them. (I once cared
for a patient who was convinced that Walter Cronkite, the news reporter,
came on the television each evening to send secret messages of love to the
man’s wife!)

Development of a healthy human self occupies the entire lifespan of an in-
dividual. The task of our early years is centered on achieving gradual differ-
entiation of the ego from its ground in the Self. In later years the task is to un-
dergo a kind of relativizing of the ego in which we seek to become cognizant
of the contents of the unconscious and integrate them into consciousness, a
process called individuation (to be addressed more fully shortly).
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Believing oneself to be the center of the universe is normal in early child-
hood, but if it persists into adulthood this confusion of ego and Self is an un-
healthy and potentially dangerous inflation of the ego. The Self is the “sum
total of conscious and unconscious existence”; Jung sometimes referred to it,
for reasons which will become clearer as we proceed, as the “God within us.”
So if we do not successfully emerge from childhood with a more realistic and
balanced ego-Self relation, we will be prone to living out the inflation in de-
structive ways. This failure to recenter the personality in adulthood often
manifests in the context of religion. Claims to know the mind of God or to
have the absolute and exclusive truth are examples. To assert that one knows
God and that this knowledge is absolute and objective is a serious psycho-
logical mistake because what has happened here is that the ego has become
identified with the archetypal Self.

When the ego confuses itself with the Self, people are prone to claiming uni-
versal validity for experiences that are only valid for the individual, as happens
in religions which insist that since theirs is the only legitimate path to salva-
tion all humanity must accept it.33 The end result of this sort of thinking tends
to be conflict with those who do not share the experience or whose beliefs tell
them otherwise. As Jung put it, “If the ego is dissolved in identification with
the self, it gives rise to a sort of nebulous superman with a puffed-up ego.”34

This experience of “universal validity—‘godlikeness’—which completely ig-
nores all differences” leads to attempts to “force the demands of [one’s] own
unconscious upon others.”35 When combined with issues that arise from our
failure to attend to another of the powerful archetypal forces, the Shadow, this
phenomenon can make human beings very dangerous.

Placing Jung’s work in its historical context will help us to better grasp the
importance of this concept.

Jung in Context

Jung (1875–1961) was Swiss and the son of a Reformed Church Christian pas-
tor. He was fascinated by religious and mythological questions from a very
early age. After studies in archeology, philosophy, Christian historical theology,
and mythology he finally settled on medicine and became a physician in 1902.
His first research endeavor involved the word association studies mentioned
previously. These experiments led to his discovery of what he called “com-
plexes,” unconscious groupings of impulses or associated ideas which impact
thought and behavior, and brought him to the attention of Freud, with whom he
worked closely for several years. In spite of Freud’s having, as he put it,
“adopted [Jung] as an eldest son, anointing [Jung] as my successor and crown
prince,”36 the relationship ended abruptly in 1912 over theoretical differences.
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Their parting of ways came about because Jung thought Freud was too nega-
tive in his understanding of human nature and overly concerned with sexuality
as the root of all psychological problems. The break was very difficult for Jung,
and he underwent a period of uncertainty and psychological distress which
came to a head with the outbreak of World War I in 1914. As a Swiss citizen,
he was in a position of political and military neutrality, but psychologically and
emotionally he suffered a long period of what he called “darkness” which only
dissipated after the end of the war. Professionally this spell of darkness was
fruitful since it led to his development of the basic structure of his psychologi-
cal theory during the last years of this period.

The first half of the twentieth century was a time of tremendous change in
the Western world. Political, social, and economic upheaval was ongoing.
Rising nationalism had led to the outbreak of World War I, and the economic
repercussions of that war fed into the social and political trends that eventu-
ated in World War II. Jung is in many ways a reflection of the more global
forces at work in the Western world during this time. Secularization, mod-
ernization, rapid and transformative technological developments including
weapons with enough power to destroy all life, and mass sociopolitical move-
ments all impacted his theoretical development.

A hallmark of modern societies is the move toward pluralization, individ-
ual autonomy, and separation of private from public morality. This process
had been set in motion in the Western world by the nineteenth century’s in-
dustrial revolution and is reflected in Freud’s theory of oedipal conflict. Peter
Homans says that, prior to the industrial revolution, fathers were more “pres-
ent” in the lives of their children, but as a consequence of it fathers were re-
moved from the family in such a way as to set up psychological conflict be-
tween parent and offspring. Tradition was being overturned, and so concepts
of psychological conflict between autonomy and inclusion were therefore
central to Freud’s thought, whereas they served as merely the beginning for
Jung. Rather than jettison tradition in favor of modernity, Jung sought to in-
tegrate them into a single process, which he called individuation. Jung’s ar-
chetypes of the collective unconscious represent the core of tradition. His Tra-
ditional or “Archaic Man” is prone to dependence and exclusion, not
autonomy and inclusiveness. The individuation process involves the break-
down of the persona, which allows emergence of archetypal material from the
collective unconscious, differentiation of the ego from the archetypes, and the
gradual integration of these energies. The end result of the process is “estab-
lishment of the self as a ‘midpoint’ between the ego and the collective.”37

The twentieth century marks the beginning of modernization that continues
to the present day. Jung’s work, like all scholarship, is very much shaped by
the circumstances within which it developed. Homans’s analysis of Jung
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helps us see that Jung is very much a thinker for our time. Jung’s self both as-
similates and renounces the past. His is a revitalized interpretation of the
healthy person as a member of a new kind of community that is not deriva-
tive of projections of the collective Shadow but rather is shaped by traits
brought into being by the individuation process.

The Shadow and Violence

The process of individuation is an ongoing one aimed at bringing into con-
scious awareness the forces at work in the unconscious. The most important
of these forces are those related to the Shadow. The Shadow archetype repre-
sents the undeveloped and unacceptable qualities (positive and negative) of
the personality. The Shadow’s “nature can in large measure be inferred from
the contents of the personal unconscious,”38 although it has effects at both
personal and collective levels. Because it takes shape in personal and collec-
tive archetypal forms, the Shadow exerts a powerful influence in human ex-
perience; for this reason, in Jungian therapy problems related to it are usually
the first, and often most difficult, to be addressed.

The shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego personality, for
no one can become conscious of the shadow without considerable moral effort.
To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the person
ality as present and real. This act [becoming aware of one’s Shadow] is the es
sential condition for any self knowledge, and it therefore, as a rule, meets with
considerable resistance.39

Confronting the darker side of our own natures in the quest for self-knowledge
inevitably questions ego-Self identification and its attendant ego inflation.
Challenges to the “puffed up ego” are perceived as deeply threatening to the
very structure of our selves. This dynamic accounts for the recalcitrance of
our unconscious in facing up to the objectionable aspects of our personalities
which we attempt to deny by relegating them to the Shadow.

Dealing with the Shadow is quite difficult since it disturbs the uneasy equi-
librium of ego-Self identification and calls into question our self-images.
Conflict between Shadow and ego can become intense and if not reconciled
results in a kind of neurotic splitting in the personality such that the person
seems to be at war with himself. This phenomenon is attested to in the myths,
literature, and cultural expressions of the world: Robert Louis Stevenson’s
tale of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde was a favorite example for Jung. Other ex-
amples abound from ancient to modern times, including the German folk leg-
end of the doppelgänger, Dostoyevsky’s The Double, Superman’s evil twin
Bizarro, and Venom, Spiderman’s evil twin.
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One of the most difficult roadblocks to attaining consciousness of the per-
sonal Shadow’s contents takes the form of our psychological projections onto
others:

Although, with insight and good will, the shadow can to some extent be assim
ilated into the conscious personality, experience shows that there are certain fea
tures which offer the most obstinate resistance to moral control and prove al
most impossible to influence. These resistances are usually bound up with
projections, which are not recognized as such . . . because the cause of [the prob
lems] appears to lie, beyond all possible doubt, in the other person.40

Not all projection is necessarily bad, since positive Shadow projections can
enhance affection among people, but the person who projects the majority of
her negative Shadow outward is certain to interpret the world in very nega-
tive terms. Negative projections lead to beliefs that the world is filled with
people who exhibit the person’s (or group’s) un-owned characteristics—they
are wrong, evil, and so on, while I am good, victimized by them.

At this juncture, we see that psychoanalytic theories agree that unresolved
ego inflation or narcissism is at the core of human violence. They further agree
that challenges to one’s grandiosity make the situation ripe for aggression
against the offending other. Kohut and Jones see shame as ultimately the moti-
vating emotion; this does not, however, constitute a significant departure from
Jungian thought. Although shame is not specifically addressed in Jungian
works except as it operates within the constellation of emotions aroused by con-
frontation with the Shadow, the shame-humiliation dynamic is part of the
process which leads to projection of unacceptable psychic contents onto others.

Projection allows us to maintain the ego inflation born of ego-Self identi-
fication. Sadly, once personal projection occurs, it can be easily taken up into
a collective process, the end result of which has often been violence in the
name of our gods. When one refuses to accept any ownership for Shadow
projections it can lead to a more serious manifestation of it as an archetype of
the collective unconscious, about which more will be said in the next chapter,
since it relates directly to Jungian interpretation of religion and of our God-
images. It suffices at this point in our discussion to note that Shadow projec-
tions of the collective cultural unconscious are the root cause of warfare. Ex-
amples of recent manifestations of this dynamic include Adolph Hitler’s
power and the success of the Nazi ideology among Germans, the Taliban’s
control of Afghanistan, Osama bin Laden’s proclamation of jihad against the
United States, and American support of the “war against terror.”

For Jung, the God-image is an expression of not who/what God is but
rather who/what we are: religious imagery is “the phenomenology of the ob-
jective psyche.” Images of the transcendent, no matter the form they take, are
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manifestations of the collective self, which is “a transpersonal center shared
by a whole body of humanity.”41 We will unpack this statement shortly, but
first it will be helpful to explore a bit about his epistemological premises.
Then will we be in a position to take the final step with Jung into what has
been called a “psychological ethics” that uncovers the relationship between
the individual human psyche and the progressive transformation of the God-
image in human history.42 In following this path we will reach a deeper un-
derstanding of religious violence and perhaps be better prepared to take steps
toward its eventual amelioration.
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Since the constructive portion of this work regarding the root causes of reli-
gious violence is grounded in archetypal psychology, it will be necessary in
this chapter to explore some of the philosophical and theological underpin-
nings of Jung’s work, and in order to do this, we will first need to attend to
the problem of mistaken interpretations.1 Misunderstandings of archetypal
psychology have been problematic in the past partly because some “Jun-
gians” have developed a cultish mode of speaking and writing; one does not
need to deify Jung in order to benefit from his work. Other reasons for mis-
understanding arise because Jung’s writings incorporate themes and termi-
nology from philosophy, theology, mythology, Eastern and Western religions,
Gnosticism, and alchemy. He was a brilliant man and, like many truly gifted
intellectuals, not always able to clearly communicate his synthesis of massive
amounts of information. One of the most common and regrettable errors
made in reading Jung involves misreading his writings on religion and God-
images.

For Jung, our God-images cannot be assumed to tell us anything about God
in se. There is much information to be gained from examination of our con-
ceptions of the Transcendent, but that information is about who and what we
are, not about the actual God. Jung frequently attempted to clarify this issue
in his essays and correspondence; numerous citations are possible, but his in-
tent is clearly summed up in this statement made in a letter: “I make no meta-
physical assertions. My standpoint is purely empirical and deals with the psy-
chology of such assertions.”2 While it is debatable how successfully and
consistently he avoided metaphysics, it was nevertheless his intent to do so as
much as possible. He believed it possible to separate metaphysical from psy-
chological assertions about God because of his philosophical inclinations,
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which were shaped by his admiration for the German philosopher Immanuel
Kant (1724–1804). Jung believed Kant had established the foundation upon
which a scientific understanding of the human psyche could be built. Ex-
pressing his appreciation for Kant’s epistemology, Jung wrote that Kant’s the-
ory of knowledge was the entryway to a new level of comprehension, and “on
that threshold minds go their separate ways: those that have understood Kant,
and the others that cannot follow him.”3 In the following excursus on those
aspects of philosophy and theology that were most influential for Jung, we
examine Kant’s epistemology and Friedrich Schleiermacher’s response to it
(for reasons explained below) so as to develop a full appreciation of the con-
ceptual framework within which Jung operated. Readers with little interest in
philosophical speculation may skim over this material and return to more
careful reading with “Jung’s Epistemology and Religious Experience.”

EXCURSUS: KANT, SCHLEIERMACHER, 
AND THE LIMITS OF HUMAN KNOWLEDGE

Kant’s philosophy is quite complex, and portions of it are said to be nearly in-
comprehensible even for academic philosophers.4 It is possible, however, to
convey the gist here of at least those portions so important to Jung and ar-
chetypal psychologies of religion. Kant developed his theory of knowledge as
a mediating response to the claims of empiricists, for whom knowledge is de-
rived from sense experience alone, and the rationalists, for whom reason can
provide genuinely objective knowledge which is uncontaminated by experi-
ence. Kant accepted that each of these approaches contained some truth but
thought neither was entirely correct when taken on its own. It is a mistake to
claim human beings are capable of attaining complete objectivity, a so-called
God’s-eye view, and equally wrong to claim there is no possibility of objec-
tive, and therefore scientific, knowledge.

Kant responded to this tension with a synthesis of reason and experience.
Knowledge certainly comes to us through sense experience, but the mind ac-
tively organizes experience by means of a priori categories or concepts that
are presupposed by experience. Kant argued for the categories on the basis of
the unity of self-conscious experience, the immediate awareness that thoughts
and perceptions occurring simultaneously are mine. For example, my aware-
ness of pain in the foot and the awareness that the pain is mine are “of a
piece.” The unity of this self-conscious experience could never be drawn
from experience alone. This unity that I grasp in my point of view presup-
poses experience.5 The a priori categories do not have direct correspondence
to independent reality. They have no ontological or metaphysical signifi-
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cance, functioning only as mental structures (unlike Plato’s Ideas—which are
themselves the structures of reality—and against Descartes, for whom there
was correspondence between our innate ideas and external reality).

In Kantian thought, knowledge comes through the synthesis of concepts
and experience. Understanding is structured by means of the innate a priori
categories and by the imposition of spatial and temporal form onto whatever
we perceive. The innate categories apply only to the objects of possible ex-
perience (phenomena) and not to objects knowable only to thought
(noumena). There is a good bit of confusion about Kant’s use of these terms,
phenomena and noumena, but since we are interested in understanding Jung’s
epistemological premises, we can circumvent the scholarly arguments and
concentrate on the interpretation that Jung accepted.6

The phenomenal world is the world of appearances, the world as we expe-
rience it. Ultimate or absolute reality is the realm of the noumenal. We can
never know the noumenal but only hypothesize its existence on the basis of
perception. By virtue of the a priori categories of understanding, the mind or-
ganizes reality so that knowledge is possible. Our only referent to noumenal
reality is the mental construct; Kant insisted that noumenal is a term useful
only to mark the limits of knowledge. We cannot say anything about the
noumenal aspect of reality except that it is beyond our capacity to know.
Since “God” is a noumenal aspect of human experience, metaphysical argu-
ments about God go beyond the limits of human reason and necessarily lead
to contradiction and false claims. It is simply impossible for the human mind
to reach beyond the limits of the phenomenal world. And yet, we cannot help
but try to do just that.

Human beings naturally seek the “God’s-eye” view simply because we are
aware that each of us has a particular point of view. Practical reason allows
us to figure out what to do, and inference allows us to comprehend the con-
sequences of judgments, but “pure reason” leads us astray, since it attempts
to reach a viewpoint that is free of perspective. It is the quest of pure reason
that leads us to develop ideas of immortality, freedom, and God. It seems that
Kant was able to avoid the solipsism he thought inherent to other philoso-
phies. But in so doing he created a “gap” between mind and world, noumenal
and phenomenal.7 Some have said this gap was so wide that Kant “lost the
self.”8 Here, another German philosopher, Friedrich Schleiermacher, plays a
part in Jung’s epistemology, albeit not so obvious a role as Kant’s.

Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1883) was a German Protestant philoso-
pher and theologian in the Pietist tradition. Jung mentions him in a 1953 let-
ter, stating that Schleiermacher baptized his grandfather and that “the vast, es-
oteric, and individual spirit of Schleiermacher was part of the intellectual
atmosphere of my father’s family. I never studied him, but unconsciously he
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was for me a spiritus rector.”9 In spite of Jung’s having called Schleiermacher
a “spiritual ancestor,” “moving spirit” or unconscious source of inspiration,
virtually no attention has been given to the ways in which Jung’s ideas appear
to reflect Schleiermacher’s thought.10 Since Kant’s epistemology was central
to Jung’s, and Schleiermacher attempted to fix a major problem in Kant’s
thought (the gap between the noumenal and phenomenal, between the “I” and
the “I think”), we need to touch on what Schleiermacher has to say about this.

Bridging Phenomenal and Noumenal Realities

Schleiermacher, like Jung, was fascinated by Kant’s philosophy. This was
not, however, an enamored fascination but rather a critical response to what
Schleiermacher perceived as dangerous in it. Kant began with reason, moved
to the idea of a necessary connection between happiness and virtue, and then
postulated “God” as the only way by which the connection could be made.
Schleiermacher contrasted this to Christianity, the teachings of which he said
begin with God, and reason from the idea of God’s will to ideas of virtue.11

For Schleiermacher, the human mind can never be given the privilege which
Kant bestowed on it as “giver of law” to nature. God, not humanity, is the
giver of all: “Demonstration presupposes acknowledgment of something else,
but cognition of God is the original cognition that underlies all other cogni-
tion.”12 The idea of God and its referent must not be confused. Schleierma-
cher believed that Kant had made just this mistake, and so he sought to iden-
tify something within human nature that could maintain the distinction
between the “ungiven” God in se and the idea of God.13

Regarding the role of sense experience in knowing, Schleiermacher spoke
of an “organic function” through which we experience our selves and the
world. We are not fully determined by sense experience, but experience is vi-
tal to any kind of knowing—philosophical, religious, or otherwise: “We can-
not think except under the form of being. . . . Knowing is the congruence of
thinking with being as what is thought.”14 He thought Kant had failed to ac-
knowledge the underlying unity that forms the basis of all experience, in spite
of Kantian claims about the unity of self-conscious awareness. Kant, he said,
had overlooked the fact that we are embodied; in Kant’s thought there was
nothing to link the a priori categories of understanding and the external world
of objects. Being must necessarily be linked to thinking; otherwise, it be-
comes impossible to determine how it is that we are aware of our connection
to the world.15

Schleiermacher agreed with Kant’s attempt to establish theology without
grounding it in empirical knowledge, but in making the ethical subject the
link between reason, the will, and action, Kant extended the gap between un-
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derstanding’s a priori principles and the objects to which they apply. There
was no connection between the “I think” and the pure “I,” between the phys-
ical self and the thinking self. Kant had tried to solve this through the theory
of the all-encompassing “ether” and the idea that the thinking subject must
hypothesize itself. Unfortunately, Kant ended up creating a perpetual circle in
which the self signifies that which the concept of thought entails. He said the
ether is the totality of all possible experience that provides the material for
thought. The self is both that which is aware and that of which it is aware.16

Kant’s self ends up sounding a great deal like his ether.
Schleiermacher’s goal was to break out of this circular argument and under-

stand the body’s role in linking us to God. To do this, he had to find a way to
affirm “being” without reducing it to “thought.” The key to the problem in-
volved his seeing that the Kantian circle expresses only mutual dependence be-
tween being and thought. To solve the problem, Schleiermacher rejected intel-
lectual intuitions of Kant’s sort and argued in favor of that which the intellect
cannot grasp: feeling. Feeling, he said, is not a sensation. It is “subject-less
awareness,” the unity or oneness of being, or unmediated and immediate self-
consciousness. His argument is extremely complex and was worked out over a
period of years in lectures, so our discussion here can be only a sketchy outline.

Consciousness is made up of sense impressions that express the capacity to
be affected by the external world. Concepts, for Schleiermacher, are not in-
nate to reason. Concepts come about due to reason’s expression of the “will
to know.” Reason is the interior ground of consciousness, or the receiving
agent of sense impressions; this means that reason and sensing are co-deter-
minate. The original state of consciousness is a confused unfixed wash of
sense impressions. Through a process of contrasting consciousness of things
with consciousness of self, of the “I” to “things,” determinate consciousness
comes into being. Objective and subjective, then, are perceived as a unity ac-
complished through contrast.

The relation between subject and object is one of “twofold contrast.” The
world is both determined by and determinate of the subject. If the subject is
described as active, the world necessarily will appear as passive, and vice
versa. Schleiermacher extends this two-fold contrast to describe the unity of
the self as physical and ethical. The activity of reason is both ethical and
physical. The unity of the subject rests in a polar relation of active and pas-
sive, but what is the link between the “will to think” (passive) and “thought”
(active)? Kant’s solution to the problem, the unity of self-conscious experi-
ence, becomes the point of transition for Schleiermacher.

For Schleiermacher, the capacity to conjecture, to fix things in conscious-
ness, is the pure “I.” The modality of positing makes reason possible. This ca-
pacity is the self that both thinks and continues to “be” when thought ceases.
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All actual thought is dependent on the contrasting relationship between the
“will to know” and the “becoming of knowing.” Our capacity for thought mi-
nus determinate thinking is the “nullpoint” (Nullpunkt) or “point of indiffer-
ence” (Indifferenzpunkt), that which is left over when we are not actually
thinking. If, as Kant said, the self is determined by thought or reason, then the
self would cease to “be” in this nullpoint. Thus, the gap has been delineated.

The nullpoint is the border between the having-just-ceased of one thought
and the not-yet-having-begun of another. The pure “I” is the agency that
makes thought possible; it is not the thought itself. The self, then, might be
thought of as pure potentiality. The nullpoint is the transition between two
moments of consciousness, where one thought ends and another has not yet
begun. Life can be thought of as a series of transitions from thinking to will-
ing and vice versa, and the self can be thought of as the means of transition
between the two functions of thought.

In identifying the border between thinking and willing, Schleiermacher
was able to link “thinking” and “being.” He took Kant’s “unity of self-con-
sciousness” and transformed it from the actual act of combining sense im-
pressions to the transition point that makes the combining possible at all.
Cognitive thought and organic being are co-determinate but are not the same
thing. We must, according to Schleiermacher, assume correspondence be-
tween our thoughts and the sense world; we cannot actually know this but
must assume it. This presupposition of the unity between thinking and being
is the transcendental ground of knowledge. The problem then becomes one of
showing how we are aware of this unity.

At the nullpoint, which for Schleiermacher is the gap left between Kant’s
phenomenal and noumenal realities, thinking both reaches its limit and is the
limit. This is object-less awareness, objective consciousness empty of
thought. Schleiermacher called this awareness Anschauung, immediate un-
mediated intuition. It is not thinking but rather that which makes thinking
possible. At the nullpoint we are conscious of nothing. “Self consciousness
viewed apart from all determined content is nothing other than consciousness
of the oneness and the belonging together of the two functions,”17 thinking
and being. This is an immediate state of mind, a transcendental standpoint un-
knowable by means of concepts or judgments. It is an embodied, experiential,
empirical encounter of unmediated awareness.

The subjective complement to object-less awareness is subject-less aware-
ness or Gefühl. This term has usually been translated as “feeling,” but this is
somewhat misleading, so I will leave the German term untranslated. It is not
sensation, which has to do with the organic, determinate “I.” Gefühl is the im-
mediate unmediated self-consciousness, the experience of unity or oneness of
our own being. It is the point of transition between and within each moment
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of determinate consciousness. Intuition, then, is the awareness of the null-
point from the standpoint of objective consciousness, while feeling is the
awareness that “I = I from one moment of consciousness to the next.”18 At the
nullpoint, the self is undetermined, unbounded, unlimited, and indistinguish-
able from all of life. Objectively, it is empty or null with regard to content.
Subjectively, it is full; the self is conscious of the self.

Our consciousness of the nullpoint is felt or experienced in the identity of
physical and ethical—we do not think or will the rupture into conscious-
ness; we feel it. This feeling is intuition’s disposition. In this place where
thought and action are canceled, or perhaps “on hold,” we “simply are the
feeling of our nonindividuated self as a part of the natural world. For
Schleiermacher, this unbounded state is ‘the birth hour of everything living
in religion.’”19 Gefühl, as the unmediated awareness of oneness, links being
to thinking. It is the embodiment of self, “the sheer embodied self that is the
counterbalance to the [Kantian] ‘I think.’”20 There is no subject or object
because it is oneness with the organic world, in contrast to Kant’s self that
was encased in its own thought. In immediate self-consciousness, the null-
point, there is cancellation of “being” as self-determining agency that re-
sults in the “feeling of utter dependence.” This is the religious element in
all of life, in which the transcendental ground, or God, is represented within
human consciousness. Religion, said Schleiermacher, is “the consciousness
of being absolutely dependent, or which is the same thing, of being in a re-
lation with God.”21 God, or the Transcendent, is not experienced in or by
the self: God is encountered in unmediated representation, as our “immedi-
ate feeling of life.”22

“The feeling of absolute dependence, accordingly, is not to be explained as
an awareness of the world’s existence, but only as an awareness of the exis-
tence of God, as the absolute undivided unity.”23 In other words, at the pre-
conscious level we sense the gap between the end of one thought and the be-
ginning of the next. We feel the rupture of consciousness and at the same time
sense that we have not fallen through the gap into fragmentation. We are
aware that something holds us up, maintains the self as a unity across the gap.
This something, the Absolute, is God, that upon which we have the awareness
of the feeling of utter dependence. The first phase of this feeling is a precog-
nitive, pre-sensate awareness. The second is an actual moment of conscious-
ness which is the religious element; our own self-consciousness is expressed
in the consciousness of God. This is not a mystical merging of self with God.
Although the nullpoint does refer to that which is absolute, it does not pro-
vide knowledge of God in se. Schleiermacher is in agreement with Kant
here—we can have no knowledge of God in se. The experience refers to the
self at one with the world and with life itself.24
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“Religion is to seek this and find it in all that lives and moves, in all growth
and change, in all doing and suffering. It is to have life and to know life in
immediate feeling, only as such an existence in the Infinite and Eternal. . . .
true religion is sense and taste for the Infinite.”25 Schleiermacher said, “The
religious self-consciousness . . . leads necessarily in its development to fel-
lowship or communion.”26 There is a “dynamic unity-in-diversity which con-
stitutes the world, wherein individual and community, the organic and the in-
organic, the universal and the particular are bound to each other in creative
tension . . . each takes on its identity through relation to the other.”27 Every-
thing that exists is grounded in the always-already-there relation to God. Re-
ality is experienced as apparent polarities that are in actuality manifestations
of the preexistent “unity-in-diversity” that is the nature of reality. These po-
larities do not need to be taken up into a greater unity—all that exists is al-
ways already grounded in the unity of the Absolute. We are aware of the Ab-
solute in and through the nullpoint and the experience of “utter dependence.”
This dependence is, as Paul Tillich said, teleological. It has a “moral charac-
ter, which includes freedom and excludes a pantheistic and deterministic in-
terpretation of the experience of the unconditional.”28

Theology, for Schleiermacher, is experiential: appeals to authority alone do
not suffice. Experience and reality cannot be separated. God is given in ex-
perience, not derived from it. This theme echoes throughout his elucidation
of the doctrine of incarnation:

As certainly as Christ was a man, there must reside in human nature the possi
bility of taking up the divine into itself, just as did happen in Christ . . . even if
only the possibility of this resides in human nature, so that the actual implanting
therein of the divine element must be purely a divine and therefore eternal act,
nevertheless the temporal appearance of this act in one particular Person must at
the same time be regarded as an action of human nature.29

Schleiermacher developed an evolutionary view of the incarnation. He said the
human nature in Christ has been eternally “coming to be” within the process of
the world,30 and the incarnation itself was a manifestation of “God-conscious-
ness” that is present in all humanity. Although all humans have this conscious-
ness, only Jesus had such a strong and pure God-consciousness that it actually
was the presence of God in him. In Jesus the God-consciousness was a “perfect
indwelling.” In us it manifests as the “sense and taste for the infinite,” or pre-
reflective awareness of being “absolutely dependent” for our very being on
God. Schleiermacher believed this human awareness has the potential to evolve
to greater and greater levels of knowing God. Christ differed from us in degree,
not in kind, and the difference in degree was in “the constant potency of [Je-
sus’] God-consciousness, which was a veritable existence of God in Him.”31
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Having surveyed the essentials of Kant’s and Schleiermacher’s episte-
mologies we are now better situated to understand Jung’s claims about the
psychology of human religious experience.

JUNG’S EPISTEMOLOGY AND RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

Kant’s influence is obvious in Jung’s adoption of the phenomenal/noumenal
distinction regarding the limits of human knowing. Jung wrote explicitly of
Kant’s formative influence, and so it is not surprising that some of the criti-
cism of Jung’s work involves problems that are inherent in Kant’s system.32

Although he did acknowledge a connection to Schleiermacher, Jung was not
clear about ways that he had been his “spiritual ancestor.” As we delve more
deeply into Jung’s psychology of religious experience, however, we see hints
of Schleiermacher’s thought throughout. If we accept that Schleiermacher’s
interpretation of religion as Gefühl (the unmediated awareness of oneness
with and dependence upon that which maintains the self as a unity across the
gap between the end of one thought and another) closes the gap left by Kant
in his explication of the limits of human knowing, Jung’s psychology of reli-
gion stands on firmer ground.

Paul Bishop analyzed an early poem recently found in the archives of the
Jung Institute in Zurich for what it can tell us of Jung’s early religious beliefs,
and it shows hints of Schleiermacher’s influence. The poem conveys, among
other themes, the idea that “emotional experience, not mere intellectual ad-
herence to a particular creed, forms the basis of religious conviction. . . .
knowledge must be replaced by some deeper intuition.” Bishop concludes
that Jung’s early religiousness was a form of nature mysticism—encounter
with the divine in and through the natural world.33 In this we have perhaps the
first indication that Schleiermacher’s thought may have operated implicitly
throughout Jung’s exploration of religious experience.

Epistemologically for Jung, the “knowing subject is part of a wider knowl-
edge pool with which the individual is in interaction.”34 Recall that he be-
lieved individual mental experience occurs at the conscious, personal uncon-
scious, and collective unconscious levels. Consciousness is an adaptive
accomplishment, and the unconscious is the source of psychological instinc-
tual forces called archetypes, which are the forms or categories that regulate
the instincts.35 Bear in mind that archetypes are patterns of instinctual behav-
ior arising from the collective unconscious, which is a repository of the univer-
sal “ancestral heritage of possibilities of representation” containing the “whole
spiritual heritage of [hu]mankind’s evolution, born anew in the brain structure
of every individual” that account for the common themes in humanity’s
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dreams, myths, and legends.36 These primordial images are not part of our phe-
nomenal experience; as noumena they can only be intuited psychologically.

Belief is not knowledge for Jung. Religious realities do have a transper-
sonal basis, arising as they do from the collective unconscious, but because
they are filtered through subjective experience they can never be absolutes.
Again, the most we can say about God from the psychological standpoint is
that “an archetypal image of the Deity” exists.37 The God-image and state-
ments about it are “psychic processes which are different from their tran-
scendent object.”38

Now that we are aware of Jung’s familiarity with Schleiermacher, some of
Jung’s comments about the archetypes take on a new dimension. In the pre-
vious chapter we discussed the Self archetype, representing the unity of a ma-
ture psyche, and which Jung sometimes referred to as “the God within.”39

About the archetypes, Jung said that they are “the hidden foundations of the
conscious mind . . . the roots which the psyche has sunk not only in the earth
in the narrower sense but in the world in general.”40 Later he said the arche-
types function as “the bridge to matter in general.”41 The archetypes function
very much in the way that Schleiermacher’s nullpoint does to bridge the gap
between thinker and thought, matter and spirit, and phenomenal and noume-
nal. For Schleiermacher, it is at the nullpoint that thought and action are can-
celed and “consciousness of being absolutely dependent . . . of being in a re-
lation with God” arises.42 In an interview Jung was once asked whether he
believed in God. His response was, “Difficult to answer. I know. I don’t need
to believe. I know.”43 This certainty resonates with the realization of Gefühl.
Since for Jung it is the encounter with archetypal images and themes in
dreams, myths, and religions that forms the basis for the awareness of God,
perhaps it is in the experience of Gefühl that he found inspiration for his con-
cept of the mature, individuated psyche as “the God within.”

Another point of consonance between these two great minds is found in
their locating the human encounter with God in the depths of the psyche.
Commenting on the conception of God as completely transcendent or
“wholly other,” Jung wrote that it is “psychologically quite unthinkable for
God to be simply the ‘wholly other’ for a ‘wholly other’ could never be one
of the soul’s deepest and closest intimacies—which is precisely what God
is.”44 We encounter God in the depths of consciousness as an archetypal, in-
timate reality. Schleiermacher’s conception of the incarnation in terms of
“God consciousness” resonates with this perception, as does his evolutionary
interpretation of the incarnation. The divinity-in-humanity eternally unfolds
within the process of the world, and the particular incarnation in Jesus was a
manifestation of the “God-consciousness” potential within all of us. The con-
cept of an evolutionary aspect to the divinity-in-humanity and our conscious-
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ness of God is central to one of Jung’s most important and difficult works, the
Answer to Job. There he elaborates his thesis that “the real history of the
world is the progressive incarnation of the deity” and shows why we must ac-
cept full responsibility for the way our lives are expressions of the image of
God within.45 Now that the epistemological premises of Jungian thought are
clarified we are better prepared to understand the claims Jung made in his ac-
counting for the dark and contradictory nature of Yahweh and the “psycho-
logical ethics” implicit in his answer to the dilemma of the biblical Job.46

TRANSFORMATION OF THE WESTERN GOD-IMAGE

Jung interpreted the myth of Job as a psychological tale of the unconscious
and amoral Western God-image coming to consciousness through its en-
counter with the man Job.47 The Book of Job is canonical for Jews and Chris-
tians and has been a source of consolation for many thousands over millennia
and so it is understandable that Jung’s reading of it has engendered much con-
fusion and criticism even to the present day. The work is difficult not only for
its main thesis but also because of the many references to obscure and arcane
concepts familiar only to those who have extensively studied mythology, as-
trology, and alchemy.48 The challenge for us here as we examine Jung’s main
thesis in Answer to Job is to hold fast to this: Jung insisted his theory says
nothing about God and a great deal about the Western psyche and our images
of God. In the preface to this work, Jung entreated his readers to recall that
“the image and the statement are psychic processes which are different from
their transcendental object; they do not posit it, they merely point to it.”49

The story in its present form tells of the trials and tribulations faced by a
man of great faith who becomes a pawn in a cosmic bet. Job’s problems be-
gin when Yahweh calls an assembly of the “sons of the gods” in heaven. God
points out to the assembly that Job is a righteous man of great virtue. The sa-
tan50 responds with the claim that it is easy to be virtuous when you have
everything and bets Yahweh that Job will change if he is no longer prosper-
ous. Yahweh allows the satan to test Job’s faith by raining down on him all
sorts of financial, emotional, and physical suffering. Job’s friends offer plati-
tudes aimed at justifying God’s apparent cruelty and immorality. But no mat-
ter the torment visited upon him with God’s permission, Job refuses to believe
either that his suffering is somehow merited or that God is not just and de-
serving of worship.

In Jung’s reading of the text, the important point is that the man Job re-
mains steadfast and that, in the end, it is Yahweh who is changed, not Job. The
wrath of God is finally poured out not on Job but on his friends who, God

Knowing God, Knowing Ourselves 109



says, “have not spoken of me what is right, as my servant Job has” (Job 42:7
New Revised Standard Version). The friends, who offered justifications for
God’s immoral treatment of Job, are punished by God. Job remained stead-
fast in faith. He never accepted claims that his suffering was just, and for this
he was rewarded by God twice over. Jung interprets this to mean that Job,
then, is more moral than his God (image). “Whoever knows God has an ef-
fect on him. The failure of the attempt to corrupt Job has changed Yahweh’s
nature.”51

Yahweh, the unconscious God-image, is a manifestation of the Self arche-
type and as such is a paradoxical union of opposites. The result of this en-
counter between man and Yahweh is a vital step toward resolution of the op-
position, or the humanization of the god through incarnation. “From Job it is
quite obvious that Yahweh behaves like a man with inferior consciousness
and an absolute lack of moral self-reflection. In this respect [the] God-image
is more limited than man. Therefore God must incarnate.”52 In this way Jung
was able to extend his analysis of the transformation of the Western God-im-
age beyond the Book of Job to include the New Testament. To briefly sum-
marize, he said that the story of Jesus as the incarnation of God symbolizes a
positive evolution but one which is incomplete. The tension generated by
uniting the opposites in Jesus led later Christians to reject the darkness of the
collective Shadow that had been so clearly revealed in Job’s encounter with
Yahweh. This resulted in an incomplete resolution of the paradoxical God
problem. What had nearly become a collective individuation of the archetypal
cultural Self became instead a splitting into good versus evil. This manifests
in the reification of the satan image into a personified appearance of all the
rejected qualities in the Devil.53

Historical critical study of Job has led to a discovery that lends support to
Jung’s psychological reading of the text as a record of the transformation of
the Western God-image. Job as we have it today is actually a redacted text,
made up of a short and very ancient folk tale in chapters 1–2 and 42:10–17,
which was used by later writers to frame a long poem, now chapters 3–42:9.
The folk tale was well-known in the ancient Mideast; it appears in Egyptian,
Sumerian, and Babylonian literature as well as in the Hebrew Bible. Biblical
scholars now date the folk tale to as early as the second millennium BCE and
the poem to the sixth century BCE. When read separately—the ancient tale
first, followed by the more recent text contained in chapters 3–41 and
42:1–9—the differences are clear and striking.

In the folk tale, Job is an innocent and pious man who has never done any-
thing to merit the punishments that rain down on him. He is so devoted to
God that Yahweh recognizes his purity and says “there is no one like him on
the earth” (Job 1:8). The satan incites Yahweh to torment Job, who limits the
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game only by forbidding the satan from killing the righteous man. As re-
peated misfortune befalls the family, Job’s wife insists that cursing God is the
only rational response to this horrendously unjustified turn of events, but Job
remains steadfast in his faith. Job’s three friends come to console him, yet
when they see the magnitude of his suffering, they weep, tear their robes, and
sit with Job “on the ground seven days and seven nights, and no one spoke a
word to him” (Job 2:12–13). Job does not waver in his faith even though he
has lost his wealth, property, family, and health. He is so righteous, in fact,
that in the midst of his own suffering, he prays not for himself but for his
friends! Yahweh responds by restoring Job’s fortune twice over, “and Job
died, an old man, and full of days” (Job 42:17).

The second story begins with Job cursing the day he was born. He laments
his losses, expresses anger at the injustice of it all, and demands that Yahweh
show him what he has done to deserve all this suffering. God is silent until
the very end, but Job’s three friends are quite vocal, offering all sorts of ar-
guments in defense of God’s justice and goodness. In what may well be the
earliest theodicy (defense of the goodness of an omnipotent, benevolent, and
just deity in the face of evil and suffering) the writer of this poem offers plat-
itudes and arguments that lay the blame not on God but rather on Job—clearly
God is just, so Job must deserve all of this! This goes on until chapter 38,
when God suddenly speaks “out of the whirlwind” (Job 38:1) to castigate Job:
“Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?” (Job 38:4). The
divine tirade ends when Job declares that he does not understand the awe-
someness of God and repents of his failure to see the depths of God’s won-
der. The Lord punishes Job’s friends for having attempted to defend Yahweh
in spite of the injustice of it all! The poem then ends as “the Lord accepted
Job’s prayer” on behalf of his friends (Job 42:9).

In the earliest version of Job’s experience, Job exhibits an unquestioning
and almost childlike acceptance of the torments inflicted upon him without
justification. In much the same way that an abused child clings to the belief
that her abusive parent has only love for her, Job tells his wife that he must
accept the horrors along with the good that had been his lot up to this time.
One dare not question; that’s just the way of life. In the end, Job, like an
abused child who suffers in silence and is rewarded with toys and profession
of love, is rewarded two-fold by Yahweh. If Jung is right about the biblical
record telling of the progressive maturation of Western humanity’s image of
God, one would expect the more recent poetic portion of Job to reflect a dif-
ferent, more mature and self-assured response to divine capriciousness, and
this is precisely what we see.

In the more recent telling of Job’s affliction, he no longer sits obedient and
silent, accepting without question whatever the erratic and immoral Yahweh
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allows. Job refuses to accept his friends’ platitudes and justifications for
God’s actions. He now challenges God directly. Instead of Job’s being put to
the test, we now have Job putting God on trial. Job refuses to accept that the
behavior of his unconscious and projected God-image is justifiable. He will
no longer sit in silent suffering; he demands an accounting from God. This
comparison of the earlier and later versions can be read archetypally as a
record of the gradual movement toward consciousness of our responsibility in
relation to our conceptions of God.

The ancient folk tale of naive unquestioning acceptance of whatever befalls
him is in stark contrast to the audacious challenge offered by the later poetic
version of Job’s experience. The rewards heaped upon him and the punish-
ments rained down on his friends are quite confusing until we read the text
through Jung’s lens. Our God-images wreak havoc in the world, causing
senseless suffering unless and until we achieve a more balanced and inte-
grated ego consciousness. The writer(s) of the poem were, in this interpreta-
tion, closer to individuation and so were able to accept that the God-image is
not God in se, and also that we must be unflinchingly honest in our relating
to the God-images we construct. We humans must accept responsibility for
our actions and challenge all acts undertaken in the name of our gods. This
insight was apparently too uncomfortable for the later redactors of the bibli-
cal text, who used the “cut and paste” method of framing Job’s shocking and
successful challenge of Yahweh with the more comfortable, unconscious, and
less daunting tale of the “patience of Job.”

Other scholars have noted trends in the biblical record which tie into Jung’s
thesis that the scriptures portray an evolving God-image. Two merit mention
here: biblical scholar Richard Elliott Friedman and Jack Miles. Miles’s book
God: A Biography was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. In it he analyzed the scrip-
tures from a literary point of view to trace character development in its portrayal
of God. His conclusion is the same as Jung’s: God required engagement with hu-
manity in order to discern His own thoughts and intentions, and once this is
done, God moves into the background of the biblical story.54 Coincidentally,
Friedman’s book was published the same year and offered a compatible analy-
sis done from the standpoint of biblical, not literary, scholarship. In The Disap-
pearance of God: A Divine Mystery (later republished as The Hidden Face of
God) Friedman traces the gradual disappearance of God as an active figure in the
scriptures and seeks the meaning of this phenomenon, which he sets alongside
the appearance in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of philosophical and
theological rhetoric about the “death of God” and the mystical Jewish concept
of tikkun, restoration.55 Friedman’s is a theological interpretation of the evolving
divine-human relationship and so differs to some degree from Jung’s psycho-
logical one, but taken together, these construals are quite powerful.
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When read chronologically, the Hebrew Bible begins with God as an active
and visible presence which, over the course of time, gradually recedes from
public view. In the earliest books, God is intimately involved in creation; in
Genesis, God walks in the Garden, talks with human beings, and even en-
gages in physical combat with Jacob in the form of an angel. After Moses, no
one sees God directly anymore, who begins to speak only through prophets.
God’s fading away continues until finally, in the book of Esther, God is not
even mentioned. Concomitantly, we see increased human participation in and
confrontation of divine actions: Adam disobeys God, Abraham questions
God’s decisions, and Jacob fights with God (as an angel) and when he sur-
vives is given the name Israel, which means something like “wrestles with
God.” In the Hebrew Bible, miracles are done by God at first and then are per-
formed through humans, until finally they also fade away. Likewise human
rulers gradually displace God. David rules as God’s anointed, and by the end
of the chronological reading, human beings who do not even worship God,
the Persians, are in control.

As God’s presence fades, humanity’s responsibility increases. All of this is
especially intriguing given that this movement away from divine microman-
agement toward human responsibility happens as we read according to the in-
ternal chronology of the Bible. Since these texts were written over many cen-
turies and when gathered together into the canon were not placed according
to chronology of writing dates, this phenomenon could not be something that
was consciously written into the individual texts. There is a chronological
evolution in the God-image that does not become apparent until one places
the texts in that order.

Friedman traces the progressive divine hiddenness beyond the end of the
Hebrew Bible into the period of Second Temple Judaism and early Christian-
ity. Human responsibility and authority jump dramatically in the inter-testa-
mental period in two ways: with the development of authority vested in the
Oral Torah (rabbinic interpretation of the scriptures) and in the ultimate step
of God coming-to-be in human form.

Although Friedman’s examination of the “death of God” phenomenon and
consonance between Big Bang cosmology and mystical Judaism’s teachings
are fascinating, we need not examine them here in order to understand his
point. The mystical Jewish concept of tikkun has to do with the idea that cre-
ation came into being when a cosmic catastrophe resulted in the “shattering
of the vessels.”56 As a result, something of the divine remains in all aspects
of creation. Although the major portion of restoration of the cosmos is ac-
complished by God, the completion of it depends on humanity. Humanity is
charged with the responsibility of restoring the world to its spiritual place
through observance of Torah and contemplative activity:57
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At opposite poles, both [humanity] and God encompass with their being the en
tire cosmos. However, whereas God contains all . . . [humanity’s] role is to com
plete this process by being the agent through whom all the powers of creation
are fully activated and made manifest . . . the process of creation involves the
departure of all from the One and its return to the one, and the crucial turning
point in this cycle takes place within [humanity] at the moment [we begin] to
develop an awareness of [our] own true essence.58

What this means, in Jung’s words, is that “the real history of the world seems
to be the progressive incarnation of the deity.”59 We must become participants
in the Transcendent Reality, in the Divine Nature, because we play a vital role
in the unfolding of creation.60

Humanity must accept a new responsibility in relation to God. Through our
conscious participation in the continuing incarnation of the noumenal Tran-
scendent Reality into the phenomenal world of experience we become adults,
responsible for our own existence. This responsibility entails the realization
that not only do we depend upon God but also God depends upon us.61 “In-
dividuation and individual existence are indispensable for the transformation
of God. Human consciousness is the only seeing eye of the Deity.”62

Jung was deeply disturbed by the proliferation of technologies of mass de-
struction. He insisted that “everything now depends on man: immense power
of destruction is given into his hand, and the question is whether he can resist
the will to use it, and can temper his will with the spirit of love and wisdom.”63

The symbols that rise up from the unconscious are opposites; our God-images
call us to be just, loving, and merciful, and they also often demand of us hor-
rendous acts of violence. We must both worship and fear our gods. The God-
image “fills us with evil as well as with good . . . and because he wants to be-
come man, the uniting of [God’s] antinomy must take place in [us].”64

In this psychological ethic, humanity must assist God by becoming con-
scious. “The importance of consciousness is so great that one cannot help sus-
pecting the element of meaning to be concealed somewhere within all the
monstrous, apparently senseless biological turmoil, and that the road to its
manifestation was ultimately found on the level of warm-blooded vertebrates
possessed of a differentiated brain.”65 Using more specifically theological
language, we can say that through the humanization of the God-image, the di-
vine and human natures are united in one comprehensive, perichoretic
process. Redemption is a dialectic process through which the God-image re-
deems us as we redeem our gods.66 This is the point of Jung’s Answer to Job:
we human beings must take responsibility for the transformation of our im-
moral God-images. This can only be accomplished as each of us works to-
ward personal psychological maturity in the context of communal evolution.
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Violent conflict results from choice the choices of leaders and people
and is facilitated through the institutions that bind them.2

Religion gives us “assurance and strength so that [we] may not be over-
whelmed by the monsters of the universe.”3 The human psyche has not
evolved as rapidly as have our intellect and technological capabilities, and so
in a sense the unconscious has been left behind. Speaking somewhat prophet-
ically about fifty years ago, Jung said that over the previous century, the un-
conscious has been forced into “a defensive position which expresses itself in
a universal will to destruction. The political and social ‘isms’ of our day
preach every conceivable ideal” while “creating a chaos controlled by terror-
ism” that leads to a kind of “degradation and slavery” of the individual. How
are we to deal with these cultural monsters? They cannot be tamed “collec-
tively, because the masses are not changed unless the individual changes. . . .
The bettering of a general ill begins with the individual, and then only when
he makes himself and not others responsible.”4

For the truly religious individual, all of life is informed by faith. Religions
are meaning-making systems and as such necessarily inform politics and so-
cial life. The mechanisms through which religious ideas are transmuted into
claims that we must slaughter one another in order to please our gods are, as
we have seen, complex and interwoven with all aspects of human life. From
the remnants of our evolutionary past that continue to push us toward prefer-
ence for those most like ourselves, to the most complex cultural and situa-
tional factors, there are dynamic at work that, under the proper conditions, re-
sult in religious violence. Some of the identified causes are things over which
we have very little direct control—the evolutionary process is a prime exam-
ple. But once we consider the implications of social psychological research
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and psychoanalytic theories of the relation between our sensitivity to situa-
tional factors, the sense of self, and violence, impotence in the face of it all is
attenuated. Yes, the problem of religious violence has been with us from the
start of religious history. Yes, the causes are complex. And, yes, there is some-
thing that we can at least begin to do about it. Violence in the name of our
gods will not cease overnight, but perhaps in the course of a generation some
real changes in human history may come about if enough of us become cog-
nizant of the dynamics at work.

Religious ideologies are most likely to play a role in conflict when com-
bined with nationalism or political demands for self-determination. All God-
images (including any referent to the transcendent, whether conceptualized
anthropomorphically or not) are to a great degree manifestations of cultural
and evolutionary processes. If a numinous (from the Latin nuere, “to show
signs”) image like the God-concept is believed to actually be that to which the
image can in actuality only point, potentially dangerous ego inflation ensues.
Since the God-image is identical with the archetypal Self, “everything that
happens to the God-image has an effect on the latter. Any uncertainty about
the God-image causes a profound uneasiness in the self . . . the destruction of
the God-image is followed by the annulment of the human personality.”5

On this, archetypal psychology and Terror Management theorists agree.
Challenges to our God-images hit us at the core of our being. When this hap-
pens to individuals who have not worked to become aware of the forces at
work in their own unconscious minds, a most dangerous situation exists,
since an inadequately functioning ego-Self dynamic makes one especially
susceptible to archetypal contents within the collective unconscious. The in-
dividual becomes more and more subject to situational influences, prone to
“psychic infection” by collective movements which bolster confidence in the
validity of one’s idealizations and projections. When religious practitioners
and teachings play upon the shame-humiliation dynamic by manipulating in-
terpretation of the idealized object denigration of oneself intensifies. When
the idealized object (God, a human leader believed to speak on behalf of God,
etc.) is seen as punitive or as desiring vengeance, splitting the world into all
good and all bad occurs. This shame-humiliation dynamic is part of the
process which leads to projection of unacceptable psychic contents onto oth-
ers. Projection allows us to maintain the ego inflation born of ego-Self iden-
tification. In situations like this, self-righteousness and power seeking oper-
ate as defenses against the shame that challenges one’s reified sense of self.
The end result can be a kind of narcissistic rage wherein the ego has become
so inflated and reified that others who do not agree are not seen an others so
much as recalcitrant parts of one’s own expanded self. The ego, as the center
of subjective identity, has become so inflated that it swallows up objective re-
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ality. All empathy for the other ceases since, for all intents and purposes, they
have become problematic aspects of one’s inner reality that must be made to
“toe the line.”

These dynamics help to explain why collectivistic cultures, as noted in our
discussion of James Waller’s work on genocide, are more prone to conflict
born of in-group/out-group distinctions than individualistic ones. In collec-
tivistic cultures populated by what Jung called the Traditional or Archaic Man,
the first step toward ego-Self identification has already been taken by virtue of
one’s identity being defined in terms of fixed and stable group membership.
Membership in groups led by strong charismatic leaders provides a “comfort
zone” within which the individual can project the potentially overpowering en-
ergy of the God-image onto the leader and the disturbing dark aspects of the
Shadow onto outsiders. Since the archetypes are representations of tradition,
modernization and secularization are threatening at deeply unconscious levels
in such cultures. The member of a collectivist culture is more prone to projec-
tion because of the “undifferentiated state of his mind and his consequent in-
ability to criticize himself.”6 Hitler’s impact on the German people makes a
great deal of sense when viewed from this perspective. His power came not
from originality of the message but precisely because he had an uncanny abil-
ity to express the contents of the German collective unconscious.

Jung’s analysis of Hitler in a 1939 interview is illuminating here. He said
that Hitler’s power arose from the fact that he was “a megaphone which
voice[d] the mood or the psychology of the eighty million German people”
and we cannot understand him “apart from a consideration of the unconscious
factors. . . . Hitler has sacrificed his individuality . . . to this almost complete
subordination to collective unconscious forces. . . . He is virtually the nation.
And the trouble about a nation is that it does not keep its word and has no
honor. . . . [It] is a blind force.”7 Although he did not use this terminology,
Jung is speaking here about what happens when the conceptual entity “na-
tion” becomes reified. The shame-humiliation dynamic was very much at
work in the German psyche during the early twentieth century, and Hitler was
“the mirror of that inferiority complex” which had become part of the Ger-
man psyche as a result of the disastrous outcome of World War I and the
Treaty of Versailles. Reification of national and ethnic identities, like reli-
gions, provides an entity onto which groups can project their collective
selves. Hitler, as the voice of the German collective unconscious, articulated
the rhetoric of ego inflation and paved the way for ego identification with the
new god, the Aryan Race. When religions and national identities are reified
the potential for violence is greatly multiplied.

Philip Zimbardo’s prison experiment and Stanley Milgram’s “shocking”
research have shown how powerfully influential situational factors are for the
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average person. Contrary to our Western idealization of the individual, we
have seen that “individual behavior is largely under the control of social
forces and environmental contingencies rather than personality traits, charac-
ter, will power.”8 The group grants validity to the individual only insofar as
she accepts its canons. This helps to explain the root cause of the upsurge in
violent acts by Muslim jihadists in recent times. Globalization and the myr-
iad other factors explored in this work are part of the problem but perhaps
more for noneconomic reasons than critics of globalization have assumed.
Viewed through the lens constructed here, globalization plays a role in vio-
lence because the challenge it offers is not simply to one’s cultural and social
world; it calls into question the God-image. Threats to our images of God,
particularly when we have succumbed to ego inflation, threaten to bring about
dissolution of our very selves.

This is so because the encounter with the God-image happens at the null-
point of consciousness wherein all thought and action are cancelled. Our im-
age of God arises from the experience of Gefühl, utter dependence upon some-
thing greater than ourselves that bridges the “space” between the cessation of
one thought and the start of another, thereby holding us, in a sense, together
where the determinate self ceases to be, and the indeterminate unmediated
awareness of numinosity—existence itself—is experienced as the unity of be-
ing. In this “space” the individual psyche comes into contact with the collec-
tive psyche; perhaps the collective unconscious is just this—the unbounded
state of nonindividuated selfhood in the “between” of knowing and being. At
the nullpoint, the God-image/Self archetype holds us and keeps the ego from
the fragmentation that threatens. The challenge of individuation is to become
conscious of this without succumbing to the temptation to reify the ego/Self in
response to the threat of permanent rupture between knowing and being.

On this point, the teachings of Buddhism have come closest of all the reli-
gions in understanding. The Buddha taught that our tendency to reify the self
(ego) is the source of all suffering, and his guidelines for living encoded in
the Noble Eightfold Path are aimed at this problem. Meditation is central to
Buddhist practice because it brings one to the nullpoint, wherein we achieve
awareness that the self to which we are so attached is in actuality an illusion.
In fact, the quests for Buddhist enlightenment and Jungian individuation are
similar enterprises. Individuation, like enlightenment, involves making con-
scious those forces at work in the unconscious. Recall that in the process of
individuation, the persona (social mask) is broken down, allowing the emer-
gence of archetypal material into consciousness, differentiation of ego from
archetypes, and gradual integration of these energies through taking con-
scious nonjudgmental ownership of them. The end result is establishment of
the self as a midpoint between the ego (individual) and the collective.
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Jung saw parallels between the Christian incarnation as the coming-to-
consciousness of the God-image and the Buddhist mythology of enlighten-
ment. In Buddhism, the Doctrine of Interdependent Origination teaches that
we are caught in the cycle of rebirth, bound by the twelve links of the chain
of unsatisfactoriness (dukkha) that characterizes existence. The most impor-
tant of the links is ignorance of the truth that there is no enduring, unchang-
ing self. Awareness of no-self is central in Buddhism because the illusion that
“I” am an unchanging entity leads to actions aimed at protection of the ego.
This is the basic human problem, what the Buddha described as grasping af-
ter permanence. Once the link of ignorance is broken by a practitioner’s be-
coming conscious of the truth of no-self, it is possible to attain Nirvana. Jung
said that the “Buddha’s insight and the Incarnation in Christ break the chain
[of suffering] through the intervention of the enlightened human conscious-
ness.”9 In the Buddhist experience of no-self, we have resonance with the
nullpoint wherein all thought and action are cancelled, the determinate self
ceases to be, and the indeterminate unmediated awareness of existence itself
is experienced as a unity of being.

Although Jung’s system was certainly shaped by his Western worldview,
he studied non-Western religious thought and practices extensively and in the
process may have hit upon a nearly universal aspect of the human religious
pursuit. In the Sufi form of Islam, for example, this life is a journey that pro-
ceeds along horizontal and vertical paths. The horizontal journey involves
physical birth, life, and death. The vertical journey is one that potentially cul-
minates in al-fanā, annihilation or extinction of self, and al-baqā, “annihila-
tion of annihilation” or “subsistence in God.”10 On the surface this may sound
like a practice aimed at fusion of ego/self with one’s image of God, but this
is not the case. Islamic scholar Seyyed Hossein Nasr says that Sufism is the
message “of the Centre at the periphery” which guides its practitioners “from
the phenomena to the noumena, from the form to the meaning.” Although all
of Islam is about tawhîd, the unity or oneness of God, Sufism takes this as the
axis of its metaphysics and teaches that, although the world and God are not
identical, to the degree that the world is real, it “cannot be completely other
than God; were it to be so it would become a totally independent reality . . .
and would destroy the absoluteness and the Oneness that belong to God
alone.”11 This means that, since God is one, each of us must attain wholeness
through the integration of body, mind, and spirit.

Sufi forms of prayer function to eliminate separation from the divine; in
particular, dhikr (invocation or repetition of the names of God) leads to the
integration of the soul as an offering to God. In the words of Ibn al’`Ar ıf, the
tenth-century Sufi, “If thou becomest absent from thy heart, He will install
Himself there.”12 Nasr says that this is what Islam, as submission to the will
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of God, really means. The Sufi turns toward unity first through observance of
life according to Shar ı̄ah, divine law as revealed in the Quran, and inter-
preted through the life example and sayings of the Prophet Muhammad,
scholarly consensus, and analogical reasoning. The Prophet is “the prototype
of the human individual and the human collectivity.” His lack of education is
symbolic of the extinction (al-fanā) of all human aspects before God, and the
Muslim, in living according to the Sharı̄`ah, places her entire existence in
God’s hands.13 This is why peace activist Fethullah Gülen insists that “a real
Muslim, one who understands Islam in every aspect, cannot be a terrorist.”14

One who truly understands the concept of divine oneness understands that to
harm any aspect of creation is to harm oneself and God.

Similar themes of unitive experience appear in the mystical expressions of
many of the world’s major religious traditions. In philosophical Hinduism,
the basic human problem is ignorance of the true nature of reality as one. The
Absolute, or Brahman, is present in everything, and the material forms of the
cosmos are illusory manifestations that cause us to believe that we are sepa-
rate selves. The goal of meditative practice is to achieve comprehension that
all is Brahman. Once we see that separateness is illusory, the importance of
ahimsa (the intent to do no harm to any living being) becomes clear. This is
the basis upon which Gandhi developed his interpretation of the Bhagavad
Gita and which eventuated in his powerful teachings on satyagraha, nonvio-
lent creative resistance to oppression.

The ancient philosophical Hindu concept of Yoga Nidra, or Yogic Con-
scious Sleep, is an intriguing religious teaching that seems targeted similarly
to the individuation process. Meditative techniques are used to allow the prac-
titioner to enter the state of conscious sleep wherein, it is said, the deepest pat-
terns of thought and emotion, called samskaras, are found. The state is a kind
of objectless/subjectless awareness during which one is able to observe the
samskaras and gradually lessen their intensity. Since negative karma is
thought to accrue primarily as a result of attachment to the self as a separate
entity distinct from the Absolute reality, this practice is very powerful in ad-
vancing the student toward moksha, release from the cycle of rebirth.

There is a very long tradition of Christian meditation aimed at states of
union with the divine, beginning in the earliest centuries of the faith with the
Desert Fathers and Mothers, men and women who sought God in the solitude
of the deserts of North Africa and the Middle East. In Eastern Christianity, the
heyschastic (from the Greek for stillness, quiet) tradition is focused on en-
counter with God not in se but in and through the divine energies. As Gregory
Palamas (1296–1358), a foundational theologian for Orthodox theology, said,
“Since one can participate in God and since the . . . essence of God is ab-
solutely above participation, there exists something between [the essence and
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created reality]. . . . Thus He makes Himself present to all things . . . by His
creative and providential energies.”15 These themes appear contemporane-
ously in Western Europe. Meister Eckhart (1260–1327), for example, was a
German theologian who taught that “man should be empty of self and all
things . . . he should be reconstructed in the simple good that God is.”16

Teachers of mystical forms of practice appear across the history of the faith,
including Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179), Julian of Norwich (1342–1416),
the unknown author of the fourteenth-century English texts Cloud of Un-
knowing and the Book of Privy Council, Teresa of Ávila (1515–1582), Brother
Lawrence (1610–1691), and the founder of the Quaker denomination, George
Fox (1624–1691). In the Quaker tradition, each human being has within the
Inner Light of God which enables us to have a direct interior experience of
God. Because this experience is both individual and communal, the tradi-
tional Quaker worship service involves the community coming together to sit
in silent listening. As Rufus Jones (1863–1948) said, this silence can be “an
actual moment of mutual and reciprocal correspondence with God. The actual
meeting of man with God and God with man is the very crown and culmina-
tion of what we can do with our human life here on earth.”17 Significantly, the
Quakers have been vocal and active supporters of human rights, justice, and
nonviolence.

The idea of mystical union is important in some forms of Judaism as well.
In Kabbalistic and Hasidic Judaism, devekut, or “communion,” results in
transformation of the human soul such that it becomes part of the “All” or
“enters into God.”18 This concept is linked in Hasidic thought to the task of
restoration, tikkun, discussed previously. In the mystical creation narrative, a
consequence of the “shattering of the vessels” that resulted in the material
cosmos is that sparks or fragments of the divine light have been scattered
throughout creation. Humanity’s task is to work with God through mystical
practices and striving for justice in the world in order to “raise the sparks” to
their original unity.19

Isaac Luria (1534–1572) taught that this concept of creation through the
“shattering of the vessels” explains humanity’s dual inclination toward both
good and evil. He developed spiritual practices aimed at identifying the “root
of the soul” and the wounds impinging on it caused by the broken vessels. In
Lurianic Judaism, each of us must work to heal our individual souls, through
meditative prayer and moral action, in order to repair the cosmos.20 Human-
ity and God are partners in this enterprise.

All of these unitive practices are designed to enable the experience of the
unmediated awareness of oneness with and dependence upon that which
maintains the self as a unity across the gap between the end of one thought
and another. In these practices the self is, in Friedrich Schleiermacher’s terms,
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pure potentiality. Through prayer, mediation, and so forth, one achieves a
state of objectless and subjectless awareness. This is an embodied, experien-
tial, empirical encounter with unmediated awareness (Gefühl) through which
the self is known as undetermined unboundedness that is indistinguishable
from all of life. This sounds very much like what Heinz Kohut was describ-
ing with the concept of cosmic narcissism, wherein the person experiences
self-transcendence in a “supraindividual and timeless existence” and is capa-
ble of empathy for the cosmos, as a unique form of human psychological in-
tegration.

This discussion is not meant to imply that all of these practices are identi-
cal—nor do I mean that mystical religious experiences are reducible to the
psychological process of individuation. The consonances noted here are strik-
ing, but at the same time the differences in interpretation among the various
religions must be kept in mind. What this discussion does indicate is that
there is a distinctive and universal aspect of human psychology that seems to
play a role in certain kinds of religious experience and which also sounds
very much like psychoanalytic theories about healthy selves.

A further caution is in order here. The practices we have examined are
not to be confused with the spiritual rhetoric of “killing in order to heal,”
which has been shown to encourage participation in violence, especially
when combined with demands for unquestioning obedience to human au-
thorities who claim to speak for God.21 Spiritual teachings and practices de-
signed to lead the individual to transformative integration through en-
counter with the numinous can be perverted by charismatic narcissists, and
this is why my focus here has been on individual transformation as the vi-
tal first step toward collective transformation. It is not insignificant that, in
all of the mystical religious traditions, practitioners are admonished to en-
gage the techniques only under the guidance of a more experienced and
spiritually developed guide.

The rhetoric of life through death, healing through killing, has been literal-
ized and used by nonindividuated narcissistic people to add fuel to the fires
of violence in all of the religions. For example, when Martin Luther
(1483–1546) wrote that “when God brings to life, he does it by killing,”22 he
was speaking about a spiritual experience which Christian mystics have un-
derstood in terms of union with God. Yet, once his religious teachings became
part of the political struggles and formation of national identity of the nascent
German nation, Luther and his rhetoric of life through death became power-
ful supporters of religious warfare.

In 1985 Pope John Paul II (1920–2005; pope from 1978–2005), a strong
voice against the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, expressed the impact of mysti-
cal encounter with the numinous:
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Did not Eckhart teach his disciples: “All that God asks you most pressingly is
to go out of yourself and let God be God in you”? One could think that, in sep
arating himself from creatures, the mystic leaves his brothers, humanity, behind
. . . on the contrary, the mystic is marvelously present to them on the only level
where he can truly reach them, that is in God.23

CAN WE BECOME MORE MORAL THAN OUR GODS?

The evolution of human cognition is a double-edged sword. It has achieved
its current heights in large measure because of the capacity we humans have
for pooling our resources through the development of languages and cultures.
Recall that cultures are storehouses maintained across generations through
symbolic technologies which make it possible for us to work together in or-
ganizing social experience and knowledge. The very mechanisms which
made this possible are the means through which the potential for us to be in-
fluenced by the collective projections of a culture’s unacknowledged Shadow
arises. For “what else is the collective unconscious but the ingrained emo-
tional patterns and unthought thoughts that fill us with the prejudices we pre-
fer to conceive as choices?”24

Archetypal psychology has given rise to a new field of biblical study in re-
cent decades. Walter Wink, one of the pioneers of the psychological reading
of the Christian scriptures, gives an excellent illustration of the way arche-
typal forces influence life in his reading of the New Testament. In an award-
winning series of three books, he posits that the New Testament language of
“principalities and powers” is a general term that designates the outer and in-
ner manifestations of power in human social life. The inner or spiritual aspect
of institutional and national powers was understood symbolically during the
first century in terms of angelic and demonic forces. “Power must become in-
carnate, institutionalized or systemic in order to be effective.” This incarna-
tion of power manifests as the “spirit” or Zeitgeist of a nation or organization.
“What the ancients called ‘spirits’ or ‘angels’ or ‘demons’ were actual enti-
ties, only they were not hovering in the air. They were incarnate in . . . skin
and bones, or an empire, or its mercenary armies.”25 Religious groups are
transformed from life-affirming collectives to destructive manifestations of
the demonic when their members remain unconscious of this truth.26 The first
step toward wholeness and life-affirming choices requires that we become
conscious of these issues and work to understand when we are acting from
conscious choice and when we are being seduced by the collective.

Through acceptance of the God-image as a manifestation of our Collective
Self’s quest for wholeness, we and our gods have the potential to become
truly moral. We have explored some of the many theories of religious violence
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and a variety of prescriptions for a cure. Solutions proposed range widely, in-
cluding ideas like rejecting monotheism, purging sacred texts of violent pas-
sages, armed state intervention, revision of government policy in handling
terrorists, globalization of American religious pluralism, and even advocating
removing all taint of religion from politics. These prescriptions, like the ex-
planations linked with them, do shed light on aspects of the problem, but they
do not reach the heart of the matter. In terms of solutions, some of the sug-
gestions are too global and impracticable for most of us to gain any sense of
agency in the face of this devastating problem.

The impossibility of prescriptions that advocate evacuation of all religious
thought from the political realm are especially problematic, although perhaps
not obviously so for those of us shaped by Western democratic ideals. Re-
gardless of one’s political or religious affiliations, religion simply cannot be
segregated from politics. For the truly religious individual, all of life is in-
formed by faith. Religions are meaning-making systems and as such neces-
sarily inform all aspects of life, politics included. As previously noted,
Gandhi astutely observed that anyone who believes religion and politics have
nothing to do with one another understands neither religion nor politics.

While in prison awaiting execution by the Nazis, German Protestant Chris-
tian theologian Dietrich Bonheoffer (1906–1945) wrote that “the world that
has come of age is more godless, and perhaps for that very reason nearer to
God, than the world before its coming of age. . . . Our coming of age leads us
to a true recognition of our situation before God.”27 Echoing the thesis that
the Western God-image is evolving, he wrote,

The God who lets us live in the world without the hypothesis of God is the God
before whom we stand continually. Before God and with God we live without
God. God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to the cross. He is weak
and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which
he is with us and helps us.28

The historical and evolutionary forces that lead us to a “world come of age” lib-
erate us also from a false image of God and open the way for a new under-
standing of the meaning and function of religion. Religion properly understood
is not uncritical belief and unquestioning obedience to authoritative leaders.

Likewise, Jung believed that true religion is not creed, which is what those
who advocate the separation of religion from politics actually seem to mean.
“Creeds are codified and dogmatized forms of original religious experience 
. . . congealed in a rigid, often elaborate structure”—religious teachings rei-
fied, in other words.29 It is something else entirely. Religion is “a kind of at-
titude which takes careful and conscientious account of certain numinous
feelings, ideas, and events,”30 a feeling of utter dependence and a taste for the

128 Chapter Seven



Infinite. Religious feeling takes hold of the human in such a way that we are
“always rather [the numinosum’s] victim than its creator.”31 And if the Self
archetype is the God-within, we truly are homo religiosus; to deny this is to
deny the inner reality of human existence.

The history of the United States illustrates the impossibility of evacuating
religion from the political arena. In the U.S. political system, the concept of
separation of church and state is central, and diverse religious ideologies co-
exist in relative peace. As previously noted, Rodney Stark believes that reli-
gious civility in America is a product of pluralism: “The key to high levels of
local religious commitment and of religious civility is not fewer religions, but
more.”32 Archetypal psychology helps us understand why this seems to be so.
In American culture a distinctive form of civil religion has evolved in which
references to God are politically acceptable and important symbols of our cul-
ture (e.g., the Declaration of Independence and the flag) are imbued with a sa-
cred character. Religion as practiced in America has become more civil (in the
sense of being courteous toward other religions) precisely because there has
evolved a manifestation of the collective American Self that allows believers
of diverse creeds to adopt a common religion, as defined in Jungian terms.
This does not mean that the only solution to the problem of religious violence
is the American style of government and culture. Anytime a collective Self
becomes elevated to the point of absolutist claims, the same disastrous dy-
namics are put into play. Sadly, American attitudes have recently begun to
show signs of problematic ego inflation leading to violence fueled by claims
that the only legitimate form of government is the American form. Political
rhetoric in America has taken on tones reminiscent of evangelical religious
fervor in the insistence among some currently in power that democracy and
capitalism must be spread the world over. Human beings construct gods out
of ideologies, be they religious or political; all false gods must be transformed
if there is to be an end to killing those who disagree with us.

The transformation of our collective unconscious God-images may only
happen through the work of individuals willing to take on the arduous task of
individuation and courageous enough to challenge groups when Shadow pro-
jections threaten relations with outsiders. In a 1939 interview, on the verge of
Germany’s invasion of Poland, Jung said, “The world problem starts with the
individual. . . . Attend to your private and personal conflicts and you will be
reducing by one millionth millionth the world conflict.”33 Religious expres-
sion, including the God-image, is always born of the interplay between pub-
lic and private realties. The unconscious “thinks” in images generated in re-
sponse to the conscious situation. The task that faces each of us is to develop
a wider consciousness though which we “divest the self of the false wrappings
of the persona on the one hand, and of the suggestive power of primordial im-
ages [the archetypes] on the other.”34
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Humanity is on the whole not nearly as good as we want or imagine our-
selves to be. Collectivities like religious groups carry within a spirit that is
shaped by the accumulated deep-seated emotional patterns and unacknowl-
edged thoughts of individuals, and so the problems of groups are always the
result of accumulated individual evils.35 Since the most powerful “psycho-
logical fact” in a system is the god, the inflation that results from identifica-
tion of the ego with the Self or image of God-within leads to lust for power.
This is the source of aggression in the name of our gods, for “where love
stops, power begins, and violence, and terror.”36

The lust for ascendancy that has marred humanity’s religious expression is a
symptom of the “spiritual problem of modern [humanity]” that “shows itself in
our inner life by the shattering of our faith in ourselves and our own worth.” We
have “lost all metaphysical certainties” and yet we long for them and so have
“set up in their place the ideals of material security.” The old gods have failed
us, so we have created new ones. “The upheaval of our world and the upheaval
in consciousness is one and the same. . . . An enormous tension has arisen be-
tween the opposite poles of outer and inner life, between objective and subjec-
tive reality.”37 This strain is reflected in the perceived conflict between religion
and science, spiritual values and technological capabilities. In the scramble to
find new gods, some deny the darker side of human nature and of our images
of the Transcendent while actively projecting this unacknowledged darkness
onto others. The conflict can only be resolved for an individual or culture by
consciously acknowledging our individual and collective Shadow archetypes in
the process of working toward psychological wholeness. This truly is an ac-
complishment achieved only through “eternal vigilance.”

Transcendent realities are not accessible to human experience, only their
psychic manifestations are. Archetypal psychology warns us that “psychical
dangers are much more dangerous than epidemics or earthquakes.”38 We can-
not know the origin of our psychological images of the Transcendent. No one
of us, no group of us, knows the mind of God. Honest acknowledgement of
this is the first step toward genuine religious peace.

The only thing that really matters now is whether [humanity] can climb up to a
higher moral level, to a higher plane of consciousness, in order to be equal to the
superhuman powers which the fallen angels have played into [our] hands.39

We must become more moral than our gods.
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