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SYNOPSIS

Sigmund Freud despised religion, theism, and the Bible, and, although his goal was to eradicate the

problem of guilt, he is ultimately responsible for confusing it. His primary motivation for psychoanalysis

was to transform guilt into neurosis and sin into sickness. Freud believed that guilt must be eliminated

through self-analysis and that our struggle to transcend the stifling codes of culture is inescapable unless

we are willing to break out of our moral prison. Freud viewed himself as a destroyer of conventions

whose purpose was to dissociate guilt from sin, making it a problem for science rather than faith.

A careful study of Freudian thought reminds us that as long as people continue to believe in a view that

relegates the problem of guilt to biological determinism and ignores individual responsibility, Freud is

with us. Secular thinkers, for better or worse, consider him an architect of the modern mind, whereas

Christian critics name him an unholy builder of said modern mind, in the line of Marx and Darwin.

FREUDIAN GUILT: from either a dread of an external authority or dread of the demands and punish-

ments of the superego, an internalized authority. It is through drive-repressing guilt and the resulting

sublimations that civilization arose. Guilt also has a primeval source: the murder of the primal father.1

Sigmund Freud wrote Civilization and Its Discontents in 1929 and it was first published under the German

title of Das Unbehagen in der Kultur (“The Uneasiness in Culture”) in 1930. In the book, one of his most

important and widely read, Freud espouses his view of the nature of the individual and the individual’s

place in civilization.

Freud believed that as individuals we find ourselves struggling between a quest for freedom and

culture’s attempts to have us conform. The urge to conform can inhibit our instinctual drives and leave us

with a nagging sense of false guilt, an “uneasiness” of conscience.

A MESS OF POTTAGE

In the early 1960s, psychologist and one-time president of the American Psychological Association,

O. Hobart Mowrer, confronted clients with the controversial idea that people who were labeled neurotic

could be helped by confessing and taking responsibility for their deviant behavior. A non-Christian,

Mowrer “challenged the entire field of psychiatry, declaring it a failure, and sought to refute its

fundamental Freudian presuppositions. Boldly he threw down the gauntlet to conservative Christians as

well. He asked: ‘Has Evangelical religion sold its birthright for a mess of psychological pottage?’”2
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In his book The Crisis in Psychiatry and Religion,3 Mowrer rejected the Medical Model of psychiatry (the

patient as mentally ill or as victim suffering from poor mental health) and put forth a Moral Model (the

patient as suffering from real guilt, not guilt feelings [false guilt]). He writes: “The basic irregularity is not

emotional, but behavioral. [The patient] is not a victim of his conscience, but a violator of it. He must stop

blaming others and accept responsibility for his own poor behavior. Problems may be solved, not by

ventilation of feelings, but rather by confession of sin.”4

From his position of prominence within the Ivory Tower of the psychoanalytic culture, Mowrer realized

that Freudian psychoanalysis turns out to be “an archeological expedition back into the past in which a

search is made for others on whom to pin the blame for the patient’s behavior.”5

THE RISE OF “OPRAHFICATION”

There’s a popular neologism (“new word”) for the demise of the biblical approach to the problem of guilt

and the exaltation of the morally neutral ventilator—the phenomenon of “Oprahfication.”6 Following an

episode of Oprah in 2004, social critic Philip Terzian wrote:

You read a lot about the Oprahfication of American culture—the exaltation of victimhood, the

no-fault moral universe, the abuse of public discourse for private therapy—and it pays to

witness the phenomenon at Ground Zero. No one in American political life has claimed that

mantle of victimhood, or reaped the benefits of fake sincerity, with as much success as Bill

Clinton, and Oprah Winfrey is the national laureate of pop therapy. Sitting before a rapt

audience of thirty-somethings, the former president recounted the childhood horrors of a

negative body image and a drunken stepfather and the grown-up challenges of brutal

Republicans and journalists who live to hurt politicians’ feelings. Oprah was, at all times, duly

sympathetic and handled the subject of adultery with considerable skill: Scolding her guest with

affectionate concern, she drew from her audience laughter and applause simultaneously. This

enabled Mr. Clinton to smile in his trademark boyish fashion and pledge that marathon

counseling had made him a better man, better husband, better father, better president and better

guest on ‘The Oprah Winfrey Show.’7

How has our culture come to this place theologian David F. Wells labels “the bonfire of the self,”8 where

people “have lost their capacity to think of themselves as moral beings,”9 where they make no room for a

reality that transcends their experience and self-understanding? Of the paradox, Wells writes, “First, we

now have no transcendent reference point outside of ourselves. Second, sin has become a conceptual

impossibility. However, since we continue to sin, much of our life has become inexplicable to us. These

losses in understanding are lethal to our discovery of who we are as human beings and so to our

identity.”10

GUILT AS MAN’S BASIC PROBLEM

In the summer of 1997, exactly one-hundred years beyond Freud’s first intense interaction with religious

phenomena and the beginning of his own self-analysis in 1897, after two weeks visiting Nazi Labor and

death camps in Germany and Poland, I came by Eurail to the foot of the Heumoz mountains in the Swiss

Alps. There I boarded an incline for a ride up into the heart of Christian apologist Francis Schaeffer’s

L’Abri Fellowship11 for a time of intense study and the opportunity, I hoped, to get my mind off the

absurdity of Hitler’s “final solution.”

I arrived at the cozy retreat to discover it was between student summer sessions and virtually

abandoned. Alone in the Fellowship library, surrounded by hundreds of volumes of the thoughts of great

thinkers, I came across a seventy-six-page book humbly titled Freud,12 written by theologian Rousas

J. Rushdoony.13 For the next few days, beginning very early in the morning and lasting long into the

night, I explored his thesis that the central problem Freud confronted was the nature and character of

guilt and the development of a method for its eradication.

As I write this article, a decade after that experience, I realize why I was so consumed by Rushdoony’s

perspective. Five years prior to that trip to L’Abri, in 1992, I was an upstart professional freelance writer
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plying my trade for national magazines when I was commissioned by Harper’s magazine to do research

on white supremacist groups in America. As I combed through stacks of their propaganda riddled with

the rhetoric of hate and destruction, I was shocked when I came across a pamphlet blatantly denying that

mass extermination of Jewish people had even occurred. I pledged right there and then to visit the sites of

concentration camps myself one day, so that I could see it for myself.

At L’Abri, after fulfilling my pledge to wade through historical remnants of Nazi sewers of depravity,

alone in that quiet place, my thoughts and experiences coalesced. I realized clearly the guilt of the white

racist and the German fascist were cut from the same cloth, one denying the other fabricating a death

machine responsible for the slaughter of millions of innocent men, women, boys, and girls. I saw in

Rushdoony’s reasoning, how Freud’s desire to eradicate religion under the banner of illusion and

eliminate guilt through the language of biological determinism let them both off the hook, with neither

God to judge nor conscience to condemn them.

The Move from Sin to Dissociated Guilt

Freud’s theories, Rushdoony observed, were developed in self-analysis and in tandem with his

fascination and exploration of religion and neurosis and confirmed in the psychoanalysis of others. “In

himself Freud had discovered the dreams and desires for incest, parricide, and every other facet of his

theory, and these discoveries were confirmed in his unconscious feelings with respect to his father,

mother, and daughters,”14 writes Freudian scholar Ernest Jones. “This self-analysis continued, so that in

1910 he could write… ‘A part of homosexual cathexis [i.e., a concentration of psychological energy

focused on homosexuality] has been withdrawn and made use of to enlarge my own ego.’”15

Why would Freud choose to explore such worlds? It was not the ’unconscious,’ for the doctrine of the

unconscious was an old one when Freud was born. Neither was it ’sex,’ for in Freud’s day,”16 many

scholars studied sex.17 Rushdoony adds that although sex was important to Freud’s theory, to make it

central is to misunderstand the theory. He concludes, “What then was Freud’s central concern and the

key to his theory? It was his concern with the feeling of guilt.”18

Freud’s close friend Ernest Jones recognized the essential nature of this concern in Freud’s study

Civilization and its Discontents.19 In his biography of Freud, Jones writes, of Freud’s “intention to represent

the sense of guilt as the most important problem in the evolution of culture, and to convey that the price

of progress in civilization is paid by forfeiting happiness through the heightening of the sense of guilt.”20

Freud’s move from sin to dissociated guilt was his attempt to reckon with the idea of Christian guilt. As

he saw it, regardless of advances in culture, a person struggling with guilt was rendered helpless.

Freudian scholar, Egon Friedell, believes Freud alienated himself from other materialists by introducing

“a religious premise into a godless world…an unheard of starting point for a man of science [but one that

others saw] as the rebirth of the soul in Western culture.”21

Freud was a scientist not a theologian, more concerned with the psychology of religion than the nature of

faith. “There was no reason why Freud should have been so engaged by the problem of religion—at least

no obvious, psychoanalyzable reason. He had never gone through a phase of faith; no family pieties had

stifled him so that he had to speak out,” writes Freudian scholar Philip Reiff. “His free-thinking

father…raised his children in a secular atmosphere. After a childhood devoid of religious impulse and

schooling, Freud was easily converted to the Darwinian gospel...”22 It was only natural, for Freud to

address religious belief through anthropology, “instead of dealing with guilt in terms of God, creation,

and man’s fall.”23

A PRIMER ON FREUD’S PSYCHOLOGY

For Freud, naturalistic anthropology24 had to be the basis for a proper psychology, such that he could say,

“in the psychical field the biological factor is really the rock-bottom.”25 By “biological factor”, he meant

the evolutionary biology of the day. Let us examine briefly Freud’s concept of psychology in the context

of his anthropology.
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Id, Ego, and Superego

There are three major aspects of the human personality, according to Freud—the id, the ego, and the

superego. An attempt to translate these terms into clear language will be helpful here.

Latin for “it,” the id is the psychological makeup of a person at birth, including instincts. Within the

unconscious processes of the id resides a vast reservoir of psychological energy.

The pleasure principle governs the operations of the id, working to reduce any uncomfortable level of

tension that might accumulate in the unconscious mind. Take for example a hungry person who has a

mental picture of a cheeseburger in a dream. Freud says that this can’t really reduce the tension of being

hungry because it is not possible to eat the “dream burger.” As this is the case, the id is going to require a

new structure to help it bring unfulfilled desires to fruition. This is the ego.

The ego mediates for us between the id and the world outside. It can help the dreamer, for example,

search out, discover, and take possession of the cheeseburger so that it can eradicate the tension from

being hungry. “The ego is the executive of the personality, because it controls the gateways to action,

selects the features of the environment to which it will respond, and decides which needs will be satisfied

and in what order,” writes Freudian scholar, Vernon J. Nordby; “It has to try to integrate the conflicting

demands of the id, the superego, and the external world.”26

The reality principle governs the ego, and attempts to prevent the discharge of tension until it can be

satisfied by its desired object—until, to stay with our example, the cheeseburger actually can be obtained

and eaten, thus eliminating the hunger. The reality principle’s process works to eliminate any fantasy or

hallucination put forth by the pleasure principle that might prove harmful to our psyches and to keep our

attention focused on objects in reality that are actual and not potential; to effect reason and rationality

over idealism and vain speculation. Freud called the process by which the reality principle compares

fantasy with reality in order to determine which actually comes to pass reality testing.

The superego contains “the traditional values, ideals, and moral standards of society as interpreted to the

child by his parents, and enforced by means of a system of rewards and punishments imposed upon the

child.”27 The superego pushes the child toward perfection and forces the child to treat any guilt he or she

struggles with due to moral norms, in Freudian terms, as simply misplaced psychical energy or, in other

words, unnecessary and unwarranted thoughts or feelings. One substructure of the superego generates in

us a sense of guilt when we violate moral norms, and the other generates in us a sense of pride when we

behave properly.

Will, Mind, and Conscience

These three systems that Freud says comprise the psyche and form the personality are familiar categories

to the Western mind. Rushdoony, as has been typical among Christian scholars who explore Freudian

theory, compared the id to the fallen will of humanity that we inherited from Adam, the ego to the

human mind and its thought processes, and the superego to the active conscience.

Christian scholars have recognized that no other modern thinker, apart from the obvious historical

Christian tradition, has explored the guilt question as openly and passionately as did Freud: “Thus he

faced the religious issue of guilt with a messianic faith in science’s ability, if not to dissolve guilt, at least

to reduce it to biology and then to answer it with scientific understanding. Other psychologists have

sought to ignore the religious implications of man’s personality. Freud recognized them and sought to

dissolve and destroy them.”28

The Instinct to Eradicate Guilt

There are two classes of instincts (or inborn psychological wishes to satisfy bodily needs)29 for Freud. Life

instincts such as hunger, thirst, and sex, promote survival and propagation. Death instincts promote the

desire, which Freud saw as universal, to eradicate psychological struggle, such as guilt, through death or

destruction. The ego’s life instinct of libido, or “the dynamic manifestation of sexuality,”30 is responsible

for fostering neuroses. As Nordby explains:
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For Freud, “the forces of the neuroses originate in the sexual life.” And sexual life is burdened by

guilt, coming in part from the Super-ego and the early, repressive training of the child, and from

the id, where ancient taboos are equally strong impulses as are biological energies. As a result, man

is torn between a desire to violate the taboo and a desire to obey the taboo, the result being a

continual ambivalence, a “wish and counter-wish.”31

This conflict leads to the repression of the libido; this repression, in turn, produces anxiety. Freud’s

concepts of neuroses and anxiety clearly result from his biological interpretation of guilt.

A MOST DANGEROUS ENEMY OF RELIGION

From the balcony of his biological worldview Freud boldly proclaimed to the progenitors of religion below,

“I regard myself as one of the most dangerous enemies of religion,”32 and of God, he declared, “I stand in no

awe whatever of the Almighty. If we were ever to meet I should have more reproaches to make to Him

than He could make to me. I would ask Him why He hadn’t endowed me with better intellectual

equipment, and He couldn’t complain that I have failed to make the best use of my so-called freedom.”33

Christianity was merely a “myth” that Freud explained away with his anthropology. As a Jew, Freud was

more in rebellion against Moses than against Jesus Christ. He saw himself as a guide to a new promised

land and as a giver of a new law who “must be destructive of Moses.”34 In his later work Moses and

Monotheism, Freud set out to refashion Moses and to depose his Law and the guilt of breaking that Law.

According to Freudian scholar David Bakan, Freud performed the “Messianic function of relieving guilt,

the very same function he ascribes to Jesus.”35 He continues, “The Devil in Jewish legend tempted Jews to

apostasy, in a sense to the golden calf. Freud saw himself as Satan in this sense, as a deliverer, and

remarked, ’Do you know that I am the Devil? All my life I have had to play the Devil, in order that others

would be able to build the most beautiful cathedral with the materials that I produced.’”36

Freud’s premise in Moses and Monotheism is that Moses was an Egyptian Gentile. He seeks (1) to usurp

Moses’ claim as deliverer of the elect, (2) to expose Moses’ law as bondage and Moses as a false deliverer,

and (3) to rewrite history in terms of his theory of the primal horde.37 In this manner, Freud could

maintain that, through their id and superego and on behalf of the people he represented Moses, as a

father, gained his vengeance on the primal law of the Father God and, in turn, on “the archetype of God,

the primeval Father, and his reincarnations.”38

Freud believed that his conclusions freed humanity and reduced religion to a neurotic state of mind; in

doing so, those conclusions demanded the abolition of religion, but, ironically, offered no answers to the

problem of guilt itself.

Freud writes that “if guilt were the product of the Super-ego alone, then the free-thinking education of

the child would remove guilt and repression. But the id itself is a will to death as well as a will to

pleasure, so that the id carries not only guilt within its being, but a sentence of death on that guilt.”39

There is an unresolved conflict in each of us that neither asceticism (in the denial of self) nor

libertarianism (in the indulgence of self can eliminate. As Freud states, “One side in either event will

remain unsatisfied,” because we are “a walking law or Torah of ancient taboos which govern [us]

infallibly.”40 In the end, Freud did not set out to be a reformer but an observer of culture, and in doing so,

he condemned conventional morality: “what the world calls its code of morals demands more sacrifices

than it is worth.”41 For Freud the “therapeutic effect of psycho-analysis” could only hope for the

“substitution of something conscious for something unconscious.”42

“GUTSY GUILT”

The closest he ever came to being fired from his position as preaching pastor of twenty-six years at

Bethlehem Baptist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota, John Piper recalls, occurred in the mid-1980s,

when he penned an article for the church newsletter titled ”Missions and Masturbation.” He wrote the

article after returning from a missions conference in Washington, D.C., where he had listened to speaker

George Verwer, the head of Operation Mobilization.43
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Verwer spoke about his burden for the many young people who had gone from a period of radical

obedience to the call of Christ to living a life of status quo, marked by a “gnawing sense of guilt and

unworthiness” over their sexual failure, which “gradually gave way to spiritual powerlessness.”44

This alarmed Piper, however, because in his estimation, no sexual failure, whether masturbation,

pornography, or fornication, is in and of itself the great tragedy. The ability of failures such as these to

strip followers of Christ of their radical obedience to His call upon their lives, and Satan’s efforts to

capitalize on their guilt experience, was the greatest of tragedies. Piper writes: “I want to take out of the

Devil’s hands the weapon that exploits our sin and makes your life a wasted, worldly success. Sooner or

later, whether it’s that sin or another, you are going to fall. I want to help you deal with the guilt of failure

so that Satan does not use it to produce another wasted life.”45

Here, where Piper explores what a person who is struggling with guilt might encounter in an enemy that

desires to destroy him or her, is also where the biological determinism of Freud—seeking to eradicate the

Christian concept of guilt and redefine it as misplaced psychosexual energy—turns back on itself. For

Freud, human nature is not only burdened with a sense of guilt (with no meaning or responsibility

behind it), but it is also doomed to seek the eradication of that guilt, through masochism or self-inflicted

punishment as a way of atonement, or through sadism as a way to lay the guilt on someone else, a

reminiscence of the victim mentality mentioned earlier.

For Piper, guilt consists of either genuine or false guilt feelings, the former an established attitude

consistent with God’s attitude and the latter an established attitude not consistent with God’s attitude.

Genuine guilt feelings, Piper notes, are not “an end of themselves but rather a vehicle to drive us to see

the prevailing beauty and efficacy of the righteousness of the Lamb who was slain.”46

It is important to note the distinction between subjective feelings of guilt and the objective fact of guilt

before God. Biblically, guilt is an objective reality that needs resolution on a level that transcends human

feelings, and yet because of the effect of Freudian psychology on secular culture, and secular culture’s

effect on the church, Christians often think unbiblically about guilt. Our real concern is objective guilt

before God, not guilt feelings. When the believer truly understands the propitiation (satisfaction of divine

wrath toward our sin) that God provided through Christ, he is able to understand “how much more…the

blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself without blemish to God, purif[ies] our

conscience from dead works to serve the living God” (Heb. 9:14 ESV). In such a promise, we find the only

lasting solution to feelings of guilt, unworthiness, and condemnation.

Piper calls it “gutsy guilt” when a “believer admits that he has done wrong” but does “not surrender his

hold on the truth that God is on his side,” even though God is placing him “in a condition of darkness

and discipline.”47 Piper anchors the believer’s proper confidence in this truth in Micah 7:8-9:

Rejoice not over me, O my enemy;

when I fall, I shall rise;

when I sit in darkness,

the Lord will be a light to me.

I will bear the indignation of the Lord

because I have sinned against him,

until he pleads my cause

and executes judgment for me.

He will bring me out to the light;

I shall look upon his vindication. (ESV)

“Yes, I am sitting in darkness,” Piper writes. “I feel miserable. I feel guilty. I am guilty. But that is not all

that is true about me and my God. The same God who makes my darkness is a sustaining light to me in

this very darkness. He will not forsake me.”48

On the Edge of the Abyss

Freud fought hard to eliminate guilt by scientific inquiry, but can it be that in the end he only serves to

highlight its existence all the more? As Rushdoony remarks, “Having denied sin, he had also denied
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salvation, for, in reducing guilt to biology, he had no way of enabling man to transcend his biology and

hence transcend or escape his biological sense of guilt. His biological myth and anthropological myth had

become the new dimensions of man’s hell.”49

Freud places us at the edge of the chasm of the narcissistic self, unable to span the distance between who

we are and what we’ve done, teetering on the edge of self-abasement and self-adulation, caught up in the

throes of a perpetual “blame game.” Yet, being armed with biblical knowledge of God, Christ, and the

Cross, we can decipher the cacophony of sounds we encounter there; between the rush of the chasm wind

moaning a message of neuroses unresolved and the deafening roar of the rapids below, where the deadly

rocks of real guilt from real sin are eternally surrendering themselves to the powerful flowing water of

God’s amazing grace.

How sweet the sound!
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