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Introduction

The answer to the question of whether there is still a place for
God in this amazing universe is a matter of belief, and many

are the people who do still believe it is so. But many do not.
However, what the nature is of the God people believe in and

what the nature of the place is unclear. It surely cannot be a
physical place, which is how it was understood by past genera -
tions. There is no physical place in the cosmos for God to exist but
I believe that does not rule out the possibility of a place for God.

If the nature of God is spiritual, and the place is not physical,
there may still be a possibility, which is what this book seeks to
explore. I believe that a quantum science view of the universe
allied to a psychological understanding of the power of projection
can even yet offer the possibility of a place for God.

In the early part of last century A. N. Whitehead wrote:

Religion will not regain its old power until it can face
change in the same spirit as does science. Its principles may
be eternal, but the expression of those principles requires
con  tinual development.
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Has the time now come for a major development and expan -
sion to occur in our understanding of religion and the meaning of
the word God in the way suggested by Whitehead?

*   *   *   *

There are difficulties about scrutinizing religious beliefs.
Is it because people do not want their religious sensibilities and

beliefs looked into too closely that there has been limited
psychological examination of such matters? Is it regarded as sacred
ground that should be trodden upon only with the greatest of
care? Do we still shy away from putting religious beliefs and claims
too much under the microscope? Perhaps it is so.

At the beginning of last century two medical psychologists did
turn a questioning eye on religious beliefs. Freud regarded them
as illusions and understood God to be a projection of the super -
ego. Jung thought that religious beliefs and images emerged from
the archetypal grounding of the mind. He likened this grounding
to a rhizome, which he sought to explore and understand in
himself as well as in his patients. These ideas came as each of them
explored the depths of the mind.

They were important discoveries and they had a profound
effect on the intellectual life at the time but they did not impinge
much on the religious life of the general populace. Religious
activities have continued apparently unimpaired by the views of
Freud and Jung. It was as if a blind eye was being turned on what
scientists were saying, which has been a feature of a lot of religious
thinking in recent times. Even to this day many people cannot
accept the totally convincing evidence in support of biological
evolution.

I do believe there has been a persisting avoidance of serious
questioning of religious beliefs among the general populace, and
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that it stems in part from the recognition that beliefs are not only
a private matter but also may be important in the maintenance of
people’s inner strength. Taking beliefs away, or challenging them,
may have an undermining effect. In other words people can have
a dependence on their religious convictions that should not be
disturbed.

The idea of such a dependency has been around for a long time.
When I was training as a psychiatrist long ago, the view of most
of my colleagues was that being a ‘church-goer’ was evidence of
having a ‘dependency problem’. It was thought that one had not
grown out of childish beliefs and superstitions; one hadn’t grown
up. Of course, this was the view of agnostic people who looked
at life from a purely psychological perspective. It would not have
been the general view then, but it could have been a growing
conviction ever since, and it could be the view of many people
now.

Since that time there has been a move towards less conventional
forms of spirituality. In the search for better spiritual grounding,
many in the western world turned towards the east: to Buddhism
and Yoga as well as to meditative practices and New Age ideas.
But all of these developments have been regarded with some
suspicion by those people who have a high regard for what is ‘real’
and for what can be understood scientifically: the hard facts of life
in other words. These people tend to dismiss spiritual ideas as
woolly thinking. So perhaps there has been on the one hand this
sort of dismissal and on the other an over-careful avoidance of
under mining people’s faith, with the result that spirituality and
reli gious beliefs have been spared much critical scrutiny.

I believe this tendency has been most unfortunate. There may
be some reality in the fear that some individuals may be affected
badly by too careful an examination of their religious beliefs, but
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I feel sure that, overall, psychological examination of religious
beliefs and practices, no matter what they might be, can only be
beneficial. My conviction is that the better the psychological
understanding of these matters, the more value eventually they
will have. Of course, this conviction depends on the belief that
not all that has been of value in the spiritual domain will be
removed by psychological study. I do believe that there is more
to be found in the spiritual domain than psychology can explain
and showing that to be so is essentially what I am attempting to
do in this writing.

My initial focus is going to be on the God aspect of religion,
and the Christian God for that, but what I have to say applies to
all types of spiritual practice and belief. What particularly interests
me is mind attempting to embrace spirit in the broadest sense of
the word, although my Christian background will inevitably
determine to some extent the ground I cover. Not that I now
claim to be a Christian. I am no longer a church-goer, nor in the
accepted sense a believer. But I am not an agnostic either.

Another person who found himself ‘not-knowing’ is ex-
Anglican bishop Richard Holloway, and I introduce him not only
because of his uncertainty about his own position but also because
he demonstrates so well the importance of psychological
understanding. Holloway broke with his ecclesiastical colleagues
over the question of how the church continues to subjugate
women and to victimise homosexuals. He regarded these attitudes
as an outrage, and making his feelings clear put him offside with
many of his colleagues. But he also found himself in disfavour
because he could no longer accept many of the Christian beliefs
regarded by the majority as necessary and true. In fact, he became
so liberal in his ideas that he could no longer clearly define himself.

He could not think of himself as an atheist (although theistic
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beliefs no longer had any meaning for him) and being agnostic
did not fit well either, because it would mean that he would no
longer have any relationship with religion, which he felt he still
had. He came to prefer the term ‘after-religionist’ because religion
is still there for him, but only as a human construct. He com -
mented “you value it (religion) still but you no longer operate
with the assumption that it belongs to some kind of celestial
domain”, and I guess there would be many people at the present
time who find themselves in that position, and many people too
who are searching for some way to define themselves and to have
some system of ideas that can provide them with an anchor.

But it is the psychological understanding of the man that
interests me most. In his book Doubts and Loves he writes about
himself with frankness, and in doing so demonstrates the part that
projection played on his spiritual journey. He writes:

In the late 1960s I emerged from a period of radical doubt
about the whole Christian doctrinal system, and I fell into a
very common trap: I reacted against my own uncertainties by
attacking doubt and uncertainty in others. A closet sceptic,
I condemned in others what I was too afraid to look at in
myself. My first book was an attack on the kind of theology
I myself now write. . . . It is one of the deepest ironies of my
life that I ended up in my sixties the kind of bishop that I
attacked when I was a priest in my thirties.

In the light of this experience, he came to believe that we
should treat religious belief as a ‘habit of action’, rather than
attempting to make it an accurate representation of metaphysical
reality. In other words, the consequences of beliefs are more
important than the certainty with which they are held.

Later we will be looking into the nature of beliefs. Here I
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simply want to comment that there can be nothing absolute about
a belief. Certainty would make it knowledge, not a belief. Also,
when habits and beliefs are rigid they become a prison, and what
I consider one of the essential features of spirituality is that it
loosens the bars of that prison; it opens the door to the truth that
can make one a freer person; it changes the beliefs that under-
score one’s ‘habits of action’.

Holloway also attacks those of a fundamentalist frame of mind.
He feels he can respect other people’s beliefs so long as they do
not attempt to impose them on others, or insist that they are right
and he is wrong. He sees clearly the danger of beliefs that are too-
firmly-held. They can become a prison from which there may be
an unconscious longing to be free, and this can lead to a destruc -
tive ness, which he puts succinctly as “The persecuting heart is the
one that lies about its own longings and then crucifies them in
others.” I believe this is a supremely important dynamic to be
aware of at the present time, because it supplies a simple expla -
nation of so much of the present religious discord and strife.
Projection is again at work in this dynamic. The suppressed doubts
are projected into others and ‘crucified’ there.

I like his idea of beliefs being ‘habits of action’ and I think it
applies to all spiritualities, because their reality can never be
proven. Holding to them can only be a matter of faith, and getting
clearer about the difference between faith and belief is another of
the important contributions I think psychology can make.

A final directive I take from him that fits with where I want to
go is the importance he attaches to having a spirituality that is
focussed on this world. He criticises Christianity for being too
concerned about the sins of this world and salvation in the next,
a concern that he thinks has had very negative effects and has
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resulted in a pre-occupation with death. He wants a spirituality
that celebrates life. He writes:

Grace and the celebration of life, rather than dread and
fear of death, become the motivators of life and action. The
message does not warn people how to be saved out of this
wicked world; it invites them to feel at home in it, to
reverence it, and to practise the disciplines of sharing its good
things with others, particularly with the poor of the earth.

Although the purpose of this work is to look at the basis of a
broad range of current religious and spiritual beliefs from a
psychological viewpoint, the main focus is on belief in God. The
reason for doing so is that it provides a clear focus for the exami -
nation of what can be retained of traditional beliefs and what
cannot; what a scientific view of the world still allows and what
it doesn’t. But other aspects of spirituality are included, and the
work is prompted by the conviction that never has it been more
important than now to retain whatever is possible from religious
and spiritual disciplines, as well as to harmonise them with a scien -
tific view of the universe.

The path to be taken is from the question of whether belief in
God is still a reasonable proposition, to seeing that the quantum
science view may have something quite important to contribute
to a continuing religious sensibility. It is to be wide-ranging, but
it is centred upon an understanding of the part projection has
played in the creation of religious beliefs, and in particular the
crucial part it has played in the creation of God images. I believe
a psychological perspective can be a great help towards getting
clearer about the current problems regarding belief in God.

I must admit at the outset that believing in God has always been
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a problem for me. Even as a child I seemed incapable of imagining
God as a physical being. There was no old-man-in the-sky for
me. When my grandmother died (I was aged eight) I did imagine
that she may have gone ‘up there’ somewhere and was keeping an
eye on me, which meant that for a time I kept a better eye on
myself. It was real for me at the time. I suppose I had such a strong
mental image of my grandmother that it could not immediately
die out and it had to be located somewhere. For me it could only
be located ‘up there’.

I wonder if this applies to many images of God, which, because
they are first formed in childhood, inevitably tend to take on a
concrete form. The mind of a child can easily imagine a heaven
where God can reside, although that becomes increasingly
problematic as knowledge of the universe is acquired. But such
powerful images formed in childhood, like the image that the
word God generates, do tend to persist at a sub-conscious level,
and can continue to colour experience in ways of which we may
not be conscious. I believe that for many people old-man-in-the-
sky images, embedded in childhood, may well continue to
influence their concept of God even though they may think
differently at a conscious level. This is the only way I can under -
stand persisting theistic images of God.

Theistic concepts of God have become such a problem for
many people that god-experience has become for them a purely
inner experience, one that may have a connection with the ‘out
there’ but it does not relate to a physical being ‘out there’. God,
if He exists, does so in the spiritual realm. Thus, for many ‘be -
lievers’, knowing God has become a purely psychic event, and
some theologians even go so far as to refer to belief in God as a
verbal event, one that has no objective correlate at all. In other
words it is all in the mind, and if that’s so it puts it within my
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province of expertise. Having been a psychiatrist I should know
something about psychic events, and I regard that as the main
qualification I have for writing about God.

If there is no physical being we can call God, then God must
be a projection of the human psyche. If there is no physical God
‘out there’, yet we believe in God, it can only be the mind that
puts the image ‘out there’. But this applies to all perceptions and
it does not mean there could not be something to accept the
projection. What I mean by that is there could be an experiential
basis for the conviction of there being something we can call God
into which an image is projected. But the experiential basis, if it
be real, is purely subjective and therefore extremely difficult to
put into words. ‘Eternal Thou’ were the words for God that
Martin Buber used in his book I and Thou, a book in which he
questioned whether God can be other than the eternal Thou. Of
course such a definition is pure subjectivity and what satisfies one
person may not satisfy another.

The possible reality of this experiential basis for God images is
something we will look into more thoroughly later on. At this
stage I just want to make clear that I am not dismissing the ‘out
there’ aspect completely. But, no matter how it may be, projec -
tion must play a big part in whatever we mean by God, and that
being so brings the matter even further within the domain of
psychiatric understanding.

To do their job well psychiatrists need to be experts on projec -
tion. The fact is that human relationships, particularly close ones,
are so affected by projection that being able to understand how it
is so is the only way to work out what is going on within and
between people. A lot of therapy time is spent in this way: sorting
out what really belongs to the ‘other’ and what may be a projec -
tion; what truly belongs within and what may have come from
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without. Being an expert on projection therefore is as important
to a psychiatrist as knowing all about weights and measures is to
an engineer, and that is why I think a psychiatrist may have some -
thing worthwhile to say about God, may in fact have something
quite important to say.

I know the general impression is that psychiatry tends to be
dismissive of belief in God, and there may be some truth in that,
although it is a view that may no longer altogether hold. In any
case, whatever psychiatrists may think or say, God cannot easily
be dismissed. God or gods have played a big part in the customs
and beliefs of human cultures as far back as history goes. And such
beliefs have been remarkably persistent. One can think that God
has always been around, and at the present time a large number
of people still say they believe in God. Therefore to dismiss God
would be to deny what is commonly held to be true by many
people.

Of course we do not know precisely what people mean by the
word God, because belief is so subjective and there is no objective
correlate to which God can be tied. The concept of God cannot
be other than very ambiguous, and there may be as many ideas
about God as there are people (the notion that believing in God
means the same thing for different people surely has no
credibility). And yet one can think there must be some common
ground to all this believing.

We also do not know how sincere such beliefs are because on
the whole people are not enthusiastic about discussing their
religious beliefs, or the absence of them. Dinner conversations are
unlikely to be enlivened by earnest discussions on the meaning of
God, or involve the exposition of the various beliefs around the
table. As a subject for discussion, God is largely avoided in the
public domain. Yet we can only assume that for those who do
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believe in God, the belief is thought to be of highest importance,
and it is clear that such belief is common.

When it comes to religious beliefs there is nothing to be
observed. There are no objective signs of belief. What can be
observed, however, are the consequences of strongly held beliefs.
Perhaps the only way religious sensibility and the operation of
religious beliefs can be recognised is by their fruits, but in the
current morass of what we see as religious beliefs such recognition
is not easy. So perhaps we cannot dismiss God, but his ways re main
mysterious and it is hard to discern what part such a belief may
play in a person or in a society; what difference the belief makes.

What is very clear at present is that many people are not happy
about some of the consequences of belief in God. They see the
destructive religious conflicts that have occurred in recent times
as well as throughout history. They hear the name of God being
used to support violence and such atrocities as suicide bombing.
And they are appalled at the way religious convictions are being
used to keep women in subjugation and to deny some of the
amazing discoveries science has made. Censorship of teaching bio -
logical evolution in schools existed in certain parts of the United
States for most of the last century, and in some areas still does.

So there is a great divide. On the one hand there are people
who are antagonistic towards religion because they see only its
nega t ive effects, and on the other there are those who still find
comfort, spiritual uplift and challenge in religious belief. Perhaps
the former are failing to see how religion has enriched and enlight -
ened lives, as well as giving to society a moral core, and the latter
may not be willing to acknowledge the great advances that science
has made and what a secular society has to offer. Perhaps both
suffer from limited vision.

Part of what has prompted my exploration is the fear that this
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division may yet get worse. I think one thing is clear: the more
religionists feel threatened by a scientific world view, the more
fixed their thinking is likely to become, and the more bound
together they feel. This makes them not only more defensive but
also more vulnerable to explosions of anger, and prone to attack
those who are seen to be a threat, and we are seeing so much of
this at the present time. In other words the danger is that
religionists may become more fanatical, and both in history and at
the present time there are so many examples of the terrible conse -
quences of religious fanaticism.

This is the dynamic that Richard Holloway came to see so
clearly in himself. In his early years as a priest he projected his
own doctrinal uncertainties into others and attacked them there
by writing against them. Recognition of this led him to examine
the nature of beliefs and to see that in some ways they may be no
more than habits. In this process he demonstrates the value of
psychological scrutiny that leads to liberating insights.

On the other side of the divide, the more secularists see of the
awful consequences of religious belief that are evident all around
the globe, the more likely they are to think that no good comes
out of religious conviction. In a recent discussion with a highly
intelligent and sensitive person, I tried to suggest that some of the
benefits of religion are to be seen in the great works of art and
music. For instance, I said, the man who gave to humanity some
of its greatest music, J. S. Bach, stated that he composed to the
glory of God. Was that not something very special coming out of
religious faith and belief, I asked. Not at all, she said. It was simply
his genius. It had nothing to do with God. But what about his
composing a cantata to be performed in church every Sunday, I
then asked. Is that not an indication of a very special commitment?
Was he fooling himself about what prompted his dedication? She
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was unconvinced, and I guess many people would find themselves
in the same position. This says to me there could be a major
problem because people may be turning away from something
without being fully aware of what they are losing, or at least not
in a mind to give it acknowledgement.

In what follows I am not going to be concerned about religious
divisions and strife, or with the great divide. The only interest is
to be what we can make of belief in God, and perhaps what God
could make of us. I only mention these other matters because they
indicate there may now be a degree of urgency in getting clearer
about God, and about what is regarded as the spiritual dimension
of life. If mankind is to go further down the track we now seem
to be on, and if there should be the possibility that religious
sensibility will no longer play a significant part in human affairs,
then it would be best to be clear about what may be lost.

If, on the other hand, there is still a glimmer of hope that a
‘being’ or ‘experience’ we may wish to call God has something to
offer, then there is some urgency about finding an intellectual
place for it that fits with the current understanding of the cosmos
and the forces within it. It is at this point that psychological unde -
rstanding may have most to offer.

Whether there is a place for God in the 21st century is, I believe,
a question worth addressing very seriously. By that I mean giving
it an important place in public discourse and media attention,
encouraging people to take the subject seriously and with open
minds, getting free of prejudice and childish notions about God,
and doing so with some urgency. I believe we need some soul-
searching and that approaching the God question from a psycho -
logical perspective can be helpful to finding answers to some of
the questions. Crucial to that is a clear understanding of the part
that projection plays, and it is with projection I begin.
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Projection

The word projection can be used in different ways and with
different meanings but I am going to use it in a specific way:

to mean the mental defence mechanism of projection as it has
been used and developed in psychoanalysis. As such, it is a
mechanism whereby what is emotionally unacceptable to the self
is rejected (repressed) and then attributed (projected) onto others.

Projection in this way is possible because the boundaries of the
self are indefinite and this applies particularly to emotional states
and the less concrete types of psychic experience. Indeed it is quite
remarkable that the brain can separate what is of internal origin
from what is external as well as it does when you think that
external awareness is a projection anyway. The picture we have
before our eyes of the world around is a projection from the
optical cortex of the brain where the stimuli from the outside
world are received. So the surprising thing is not that clear
definition of boundaries sometimes fails but that it is maintained
as well as it usually is. When it fails, however, what psychic
material resides in the unconscious and what may reside elsewhere
can be unclear, so that, for instance, I am able, if there is reason
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to do so, to attribute to someone else bad thoughts or impulses
that may belong to me. My anger with someone may be sup -
pressed and projected so that it becomes their anger with me.
Simple.

Projection is an unconscious process. You are not aware of
doing it, and you cannot contrive it, you cannot make it happen.
You cannot say to yourself this is hard to live with so I’ll project
it onto someone or something ̀ out there’. Such an attempt could
only have limited effect and only last a very limited time. For
instance, if you are suffering badly, and see someone who is in an
even worse state, you could try to focus your attention on the
other person and project your own suffering there, so that
temporarily you relieve your own suffering, but this is unlikely to
last long. As a means of providing immediate relief to anxiety or
mental suffering, the mechanism of projection is much more
effective and durable. Indeed projections can last a lifetime.

Projection deals with impulses that are unconscious; that is,
impulses from within that are a threat and therefore are forbidden
or feared and for that reason have been repressed. Anxiety arises
when any such impulse threatens to emerge into consciousness,
and this is the anxiety that can ‘throw the switch’ that triggers off
the mechanism of projection. But it all happens outside of aware -
ness. What projection achieves is immediate relief from the
‘trigger’ anxiety, and in this way it works as a defence against
anxiety. Of course, the original repression of the forbidden and
feared impulses was triggered by anxiety too. The repression of
such impulses is also a defence against a panic-causing level of
anxiety.

Many projections are established in childhood and that is so
because the immature psyche can effectively handle only limited
amounts of anxiety. If the anxiety gets too high, particular meas -
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ures have to be used to reduce it and projection is one of them.
Children are very susceptible in this way. A child may be feeling
rejected and as a result develop strong feelings of anger towards
those he feels are rejecting him. These feelings may become so
strong that he comes to fear them, and this fear can become so
threatening that the feelings have to be repressed, that is put in a
safe box outside consciousness, which is something the relatively
immature mind can do. Having been repressed the feelings may
then be projected onto others. As a consequence the child comes
to feel that they (the others) now carry the anger and are angry
with him, which of course only adds to the feeling of rejection.

The gains from this sort of operation would seem to be limited
but it does at least provide relief from the anxiety that is most im -
me diate. And it also provides some self-justification. As it is others
who are now thought to be angry with him, further justification
is given to his feeling of being rejected, and he may go on to get
some sense of identity out of this: out of being a victim. Many are
the developments of this sort that can happen during the
developmental years, and they can have crucial and long-lasting
effects on personality. This particular scenario often happens in
childhood, but I think it can be seen to be happening a lot in
society in general. A victim mentality based on processes like this
is common.

*   *   *   *

There are three stages in the establishment of a projection. First,
there is the anxiety coming from the threat of feared or forbidden
impulses emerging into consciousness, and the threat being felt at
an unconscious level to be so serious that it cannot be handled.
The anxiety has to be avoided, so the impulses are immediately
repressed and split off from the rest of the psyche. They are made
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to go away, instantly, and it all happens without knowing it is
happening. A lid has come firmly down. Part of the reason why
this process is called a mechanism is that there is something almost
mechanical about the way it happens. When the banishment
occurs it is like an electric switch being thrown, the impulses are
immediately repressed and as a result a complex is created that is
split off from consciousness. Being split-off means that the danger -
ous impulses and associated affects have been isolated in the
unconscious, cut off from any communication with the conscious
mind.

Whereas there is no clear consciousness of the complex, there
is still the sense of something being there which can be a possible
threat. The complex is out of consciousness but not out of mind,
and the situation can be likened to carrying a hidden bomb. You
are not clearly conscious of anything being wrong, but you do
have a vague and unsettling sense of carrying something that is
potentially explosive. So the problem has only been partly solved.
The immediate anxiety is relieved but there is still inner tension.

In the second stage, this inner tension is dealt with by attribut -
ing whatever the complex involves to an outside source. In this
way projection does its trick of re-location and it means that
someone else is now carrying the bomb, and the human mind can
do this with ease. When the location of something is not clear,
when the mind does not know exactly where the source of
tension lies, it can decide upon a source and attribute it to
someone or something else.

There are two main consequences of this and they make up
the third stage of the process. The source of threat is now external
and this provides not only some self-justification (the other person
is now the problem) but also the opportunity to do something
about it. One can blame the other, or if anger is part of the prob -
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