THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PSYCHOLOGY AND RELIGION

Both psychology and religion deal with the nature of truth and reality, require acts of faith, and have leaders who dispel the suffering of their constituents. The primary way they differ is that while religion explores the meaning of life, psychology attributes meaning to individual lives.
Psychology and religion both provide people with a valuable way of understanding their
relationship to the world around them, in spite of the apparent differences between them. By
examining Sigmund Freud and William James’ attitudes toward both religion and psychology
and applying these attitudes to the characters in Chaim Potok’s The Chosen, it will be clear how
similar these two disciplines are. Expert analysis of Freud and James’ work in the fields of both
psychology and religion will be applied to Potok’s novel. By dispelling the illusion that science
and religion are in conflict with one another we can come to a richer understanding of how they
complement each other and how together, they can lead to a more well-rounded world-view.
Freud postulated that religion was the result of a primal urges that he described at length
in his 1913 work, Totem and Taboo (Fuller 2008, 34). In this study, Freud created a narrative
that simultaneously endorsed his conception of the Oedipus Complex and explained the
emergence of religious behavior. Religion, according to Freud, is the development of the infant’s
need and desire for the father’s protection into the adult’s need and desire for divine fatherly
protection (34). This divine protection neutralizes danger in a world that people cannot always
understand or predict (34). Freud further hypothesized that a clan of brothers in ancient history
killed and cannibalized their father in order to destroy his power over them and to imbibe that
power (Fuller 2008, 43). However, after the death of their father, these sons began to feel
sympathy and remorse for what they had done (Fuller 2008, 42). They attempted to revive him
through totemistic religion, in which they honor an animal as a father figure and placed a taboo
on killing the totem animal except within prescribed religious ritual (Fuller 2008, 42-3).
Freud’s hypothetical creation narrative echoes similar myths around the world, from the
Greek myth of Kronos and his children to Norse creation myths. However, Freud’s version
opposes traditional myths in a fundamental way. Unlike other creation myths, which form the
foundation of religious belief, Freud’s narrative condemns religion as a psychological disorder.
For Freud, religion was an illusion characterized by psychosis, delusion, and compulsion (Fuller
2008, 35).
Freud’s myth indicates a fundamental tension between religion and psychology. The
science of psychology struggles to accommodate a supernatural god or gods, because empirical,
scientific means cannot prove or disprove the existence of such beings (Paloutizian 2005, 8). As
a result, psychologists are often uncomfortable with the study of religion; they have no scientific
framework within which to study it (Fuller 2008, 35). Instead, psychologists and other scientists
have often been content to believe that reason can lead to a general understanding of religion, but
they miss a fundamental aspect of belief (Byrnes 1984, 11). These scientists are unable to accept
or explore the authority of revelation (Byrnes 1984, 11). Like Freud, many scientists are willing
to concede religion’s historical truth, but struggle to accept its material truth (Fuller 2008, 42).
There is a proportion of scientists who cannot accept the possibility of a supernatural god and are
thus ill equipped to fully understand the nature of religious experience.
Freud may have inadvertently drawn on his religious background to refine his theories of
psychoanalysis, but he remained a staunch atheist. For him, it seems that psychoanalysis served
as a replacement for religion. However, science and religion were not always at opposite ends of
a spectrum of belief. During the Scientific Revolution of the 16th century, most scientists saw no
conflict between the laws of science and belief in God (Argyle 2000, 1). Religion was the highest
authority, with science taking on a subordinate position (1). Some scientists, including the deists,
even went so far as to believe that in discovering scientific laws, they were uncovering the laws
God set down to keep the world functioning (1). It was only later that conflict between science
and religion emerged. As scientists like Copernicus, Galileo, and Darwin promoted theories that
were opposed to the traditional interpretation of Scripture, traditional solutions to the conflict
between science and religion appeared (Argyle 2000, 2). One of the most enduring of these
compromises limited the study of science to the physical world, while containing religion within
the inner world of the individual (Argyle 2000, 6). The development of psychology challenged
this solution in fundamental ways. Religion and science now dealt with both the inner workings
of the individual and the physical realm (6). William James’s solution to the tensions between
science and religion claims that both are valid perspectives, but that they are like different
languages that cannot be compared (Argyle 2000, 4). As David Malter points out, “Freud is not
God in psychology” (Potok 1967, 159). Just as religions disagree about what can be known and
how it can be known, psychologists disagree on what scientists can know and how they can
prove it (Paloutizian 2005, 5).
Like many of his Jewish colleagues, Freud maintained his cultural Jewish history, even
though he rejected the authority of Jewish religious revelation and remained an atheist until he
died (Edmundson 2007, 23, 227). Despite this, Freud’s understanding of the responsibility of a
therapist bears a striking resemblance to the role of a rabbi in Jewish tradition, and specifically
Chaim Potok’s descriptions of the tzaddik. Accodording to Potok, tzaddik is responsible for
alleviating the suffering of his people.
According to Freud, therapists, and specifically psychoanalysts, take on the emotions and
problems of their patient in order to defuse them (Byrnes 1984, 75). The therapist brings the
patient’s emotions to the surface and is the receptacle for these feelings. It is the responsibility of
the therapist to handle them rationally (Byrnes 1984, 75). Like a tzaddik, a therapist must carry
the burden of their patient. Danny’s decision to abandon his role as a tzaddik to become a
psychologist is not much of a stretch. Reb Saunders has acknowledged that the psychologist has
the same responsibility to the world that the tzaddik has to their people. Reuven and Danny
acknowledge the similarity between rabbis and psychologists when they discuss their chosen
career paths. The gulf that divides science and religion appears superficial. The leaders of psychology and
religion both mediate between the individual and forces beyond the conscious mind: the
psychologist acts as a link between people and their subconscious; the tzaddik is a bridge
between people and God. Reuven articulates this theory when Danny says “‘I always thought
logic and theology were like David and Saul,’ Danny said. ‘They are. But I might help them get
better acquainted.’” (Potok 1967, 264)
In 1 Samuel, in the Tanakh, Saul is the king of Israel and David is one of his rivals and his son-
in-law (1 Samuel 18:1-16). Danny and Reuven’s banter makes it clear that logic and theology are
at odds for him, but it is the subtext of the story of Saul and David that Reuven draws on.
Although Saul is jealous of David’s skill and authority, he also recognizes that David is an
important component of his continued prosperity as king of Israel. Just as Saul could not be as
strong without David, logic makes theology stronger. Reuven wants logic and theology to
recognize their need for the each other. Similarly, Danny sees the way that science and religion
can benefit from one another.
Religion deals with human behaviors and emotions, just as psychology does, but in
Chaim Potok’s novel The Chosen, Danny Saunders must choose between these two ways of
analyzing human problems (Paloutizian and Park 2005, 3). The character’s Hasidic upbringing,
which condemns the reading of many modern scientists, and his admiration for Sigmund Freud,
who was a self-proclaimed atheist, complicate the decision. The novel’s major conflict is about
how Danny will choose between his own religious background and the insight he sees in Freud’s
understanding of human nature and how he will tell his father what his choice is. However, there
is more at stake for Danny than a career choice. What Danny must decide is how he will
understand and sympathize with humanity.
Early in the novel, Potok links Danny to the work of Sigmund Freud, through Danny’s
ongoing fascination with Freud’s work. This relationship continues throughout the novel.
However, as he continues reading Freud, Danny becomes more and more disturbed by Freud’s
perspective of humanity. While psychology and religion appear very different, they both provide people with an important
way of better understanding their relationship to the world around them. Religious belief in a
supernatural god and psychological theory are based on assumptions that cannot be proven:
religion asserts that a supernatural god exists, and psychology is based on unprovable
presuppositions regarding human behavior (Fuller xi). Both psychology and religion deal with
the nature of truth and reality, require acts of faith, and have leaders who dispel the suffering of
their constituents. The primary way they differ is that while religion explores the meaning of life,
psychology attributes meaning to individual lives.
