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1.  Introduction

In his life work and in his book Human Development: Psychology and Mystery, Franco Imoda  labored to integrate the scholarship of theology, philosophical anthropology, and psychology into a paradigm that would guide Christians to become mature worshipers of God and community members. His focus on human development expresses his conviction that the Mystery that envelops human life is intimately present in the process of becoming a psychically alive human person.  To honor his contributions I will offer some reflections on aspects of present-day knowledge in the neurosciences, developmental psychology, and psychoanalysis that may illuminate our grasp of human development in relation to Mystery.

As a psychoanalyst, I attend to the formation of the mental structures and processes that condition the development of a human being into a person endowed with an inner world and a psychic reality in which believing and belief open horizons beyond the structures that make them possible.  I am talking about the personal capacity of our representational mind to live and act in a symbolic and metaphoric reality of culture, language, and faith as the result of the   developmental process which begins at conception and ends only with our death.   Such development is made possible only by the mediation of continuous appropriate stimulation by other people throughout our life span.

Today,  I will speak from my angle of vision as psychoanalyst informed by  present-day psychoanalytic knowledge.  The most valuable source of knowledge for a psychoanalyst stems from the extremely detailed exploration of the analysand’s private experiences in the present, in early childhood, and during the years of developmental.   Analyst listen to the private, internal manner in which a person experiences life events and human relatedness.   More frequently than not, the person who is speaking to the analyst has not been able to consciously understand the feelings, assumptions and ensuing beliefs s/he has formed in response to particular events with other people or life situations.   An analyst specializes in witnessing the  process by which people transform and transmute affective, cognitive, and symbolic processes either into convictions and beliefs that may lead them to healthy living or to a pathological limitation in enjoying life as it is given to them.

I will present to you three ideas: 1) The development process results from the continuous bio-psychic exchanges and sharing, a true process of mutual involvement, occurring between the new child and its environment; 2) the culmination of human development is the capacity to achieve   intimacy with another as manifested in the conscious desire for psychical union with a beloved person; and 3) the exploration of the biblical presentation of God shows that the God of revelation explicitly expresses a deep desire for intimacy with human beings.  The fulfillment of God’s desire, therefore, seems to depend upon our ability to offer God our own desire for personal intimacy.  The aim of religious education, if this assertions are true, should be to help the faithful to achieve the capacity to be intimate with their God and fellow human beings.





2. Human development

Human development is the long journey between unrequested conception and inevitable death.  The new person takes anatomical form, grows, feels, learns, acts, loves, creates, discovers, reproduces, worships, and, aware of biological death, wonders about the meaning of it all.  Yet, human development transforms its biological energy into symbolic functions that enable a person to glimpse into other realities beyond the perceptual limitations of the body.  To reach such realities, human beings develop a function that opens the door to all that is physically, interpersonally, and religiously meaningful: the believing function (Rizzuto, 2002
).  There is no psychic life without such a function.  The result of believing is a concrete belief content, which is always dependent on the experiential context of the self at its existential moment.  Let me give a few concrete examples.  A six-month-old baby believes that his mother will bring the bottle to him, when he hears her making some preparations.  A two-year-old believes that the mother or the father will come to help if she or he cries.  A four-year-old believes that s/he will grow up but also believes that there are some monsters rumbling around, dreadful and scary creatures that may cause some harm.  Adolescents believe that they will find someone to love.   People settled in life, be it married or religious life, believe they can achieve their family or personal goals.  Religious people believe that they will see God face to face.  As you can hear, all these beliefs are about what happens between people.  

The believing function is inseparable from the capacity to become a person, an individual subject, able to interpret experiences within his human environment.   The cumulative organization of these interpretations will become the person’s inner and psychical reality, will define his/her identity and understanding of the world.  This interpretive process gives meaning to the continuous transformation the individual undergoes under the influence of genetic and developmental urges.  The convergence of the genetic endowment with what the human environment provides makes development possible and shows how the structures forming in the new child and the being of those who bring it up are inescapably intertwined.  The individual emerging from such development carries the living presence of the caretakers in the core of his/her own neural and psychical being.

The process of developing into a human person results from continued interplay and internal influence between the organism and its physical and human environment.  The essence of development consists in the new organism integrating what the milieu offers into new anatomical structures and functions.  Something new is formed that was not there before, even if the genetic disposition was already present.  In the same manner in which in the original physical interpenetration of egg and sperm, each bringing half of its chromosomes from one parent, marks and predicts the unique genetic potential of each embryo, the integration of what he environment offers into the new being interlace to bring about anatomical structures, condition new functions, and provide the biological foundation for the organization of the psyche and its manner of relating to reality.  There is ample evidence to show that this is so.  Each emerging psychic function has a critical period to organize its anatomical brain foundations and activities under the nurturing input of appropriate external and personal sensory stimulation.  For example, if a child is not exposed to language during the critical period, it will not be able to learn to speak because the speech cortex will develop abmormally.   The same obtains for other sensory functions such as vision, hearing, and, most importantly, for the structures needed for emotional and social development.  If the right environmental nutrient stimulation does not converge in time with emerging brain functions, the psyche cannot develop normally.  What happens at the nutritional level is also present at the level of human relatedness.  It has been proven that children whose nutrition is low in protein or iron will have a lower intellectual and physical performance than normally nourished  children.  Similarly, children whose emotional need for human response and stimulation has not matched their developmental moments will manifest in their character structure the type of deficit that has affected their growing up.

In his book Brain and Culture:Neurobiology,Ideology and Social Change, B. E. Wexler (2005
) reviews the scientific literature on the interconnections between genetically programmed brain structures and the environment’s provision of needed stimulation at the appropriate moment.  His central thesis is astonishing: «The environment shapes the brain in its own image» (manuscript p.15-16).  To make it explicit: Italians will feel, think, and behave like Italians, Catholics like Catholics, and children of Tibetans, like Tibetans.  This is so because, in humans, a significant shaping of brain growth and function occurs postnatally under the guidance of the environment--chiefly, the primary caregivers, the mother and the family.  Wexler sums up the great significance of the personal being of the caregiver saying: «One person’s nature is another person’s nurture» (ms, p. 21).  He concludes that our biology is social, because «It is our nature to nurture and to be nurtured» (p. 19).  The physical environment and the maternal and parental influence upon the genetically organized brain in the context of the social environment, result in lasting anatomical and functional neuronal and synaptic organization of the brain and its constitutive parts.  These structures  support and condition psychic functions and further development.  No two brains are alike, in part because each brain has been conformed by the stimulation the child received from persons in the local environment during its basic formative years.   Not even identical twins have the same brain.

Sensory, cognitive, and affective stimulation constitute the necessary means we have to keep growing physically, emotionally, and socially.  All contact with the world and with others passes through the senses, even the most subtle or sublime forms of contact, such as dialogue, music, and prayer.  Our bodily nature requires that the senses absorb incoming stimulation, which is then organized by our perception and interpreted, ultimately becomimg integrated into our brain structures and neural and psychical processes.   The complexity of 100 billion neurons, each with thousands of electrical, chemical, and synaptic connections that interact in milliseconds is, as Wexler says, «beyond comprehension» (p. 25).  Nevertheless, this organization registers all that activity, orders it, and transforms it into memorial processes in the form of «lasting representations of its environment» (p.24).  These nonconscious representations integrate into the structure of the brain itself the interplay, the interpenetration between the environment, in particular the human environment and the individual, as personal patterns of experiencing, understanding, relating, and feeling satisfaction or distress.  The caregivers and the environment become intrinsic to our being, to our particular way of being ourselves.





3. The representational mind

The intertwined double helix of DNA molecules transmits the genetic code.  Metaphorically speaking the brain-mind also form a double helix: what the brain registers and organizes, the mind echoes with intertwined representations.  The representational process, inextricably linked with the affective brain, creates a private version of the environment it encounters, in particular the affective interactions between the child and the person who cares for it.  An initial sense of self begins to take shape as sensory experience, affective communication with others, and  as satisfaction of needs that are integrated into representational patterns.  If meaningful affective communication is achieved at most levels, a sense of well being ensues.  If miscommunication prevails, the child must resort to defensive moves in order to avoid psychic pain.  The psychic defenses work at the level of mitigating suffering, but the developing child’s self-representational process does register the failed communication and the pain that ensues.  If the failed communications become a pattern, the individual will develop permanent defenses against risking the pain of a similar type of failure.  This process obtains throughout life, in different modalities according to the age of the person.

The representational mind works unfailingly~ as both a conscious and nonconscious biography of the individual’s encounters with others as emotional events.  The individual’s self-experience is registered in the synaptic network and cellular memories of the brain that provide the anatomical and functional bases of  his/her sense of  personal selfhood.  Yet, the remarkable plasticity of the brain and the psychic permit the revisiting and reorganizing of self-experience and its foundations, whenever new affective and cognitive encounters with other people require the integration of what is new and different or, at times, contradictory to previous experiences.  Educators, religious leaders, psychotherapists, and psychoanalysts supply with their  personal involvement a critical catalyst for personal transformation and, at times, healing of deep and inhibiting psychic pain from the past.

The representational mind also registers its sensory and symbolic interactions with other aspects of reality.  The mode of perception is not a replica of reality.  It is an active process of organizing perceived reality that includes, even in the perception itself, the need for the believing function.  Kosslyn  and Sussman
 cite experiments in which perception of a falling object demonstrates the participation of believing within the act of perception itself.  The mind uses the structures it has already formed actively to shape what it perceives.  Perception and believing are therefore intertwined in an inseparable manner in the construction of the physical, interpersonal, intrapsychic, and cultural reality that the individual encounters along the path of development.  Our believing depends upon the experiences that have made a particular type of belief possible.  People who have encounter caretakers and adults deserving their trust, would be inclined to believe that trusting another being is an affectively meaningful action.  Believing in God’s trustworthiness is conditioned by these type of experiences as I have shown in my research about different individual’s relationship with their personal God.

 The human child is born helpless and immature and will require twenty years to reach neural, biological, and psychic maturity.  Mothers, after delivery, become equipped with neurotransmitters and hormones to display universal, frequently nonconscious behaviors that respond optimally to the child’s immature condition.  Neuroscientists, students of development, and psychoanalysts converge in describing the interplay, the interpenetration of functions between mother and child.  Diamond, Balvin, & Diamond
 (1963) say: «The role of the higher structures [of the baby] is played by the mother: she is the child’s auxiliary [cerebral] cortex» (p. 305).  Psychoanalysts speak of the mother as the auxiliary ego.  The maternal higher mental capacities spur the child to reach new stages of development in a twofold manner: by supplying from herself what the infant structural immaturity needs and by emotionally inviting the child to keep pace with her, she prompts the child to integrate her supplied function into the young person’s  psyche.   Any one who has observed normal mother and infant engagement can do nothing but marvel at the  musical, dancing quality of their interaction and excitement.  The mother and father’s intention to communicate with their child in their everyday emotional engagement with their offspring creates the conditions for four essential aspects of normal development: they help the child to attach securely to their persons with affectionate bonds manifested in complex bodily contact and facial and verbal expressions; they create in the child the desire for closeness and lay the foundation for his/her later wishes for intimacy; they continuously invite the child to make the move to the next developmental step; and finally, they further the young person’s autonomous curiosity and exploratory disposition to discover, engage, play with, and master the surrounding world by sharing in the child’s excited wonderment.  Their manner of helping their offspring will become intertwined with the child’s modes of emotional attachment, sense of self-assurance, and style of questioning and understanding reality as well as with the youngster’s way of searching for the truth.

The basic interactions with parents become embedded in the child’s foundational self and object representations that will affect all of his/her later relationships, including the relationship with God.  The child’s psychic processes, in which the young person internalizes interactions with parents and others and identifies with them illustrate, once again, the interpenetration of the psychic life of the adults and the young person in the formation of the latter’s psychic structures.   Most of these processes occur at a nonconscious level but, nonetheless, they leave their imprint in the character structure of the child and future adult.

When the child becomes able to have a notion of what the word ‘God’ might mean, she/he will resort to those parental representations to give some shape to a being the parents talk about with reverence, and even address in prayer, but who is remarkably absent from concrete life (Rizzuto, 1979
).  This early God representation contributes significantly to the child’s affective disposition to relate to God, and may later facilitate or impede belief in the God offered by formal religious education.  The relationship with parents integrated in the child’s mind as parental representations and as an early God representation will mark the relational life of the person for good.  Freud (1914)
 was the first to make us aware of the importance of the first years of life: «For psycho-analysis has taught us that the individual’s emotional attitudes to other people, which are of such extreme importance to his later behaviour, are already established at an unexpectedly early age....the first six years of his life» (p. 243).  The representation of actual, fantasized and desired interactions with parents and relatives at that early age become organized into a private reality, a psychic reality that colors the emotional life and the vision of the world of the developing person and even the future adult.





4. Psychic reality

Psychic reality has a staggering complexity.  It gathers privately formed convictions made out of fact, fantasy, and desire. Laplanche and Pontalis (1973)
 describe it as «everything in the psyche that takes on the force of reality for the subject».   It is what the person believes is real.  Between the third and fifth year of life, the child develops an acute sense of being him/herself and enters a period of exuberance and narcissistic self-exaltation.  The young person’s mind is rapidly expanding in all areas--cognitive, affective, exploratory, self-reflective as the child consolidates its mastery over the world.  The youngster  discovers a sense of agency as a self.  He/she also finds that people have minds of their own and they do intentionally what they want.  The child’s fantasy life grows exponentially, attributing intentionality to other’s actions and creating complex unconscious and conscious interpretive plots about the interactions between people in the family.  The child’s deep narcissistic self investment awakens his/her desire to be first and most loved while at the same time it notices that the parents love each other and have a not-clearly understood sexual involvement.  A major real and intrapsychic conflict confronts the young person.  It is not possible to be number one; she/he does not qualify as a equal to the parents as a couple; and the parents make it clear that the child is just that, a child, and that they are the parents.  The generational difference makes itself felt and the son or daughter has to modify his/her self representation to accept being their parent’s child and postpone their desire to be in the adult’s place to ‘When I grow up.’  This is a critical moment in which the tension between what is desired and what reality demands starts the person on the life-long journey of integrating psychic reality with the realities of life.  At this moment the child realizes that he/she is a being created by his parents and by God.   This is also the moment when questions about God become important for the child to find a place for him/herself in relation to the divinity.

In confronting conflicts of attachment, dependency, initiative, narcissism, and love for and from other people, the developing child creates, simultaneously, defensive moves and interpretive plots to make sense of him/herself, in particular about being acceptable and lovable as a bodily and psychic being.  During the confrontation with the impossibility of being number one and the need to accept its own status as a child, the young person elaborates consciously, preconsciously, and unconsciously a reinterpretation of its past life and present stance in the world.  Wishes and desired interactions that are not acceptable to the child’s conscious vision of itself become repressed unconscious fantasies that organize the child’s dynamic unconscious and will continue to exercise their influence for the rest of the person’s life.  Benign and pedestrian unconscious fantasies will require limited defenses for the person to deal with life in a realistic manner.  Compelling and convincing pathological unconscious fantasies, almost always linked to narcissistic wounds, will profoundly affect the individual’s capacity to love, to have intimacy with others, to have adequate self-esteem, to work, and even to conceive of a loving God.  I have published illustrations of such  situations: the man who wanted to be God, an atheistic woman in the hands of ‘the powers’(Rizzuto, 2001),
 a man who could not commit to a woman because he had not accepted having been a boy in his mother’s eyes (Rizzuto, 1991
), a woman who saw God as her enemy (Rizzuto, 1979
), and others. 

The parent’s attitudes and responses during this period require great affective sensitivity, a genuine wish to know the child as him/herself, emotional freedom to permit him negative and positive personal self-expressions and let him/her explore the world.   They must help the child articulate fears, wishes and wonderment in moments of respectful intimate conversation.  The child needs their gentle but firm guidance to renounce what it is not possible to have, accept the demands of everyday reality, and move to the next developmental step.  This parental task is difficult but it has profound consequences for the formation of the individual’s basic personality and stance in life.  

 Cognitive functions develop in an orderly sequence and are affected only by brain pathology or grave psychopathology.  The core of personality development hinges instead upon the affective life of the child as manifested in bodily and verbal communications with parents, family, teachers, and peers, and the beliefs the child forms about them.   Affective bodily communications, implicitly intended or explicitly expressed, are of paramount importance in the formation of the sense of self and the progressive acquisition of self-assurance, self-respect, and positive affectionate bonds to parents and to others.  This is so because the affective life is mediated by bodily expressions of one partner and the complementary bodily/affective impressions of the receiving partner.  Being looked at by shining eyes, seeing a beaming expression, and hearing a warm and melodic voice addressed to oneself, immediately elicit a warm feeling of well-being, of contact, of being met and being communicated with, not only in children but at any age.  Yet development and relational life are never easy.  If the child believes, based on previous negative experiences, that the behavior of the adult is not genuine, then a defensive interpretation of the emotional invitation by the adult as a way of being ‘tricked’ into responding, just to be hurt again, may convert the response into anger and rejection.   If a neurotic conviction leads the child to believe that he/she does not deserve such a warm invitation, even if genuine, because of the child’s unconscious or conscious guilt or shame about fantasies, wishes, or previous actions and interactions, the invitation will be dismissed or rejected.  That was the case for a woman who was convinced that superior powers had decreed that she should never be loved.  These are obvious cases of neurosis.  Most of us harbor milder versions of such complex convictions based on elaborate narratives in our psychic reality that color all our interactions, most specifically those that lead us to affectionate, intimate or sexual exchanges.  In short: no matter how realistic we are, our perceptions and relationships are influenced by «everything in the psyche that takes on the force of reality for the subject», i.e., our private beliefs.

Why is the affective life so significant not only during early human development but throughout life?  The short answer is twofold: 1) we become a human person through the affective, timely nurturance of our developmental needs; 2) our genetic make-up provides for the formation of exquisite receptors which assess the correspondence of the bodily expressions of others--whether visual, vocal, facial, or  gestural-- as helpful or detrimental to our particular self-development at the moment.  The precision of these spontaneous processes is astonishing.   They are registered automatically and simultaneously as neurological, biological, and psycho-social processes from the beginning to the end of life.  We can perceive ill will in a minimal gesture of a face in a fraction of a second.  Furthermore, Shore(2003
), an expert on affect, asserts: «The human appraisal system, from its very beginnings throughout the rest of the life span, is not just directed toward evaluating the overt behavior of others, but also toward attempting to understand the mind of other humans» (p. 53).  In conclusion: what truly matters is the disposition of the other person toward the individual it addresses.

The child arrives at the period of formal learning, schooling, and Sunday school with an already formed basic self and sense of what is real and what is not in the world, and also, with a personally elaborated God representation.  At the psychic level, the defenses against thoughts, feelings, and even sensations unacceptable to the individual conscious self-appraisal, remove them from conscious awareness.   The rejected feelings and thoughts do not disappear but persist  in the person’s unconscious, where unfulfilled wishes and fears preserve their emotional potential as part of the nonconscious self.  Learning will be affected by these processes at different levels.  Learning of factual subjects such as mathematics, geography, etc. will not be affected in a noticeable manner.  Learning that touches upon relational life, on the other hand, will be colored by the learner’s psychic reality.  When it comes to religion and its church-mediated presentation of God’s message, relational invitation, and love, the situation becomes especially complicated.  God acts visibly only through his representatives.  The young person will measure the truth they present not by its veracity, but by the emotional message the parent, teacher, catechist, religious educator, or priest conveys to the child.  If their religious message reaches the youngster as coming from a person whose emotional contact with the child’s self is convincing and if the teacher’s attitude appears genuine and compatible with the content of the teaching, the conditions are given for the possibility of believing it.  It is not until late adolescence and early adulthood that a person acquires the capacity to separate the truth of the teaching from the person and the affective approach of the teacher and even then only to a point.  Only personal, loving, respectful witnessing is convincing to young people.  

Late adolescence brings about a significant  structural change in relation to the internalized parental figures.  They have to be reevaluated, compared with the parents as they are in actual life, and left behind as the primary object of affection and authoritative teaching (Blos, 1979
).  Then, the search begins in earnest for a companion, compatible with one’s own self, a self that now feels the full force of its gender and its sexual disposition to find complementarity, completeness, and a new intimacy.  Newly found relationships open the door to soul-searching intimate dialogues and consolidate the, by now, conscious conviction that one needs another person to be able to be fully oneself.  If the child has been raised in a religious milieu, the question of a relationship with God may become intense and appeal to the awareness, so typical of this age, of the mystery of being and the hunger for a deep encounter.  This is a most delicate moment for the religious educator.  Adolescents long for mentors, for genuine teachers who listen to them with deep respect and who inspire them to strive for the highest goals.  Finding a mentor may change a life forever.  Adults of deep integrity and broad vision are what adolescents need to channel their tremendous vitality into realizable ideals that set them well along the way to a personal commitment to a life style of valuable goals.  Adolescents cannot do it alone.  We return now to two critical issues mentioned above: the need for interplay, the interpenetration of minds in the search for truth and the possibility of believing as a deeply personal act of affective commitment that engages the self, beyond a passive acquiescence to the truth of the teachers.

 The presentation of ideas, beliefs, values, moral issues, religious doctrine, liturgical meanings and other aspects of Christian education leading to the formation of a mature religious life, cannot be a matter of truth alone.  The truth that is convincing is the one lived deeply in the intertwining of shared discoveries, practices, religious celebrations, and communal activities.  We are far removed from the notion of ‘saving the individual soul.’  More than anyone else, adolescents believe the witnesses that demonstrate with their lives what they preach.   This concept is connected to the idea that  believing, is a psychical act of the total self.  Truth that ‘resonates’ (notice the back and forth sense of the term) intellectually and emotionally with cognitive and affective core aspects of the self will become significant personal beliefs, well deserving of commitment.  Obviously, there are also other kinds of believing, such as transient acts or moments of emotional surrendering to the pressure of others.  Here, I am talking about the acts of believing that make lasting commitment possible, because what is believed has been  integrated into the self.

When this stage has been reached, the person begins adult life.  An adult wants and needs a lasting and loving commitment to another, be it a person or/and God, that enhances and completes the self without compromising its integrity.   Finding such person is the crowing moment of self-development and the culmination of the developmental process of deep connection with another, now expressed in the sexual act in which the partners become one flesh or in other forms of interpersonal union. 

The central task of adult life consists in applying psychical, emotional, moral, religious, and social means in order to maintain and adequately modify personal commitments to oneself and others in the concrete reality of everyday life such as marriage, parenthood, career, or religious consecration.  Crises will necessarily arise in each area.  Yet, a self that has its structure built on the positively experienced integration of personal emotional exchanges and deeply believed dialogues with others, will, more frequently than not, find the internal resources needed to face the crisis or to ask for help.   Adults learn that living brings new confrontations that demand a constant process of self-monitoring to integrate the new as it is without compromising the integrity of the self.   Past affective experiences and deeply held ideals help the person to tolerate uncertainty, to wrestle with external or internal moral conflicts and to resist the temptation to compromise oneself to impress others or to obtain their love.  Past experiences with a personal God, as an internal helper and as an existing Being who demands fidelity and love, offer the believer a profound motivation to keep its commitments and self integrity.



5.Pathological psychic development and psychoanalytic treatment

Psychoanalysis has evolved, theoretically and clinically, from a one-person psychology into a two-person psychology.  The observation of children and adults in analysis convinced the British object-relation theorists about the great importance of the child-mother pair.  Kohut’s clinical work guided him to understand the importance of empathy in clinical work and the use of the person of the analyst in helping the patient to redress his/her pathological development.   New analytic groups proposing interactional, interpersonal, and intersubjective theories may differ about what is primary, but they all agree on the need for a deep affective and mental immersion of both persons in the analytic process for  the treatment to be effective.  They concur that analysis is, simultaneously, both a profoundly disciplined and a spontaneous process, not unlike mothering, requiring the deep personal investment of the analyst to ascertain what the patient is experiencing, be it as the adult he/she is now, or as a person who has regressed to infantile moments of desiring or suffering.  Analysts have found that they need a sort of “maternal preoccupation” to be able to hear the cries and whispers of a person’s pain that has gone without expression.  They have discovered that uncovering the analysand’s entrenched conflicts and pathological attachments is only possible in the context of the affective relationship with the analyst and the latter’s careful attention to the patient’s words and his/her own to the analysand (Rizzuto
).  Analysts are aware that the patient’s regression to unresolved conflicts will become conflicts with the analyst as the person who reawakens experiences with parents and others in childhood.  Such regression permits revisiting in the present the suffering, the conflicts, and the defenses of the young person the patient has been in the past.   The patient encounters in the emotional engagement with the analyst the possibility of re-finding him/herself as a suffering child who, now, as an adult, can redress his/her developmental course.  The success of the treatment hinges on the analyst’s capacity to listen to the child and the adult at the same time, while assisting the patient to find, tolerate, accept and work through the depth of feelings that trouble his/her emotional life.  The analyst’s capacity to empathize and to articulate the patient’s infantile and present-day experiences are the key elements in helping the analysand to change developmental distortions.  The analytic cure cannot be achieved without the conditions of emotional intimacy that are critical during development: 1) the intertwining of affective experience between patient and analyst 2) the analyst’s believing affectively that the suffering of the person is real; and 3) the analyst’s capacity to address the regressed patient affectively with words, tone of voice, and personal intent all aimed at touching the analysand emotionally while helping him/her to articulate the subjective experience of the moment in words.  The analytic aim is achieved when the analysand believes that what they are saying together is true, that is, that the truth they have found together can give meaning to the patient’s life.  In analysis as in life, the truth needs to be fleshed out in the personal witnessing of the other for it to be accepted and become transformative.





6. The presence of mystery

Imoda asserts: «The mystery in its multiform aspects is precisely this presence which always points to something more, it is both presence and absence at the same time, something which is and is not» (p. 38).  The first manifestation of the search for the ‘more’ appears when the two-and-one-half year old child begins to interrogate the adult about where things come from.  The toddler is a relentless questioner and when an answer is given by the parent, the child goes on to the next item until the parent says “God made it.” “Where does God come from?” the child asks.  The parent answers: “No one made him but he made everything.”  And the child says: “May I see Him?”  “Well”--the mother says--“God is invisible.”   The mystery has started to give some hints of its unusual ‘presence’.  Besides, the parents pray, worship, kneel, talk to God, and teach the child to pray.  What is a toddler to make of such a mysterious being?  The moment is urgent, because ‘God’ needs a mental referent.  A deep internal and automatic search finds in the parental representations some points of emotional contact to flesh out unconsciously and consciously the representation of God.  The fleshing out includes the ‘more’ to the parental representations that a mysteriously present God requires.  Once formed, the God representation and the growing individual’s actual relationship with God will follow some, but not all of the relational vicissitudes with the parents, because it will also acquire a life of its own under the guidance of the child’s experiences, explorations, prayers, liturgical exposure and religious education.

A second moment in development arrives at around age seven.  It could be seen as a “felix culpa.”  The child learns to lie to the parents.  The new behavior brings about a momentous discovery: The child is alone in her/his private world; there are no witnesses to his lie.  A deep gap has been opened between himself and his parents.  The urge for an internal witness prompts the child to rely on his already present God, who is always there, everywhere, infallibly.  If the God the child has managed to have is benign and welcoming, even if demanding of good behavior, the child has found a lasting companion.  However,  if the God of a particular child is harsh, disapproves of him, or makes her feel ashamed and unlovable, we may have the situation of Bernadine Fisher, who could not stop believing in God but said, “I consider God my enemy.”  In between those two positions, everything is possible in the relationship with a personal God.  God, the mysterious being, has become a lasting presence, a presence to wrestle with, for better and for worse, for the rest of life.

Puberty and adolescence challenge God as they challenge all adults.  God ceases to be a domestic personal deity and becomes a reality in its own right, universal, normative, a being who IS.  It is at this moment that God becomes a true Mystery, because the young person is now aware that God exceeds everything knowable, imaginable or controllable.  God is the awesome subject of deep speculation; and yet, at this moment, God is more the lawgiver than the God of love.  Middle and late adolescents, experiencing the bursting of cognitive, symbolic, sexual and erotic development, begin to confront mysteries as profound as love, life, otherness, identity, the meaning of the universe, and God as a personal being.   Sexual development contributes significantly to making conscious the desire for psychic and sexual interpenetration with the being of the loved person.   What up to now has been a dominant non-conscious law of development, namely, the intertwining between the human environment and the developing being, culminates in the lasting conscious desire of the human heart: communion with another.  Such communion, however, is a real and also an elusive experience that touches upon the mystery of being human. 

The capacity for a life lived in the presence of Mystery and/or God cannot develop spontaneously from the individual.  Mystery must be present in the life of the community and of the persons in charge of the growing individual.  Yet, that is not enough.  The adults must offer an invitational attitude of wonderment, of deep respect for the youngster’s processes of inquiry, freedom, and exploration.  The developing individual must make a personal discovery of Mystery and find within him/herself the fountain of reverence.  Imitating the reverence of others, regardless of how sincerely it is meant, does not suffice.  Psychoanalysts can testify that after early development, when it is necessary for self formation, imitation is never convincing to the self and soon enough leads to self-accusations of being a fraud.  As anything else in development, either Mystery emerges in the individual as the result of affective interaction with others or it remains an intellectual concept.





7. The words of God

A psychoanalyst may look at biblical texts and ask what they reveal about the human constitution, development, and the relationship between the creator and his human creation. 

We read in Genesis: «So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them» (Gen. 1:27).  The sacred text continues: «Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, and they become one flesh» (Genesis, 2:24).  The texts suggest two things: First, God placed in the very core of human beings his own image, something that I understand as God’s manner of intertwining of being between Creator and creature, which finds its most obvious manifestation in the exclusively human capacity to love another person.   The biblical words bring to mind Wexler’s phrase about the environment shaping the brain in its own image.  Second, God created gendered human beings capable of becoming one flesh in the interpenetration of  persons in intimate relationships and, most specifically, in the sexual embrace.

John tell us that «The Word became flesh and dwelt among us» (Jn. 1:14).  The theological definition of such mystery asserts that in Jesus there is only one person and two natures.  This is an interpenetration of being that exceeds everything imaginable.  Jesus himself, in his prayer to the Father before his death, said: «That they may be one even as we are one, I in them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one» (John, 17: 22-23).  The church echoes Jesus’ wish by praying in the mass:  «By the mystery of this water and wine may we come to share in the divinity of Christ, who humbled himself to share in our humanity».  In the Eucharist Jesus becomes food to be taken in.  Recently, Pope Benedict XVI (2005
)said during the feast of Corpus Christi: «This communion, this act of ‘eating,’ is really a meeting between two persons; it is to allow oneself to be penetrated (my italics) by the life of the One who is Lord, who is my creator and redeemer.  The purpose of this communion is the assimilation of my life with His, my transformation and configuration with the one who is living Love.»

Both the Old and the New Testament present God as spouse, bound by a covenanted marriage (Hosea, 1-3; Jer. 3:1-5; Rev. 21:2).  Paul, speaking of marriage, says: «This mystery is a profound one, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church» (Eph. 5: 32).  As in human relatedness, the culmination of the the relationship between God and his people is marital communion and intimacy. 

The conclusion seems obvious to me:  According to the scriptural text, God participates in human development following well-known patterns of interpenetration of persons.  First, he imprints his image in us, as mothers and parents do; then, he becomes one of us in the unified interpenetration of natures in the person of Jesus.  Finally, he enters into comumnion with us in the Eucharist, that is but an anticipation of the wedding feast in the kingdom of heaven.





Conclusion

This survey of the neurosciences, developmental studies, and psychoanalysis suggests that the development of a mature person, capable of deep commitment during his or her life course, is conditioned by the continuous process of interchanges with the environment, others, and, for the Christian, even with God.  The affective intertwining of individuals conditions the possibility of the formation of a self truly capable of believing in itself, others, in goals and ideals, and in God, because what is believed is consonant with the self.  This self is available for lasting commitment.

One conclusion follows for parents, educators, and pastors in the church.  Mature development cannot be achieved by cognitive teaching alone, regardless of its truth.   Human maturity comes from processes of interrelation with people capable of offering in their persons and manner of being the timely nurturance that the developing person needs to integrate into his own being if he or she is to achieve the next stage.  Development is a ceaseless process of assimilating others, but also of rejecting them and what they offer when it does not fit the developmental urgencies of a particular stage.  Perhaps this is the greatest mystery within the Mystery: that we are never fully ourselves unless others constitute part of the very structure of our biological and psychic being.  Perhaps this is God’s ontic way of letting us know that we are creatures through and through.
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