RELIGION, PSYCHOLOGY
AND THE STERILE SELF

JOHN N. KOTRE

Current

psychotherapies dampen the instinct to beget

For all its faults, the encylical Huwmanae Vitae ex-
pressed a truth with which we are losing touch: pro-
creation is essential to sex. To render sex infertile,
to deny Eros a future, is to render sex trivial and,
ultimately, to enervate it. Humarae Vitae faltered, how-
ever, as do those who hope to excise procreation from
gex, by defining procreation in its narrowest sense, as
the physical begetting of offspring. It seems incredible
that a church concerned with the spiritual life of its
members would fail to appreciate the phenomenon of
spiritual procreation and so lose sight of religion’s ca-
pacity to nourish that very phenomenon.

Several years ago I began to involve myself in the
study of human fertility. By fertility I do not mean
principally the bearing and nurturing of children—the
passing on of physical life. Rather, my focus is on
spiritual generation, that is, on certain qualitigs psycho-
analyst Erik Erikson has labeled “gene and on
others we ordinarily think of as creativity. Generativity
refers to “a concern for establishing and guiding the
next generation,” a desire to pass on to children, stu-
dents, or successors the skills, customs and interpreta-
tions of life that define one’s people. Creativity, on the
other hand, refers to the ability to produce movel yet
appropriate solutions to problems, to discover and ex-
press original yet insightful perspectives. In practice,
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the two concepts are not that distinet: though creative
products appear to emerge ex mihilo, they contain far
more of the work of previous generations than even
their creators may realize.

In my work I have often been forced to confront
contemporary feelings toward human fertility. I have
noted the neglect and even disparagement of it by sev-
eral influential strands of current psychology, and I have
reflected on the ways it may be sustained by resources
within the Judaeo-Christian and American Catholic
traditions.

L

Popular psychology has a curious hold on many
affluent Americans. In its books and workshops and
therapies it does more than enlighten or help with per-
sonal problems; it defines existence, as religion once
did. The kind of psychology developed for and by the
mobile, educated segment of our population is a re-
flection of the strains, ambiguities and aspirations it
feels. To comment on this psychology, then, is to com-
ment on the socio-economic niche in which it resides—
a niche, by the way, into which increasing numbers
of American Catholics are moving.

Historian Christopher Lasch writes that the dominant
mood of the 1970s is therapeutic, not religious, “People
today hunger not for personal salvation, let alone for
the restoration of an earlier golden age, but for the feel-
ing—even if it is only a momentary illusion—of per-
sonal well-being, health, and psychic security.” It is
not the existence of therapy that alarms me, for com-
petent therapy is a blessing, but the conception many
therapists have of a “fully-functioning” or “self-
actualizing” human being. As a member of a psychology
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From one-to-one contact with an ‘elder’
interested in a patient’s past, therapy
has moved to groups of peers who refuse

to consider anything but the present,

faculty, I see the influence of their thinking daily. (Be-
cause of the location of the university where I teach,
I see its influence specifically on the children and grand-
children of immigrant Catholics.) In no cass of which
I am aware do popular models of psychic health have
any interest in progeny. For these models the “healthy”
individual cultivates, or at least acquiesces in, spiritual
sterility.

Current psychotherapies—and the seminars and
training sessions into which their view of life spills—
dampen the instinct to beget in at least three ways.
First, they encourage “open,” transient relationships in
place of bounded, durable ones. Second, they view the
past as a prison and seek, with great success, to liberate
individuals from it. Third, they set as an ideal a limit-
less, fluid self with ever expanding consciousness. All
three characteristics dovetail in an interpretation of
life that rules out concern for posterity. Lasch writes,
“To encourage the subject to subordinate his needs
and interests to those of others, to someone or some
cause or tradition outside himself . . . strike[s] the
therapeutic sensibility as intolerably oppressive, offen-
sive to common sens¢ and injurious to personal health
and well-being.”

The orientation of which Lasch speaks developed
in the 1960s, a time when social commentators began
to see and welcome the increasing transiency of human
relationships. In The Secular City theologian Harvey
Cox described the anonymity and mobility of the mod-
ern metropolis and insisted it was a blessing, for it de-
livered us from the Law and gave us choice in per-
sonal relationships, ideas and wvalues. Tradition was
disintegrating, he said, long-term acquaintanceships de-
clining, impersonality on the upswing; we were, as a
result, freer, more tolerant, more open to change.
Psychologists Warren Bennis and Philip Slater were less
evphoric than Cox about the increase in “quick™ re-
lationships, but in The Temporary Seciety they made
one thing clear: the tide would not turn, so we had
better learn to move—to be flexible, to “get love, to
love and to lose love.” As the divorce rate continued
to climb, Nena and George O° Meill spoke of the bene-
fits of “open marriage.” And Alvin Toffler predicted in
Future Shock that “people of the future” would know
how to plug only part of their personality into any
new relationship and would become adept at breaking
off old ones.

In a different vein, Margaret Mead spoke of a cul-
tural shift in the United States from “post-figuration™
to “co-figuration.” She meant that influence no longer
flowed from elders to the young, that the shape (the
figura) of our culture was no longer set by the past.
Instead, the young, cut off by a generation gap, modeled
their behavior on that of their peers and were influenced
by the present.

One need not be in total agreement with these
analyses to recognize that the psychotherapies propa-
gated in the 1960s and 1970s treat their clients on a
temporary basis and focus on the present. They are
“co-figurative.” The years required for a psychoanalysis
have become the weekend required for a marathon.
From one-to-one contact with an “elder” interested in
a patient’s past, therapy has moved to groups of peers
who refuse to consider anything but the present. The
objective is no longer to alter durable and resistant
inner structures but to modify a segment of outer be-
havior, to eliminate “games” the patient is playing.

The client-centered approach of Carl Rogers, con-
ceived in the 19405, was an important precursor of
these co-figurative therapies. Rogers was the first to
relinguish the role of elder in therapy, the first to be
“non-ditective.” To Rogers's way of thinking, the thera-
pist's only task is to empathize with his client and
“reflect” his feelings in an atmosphere of caring and
warmth. Reconstructions and interpretations of the past
are studiously avoided: what matters is the feeling the
client articulates and the therapist clarifies in the pres-
ent moment. The client's inner self is thought of as
fluid, constantly changing, constantly emerging. Though
client-centered therapy is neither gquoick therapy nor
group therapy, its philosophy and techniques—and, in-
deed, its originator—have been easily absorbed into
the group movement.

Sensitivity training originated in the same decade
as client-centered therapy and was based on Kurt
Lewin’s field theory, another psychology of the present.
Sensitivity training, however, did not become a cultural
force until the late sixties, some two decades after its
official birthdate. According to Kurt Back, the growth
of the movement was intertwined, both as cause and
effect, with the social unrest of the sixties. It finally
took hold in the United States, as it failed to in Europe,
because of our postwar affluence (we had the time for
T-groups and the money to pay for them), because of
sezwlarization (the decline of traditional religion created
a void in people’s lives), and especially because of mo-
bility. Back notes that sensitivity and encounter group
centers took hold in recipient areas of internal migra-
tion in the United States, particularly in suburbs and
in California, And what have they offered to people
“on the move™? A new ritual expressed in the language
of science that enables broken roots and severed con-
nections to regenerate quickly. A chance to find iden-
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