RELIGION, PSYCHOLOGY
AND THE STERILE SELF
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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.
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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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