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 Man’s worst sin is unconsciousness, but it is indulged in with the greatest 

piety even by those who should serve mankind as teachers and examples. 

        - Carl G. Jung, 1945 

 

 Of a truth, friend, that matter remaineth a riddle; and the Daniel who shall 

expound it is yet a-wanting….    - Nathaniel Hawthorne 

 

 (Be that as it may, I shall give it my best shot….) 

 

 Go ahead.  Google “sin in contemporary psychology” and see what you get.  

A lot of it, at least in my search, revealed a good bit of psychology-bashing and 

arguments (read: proof-texting) for Biblical authority.  The nicest, and in many 

ways subtlest, statement putting psychology in its place (second place that is), I 

found in Mark McMinn’s Why Sin Matters (2004, from an online review at 

Google Books): 
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 Psychology’s theories and research findings need to be evaluated with 

thoughtful theological reflection, but once the worldview issues are worked out, 

findings from psychology help us understand ourselves and others.   

 “But once the worldview issues are worked out….”  In other words, once we 

establish that psychology needs to be seen through the lens of a Christian theology 

(and, of course, best viewed through the lens of Mr. McMinn’s particular version 

of that theology), then and only then does psychology become relevant and helpful.  

Otherwise, as he notes elsewhere, it just gives us “some inane vocabulary: inner 

child, codependency, Oedipus complex, and self actualization….” 

 When I was a student at Eden Theological Seminary, I was often warned, 

and sometimes scolded, for “psychologizing the text.”  Interpreting Biblical texts, 

at least at that time, through any psychological lens was, well, a sin of sorts, or at 

least real close to being one.  And of course, the professors who were there at the 

time (and not all of them held to this view) could hardly be saddled with 

originating this prejudice.  It had been firmly established long before, and is 

perhaps best illustrated by the criticism of Carl Gustav Jung’s work in the first half 

of the twentieth century.  In the latter half, Karl Menninger’s Whatever Became of 

Sin? certainly helped support and continue this cause, noting how the theological 

notion of sin was being usurped by the psychological understanding of it.  The 

ever-popular Barbara Brown Taylor, writing at the close of the century, echoes 

Menninger’s perspective in a very, well, direct sort of way.  Paula Fredriksen, in 

documenting the early development of the idea of sin in early Christianity, even 

has to put the word, psychologically, in quotations (I swear that if she were 

speaking they would be air quotes) when writing about Augustine’s confessions.  

In part, the latter three are defending a particular theological language which 

Brown Taylor correctly notes 
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 is a particular community’s way of making meaning over time.  It is shaped 

by that community’s experience of reality.  It is loaded with that community’s 

values. (Taylor, p. 9) 

 Absolutely – but understanding that language should not be a tautological 

exercise.  A communal, religious language is shaped by experience, as she notes.  

Loaded with values, language is a community’s best attempt to express and 

exchange views about their personal and shared religious experience, a collective 

experience, and their aspirations for it.  This collective experience is shaped by 

each individual experience that is filtered through the psychology of each 

participating individual. 

 In his 1933 essay, “The Meaning of Psychology for Modern Man,” Carl 

Jung wrote: 

 In the last analysis, the essential thing is the life of the individual.  This 

alone makes history, here alone do the great transformations first take place, and 

the whole future, the whole history of the world, ultimately spring as a gigantic 

summation from these hidden sources in individuals.  In our most private and most 

subjective lives we are not only the passive witnesses of our age, and its sufferers, 

but also its makers.  (Coll.Works 10, para. 315) 

 

 My perspective – my belief, my faith – is that reading psychologically is 

primary and does not dilute our understanding of sin, guilt, or any other theological 

symbol or language.  Rather it illuminates them and, potentially, deepens our 

understanding of them, and thereby of ourselves.  This is not, however, an 

argument for Olde Time Individualism.  That is something which is ego-driven.  
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What I am urging here follows Robert Sardello in his book, Facing the World With 

Soul, where he writes: 

 Being in community implies doing things out of full individuality, and it 

means having the ability to see others as if they belonged to the mysteriousness of 

my own soul and as if they belonged to the mysteriousness of the soul of the world. 

(p. 180) 

 A community – perhaps I should say, an ideal community – is where we 

may experience the full autonomy of our individual soul in connection and, as we 

would say as Unitarians, in covenant with one another.  Religious community, and 

the language that arises from it, is the conscious choice (as Sardello goes on to say) 

“to be concerned for soul, to want the soul experience for others, but to refrain 

from defining how it should appear.” (p. 180) 

 Psychology is the study of that soul (in Greek, psyche), and more 

specifically, the study of our experience of soul.  It is a tricky situation, psyche 

studying itself.  But what else is there to do?  Sure, many people  have defined how 

the soul should appear and created all sorts of rules and dogmas about what the 

soul is so that we do not have to think about it much – just be what others tell us 

we are and all will be hunky-dory.  But no matter how hard and insistently we try, 

psyche is not confined or even definitively defined by our declarations about it.  

We “see through a glass, darkly,” and observe partially, but the wholeness is there, 

and in religious community we are given the opportunity to live consciously in and 

into it. 

 

 So what can we know?  Jung wrote, “We perceive nothing but images, 

transmitted to us indirectly by a complicated nervous apparatus.” (CW 8:745)  
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And, “we live immediately only in a world of images…..  Between the unknown 

essences of spirit and matter stands the reality of the [psyche]…the only reality we 

can experience immediately.”  (CW 8:746/748)  James Hillman follows Jung in 

this:  “Everything we know and feel and every statement we make…derive from 

psychic images.”  (Re-Visioning Psychology, p. xi)  It is through these images that 

we know and experience our world.  Making a conscious study of them is how we 

come to understand and find meaning in our relationship with ourselves, with 

others, and with this world. 

 Thus I approach sin, and the guilt that can accompany it, as a psychological 

phenomenon, and suggest that what theology does with these concepts should be – 

and in fact is – informed by that, and not the other way around. 

 

 Henry Nelson Wieman and his wife Regina Westcott-Wieman attempted to 

do just this in their 1935 work, Normative Psychology of Religion.  H.N. Wieman 

wrote the chapter on sin in their book and defined it simply as “disloyalty to God,” 

that is, disloyalty to 

 God as we find him working in human life and the world [through] the 

growth of meaning and value, with all the unknown and unlimited possibilities of 

this growth.  Sin is disloyalty to this growth.    (p. 148)  

 Later, in his 1946 work, The Source of Human Good, he  defines it as “the 

creature turning against the creator – it is created good turning against creativity.” 

(p. 127)  And in Man’s Ultimate Commitment (1958), he names sin 

“unfaithfulness to the ultimate commitment.” (p. 15)  I would suggest that what he 

is describing here is what is called in traditional theology the sin against the Holy 

Spirit, which, psychologically, can be described as disloyalty to one’s experience 
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of God/the Holy, turning against the urgings, as Jung would state it, of the Self, of 

the process of individuation, of the stirrings of the unconscious. 

 Wieman states that the “sense of guilt is truly the sense of sin.” (p. 153/4)  It 

springs from the realization that we “have in truth been disloyal to God” but “is 

altogether wholesome and noble when it arises from the depth and breadth of 

man’s appreciation of values . . . from the realization of the glory that might be and 

ought to be.” (p. 155)  It is “morbid and serves no vital function” when it arises 

simply from social expectancy or the customs one’s group establishes as 

obligatory.  Neither is it creative when it comes from trying to force oneself to 

mold one’s personality into that of an ideal or exemplary individual.  This is a 

denial of one’s uniqueness, of the Creative at work within and through the person.  

And finally, and to me most exquisitely ironic, is the guilt felt as a religious duty.  

The artificial requisites to enter Heaven or be in God’s good favor set by doctrine 

or dogma engender an equally artificial response of guilt caused by arbitrary rules 

that ignore and even condemn one’s personal experience of the Source of 

creativity.   Guilt that instead arises from the realization of the depth and breadth of 

ultimate values, becomes a form of “clear discernment that is necessary for noble 

and intelligent living.”  It is a positive and creative function when it leads to a 

deeper living in loyalty to God, and is “morbid and serves no vital function” when 

it becomes a barrier to the experience of the Creative Good in one’s life. 

 And though Wieman never quotes Jung, or any number of other 

psychologists one might reasonably expect to see referenced, Jung nevertheless 

offers a similar perspective on the positive effect of guilt.  “Without guilt, 

unfortunately, there can be no psychic maturation and no widening of the spiritual 

horizon.” (CW 10:440)  Guilt is our clear sign that something is amiss and needs 

attending to.  It is our psychological warning signal.  We can, of course, ignore it, 
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but that does not change its purpose, any more than successfully ignoring one’s 

feeling(s) of guilt means that one has not sinned nor is capable of sin. 

 Only an exceedingly naïve and unconscious person could imagine that he is 

in a position to avoid sin.  Psychology can no longer afford childish illusions of 

this kind; it must ensue the truth and declare that unconsciousness is not only no 

excuse but is actually one of the most heinous sins.   (CW 10: 676) 

 Much of this unconsciousness resides in what Jung termed “the Shadow.”  

This Shadow, as Jung’s pupil, Erich Neumann, wrote, “…is the expression of our 

own imperfection…the negative which is incompatible with the absolute 

values….” (p. 40)  What Neumann calls “the old ethic” is the system of rules and 

values that suppresses and often represses the contents of the Shadow, that actively 

works to convince people that the thoughts and feelings and urges that live there 

are not a part of them, because they should not be a part of them.  They are rejected 

out of hand; but, of course as a result, they do not go away.  These thoughts and 

feelings and urges rumble around in the unconscious, bumping into our best 

intentions, tripping us up, and disturbing our dreams.  If they are repressed 

insistently enough, they get projected – onto individuals and groups we do not like 

or trust, partly because we have projected our own negative content onto them and 

cannot see much else as a result. 

 Neumann claims that the Shadow, often experienced as sin and guilt, will 

continue to rumble around in our unconscious and, at its worst, get projected onto 

convenient scapegoats as long as the old ethic remains in place.  The ultimate way 

to disown our Shadows, after all, is to claim they reside elsewhere.  As long as this 

old ethic tells us that these things are not just bad, but need to be driven into the 

wilderness and excluded from consciousness, their energies will continue to 
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accumulate in our psyches and build up a tension whose eventual release will 

always result in destruction, mayhem, murder, and gross injustice for all who carry 

our projections.  “You always become the thing you fight the most,” wrote Jung. 

 The new ethic, Neumann writes, “is based on an attempt to become 

conscious of both the positive and the negative forces in the human organism and 

to relate these forces consciously to the life of the individual and the community.” 

(p. 94)  Its aim is wholeness and integrity.  Becoming conscious of the negative 

aspects of our nature does not mean necessarily that we will act them out.  This is 

one of the illusions perpetuated by the old, dualistic ethic.  In actuality, we act out 

these negative aspects, these sins, of our nature most often when we suppress or 

repress them, try to cage them up somewhere in our psyche where we hope they 

will not trouble or bother us.  Acknowledging them, confessing our sins as it were, 

diffuses their power over us, their power to run amok within and through us.  And I 

am not speaking here necessarily of the sins proscribed by the religious systems we 

have created.  I am speaking of the sins, the negative energies and images that live 

within each of us, that we have no need of moralistic fundamentalists to self-

righteously point out because we know them all too painfully, or at least should. 

 

 James Hillman also sees the repression of the Shadow as “a moral problem.”  

He adds, however, to Neumann’s intellectual approach by also saying that “the 

cure of the shadow is a problem of love.” (Insearch, p.76) 

 Loving oneself is no easy matter just because it means loving all of oneself, 

including the shadow where one is inferior and socially so unacceptable….  The 

first essential in redemption of the shadow is the ability to carry it along with 

you…daily aware of [one’s] sins….  (p. 76)  (More about this in a moment.) 



9 
 

 Yet that is not enough.  Hillman claims that “something else must break 

through, that laughing insight at the paradox of one’s own folly which is also 

everyman’s….”  (p. 77)  The cure of the shadow, the redemption of our sins, 

involves 

 the moral recognition that these parts of me are burdensome and intolerable 

and must change, and the loving laughing acceptance which takes them just as 

they are….  (p. 77) 

 This recognition is possible through “the psychological faculty of 

conscience, the inborn capacity to feel guilt.” (p. 87) 

 Conscience is a psychological function sui generis.  Conscience is the voice 

of self-guidance.  The self-regulating, self-steering activity of the psyche gives to 

conscience its authority.  We may alter moral codes or even do away with 

morality, but we cannot do away with the psychological phenomenon of 

conscience.  (p. 87) 

 This “voice of the Self” is not the Freudian super-ego – the finger-wagging 

chastiser that is laced so much with the moral code of the old ethic as to be little 

more than the disapproving father or harsh internal judge.  Heeding the voice of the 

Self, the conscience, renders the ego relative within the psyche and decentralizes it, 

gives it the humble realization of being a part of a whole, one point of potential 

consciousness and awareness in the midst of a psychological galaxy of energies 

and potentials.  “To take the unconscious seriously means to listen to as much of it 

as one can and not only to the parts which are pleasing.”  (p. 113)  So, if 

unconsciousness is one of the most heinous sins, then “attention is the cardinal 

psychological virtue.” (p. 119)  Religiously speaking, it is our salvation. 
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 One of the most important aspects of how we view sin and guilt is how we 

imagine/experience God, the Holy, the Divine, the Not-I, the Great Whatever.  

Lionel Corbett, who teaches at Pacifica Graduate Institute and has written and 

lectured extensively on the religious function of the psyche, notes that many of our 

religious mores of behavior, our religious rules, are based upon an image/doctrine 

of God that is defined in very human terms.  God is a being that behaves this way 

and that way “as if God were somehow a Very Big Person,” (p. 139)  and actually 

a Very Big Moral Agent, not so different from how people are (or can be).  This 

way of imagining God, Corbett writes, 

 actually diminishes his status as God by reducing him to something 

contained in the universe.  If he is truly God, then nothing can be outside of him 

since he contains everything, including the universe – he is Being itself, not a 

being. (p. 139) 

 Psychologically, God is not an entity, but rather an organizing principle, the 

energy of Life itself in its totality.  For me, this image comes through in that great 

Sufi psychologist, Jelaluddin Rumi’s poetry, and especially in a poem translator, 

Coleman Barks, calls “There You Are.”  In part: 

  You’re inside every kindness. When 

  a sick person feels better, you’re 

 

  that, and the onset of disease too. 

  You’re sudden, terrible screaming…. 

 

   You are inside the soul’s 

  great fear, every natural pleasure, 
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  every vicious cruelty. You are in 

  every difference and irritation. 

 

  Someone loves something, someone else 

  hates the same.  There you are….  (p. 122) 

 

 Corbett notes that Jung pointed out that if we are really to be monotheistic, 

both what we consider good and what we consider bad must be contained in our 

unitary understanding of the Divine.  Ponder, then, what this means, and how being 

made in such an image of such a unitary God stands as a symbol for our 

psyches…. 

 

 Earlier I noted Hillman’s observation that 

 The first essential in redemption of the shadow is the ability to carry it along 

with you. 

 Very few literary characters have done so with such grace and grounding as 

Hester Prynne.  Of all the reading that I did for this Prairie Group, the most 

psychological text of all was Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter.   

 …it now and then appeared to Hester – if altogether fancy, it was 

nevertheless too potent to be resisted – she felt or fancied, then that the scarlet 

letter had endowed her with a new sense.  She shuddered to believe, yet could not 
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help believing, that it gave her a sympathetic knowledge of the hidden sin in other 

hearts.  (p. 39) 

 Hester Prynne carried her own shadow along with her.  It gave her a difficult 

sympathy with others, one that she struggled with, but never abandoned 

completely.  It gave her a bearing that others could not help but notice.  It gave her 

a grace and a grounding, a hard-won and hard-kept integrity that even eventually 

broke through the persona of Mr. Dimmesdale, who realizes after his interview 

with Hester that 

No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself and another to 

the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true. (p. 

161) 

He came out of the forest (often seen as a symbol of the unconscious) a different 

man – in many ways, finally, his own man – came away from his conversation 

with Hester where he felt safe and accepted enough to accept in and for himself 

what he had spent so long driving from his heart and mind; he came away 

with a knowledge of hidden mysteries which the simplicity of the former never 

could have reached.  A bitter kind of knowledge that! (p. 168) 

The same bitter knowledge that eventually brings Hester back home, to resume “of 

her own free will” carrying her sin, wearing the scarlet letter which no longer 

“attracted the world’s scorn and bitterness,” but was looked upon with awe and 

reverence.  It brought back her sense of grace and grounding and she became a 

Wise Woman, a comfort and counsel to many (p. 204).  

 Jung said somewhere that psychoanalysis should not be seen as a cure, in the 

sense that it will help you to get rid of what troubles and bothers and even scares 
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you.  That is not what it does, nor what it should do, for if it did, Jung said, we 

would lose “valuable experience.”  Hester Prynne offers to us an example of what 

can happen to the personality who consciously carries what it may desperately 

wish to bury.  And this is not to take the tale literally, and mimic its action, for it is 

a story, a deep and even mythic tale, meant to guide and instruct.  It shows us how 

carrying, in our own souls, the valuable experience of our shadows, of our sin, and 

our struggles with it, is a first step to redemption, to integrity and wholeness, hard 

won and hard kept. 

 

 Hester carried her shadow in the midst of a very hostile community.  Hers is 

an exemplary story, a poetic example of the rough journey that is the life of loyalty 

to God, the act of loving all of ourselves, even the inferior and unacceptable, and 

how, perhaps counter-intuitively, such integration of these shadow qualities 

heightens our compassion and love for others.  What we seek, and what we seek to 

foster and create and nurture in our own religious communities, is a safer 

environment wherein the same journey may take place – in fact, wherein we are 

invited to take this journey in covenanted relationship with others.  The language 

we use will be shaped by our communities and loaded with their values, influenced 

by and built upon the experiences of all the individuals sincerely involved. 

 And we can foster and create and nurture such space in our congregations 

without getting all Wieman and Jung and Hillman on them, just as we would 

neither have them wearing scarlet letters as a liturgical practice. 

 In my Google search, I found what seems to me a fair summary of what I 

have been trying to say in simple, everyday terms in a Huff Post religion blog 

entitled, “Sin, Guilt, and Psychology: What I Wish All Pastors Knew.”  The article 
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is by Derek Flood, a writer and artist who describes himself as a “post-

conservative evangelical,” and who has a healthier perspective on how psychology 

can assist and inform our spiritual journeys.  In my joy at this, I quote him at 

length: 

…people can only really open up when they feel safe and accepted. This insight is 

somewhat counter-intuitive. Our fear is that if we unconditionally accept someone 

this will be taken to mean we are condoning all their hurtful behavior. Don't we 

need to make it clear that we reject their sin? If we accept people as they are, 

won’t they take this as a license to do whatever they like? 

What psychology has found, however, is that when people feel safe and secure, 

accepted and loved, it is in that place of acceptance that they are finally able to 

open up and share their vulnerabilities, their hurts, their fears, and their failures. 

Ironically, it is when we don't focus on sin and guilt, and instead focus on 

unconditionally loving and accepting people just as they are, that the stage is set 

for repentance and remorse to actually take place. Creating that "safe-space" of 

unconditional acceptance allows us to dare to be real, to really open up, to face 

our darkness together with courage and honesty. 

Understanding this dynamic allows us to get past these walls we all put up, and 

instead get to a place where grace can truly flow. It means getting to real and deep 

relationships, to healing, and yes to repentance and personal responsibility, too. 

My prayer therefore is that more pastors would learn about these dynamics of 

basic human psychology. At the end of the day we find psychology is not at all 

opposed to a healthy faith or morality; it's simply a tool that allows us to 

understand what is going on in ourselves and others so we don't get stuck there. 
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When you get right down to it, what it really takes to practice all of this is faith. 

Not faith in a particular set of doctrinal or creedal statements, but faith in the 

original sense of the word – as relational trust. That is, we need to actually trust 

that love is powerful enough to reach a person in a way that fear or threat or 

condemnation simply cannot. That's what grace is all about. 

 

 And that is what Psyche is all about, that is what the soul is all about: the 

soul we are and the soul we share, and the practice of attending to it and carrying it 

– all of it – consciously, reverently, lovingly. 
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