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The history of the relationship be-
tween soul and body in science tracks 
the history of the battle between ideal-
ism and materialism—a conflict with 
only temporary, contingent winners. 
Meanwhile, through both advances in 
neuroscience and the decay of ideolog-
ical obsessions, hope for a much-need-
ed peace has come into view, in the 
form of moderate, synthetic views. 
This article will attempt to construct 
a brief description of how two move-
ments, perhaps surprisingly, have be-
come capable of creating conditions 
that facilitate convergence and fertile 
dialogue on the subject: psychoanaly-
sis and Orthodox theology.

Sigmund Freud should be credited 
for highlighting the body as the ba-
sic starting point of mental life. He 
argued that one must consider the 
centrality of drives and must properly 
decipher of the “language” of men-
tal symptoms that “speak” through 
the body. The fact that psychoanal-
ysis brings the body to the forefront, 
especially its distressing “dark” side, 
explains some of the resistance to 
this movement in the unique cultural 
framework of our era.

As a product of nineteenth-century 
scientific materialism, psychoanal-
ysis could not avoid taking on the 
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presuppositions of its sources. The 
energy model of Freud’s early work 
(he considered mental functions to 
be “secretions” of the body) was not 
a groundbreaking assumption at the 
time. The body’s teleology was re-
duced to drive gratification. In such 
a deterministic climate, there was al-
most no space for religion to advocate 
for an interpretation other than the 
sublimation of drives.1 

The destiny of freedom underwent 
the reverse, yet homologous, distor-
tion as that generated by the suppos-
edly autonomous ego of Descartes. 
Psychoanalysis came to ruin the ide-
alistic illusions of the autonomous 
subject. The final blow came from 
neuroscience: the theory of a bodiless 
mind is nothing more than a simple, 
convenient metaphor.2

A decisive turn for psychoanalytic 
theory was the development of object 
relations theory. In this perspective, 
the entirety of mental life is viewed 
as the struggle for and movement to-
ward encountering the other.3 The dy-
namic of psychosomatic expression is 
not merely an external discharge; in-
stead, it seeks relationship with other 
persons, whatever that may bring. 
Donald Winnicott’s work was a ma-
jor landmark in this area. He fostered 
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the idea of the body as the baseline of 
interpersonal relationships; the true 
self is rooted in its bodily source. It 
is the healthy bodily experience that 
warrants the infant’s psychological 
truth, and it is also the interperson-
al relationship that secures a healthy 
“indwelling in the body.”4 He does 
not hesitate to propose original ter-
minology. Personalization, for exam-
ple, is the harmonization of psyche 
with body, and is the prerequisite for 
a relationship with a person-object of 
love. In other words, human beings 
must first be cared for in their bodies 
in order to be capable of relating to 
persons.

Libido possesses from the beginning 
an intersubjective structure, as Paul 
Ricoeur remarks. Yet Freud’s blur-
ring of the distinction between drive 
and desire prevented a more elabo-
rate description of the significance of 
the body in seeking for the Other.5 
The next historical step in assessing 
bodily drives came with the thinking 
of Jacques Lacan, who was the first 
to distinguish drive from desire.6 By 
defining desire as that which remains 
unsatisfied after a drive gratification, 
Lacan showed that the body, through 
its receptors of partial drives, keeps 
on supporting desire (which lacks its 
own object). Moreover, excessive grat-
ification of drives may shrink desire, 
as in the cases of abuse of the Other 
and overconsumption. This idea of a 
constantly unattainable object con-
tains an element of indefiniteness 
which recalls theological apophati-
cism. It also generates the conditions 
for freedom and love.7 Lacan, how-
ever, did not further elaborate on the 
consequences of his contribution.

Before we approach the question of 
how theology enters into dialogue with 
psychoanalysis, it should be noted 
that psychoanalysis had encountered 

a particular form of Christianity in 
Western Europe that positioned itself 
quite close to Rene Descartes’s sche-
ma. Deriving from the Neoplatonic 
tradition of late antiquity, and above 
all from Augustine—the founder of 
Western Christian thought—this ide-
alist Christianity promoted an explicit 
preference for the immaterial soul and 
a devaluation of the body. According 
to Augustine, “humans are rational 
souls who use mortal bodies.”8 In him 
we find the roots of the bodiless cogito 
of Descartes.9

Unfortunately, Christian asceticism 
was then interpreted and dissemi-
nated as if it were concerned exclu-
sively with the triumph of the good 
soul over the evil body. Spirituality 
and eschatology were conceived as 
incompatible with the scandalous-
ly concrete body. Furthermore, the 
soul was considered as a divine gift 
in compensation for the unfortu-
nate creature’s annoying body. This 
centuries-long Christian campaign 
against the body is clearly responsi-
ble for the contemporary rebellion of 
body fetishism, which has commer-
cialized somatic functions through 
advertisement and consumerism and 
suffocates genuine desire by reducing 
it to a mere drive.

This distorted view of the body ran 
counter to its treatment in the Bible. 
Hebrew did not lend itself to radical 
distinctions between soul and body. 
In the Old Testament, somatic terms 
(heart, kidneys, bones, belly, and so forth) 
are used to indicate human emotional 
self-awareness, while words like soul 
and flesh are adopted as synonyms for 
human being.10 The monumental en-
counter of Christianity and Hellenism 
that followed, however, had the unfor-
tunate side effect that these Hebrew 
conceptual possibilities fell out of 
favor and were largely forgotten. 
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Eventually, the Christian world was 
unable to draw on its entire heritage.

Still, the results of the encounter be-
tween Hellenism and Christianity 
were not entirely unsatisfactory. The 
“Areopagite” writings of the fifth cen-
tury disconnect evil from the body, as 
evil first appeared in a bodiless being, 
the devil.11  In the sixth century, Saint 
John of Sinai’s famous Ladder, while 
stressing the need for strict asceticism, 
associates evil with narcissism and 
attributes bodily passions to the vicis-
situdes and transformations of narcis-
sism (15:34). This is an attitude that, 
centuries later, Freud systematically 
articulated by emphasizing that ob-
ject-directed libido stems from ego-di-
rected libido.12

Saint Maximus deserves special men-
tion for discerning the “seal” of the 
person on the body. A dead body is not 
an anonymous piece of matter but the 
body of a particular person. This per-
sonal character is the basis on which 
the future resurrection of the dead is 
founded.13 Furthermore, he remarks 
that a human being is something be-
yond the sum of soul and body. “The 
place of the whole” is located in every 
human being; it is this place that hosts 
both God and the material creation. 
The body actively participates in this 
referential mission and in this orienta-
tion to the future.

Among the landmarks of Orthodox 
patristic theology is the decisive con-
tribution of Saint Gregory Palamas, 
who, in the fourteenth century, ar-
ticulated a defense of the body as a 
constituent of human ontological 
integrity. The impact of his defense 
was revolutionary for both the cul-
tural and political reality of his era 
as well as the monastic mission of 
the Church. His contribution can be 
thought of as a spiritual equivalent of 

Winnicott’s theory on true and false 
self.14  In his dispute with the puritan 
Varlaam from Italy, who devalued 
the body and denied that it could 
participate in spirituality, assuming 
that purity could be attained only 
through the rational mind, Gregory 
Palamas bravely declared that, with-
out the body, spirituality is false and 
imaginary. For Gregory, human be-
ings love and hate with their bodies, 
perform ascetic labors with their bod-
ies, and therefore enjoy divine bless-
ings and serenity with their bodies. 
Drawing from his own experiences 
and those of other saints, he insisted 
that in advanced states of hesychasm, 
the uncreated light is seen through 
both the material eye and the noet-
ic one. Repeating a saying from the 
Gerontikon, he characteristically add-
ed: “Our tradition taught us to kill 
passions, not the body.”

Unfortunately, it was with an idealist 
and puritanical burden that Orthodox 
theology reached the twentieth cen-
tury. The belief that somatic and psy-
chic functions were not separate, that 
their functioning stemmed from the 
conjunction of soul and body, was 
kept latent and implicit for ages. Six 
centuries after Palamas, great theolo-
gians returned once again to elabo-
rate on the missing links of a theology 
of the body. I will mention Nikolaos 
Nissiotis and Father Dimitru Staniloae 
in particular.

Nissiotis declared: “Human beings 
do not have bodies; human beings are 
their bodies.”15  He also emphasized 
the incarnation: “The absolute creative 
love of God, in its freedom, comes to 
communion with human flesh and 
blood, through which we partake of 
divine energy.”16 Elsewhere he re-
minds that “through the incarnation 
the body is neither the jail of the soul 
nor the lower material where instincts 
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and drives nest to fight against the 
spirit. . . . [Rather,] the body is the ex-
pression of the authentic hypostasis of 
an integral person.”17

Staniloae sees in the body the attribute 
that integrates self-awareness. The 
mission of freedom, as the ultimate 
property of the psychosomatic subject, 
is to orient the entire person, the soul-
body, towards the calling addressed 
by God, “the Ultimate Self.” Staniloae 
adds that the body participates in 
this movement because of its inher-
ent logos, as it is created by the Logos 
whose will is expressed in all logoi. 
This logos-ness (rationality would be 
a poor translation) is due to the logoi 
of creation—a creation that expects 
us to be its priests. Somatic asceticism 
contributes to liberating a true self, be-
yond the tyranny of drives, thus pre-
paring the self to meet the Other’s self 
by undergoing a catharsis required to 
encounter the Other genuinely. The 
body makes tangible both the need 
to receive and the desire to offer, and 
thus paves the path to love.18

These short examples suggest that 
neither psychoanalysis nor Orthodox 
theology has adequately taken advan-
tage of the developments described 
here in order to facilitate a fertile en-
counter. It seems to me that a majority 
of scholars in both camps have been 
left behind; in the best case both do-
mains remain strangers to each other, 
while in the worst they perpetuate an 
old mutual disapproval, according to 
which Christianity boycotts the body 
and psychoanalysis is indifferent to 
values and religion. A certain dialogue 
has begun, yet we are still far from en-
visioning a new ontology of humani-
ty improved by shared contributions. 
Conditions are favorable for this en-
deavor, though, as militant dogma-
tisms have withdrawn, and each do-
main seems eager for new answers to 

crucial questions about human nature 
posed by progress in biomedical tech-
nology. Moreover, human pain has 
been more inventive, knocking at the 
doors of both psychotherapy and pas-
toral practice.

Psychoanalysis must search for a 
broader theoretical horizon to cul-
tivate the human subject’s mental 
health and interpersonal relation-
ships. Correspondingly, Orthodox 
theology ought to deepen and assim-
ilate its own stream of thought that 
we might aptly call “somatic real-
ism.” Any future theological inter-
pretation of human nature will have 
to consider both soul and body, with 
the awareness that their separate 
study is only methodological, not es-
sentialist. As it is death that divides 
them, both theological idealism and 
psychoanalytic materialism must 
understand that, to the degree that 
they remain unilateral and separate, 
they run the risk of speaking from the 
place of death.

Theology is called to include the body 
in its human image more consistently, 
while psychoanalysis is invited to cre-
ate space for the freedom and love the 
body seeks. Their convergence would 
bring immense benefit to clinical prac-
tice. Let us mention a few examples: 

• This convergence would serve the 
demand for reconciling spiritual-
ity and sexuality, thus facilitating 
both healthy adolescent develop-
ment and mature spiritual life. 

• It would shape criteria of healthy 
religion, so faith would no longer 
be considered either automatical-
ly healthy or exclusively morbid. 

• It would clarify the terms under 
which an interpersonal relation-
ship is good by answering the 
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question whether there exists 
space for love beyond the risk of 
imaginary illusions. 

• It would contribute to a decrease 
of suicidal behaviors, that is, at-
tacks against a body that deserves 
to be loved rather than targeted 
for self-destructive acting-out or 
fetishist adoration. 

• It would investigate the role of 
the body in novel psychopathol-
ogies, such as structural distor-
tions of the psyche in the society 
of the spectacle, remote sexual 
activity, induced “spiritual expe-
riences,” and so forth.

A major arena has opened for 
Orthodox theology as a result of all 
these considerations. Accumulated 
knowledge from both psychology and 
neuroscience will soon start challeng-
ing the traditional concept of soul that 
belongs to a Christianized Platonic 
vision. Studying the brain, on the 
one hand, and bioethics, on the oth-
er, calls for a revision of this model. 
The Platonic understanding no lon-
ger supports the integration of new 
knowledge. Instead, these disciplines 
favor a conception of the soul closer 

to the Aristotelian one. To the degree 
this shift becomes more consistent, 
new insights about the body may be 
expected. 

How can Orthodox theology receive 
them? How will it be able to reconcile 
them with what has been conceived as 
sin and proposed as asceticism? Will 
there be any influence on the notion of 
freedom? A new understanding of the 
body in this framework can be radical 
and of major historical significance. 
There will be no cause for suspicion 
that Christianity is yielding to materi-
alism. Indeed, biblical theology seems 
to support such a shift.

It is no coincidence that these parallel 
journeys, of psychoanalysis toward 
object relations and of Orthodox the-
ology toward an upgrading of the 
body, place the key concept of the 
person at the center of further discus-
sion. These discussions hold great 
promise, provided both parties abol-
ish their previously held self-suffi-
ciency. Orthodox theology needs the 
body in order to anchor the person 
whose flourishing it seeks, while psy-
choanalysis, already familiar with the 
body, must aim at the person, so that 
the body might find its fulfillment. 
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