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God Images: Problem of Idolatry 

 

1. Attachments marks the beginning of a process fixing one’s desire upon a 
person, object or situation in such a way as to pour energy into as a God image.  

2. The attached persons surrenders their hearts desire upon a person object or 
event in an ever-growing loss of orientation creating power upon that object in a 
transpersonal way.  

3. Idolatry deepens as the false God consumes our freedom the false God is 
incapable of giving; they cling to dream rather than reality. Engrossed enjoyment 
of the pleasures creates an incessant craving, which diminishes true intimacy with 
God self and others. 

4. Healing divine therapy demands a surrender of preoccupation, ritualization, 
compulsive behavior and the despair of the darkness of pleasure and joy without 
God.  

 

Despair in False God Image 

Joy in Fuller Experience of God 

(Behavior)  

 Problem of Espoused Verses Operative 

God Imagery 

(Emotions and Commitment)  
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Idolatry  
Anthony Gittens 
Idolatry is mistaking an image of God for the reality it represents. Image making 
tends to reduce God to manageable proportions, attempting to domesticate God 
to subvert God’s command. As such, image making can be naïve, pretentious and 
deadly.  

Donald Taper: Jung’s thoughts on God 

“Jung remarked that one’s conduct can be determined by such values as money, 
power, self -service, Which though operating as the highest value in a person’s life 
is that person’s “God” replacing the “God” which the person “claims” to be the 
real one, particularly in public statements.”. p 75  

Jung emphasized that one’s relationship to God involves conduct as well as 
access. He said that, instead of putting religious precepts in place of the will of 
God as a personal experience, one should explore God’s will daily. He added the 
God-image can bring about a powerful impetus to action or inspiration that could 
never be done by conscious effort”. P 75 

Ann Manor: Living God and our living Psyche 

“In addition, unconscious images of god operate in us, ones that act at the center 
of our existence wound which our interior and exterior lives revolve. We could be 
tyrannized by a problem like an inferiority complex, a drinking problem, an 
addiction; or our deepest need for money that represents to us security; or an 
ideal, even a religious ideal to be God’s servant-when unconsciously we want to 
be God’s best servant”. P. 77 
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Dennis Linn, Sheila Linn, Matthew Linn,  
Good Goats-Healing our Image of God. P 43-45. 

“We usually mimic the addictions we attribute to the God we adore”. 

“Whether our addiction be work, money, smoking or drinking, we get stuck in 
addictions for the same reason that alcoholic Bill Wilson, took his first drink; to 
deaden the pain of not belonging”.  

“We believe that the feeling of not belonging underlies every addiction. Every 
addiction (or compulsive negative behavior) began as the best way we knew at 
the time to belong to ourselves, others, God and the universe. The way out of an 
addiction is to find a better way to belong.  

“Treatment centers recognize…that the recovery rate is much lower for addicts 
with a fearful and punishing image of God. Addicts in treatment with a very harsh 
view of God have a harder time than people with no religious training at all”.  

“Bill W. spoke of how in recovery , we generally change our image of God many 
times. But he concluded that once we discover a God of “belonging”, all will be 
well with us here and hereafter.” 

 

Decontaminating God Images-Death of the Mythic God 

Who is the mythic God image who is dead, dying, being fought over with in 
religious traditions and in our post-modern world and images of fundamentalists 
everywhere?  

Just because images are not espoused does not mean they don’t operate in the 
unconscious, wielding power when we are most vulnerable, needy or stressed.  
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Decontaminating God Images 

Jim Marion-The Death of the Mythic God. 

1. The mythic God was a being separate and apart from humans. 

2. The mythic God lived in the sky. 

3. The mythic God was male and required the subordination of women. 

4. The mythic God was ethnocentric 

5. The mythic God was a God of law. 

6. The mythic God, being a projection of the human ego, had negative and 
positive qualities. 

7. The mythic God was patriarchal and required obedience to male stand ins. 

8. The mythic God, because he was a totally separate being, required that we as 
supplicants pray to him for our needs and, he would sometimes intervene 
supernaturally. 

9. The mythic God requires proselytizing and missionary work. 

10. The mythic God, along with those who go to heaven, lives an eternal duration 
of time. 

11. The mythic God existed to satisfy human needs. 

12. The mythic god does not require much responsibility from an individual. 
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Decontaminating God Images – Metaphoric Theology 
Metaphorical Theology – Sally McFague 

Idolatry of religious language p 4 on  

1. Insists on literal reference of language of God  

2. Biblical images are the only authoritative and appropriate images of God.  

3. We have injected a narrow view of truth in our culture have lost senseitivity. 

4. Contemplation and prayer could keep alive wider view of layered meaning of 
images. 

5. Claim can be made that our time is more literalistic than any other time in 
history. 

Metaphoric Theology p. 15 on 

1. Thinking metaphorically means spotting a thread of similarity between two 
dissimilar objective events, or whatever, one of which is better known than the 
other, and using the better known one as a way of speaking about the lesser 
known. 

2. God metaphors shock, they bring unlikes together, they upset conventions, 
they involve tension, and they are implicitly revolutionary. Jesus parables work in 
this regard. 

3. Metaphoric theology will insist that many metaphors and models are 
necessary, and that a piling up of images is essential, both to avoid idolatry and to 
attempt to express the richness and variety of the divine-human relationship. 

Personal-father, mother, lover, friend, savior, ruler, servant, companion, 
comrade, liberator, non-personal-rock, fastness, stream, power, rain, thunder… 

Her models are metaphors with staying power which can cause a literalization of 
models. God is Father.  
Metaphoric theology cannot simply be a baptism of the tradition, for that would 
mean giving up the tension which is at the heart of the metaphor. 
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God :" Eternally Not Good Enough" 
Journey to Compassion beyond perfection 

Part I 

 

 Perfectionism is like a mutating virus. You think you have the cure but it 
mutates and goes to another place where it swells again announcing its new 
version. 

 This disease mutates constantly to appear over and over again in a new 
guise. It is a spiritual disease. We do not get to the core of this spiritual issue 
because it is too painful or unsafe. The overt perfectionist is the easiest to deal 
with. The covert, culturally conditioned, perfectionist is far more difficult. In the 
covert perfectionist the cure is undertaken so perfectly, once again resisting the 
core. Thus another shape emerges. 

 Perfectionism depletes our capacity to fend off other diseases. It weakens 
us spiritually and is contagious. It manifests itself in a resistance to change 
because entering into change is an admission that you are not perfect. For the 
perfectionist change equals failure. 

 

Many Faces of Perfectionism 
 

Overt – clean house (Felix Unger of the Odd Couple), ironed underwear, only 
perfect Christmas decorations, stereotypic middle class community where 
Hispanics are paid to keep lawns perfectly trimmed. We all have a little bit of this 
overt stuff because we are concerned with our image (materialistic perfection). 

 

Covert – more difficult, shadowy and vulnerable. Change equals failure, therefore 
resistance to change. Tends to distort the organic and necessary aspect of change. 
The response to innovation and change is “I must have done something wrong, I 
failed.” Therefore the highest achievers and the lowest achievers are working out 
of the same dynamic of “never good enough.” Lower achievers collude with 
failure as an excuse not to try at all. Underachievers may be the most extreme 
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idealists and prefer the label of incompetence. Covert perfectionists are so 
organized that things seem chaotic. They can get lost in the details. No ability to 
filter out some details. All details are equal. They are entrapped by equal 
attention to all details. 

 

Not all perfectionists are alike. 

There are payoffs for their behavior. 

Perfectionists tend to pick things they are not good in to compare with the 
master even though they have 99 other things they do very well. This results in a 
feeling of emptiness. 

This is not merely an illness of individuals. Issues of culture – materialism, 
communication, T.V., etc. – play into perfectionistic inadequacy. If you fell bad 
about something someone is going to make money from your need. Example: 
Movie American Beauty – people who have everything but have nothing. 
Perfectionism is in the air we breathe. 

Organized religion helps the overt perfectionist. 

Culture helps the covert perfectionist. 

 

Perfectionism mutates so it affects language. Example: holistic which 
means well-rounded gets mutated into meaning perfect. If I become spiritual I can 
become perfect and will be only in perfect communities. Issues about “what I 
have to have” are all about perfectionism, the ego attempting to inflate itself. 

 

Perfectionism is the root of the disease of scrupulosity – perfectionism 
around rituals – issues of worthiness for Holy Communion, concerns about 
making a complete confession, etc. Now, since all the changes in the Church, 
scrupulosity is “out”. It has been replaced by anorexia and bulimia – covert 
perfectionism – resistance to maturity – issues of sex, food and exercise. But 
these are all only first world issues. 
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There can be a compulsion about keeping a crisis going. Unless you are in 
crisis you are not alive. It is a compensation for our own dysfunction and inability 
to find a healthy middle. There is a fear that reality will be boring. But is crisis 
authentic life? Isn’t it in the ordinary balanced places that God is found? The crisis 
reminds us that our center is empty. But if I do not encounter the void I cannot 
encounter God. Cultivating crisis comes out of a fear of the void present in the 
ordinary. 

 

Pseudo-rituals are used to fill in the void, to keep us busy so we will not 
stop and touch the void which is the truth of life, or the void of death. These 
pseudo-rituals are derived from cultural teachings, religious teachings, behavioral 
expectations, or non-verbal communication. Religious traditions often 
communicate an ‘all or nothing’ image, that of saint or sinner. They provide 
models that make our emulation impossible, for example the Cure d’Ars as the 
patron for parish priests. Models are often extreme and leave us feeling judged, 
imperfect, and not good about ourselves. 

 

Areas We Get Hooked Into 
 

Work – the culture speaks of competency – older, wise people are often 
feeling incompetent in our technological society. Not a true indicator of worth or 
integrity. The value of wisdom and ethics is missing. We are told we are in the 
best of times but people hold 3 jobs, have no health care or childcare. 

 

Relationships – expectation of total availability – to be perfectly committed. 
Projection is that if this doesn’t happen you are less than perfect. Everyone 
should meet my needs. But there are boundaries to be considered. There is a 
projection of the perfect being available without boundaries. If you don’t 
recognize this you are bound to feel that you are not enough. Our standard for 
the perfect parent, spouse, girl friend, etc. is to never have a problem. Perfection 
is insidious, prevalent and hidden. 
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Symptoms 
 

1.Frozen emotional response  - Example in movie Ordinary People. The 
opposite response is to act out as in road rage. There are different cultural 
expectations by gender – women punished for anger often become 
depressed because they cannot be angry. Men are punished for grief and 
get angry when they cannot grieve. In all cases part of the self is denied 
because society doesn’t find it acceptable. 

 

2. Depressed body and sexual issues 
- can act out sexually but still be sexually repressed 
- physical sexuality and emotions are not melded together 
- culture emphasizes performance and distorts capacity to just be 

with each other 
 

3. Hooked into unrealistic adolescent issues 
- apt to be cynical as adults 
- adults with adolescent idealism are stuck 
- adult relationships demand grounding in reality, grounded in lived 

experience, accepting the reality that we are sinners, we are lazy, 
we are co-dependent 

 

4. Change and spontaneity is threatening – don’t ask me not to plan 
because then my authentic feelings may come up. Over planning is an 
effort to control everything. Must be able to screen all emotions. 

 

5. Structures feel safer than original experience 
- cults are attractive to perfectionists 
- communities demand interaction, sharing, dialogue, conflict 
- often the most bright are drawn to a cult 

 

6. Denial around real problems – co-dependency – they see something 
different than true reality – this blindness keeps the structure perfect. 
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Recovering perfectionists who speak the truth can be labeled as 
problems. 

 

7. Has a psycho-spirituality of control – What I do spiritually is not to give 
greater freedom but greater control – leads to feeling if constraint and 
imbalance. Spirituality should make us free and balanced. 

 

8. Dependent on excessive positive feedback. A perfectionist never forgets. 
One hundred people may praise you but you will remember the one 
who did not give praise. To be ignored is the height of insult to a 
perfectionist because everything they do is to be seen. Lack of feed back 
makes them feel insecure about their structures. Perfectionist control 
can be maintained by giving instead of relating. Non-relationship is 
control. Men control by holding back. 

 

9. Fear of solitude, movement toward workaholism point to the void at the 
center. 

- I can work myself to the ground to fill the empty places. 
- Necessary to create spaces and not negotiate them away 

 

10. Expressed grief is not allowed. It is a loss of control and indicates 
weakness 

    Neediness is a dirty word. 

 

11. Ambiguity and process is repressed even though because of our very 
nature 
It means that we are not finished. Perfectionists can’t stand the state of 

incompleteness. 

 

12. Fear of the future if it looks different from the moment 
- risk is a big thing 
- change may show up my lack of perfection, my inadequacy 
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- the fear stops you from learning 
- inquisitiveness and interest in learning are curbed 

 

13. Avoidance of authentic struggle 
- replace the authentic with the non-authentic 

 

14. Expresses desire for God but not the need for God and dependence 
upon God 
Conversion comes when desire turns into need 

 

15. The person is threatened by the search for meaning 
- resists going deeper because the effort to do is an admission that 

you 
have not arrived, admits the need 

- “Saints and sinners love God, religious people crucify Him” 
(desire) 

 

16. Understands fidelity through the lens of sameness 
 

17. Under-current of self-righteousness 
 

18. Fears cooperative style of relating 
- doesn’t want to work in a group because they assume they cannot 

learn from others. 
- Collaboration may mean I don’t know something 

 

19. Feels uncomfortable with ‘in-between’ periods 
 

20. Has difficulty with gutsy, heartfelt spirituality 

- if relationship with people or God is not perfect then chuck it 
- if I say the truth I have to admit weakness 
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- “If my relationship with God is perfect I shouldn’t be feeling this.” 
 

  It is necessary to un-do this state before re-doing 

 

Part II 

 

 Some of these symptoms are in place for a reason. They are part of the 
conditioning and the human condition. Overcoming pseudo-adult and pseudo-
spirituality is still, however, very important and necessary. 

Exercise 
 Please yourself in the presence of the Living God. 

 Ask that the light of the Holy Spirit will the Truth to you. Choose one 
experience that seems to reveal to a particular way in which you distort reality, 
distort God’s presence, and distort the truth with perfectionist expectations. 

a. What feelings did you have during this experience? 
b. What fear was going on behind the scenes? 
c. When you left the situation what were the residual sensations you held 

on to? 
d. Where is God in this scene? 
e. What do you desire to happen if this situation arises again? 

 

Response is usually both sorrow and gratitude: 

 Here I ask for what I need, for strength, patience, and forgiveness, for God 
to transform my perfectionist needs. I express this in my heart to God. Ask God to 
free you and give you what you need, trusting that the gift will be given to you so 
that the life of God will be fully living in you. 

 This exercise helps to identify that area of perfectionism which is alive in 
you. These are the areas you gravitated toward or inherited. (Don’s personal 
example of this at work in him was that his father never praised him verbally. 
Praise was silent in his home. Therefore he tends not to give praise in his position 
as novice director.) 
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What is necessary for detoxification of the images? 

1. It is necessary to identify the particular structure, to know its origin but 
then to see your task for dealing with it. Dynamic is one of pointing out the 
structure, what the issue is and knowing how to change it. The inherited 
tendency is a type of emotional neglect. Identify it, own it, and affirm the 
opposite. 

 

2. Next step is the ability to express and feel the dynamic just described and 
then change the behavior. Must feel the absence in your own life and the 
value that it would have in the life of another. What you did not receive 
and what you would rather pass on. The more the dynamic can be changed 
the better it feels. Change is always a two edged sword. Being generative 
toward others is healing yourself. Often we hide the best of us. 

 

3. By feeling and expressing it I begin to let go and forgive the structures and 
people that caused it. Movement from anger to forgiveness to compassion. 
Leads to a newer, deeper emotional more authentic way of being. Most 
hardcore perfectionists have very little humor. Humor reclaims humanity. 
The healing aspect – the message from God is that you are a good person 
with the ability to be loved. This cycle brings us to truth over and over 
again. Perfectionists loose sight of reality – create blinders – get angry with 
those who challenge the blinders. 

 

Healing Spirituality and God images 
 

1. Humility – spiritual writers say that this is the most important spiritual 
quality. Dag Hamerskjold said, “Humility is not making comparisons.” 
This means accepting your gifts and limits apart from anyone else. 
Comparing is an attempt to inflate the ego. Ask your self – When am I 
comparing? When am I always putting myself in a position to lose. The 
words humility, humor and humanity all have the same root that means 
‘of the earth’. Could this mean being real? 
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2. Spirituality of the Ordinary – St. Therese of Lisieux said, “Ordinary 
people must be terribly loved by God because there are so many of us.” 
The sense extreme specialness created in children today is going to 
cause many problems – inability to negotiate, share, etc. It is a sense 
that separates people. 

 

3. Spirituality of Receiving – Essential to move from desire for God to need 
for God. Must accept that I am never totally independent. Capacity to 
receive and be grateful. Perfectionists tend to be excessively 
independent. The ability to receive recognizes that you are needy. This 
allows you to be who you really are before others and God. 

 

4. Spirituality of Tolerance and Openness – Tolerates people’s 
imperfections not considering them evil or sinful be simply human 
foibles, things that drive us crazy about others. We need to remember 
where we have come from. God loves me with all my failings as well as 
the next guy and his failings. These people, flawed people, can be a gift 
to you. Without them you can become self-righteous. Tolerant people 
are flexible and have a variety of friendships and relationships. 

 

5. Spirituality of Wisdom – Wisdom is a female figure in the Old Testament. 
Wisdom is about balance, process, and learning. Here is the example of 
a workaholic’s dream: A river is flowing under house of origin. He was 
saved because he was sitting in a “Lazyboy” chair. He was never allowed 
to be lazy at home. The dream is pointing to the wisdom that he needs 
the balance provided by time for sitting. Wisdom is not always logical. 
Even bad things can create a situation that is for the better. 

 

6. Spirituality of Gratitude – So often we feel we have worked for 
everything we have when the reality is that there is a lot of luck 
involved. Issue of gratitude – the danger of riches in that you don’t find 
yourself grateful for too much. If we have everything all the time how do 
we experience gratitude? A lack of gratitude is as ancient as humankind. 
Riches lull us into conclusion that we have earned it and deserve it. Poor 
people can have a very great sense of gratitude. 



18 
 

 

7. Spirituality of Surprises – If I think I am in control of life and God that is 
the first illusion that has to go. “Choose Life” at each point. Our culture 
has to be in control of everything and believes that spirituality 
undermines the dignity of all life. 

 

8. Spirituality of Forgiveness – of self, of others, of God. Simone Weill said, 
“We can hardly forgive God for being God.” Without this spirit we are 
arrogant. 

 

9. Spirituality of ‘Good Enough’ – Celebrate my limits as well as my gifts. 
For every gift you live out of there is always a place that is not 
recognized, a limit, something underdeveloped. Laugh at the limits. Your 
undeveloped side is something that is going to have to be worked on all 
your life. Accepting that I will always trip over this place. We hate 
ourselves instead of saying, “You did ‘good enough’.” It is all an attitude 
in which you can heal yourself. You are saying you are the one saying 
you are bad not God. See yourself through the gentle eyes of God. 

 

10. Spirituality of the Eschaton (end times) – This life is not heaven, not the 
fulfillment. We are still on the way. The reign of God is yet to be fulfilled. 
End times have not arrived. We are not finished. No heaven here on 
earth. 
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Some things to be wary of:  

- ‘good enough’ can be a trap – leads to mediocrity  
- we can also pervert “Be perfect as your Father is perfect 
- reforming the perfectionist causes changes in all relationships – 

we become less silent, less efficient, less pleasing  
- old behaviors had pay offs and new behaviors have different 

payoffs therefore requiring on-going self-disclosure and sharing of 
expectations in relationships giving place for growth because 
these changes may be difficult for others 

- people who have been invisible to others are suddenly problems 
when they find a void 
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Seeing the Faces of God 

In our relating to God, we are affected by how we image God or, more concretely, 
how we see God's face. Throughout the Exercises, Ignatius carefully directs our 
gaze to images of God that are meant to affect our relationship with our God. 
Ordinarily in the Ignatian contemplations our gaze is focused on the face of Jesus. 
We need to remember Jesus' words to Philip that 'seeing me, you have seen the 
Father' (John 14). Jesus' face gives us a unique way of seeing God and relating to 
God. God is always the same God, but in our various experiences we can see 
different divine faces. Throughout our life we will continue to see faces of God, and 
we will continue to grow in our relationship with God. That is a dynamic, lasting gift 
of the Exercises.  

A God Who Gifts  

Ignatius knows that we all bring a relationship with God into the retreat. Ignatius 
emphasizes God as the One who is creating us and interacting with us in giving us 
the gifts of creation. God wants us to be involved in his creative action. We 
experience an open-faced God, a welcoming God, a God we can be "at home" 
with.  

A Prodigal God  

Ignatius asks that we imagine ourselves placed before Jesus on the cross as we pray. 
Jesus' face allows us to see God's response to sin and evil. We cannot forget that 
this face of God in Jesus helps us to see the awfulness of sin - sin in which we too 
have a share… as we gaze at a face of God - a God who can be shamed and confused 
by the human response we make as a part of the mystery of evil, but a God who 
looks ever upon us with mercy and forgiveness. 

A God Who Beckons  

It is the Jesus who steps forward and chooses us; it is the Jesus who wants us in 
his company. It is the Jesus who wants to share with us the responsibility of 
laboring for God's kingdom. Jesus wants us to be participants in this saving work 
of God. Jesus beckons us, and in his face we see, not an indifferent inviting glance, 
but a fiery determination that would leave the ninety-nine to search out the lost 
one.  
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A God Who Is Love Crucified  

Ignatius is aware, that because the crucifix has been the central symbol of our faith 
and there are many devotions that emphasize the pain of the passion…  we may be 
inclined to stay with the externals of the suffering and bloodshed. Ignatius directs 
our attention to the interior of Jesus. We are begging Jesus to let us be with him 
"inside" the experience. Jesus in his passion shows us a face of God that sets no 
limits - not even death, no matter how unjust or violent - to the ways he wants to 
share himself with us. Eucharist says it all: 'Live in me, and I will live in you.'  

A God Who Knows No Limits  

We see a God who rejoices in sharing his life with us now, a divine life where God 
has broken down all limits of intimacy. We see the face of God intimately close to 
us, our strength and consolation, our joy, Our life is already 'hidden with Christ in 
God' (Col 3:3).  

A God Who Communicates  

Ignatius is stressing how we can immerse ourselves in the vision of a God who is 
forever communicating with us, and how his message and his action are always 
the same revelation: 'You are my beloved.' If we see such a face of God, what kind 
of face do we show to God and to our world, God's world?  

 
 

David Fleming: Like the Lightning: The Dynamics of the Ignatian Exercises  
Chapter 6 - The Faces of God (The Institute of Jesuit Sources) 2004. 
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