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His intellectual productivity, the modernity of his thinking, and his early brushes with the 
Roman Catholic hierarchy have turned theologian and psychoanalyst Eugen 
Drewermann, 51, into Germany's 'new Luther'. The many books he has written have all 
been selling briskly. His latest work, the 900-page Kleriker, has already sold more than 
100,000 copies. Deprived of his chair at Paderborn university in North Rhine-
Westphalia, he has been delivering his lectures since the autumn at public universities. 
He was also banned from preaching after giving an interview to the newsweekly Der 
Spiegel just before Christmas. He now holds meetings outside his church every Saturday 
where he is attracting ever larger audiences. 
Influenced by Kierkegaard and his concept of dread, and by Sartrean existentialism, 
Drewermann attempts to go beyond the historical and dogmatic verities of churches, and 
restore, with the help of psychoanalysis, the power of images, dreams and symbols 
contained in all religions. Drewermann gave an interview in Paderborn, the city, 
incidentally, where Charlemagne and Pope Leo III met in 799 to lay the foundations of 
the Holy Roman Empire. 
 
 
Guardian: Aren't you going beyond historical criticism of the Bible and using 
psychoanalysis to demolish, one by one, Christianity's stock dogmas -- such as Mary's 
virginity and the resurrection of Christ and his ascension -- in such a way that it is 
causing a scandal in Germany?  

Drewermann: But how can you avoid pointing out that the story of the Ascension of 
Jesus is a product of the imagination that goes back 2,500 years -- before Jesus? Texts 
found in the Old Kingdom pyramids already tell the story of a pharaoh who rose to 
heaven and sat at the Sun God's right hand. Already in Augustus's time this form of 
Ascension had become a ritual symbolising the divinisation of the emperor at the moment 
of his death, and the New Testament does not treat the Ascension as anything other than a 
symbolisation of the death of Jesus as the king of Israel. 

Let's go further. The Ascension is not just an experience that survives the death of Jesus. 
We see that all through his life he rose above the pettiness of men and their laws. What 
the Gospels mean by Ascension is, in fact, that man is referred back to the question of the 
direction of his choices and his action. He either submits to the contingencies of the 
realities and laws on earth or he follows Jesus and transcending this inhuman order 
attains under God's eyes a new a deeper confidence in himself and in others. The 
Ascension is an invitation to transcend the constraints of the world. 
  
The church authorities are also accusing you of questioning Mary's virginity.  



Stories of virgin birth also predate Christianity. The Buddhists know that about 500 years 
before Christ, Prince Gautama, the Buddha, was conceived in a union between a young 
virgin and a white elephant. He was born out of the side of the virgin who died shortly 
afterwards. But all Buddhists know that this virgin conception and virgin birth are pure 
poetic symbols. Among the Egyptians, too, the day the king sat on the throne he declared 
that his mother had conceived him as a virgin. 

Yet, it is only the Catholic church which insists on giving these symbols a false historical 
significance. Basically, what does this symbolism of the virgin mother that is so 
widespread mean? In psychotherapy, moments of internal renewal are observed, based on 
images of new birth, free of antecedents, let us say, virgin birth. This is the significance 
of the biblical story of the miraculous birth of Jesus, the sum total of the fantastic poetical 
experience of his entire life: people who come close to him could learn to be reborn and 
live again. 

Almost nothing is known of the birth of Jesus as a person other than that historically he 
was born of a father and a mother, like everyone else. But what does that matter? What 
the New Testament wants to show us is the way Jesus gets men to live again and become 
king by making all human beings, as it were, aware of their royal dignity. 
  
But is it possible for someone claiming to be a Christian to reduce Christ's resurrection 
to a simple imaginary and symbolic account? 

The resurrection story has its origins in ancient Egypt. The "tomb" is a word literally 
denoting the "place of resurrection". The mummy was placed there in an upright position 
and its mouth ritually opened. Faith in the resurrection of man didn't, therefore, come to 
us with Jesus. As a child, he too grew up believing in a resurrection that he found in 
apocalyptic writings and among the Pharisees. 

What's new about Jesus is not therefore his resurrection, but the way he defends and 
proclaims the existence of a life beyond death. He teaches men not to fear the ultimate 
stage of their lives, but to look for and discover God as the culminating point of their 
existence. In other words, the New Testament's resurrection accounts should not, 
historically speaking, form the bases for faith in Easter and the resurrection. But the 
artistry of the account is in the representation of an angel seated beside the empty 
sepulchre. An angel in the very place where death was expected! Chemical reactions of 
the retina alone cannot explain the presence of this angel, any more than they explain 
Jesus's ascension to heaven, but what is important is that the angel looks toward Galilee 
where these life-giving words were first uttered. The more we follow his words, the 
closer Jesus comes to us as if resurrected. 
  
Listening to you and reading your works, one would think that religion is some kind of 
therapy for the individual soul. 

I don't think Christianity in its present form is a solution for resolving society's enigmas. 
Besides, we will not be able to resolve any of them without further steps in liberating and 



integrating the consciousness. All action on structures thus presupposes an analysis of the 
individual. In his Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre sets out from the individual 
praxis for understanding social and political repression and finding the means for 
breaking it. 

The same dialectic between individual existence and group existence is expressed in the 
rites and symbols around which religions have sprung up. But we are today witnessing a 
far-reaching transformation of religious awareness. Religion no longer operates as a 
superego in the framework of traditional rites and institutions, but as an expression and 
function of the ego. Fifty years ago Erich Fromm [psychoanalyst and psychologist] used 
to say that all institutional religions would one day be called in question when placed 
before the choice of either remaining "authoritarian" or becoming "humanitarian". 

The function of psychoanalysis, precisely within religion, is to facilitate the conversion 
towards the subject, towards the ego. You can serve mankind and society only if you 
begin living yourself. So a Christianity that only crucifies the ego loses its humanitarian. 
But is it not precisely towards this conversion that Jesus's resurrection invites us? This 
question of the ego, the man within, terrorised St. Augustine even in his time, and later 
the Jansenists. A psychoanalysed Jansenism produces a free man . . . The conversion 
towards the inner ego is a revolt against the masochism imposed by Church and society 
and a manifesto for the right to happiness and pleasure. 
  
But what's left of Christianity's specific character if it is nothing more than humanism 
reactivated by psychoanalysis or the recognition of the "right to happiness" that you've 
just mentioned? 

Christianity becomes real every time it legitimates itself through its humanism. It can't be 
otherwise. Surpassing anxiety is possible only if it's open to transcendence. The revolt 
against the absurdity of death itself presupposes the awareness that man is something 
more than nature. Mankind, society are incapable of saying why he exists, and when 
Ludwig Feuerbach himself wrote that love of man and mankind was religion's sole 
object, he didn't answer either the anguishing question of human existence. The postulate 
of beauty, for example in Albert Camus' Mediterranean thinking, also presupposes a 
consciousness of a life beyond history and society. 

It is into this gap in the answer to the meaning of existence that Christianity projects its 
image of God, an image awakened in the existence by life, poetry and the prophetic 
strength of Jesus. Christianity expresses the fundamental situation of an ego which is the 
All and a hereafter which accepts the All and permits attaining this All. The projection is 
not a negative dialectic. Once awakened, it is a formidable mirror of all the symbols 
traversing history and the world through which man acquires his significance. 

Take the example of Golgotha. The Passion of Jesus at Calvary could be the symbol of a 
complete breakdown of confidence between God and man, but Jesus makes it the symbol 
of a God who keeps his confidence in man. The same thing in Auschwitz, where God was 
just as denied and humiliated, that he seems necessary and mandatory, if only to show 



that cynicism, the principle underlying fascism, cannot justify everything. The revolt 
against the inhumanity of Auschwitz is possible only if we believe in the inviolability of 
man. History and nature keep man nailed to the cross. God alone is the justification for 
the belief that the nothingness of man is something much more than nothing. Christianity 
is, in fact, this revolt which makes life possible. 

Let me sum up. God cannot exist like a spectator looking in from the outside. Either he is 
a spectator and he therefore doesn't exist. Or he has confidence in man and liberates him, 
therefore the question of his existence doesn't arise. He is the source of all subjectivity, 
all dignity, all freedom, in the sense meant by [Johann Gottlieb] Fichte. 
  
You say that the New Testament accounts are not historical truths, let alone dogma. But 
there is, all the same, a central point of the Christian faith -- Jesus, who for you was born 
of man and died like a man, was the son of God. Isn't it true that the first question your 
bishop asked you was whether you denied Jesus is the son of God? 

I gave him my answer. Quite sincerely I believe that Jesus is the son of the living God. 
But I add that this fundamental, radical truth must be said in the language of the 20th 
century. The history of religions tells us that the metaphor of the Son of God was a quite 
common attribute of the kings in the ancient East. Under the influence of Theban priests, 
the Pharaoh ceased being just God and became the Son of God from the time of the 5th 
dynasty. The pyramid builder Hem-Junu's name literally means "the Pharaoh Khufu's 
corporal son". The expression "Son of God" therefore signifies as much the 
personification as the representation of God, and the best definition of this extraordinary 
symbolism is to be found in the New Testament itself, in John XIV, 9: "He that hath seen 
me hath seen the Father." 

It is, therefore, odd that the language of mythology is still used in speaking of the Son of 
God. For speaking of Jesus today, another language is needed instead of metaphors like 
messiah, king, Son of Man, Son of David. 'Son of God' refers to a function or a role. It 
doesn't describe the Son as inherently divine, but as the one who speaks well of God, 
because God is in him and he is God's expression. Paul Tillich said it before: God is 
everything that concerns us without conditions. The man who feels, discovers his 
existence close to Jesus, who is bowled over by the revelation, such a man can say he 
believes that Jesus is the Son of God and share in his existence. 
  
How did you move on from the symbolical and psychoanalytical interpretation of Bible 
stories to the comprehensive and radical criticism of the status of clerics (in your book, 
Kleriker) and the ecclesiastic office? 

In my psychotherapeutic practice I see how people have an image, transmitted by the 
Church, of God that is full of repression, anxiety, guilt, dependence and 
depersonalisation. Freud's experience confirms it day after day: when men start speaking 
of God, they are suddenly invaded by childhood anxieties connected with the father and 
the mother, symbols the Church has used as instruments in a psychologically negative 



manner. My commitment to liberating the ego and the individual has led me to oppose 
the Church. Freedom is not possible without revolt. 

The Church is to blame for the transfer, which is rapid in modern man, from superstition 
to atheism. Yet it's the same Church which today still claims to encapsulate the truth 
about persons and their salvation in administrative formulas couched in a fossilised and 
prefabricated language. After 2,000 years of Christianity, many questions still arise, but 
we are still forbidden to bring them up. The synthesis we are trying to establish between a 
certain modern rationality and the Christian faith is perceived as an extremely dangerous 
threat. Yet the trouble is serious: a God expressed in a cold and oppressive rhetoric is 
matched by a man subject to the Church's moralising and bureaucratic system. 
  
Are you not basically thinking of a liberal Church, free of regulations, dogma and 
sacraments? A new Quaker Church? 

I'm absolutely not interested in founding a new religion. All I want to do is, through my 
criticism, help my Church to progress, reform and go back to its sources. For the major 
error was made right at the outset when the teaching of Jesus, who was addressing 
Galilee's peasant population and was critical of the big city of Jerusalem, was turned into 
the Greek form of a metaphysic of power and knowledge reserved for city-bred 
intellectuals. It's this split which has divided the Church into two -- a clerical elite and the 
ordinary folk. The same split between the heart and reason has taken place in each 
individual. A royal proclamation liberating man has become the theoretical basis for 
keeping him under administrative whips. 
  
Isn't this conflict simply typical of the internal history of a German Church which has 
traditionally been more authoritarian than the Church in France, for example? 

Indeed, I believe that over the last 200 years the Church in Germany has taken Catholic 
dogma and Roman doctrinal teaching much more seriously than, for example, the Church 
of France. But the efforts made by France to win back ground through spirituality has 
also led to a false mystification of the unconscious. Take the example of the very old 
discussion between Andre Gide and Paul Claudel. Or the neurotic figure of Bernanos' 
country cure. The person of the saint is always linked to the supernatural, it's never a 
product of the depths of people's daily lives. That's mysticism, not life. 

In German, it is a kind of Prussian piety that manifests itself, regulated by the taxes levied 
by a powerful Church on financial markets, a Church actively engaged in charitable 
initiatives and even intellectually superior, but which lacks spirituality and is incapable of 
reaching people's souls. It wants to play a moral role by embracing the Vatican's doctrine 
on sexuality, divorce and remarriage. There's nobody in the Catholic church who doesn't 
suffer from this Prussian Catholic teaching. 
  
By using such strong language aren't you becoming trapped in your own role? From 
being the physician of the soul, priest, and therapist, have you not become the spokesman 



of a group of disgruntled people rebelling against the Church authorities and a 
mouthpiece venting the bitterness of all those who have abandoned the Church? 

I'm going to answer your question with a simple example. Six hundred years before our 
era, the prophet Jeremiah lashed out at the priests and theologians who lied in the temple, 
the place par excellence where truth should reign. He prayed for Nebuchadnezzar to 
come down and destroy the existing order, this regime of institutionalised deceit, he 
prayed that God would at last inscribe his word in the hearts of freed men. Over the last 
450 years Europe has been through the Renaissance, Reformation and Enlightenment. 
We only want our Church to accept internal debate so it becomes more accessible to 21st 
century man. 
  
I think your most original contribution has been to bring about, through the use of 
universal symbols and images, the emergence of a new theological language which 
enriches the comparative study of religions. How do you interpret the relationship 
between Judaism, the Egyptians' faith and Buddhism on the one hand, and the Christian 
faith, on the other? 

The symbols and images of the Christian faith are indeed by no means exclusive to 
Christianity. I feel its unacceptable that 1,300 years after the birth of Muhammed and 
Islam we are still incapable of finding a language for explaining to a Muslim how we 
Christians open our hearts to God, how we believe and how we pray. Worse still, for the 
last 2,000 years we have been blaming the Jews for repudiating the faith of Jesus. We 
should rather be very grateful to the Jews who in their own way invited us Gentiles and 
heathens to take part in Israel's faith. 

Instead of which, all our Christological efforts down the ages and up to this day have 
consisted of taking up the myths and symbols rejected by Judaism and construct a 
metaphysical and dogmatic system which for Jews in particular is completely 
incomprehensible and unacceptable. 

Isn't it surprising to note how Egypt's Greek-speaking community embraced Christianity 
under the influence of Church Fathers like Clement of Alexandria and his pupil Origen? 
It may be recalled that the king, for the Egyptians, was the visible manifestation of God. 
Tutankhamen means "image living on earth and love in heaven". The Antiochene 
exegetes were confronted very early on by the problem of the identity of God and the 
relationship between the Son and the Father. 

Christian anti-Judaism stems from there. For, in Jewish eyes, this royal Egyptian 
mythology could only be interpreted in a poetical manner. Traces of this can moreover be 
seen in Psalm 2 [Why do the heathen rage, and the people imagine a vain thing?] and 
Psalm 110 [The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thine 
enemies thy footstool.]. But Christianity took these myths seriously and turned them into 
historical truths and even the centrepiece of its Christology. What I'm saying is that, 
basically, Christianity is a kind of modern Pharaonism, with a vast treasure house of 
symbolic wisdom, which is neither interpreted nor utilised for what it is. 



As for Buddhism, it had the immense wisdom to admit that all these images of gods and 
living forces, were part of the universal and eternal human soul. Buddhism is in a way a 
psychoanalytical system that is 2,500 years old. It recognises and integrates sensual 
impulses, whereas they are repressed in Christianity. The idea of universal compassion 
for all living beings is stronger in Buddhism than in the Christian ethic. And the way 
Buddhism approaches nature could teach Christians much about taking up the issue of 
respecting the environment and peace from the very beginning. 
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