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Something unknown is doing 
we don't know what.

- Arthur Eddington 
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We are too much for ourselves — in our hungers and 
our desires, in our griefs and our commitments, in our 
loves and our hates — because we are unable to include 
so much of what we feel in the picture we have of 
ourselves. The whole idea of ourselves as excessive 
exposes how determined we are to have the wrong 
picture of what we are like, of how fanatically ignorant 
we are about ourselves.

― Adam Phillips

A Few Orienting Comments

•We are whole persons and all our personalities 
matter.
•We are fractured and whole all at once.
• Psychoanalysts and prophets have faith in new 
beginnings. You can start again, in one way or 
another.

3/14/18

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/33751.Adam_Phillips
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Winnicott and Words

•Capacity
•Believe
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Capacity

• To hold, to contain

• Roomy or capacious

• Capable, capability, able to do things, potential

• ”Capacity', with its implication of stored possibility, and its 
combination of the receptive and the generative, blurs the boundary 
between activity and passivity” (Adam Philips,1988, p. 58). 

• There is a relationship between the ability (the capacity) to hold or 
to hold in, and the ability to do something

Believe

• To hold dear, to trust in

• Gladly willingly

• To hold dear ,to love

• To trust, to put trust in

• Carried out individually in the context of some kind of community

• Implies the existence of a place from which that trust originates, an 
inside, a space where things can be held

• Implies also something upon which such trust may be bestowed, 
something to place such trust in
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Analogous to the study of the human 
child's development of a capacity for 
having a moral sense for experiencing a 
sense of guilt and for the  setting up of an 
ideal ... would be an attempt to get 
behind such an idea as 'belief in God' to 
the idea of "belief," or (as I would prefer 
to say) "belief in."

Winnicott and the Capacity to Believe

•Faith/believing-in vs beliefs/my faith
• Qualitative and spatial
• Quantitative and temporal

•Where do we locate our experience of God
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Beliefs/my faith

•Necessary part of the human condition
•Can short-circuit processes, especially 
growth of responsiveness
• prematurely organize processes that then 
remain unknown

To a child who develops "belief in" can be 
handed the god of the household or of the 
society that happens to be his. But to the child 
with no "belief in," God is at best a pedagogue's 
gimmick, and at worse a piece of evidence for 
the child that the parent-figures are lacking in 
confidence in the processes of human nature 
and are frightened of the unknown

(Winnicott, 1963b, p. 93.) 
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There is a sacramental current in Winnicott's
work

• The sanctity of individual personality, 
• Reverence for the vital spark, this spark of life that leaps 
between self and other and dies out when it is localized. 
• Unlikeness wanes when confined to the merely inner 
reality, ceases to be real when confined to the merely 
outer. 
• Religion in the sense of ties between reality can be a 
defining ingredient of the real. 
• It is movement, not stasis.

Where do we locate our experience of God?

• Important for a deeper appreciation of various aspects of religious 
experience 

• What happens within the place where we live, where all sorts of 
vital creativity goes on, including religious activity, that requires 
some sort of belief to become actual or real.

• The important thing is have I got it in me to have the idea of God

• Getting behind belief in God to belief itself the capacity for belief
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A lot of therapy [read instead life] is about 
the slow recovery of faith, at least more
of it, a more informed faith, wiser, fuller, 
ready for anything. Although we can never
be so ready. A respectful faith. In which 
caring has a real place.
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Transitional or Potential Space

• •It is the transitional space between objectivity and subjectivity 

• •the place of music, art and religion 

• •it is where they receive their power to transform

• •it speaks to difference and aliveness amidst patterns of destructiveness 
and survival

• •speaks to being trustful and loving, being able to engage the world 
confidently with one's complete being body mind and spirit

• Windows over mirrors

Religion

• Religious beliefs can never be dismissed as mere illusion anymore than 
art can be dismissed or myths as mere primitive form of 
representations.
• Religion as something to grow out of …if so, then what did, are, you 

growing in to?
• Come to think of it do we any of us grow right up out of the need for 

an intermediate area between ourselves with our personal inner world 
and external or shared reality
• More simply put – what is happening with you and God? Does your 

history and present experiences facilitate or hamper?
• The important thing is, have I got it in me to have the idea of God?
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Faith is a vehicle that 
radically opens 

experiencing and plays a 
role in

building tolerance for 
experience.

Hope William Meissner, SJ, MD

• Hope gives us vitality and strength, and fires the human spirit
• Hope is realistic. It seeks and imagines and finds the real and doesn't 

give up such imagining
• Hope is an active mutuality, an act of shared imagination, imagining 

with another or others
• Hope is an act that builds and is sustained by community
• Hope supports the possibility and availability of meaningful change 

and the radical human freedom to bring it about
• Hope, along with faith, looks into the future and will it
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Hope

In the end, we must look back and answer for how we have 
conducted ourselves during life’s journey. Have we used our 
lives fully with the fires of our passion? Have we been open 
enough to use the opportunities available to us? Have we 
kept faith with our conscience that weaves together our 
mutual destinies? We are ultimately responsible for realizing 
the personal truths that connect us to others—nothing less. 
(Shabad (2001), Despair and the Return of Hope. p. 313)

The emphasis on the relational, embodied presence of an 
“other” who enters into another’s suffering experience, to 
bear witness of their reality, is a focus that is missing 
within some theological analyses. In Shabad’s thought, we 
find the incarnational grounding for the covenanting 
between God and a community. God’s covenant and 
promise is seen through and in embodied relationships. 
This provides the practical and experiential understanding 
that allows us to “imagine” how our mourning may 
someday become dancing (Psalm 30:11)

Shabad (2001), Despair and the Return of Hope. p. 313
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Living Creatively in Today’s World

Living Creatively in Today’s World

• After being, doing and being done to. But first, being
• Creativity is then the doing of that arises out of 
being. It indicates that he who is is alive.      
(Winnicott) 
• Creativity is an attribute of a certain kind of 
existential fullness, of the self's ability to remain 
true to itself.
• Our capacity for creative living can never be entirely 
destroyed never definitively extinguished




