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Religiousness – Between Defence Mechanism 
and Consciousness. A Study Based on Sigmund Freud’s 

Moses and Monotheism

A B S T RAC T

According to Sigmund Freud, the emergence of Judaism should be associated 
with the murder of Moses, which the Hebrews allegedly committed against 
their leader. This thesis, which the psychoanalyst takes over from Ernst Sellin, 
became the basis for his reflections on trauma, which is the source of religious 
neurosis experienced by man. This paper attempts to show that the basis of 
neuroses related to religiousness should not be seen in the traumatic events 
related to the time of the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt, as Freud wanted, 
but in the individual approach of a person to religion and in the internal con-
flicts he or she experiences.
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Ecclesiogenic Neurosis

S treszczenie         

Religijność  – między mechanizmem obronnym a  świadomością na  pod
stawie Człowiek imieniem Mojżesz a religia monoteistyczna Zygmunta Freuda

Według Zygmunta Freuda powstanie religii judaistycznej należy łączyć 
z  zabójstwem Mojżesza, którego mieli dokonać względem swojego przy-
wódcy Hebrajczycy. Teza ta, którą psychoanalityk przejął od Ernsta Sellina, 
stała się podstawą jego rozważań dotyczących traumy stanowiącej źródło 
doświadczanej przez człowieka nerwicy na tle religijnym. W niniejszym arty-
kule podjęto próbę wykazania, iż podłoże nerwic eklezjogennych nie należy 
upatrywać w  traumatycznych wydarzeniach związanych z  czasem wyjścia 
Izraelitów z Egiptu, jak chciał Freud, ale w indywidualnym podejściu czło-
wieka do religii oraz w przeżywanych przez niego konfliktach wewnętrznych.
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The Austrian neurologist Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) is regarded in psy-
chology as the father of psychoanalysis. 1 Freud himself made considerable 
contributions to the research in psychology of religion, which is a sub-dis-
cipline of psychology. This field of science is today referred to as the psy-
choanalytic perspective on religion and is related to the method of cogni-
tion and treatment of the human psyche he had adopted. 2 Freud devoted 
his last work, entitled Moses and Monotheism, to religion and its begin-
nings. 3 This paper aims to critically discuss the essential theses on religion 
and human religiousness presented by Freud in this particular work. It 
should be seen as an attempt to present Freud’s claims on the emergence of 
Judaism that he made near the end of his life, and the possibility of a mod-
ern critical examination of Freud’s hypotheses.
	 The framework of this paper is as follows: (1) Initially, Freud’s key 
assumptions regarding the origins of the Mosaic religion will be intro-
duced. (2) Then, the Freudian connection between these contents and 
human mental disorders will be presented. All this, in order to (3) ulti-
mately address these analyses and provide the views on the subject of reli-
giousness expressed by contemporary psychologists of religion. The whole 
paper will be closed with a summary containing the conclusions resulting 
from the conducted analyses (4). 

The emergence of Judaism according to Freud – 
an outline of the concept and its critique

Freud finished Moses and Monotheism in 1939. Witnessing the increasing 
resentment towards the followers of the Judaic religion, he began inquir-
ing about its origins and, more specifically, about the source of religious-
ness of the people who in his time were brutally persecuted due to their 
belief in the God YHWH. It will not be an exaggeration to say that Freud 

1	 One of the key assumptions of this current is the idea that there are three essential systems in 
the structure of human personality: id, ego, and superego. According to Freud, the id is suppo-
sed to correspond with the most primitive processes that refer to the pleasure principle, the ego 
acts according to the reality principle, while the superego was considered by him to be a moral 
instance of one’s personality (Hall, Lindzey, & Campbell, 2013, pp. 56–59).

2	 In addition (Zimnica-Kuzioła, 2012, p. 61) to the aforementioned psychoanalytic perspective 
there are four others: behavioral, humanistic, historical-psychological, and cognitive.

3	 Original title: Der Mann Moses und die monotheistische Religion. As pointed by the author him-
self, the three-part work was created in stages. The final, third chapter (the second part of the 
work), was completed by Freud when he was forced to flee to England in result of the German 
Annexation of Austria in March 1938. Emotions associated with Hitler’s actions that accompa-
nied Freud during writing are described in: Nurmela, 2016, pp. 225–229. 
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began to blame the Nazi persecution on Moses himself. He regarded the 
latter as the founder of Judaism. A few years earlier, he explicitly stated that 
Moses had created the Jews. 4

	 Freud, therefore, constructed his hypotheses for the origins of Juda-
ism by referring to the story of the biblical Moses and outlining his ini-
tial connection to ancient Egyptian religion. He notes that the very name 
“Moses” is misinterpreted by the author of the biblical text as its origin 
can be traced back to the Egyptian language. 5 Freud (1939, pp.  12–14) 
argues that Moses’ original name may have been Patah-mose (“Patah gave 
the child”) or Amon-mose (“Amon gave the child”), which was eventu-
ally shortened to Mose (“child”) in everyday speech. 6 Freud further states 
that the story of Moses’ early life is reminiscent of the descriptions of the 
birth and infancy of folk heroes who later gave rise to primal civilisations. 
According to him (Freud, 1939, pp. 20–21), the description of Moses’ life 
should be treated as a legend that descended from the recast myth.
	 Freud sees the link between Moses and ancient Egypt, which would 
also prove his Egyptian heritage, in the transmission of monotheism to 
the Hebrews in exile, which resulted from the intended religious reform 
of pharaoh Amenhotep IV, better known by his altered name Akhenaten 
from the Eighteenth Dynasty. 7 The exact date of Akhenaten’s reign poses 
many difficulties to historians and archaeologists. By combining vari-
ous approaches, it may be assumed that he ruled Egypt in the 14th cen-
tury BC. According to Freud, the Exodus of the Hebrews under the lead-
ership of Moses occurred at the same time. Most exegetists suggest dating 
the departure to 15th century BC, as indicated by the biblical data, or the 

4	 He shared this hypothesis with his friend Arnold Zweig in a  letter addressed to him that is 
dated on 30th May, 1934. See Freud, 1970, p. 102.

5	 Freud refers here to the passage which describes naming the boy drawn out of the water by 
Pharaoh’s daughter (Ex 2:10). He rightly notes that Hebrew term ֶמשֹה, which is morphologi-
cally qal participium praesentis activi derived from the Hebrew stem משׁה, should be correctly 
translated as “the one who draws out,” while the biblical author suggest in the comment present 
in the text that the name should be interpreted in passivum. Pharaoh’s daughter says: “because 
I drew him out of the water” (thus he is drawn out). A morphologically active form of the name 
indicates Moses’ future role and task – to lead the Hebrews out of Egypt across the waters of the 
Red Sea (Lemański, 2009, p. 122; Carpenter, 2012, p. 142).

6	 A similar etymology of this name is suggested by: Griffiths, 1953, pp. 225–231. Cf. Cole, 1973, 
p. 153; Durham, 1987, p. 17; Propp, 2008, p. 152.

7	 Freud (1939, pp. 34–41) presents detailed analyses confirming this thesis, and the relationship 
between Judaism and ancient Egyptian cults in the second part of the chapter entitled “If Moses 
was an Egyptian.” The issue of the relationship between Judaism and the ancient Egyptian reli-
gion is undertaken by modern scholars researching the Middle East: Okon, 2012, p. 418–427; 
Waszkowiak, 2022, pp. 29–44.
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13th century BC. 8 Yet, Freud’s thesis fits into another hypothesis which 
assumes that the Israelites’ departure from Egypt was not a singular event, 
but rather was extended over the period between the 15th and 12th centu-
ries BC, when different groups of Hebrews were leaving Egypt (Malmat, 
2012, p. 22). 
	 Freud argues that Moses enforced the elements of the Egyptian religion 
on the departing Hebrews. This ultimately led to aggression that reached 
its peak when they murdered their leader in Shittim after he had imposed 
moral norms that were too strict on them. Freud (1939, pp. 76–77) writes: 

Those who felt themselves kept in tutelage, or who felt dispossessed, revol-
ted and threw off the burden of a religion that had been forced on them. … 
The savage Semites took their destiny into their own hands and did away 
with their tyrant.

Freud (1939, p. 59) borrows the thesis about the murder of Moses from 
Ernst Sellin (1867–1946) who was a  German archaeologist and protes-
tant theologian. 9 While interpreting the passage from Num. 25:1–5 which 
describes the adultery of the Israelite men with Moabite women and acts 
of idolatry committed then, Sellin (1922, pp. 49–50) assumes that Moses 
was murdered by the Hebrews as he ordered them to kill anyone who 
had sinned against YHWH. 10 Sellin’s claims were not acclaimed by the 

8	 There are arguments for and against both the first and the second dating proposals. 
9	 Professor Ernst Sellin seems to be a fairly bold scholar for his times. In his “Introduction to the 

Old Testament” (Einleitung in das Alte Testament) published in 1910, he was much inclined to 
apply the principles that today are regarded as the foundations of historical-critical method as 
he carefully distinguished legends from historical events in the texts he analysed. According to 
Jacek J. Waszkowiak (2022, p. 26), Freud adopted the relation between Moses and Akhenaten 
from James H. Breasted instead of E. Sellin. However, Waszkowiak does not provide argu-
ments to support his thesis. Furthermore, Freud himself mentions Sellin as the author of the 
murder of Moses theory. 

10	 Thesis on the death of Moses fits the research conducted by Sellin. In 1924 he published his 
groundbreaking two-volume work (Geschichte des israelitisch-juedischen Volkes (Leipzig: Quelle 
& Meyer) in which he described the history of Israel in biblical times. In his analyses he demon-
strated the relationship between Israel’s geographical position and the life story of its inhabitants. 
He assumed that it is futile to look for one coherent current of Yahwism in the Bible. Instead, it is 
more appropriate to recognize the various, often competing currents of political and theological 
nature, which were only unified during the reign of Saul and David. In his research Sellin dist-
inguished two rival traditions, hypothetical in his view, that are present in Hebrew Bible concer-
ning Israelites’ wandering in the desert: (1) Sinai tradition (a wishful-orthodox tradition, critical 
of any assimilation of Canaanite rites, especially incorporation of Canaanite deities into nascent 
Yahwism) and (2) Kadesh tradition (realistic-life one, to which he includes descriptions of every 
case of idolatry and rebellions against Moses and Aaron). Sellin conducted interesting research 
regarding intertextuality as part of the study on the Sinai current. He sought to show the parallels 
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scientific community and faced criticism from historians and Biblical 
scholars contemporary to him (Baron, 1939, p. 476; Hyatt, 1940, p. 88). 11 
According to some sources (Nurmela, 2016, p.  229), Sellin eventually 
abandoned this assumption. Freud was aware of that, yet it did not prevent 
him from adopting this postulation as the basis for his theory. It is worth 
mentioning a comment on this fact made by David Bakan – he states that 
Freud adopted only these ideas from Sellin that suited his views on reli-
gion while wishing that Moses was indeed murdered by the Hebrews. 12 

Traumatic events and their connection with religion – 
Freud’s proposal

In Freud’s view (1939, pp. 65–67), the murder of Moses, “the father of the 
nation,” was to reappear later in the form of traumatic memories. The 
author supposes that the Hebrews eventually regretted their deed and thus 
tried to forget about it by using the mechanism of repression. According 
to him, it was not until the third generation after this tragic event that the 
story of Exodus was re-interpreted. The credit for leading the people out 
of Egypt was attributed to YHWH Himself, who would assume the role 
of Moses. 13 

occurring between the Book of Hosea and the Book of Amos (he dated them to the second half of 
the 8th century BC) in comparison with the Book of Exodus at the linguistic level. Sellin’s Goal 
was to ling monotheistic traditions present within the Book of Hosea and the Book of Amos 
through the material from the Book of Exodus. Then, he noticed the same narrative structure 
in these prophetic books: rebellion of Israel – betrayal of YHWH – pleading to God – repen-
tance – restoration of worship. Assuming that the later prophetic books are an intertextual reflec-
tion of Pentateuch, the scholar proposed interpretation of the Book of Exodus according to this 
very structure. In order to make the motifs match, Sellin introduced the motif of Moses’ death at 
historical level. Using intertextual analysis, this would correspond to the betrayal of God. Sellin 
(1928, pp. 26–33) supported this thesis in his article where he interprets the passage from Hos. 12 
in the context of Moses’ death. Jan Assman (2018, p. 146) notes that, from Sellin’s perspective, 
the murder of Moses should be regarded as the beginning of the later violence of Israelites aga-
inst the prophets. Sellin’s assumptions should be seen as methodologically flawed, because histo-
rical facts should not be deduced on the basis of intertextual literary techniques. Nevertheless, 
given the period during which Ernst Sellin lived, his work should be regarded as praiseworthy.

11	 Contemporary criticism of Sellin’s work has been attempted, for instance, by: Assmann, 2018, 
pp. 144–147.

12	 „The fantasy of the murder of Moses is a current one, one that Freud engages in at the very 
moment of writing (…). It is Freud who wishes that Moses were [sic!] murdered” (Bakan, 1958, 
p. 164). 

13	 Freud (1967, pp. 127–128; 1998a, pp. 216–217. Cf. Chwalisz, 2007, pp. 270–271; Onfray, 2012, 
pp. 176–177) derived the relation of man to God from a hypothetical concept which claimed 
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	 According to Freud, a traumatic experience is a sudden and destructive 
external stimulus that provokes inner suffering and breaches the integrity 
of the subject, thus triggering powerful disturbances in the body’s energy 
deposits, which ultimately leads to the activation of all defence mecha-
nisms. 14 In this process, the pleasure principle is suspended, making it 
difficult for a person to control the resulting tension (Freud, 2005, p. 31. 
Cf. Onfray, 2012, p. 176). The result of experiencing a traumatic encoun-
ter is the suspension of symbolisation so that the subject becomes locked 
into the fearful event and replicates it compulsively (Kisiel, 2016, p. 118). 
According to Freud (2005, p. 38), this repetition compulsion is an inevita-
ble return to inanimate matter, which is defined by him as the death drive.
	 In the work analysed in this paper, Freud (1939, pp. 109–110) provides 
an example of a  traumatic event that causes the development of a  dis-
order called traumatic neurosis. He describes a person who walks away 
“apparently unharmed” from the scene of a serious accident in which he 
or she was involved. According to Cathy Caruth (1996, p. 22), this Freud-
ian observation of “apparently unharmed” is crucial to understanding the 
traumatic event. She states: 

The trauma of the accident, its very unconsciousness, is borne by an act 
of departure. It is a departure that, in the full force of its historicity, rema-
ins simultaneously absolutely opaque, both to the one who leaves and to 
the theoretician, linked to the suffering in his attempt to bring the expe-
rience to light.

Referring to the incident, Freud (1939, p.  110) later explains that after 
such a shock, this person experiences severe mental and motor symptoms 
resulting from this experience. He describes the time that passes between 

that humans initially lived in small nomadic groups occupying specific territories. Such a group 
would be led by the most aggressive male, who, guided by his drives and instincts desired to 
have as many females around him. To defend his status, this leader would dispose of his male 
offspring when they began to mature, thus becoming a threat to him. Such action must have 
led to a rebellion of the sons against their father. Such rebellion culminated with patricide and 
an act of cannibalism, which Freud believed to be a form of identification with the late parent. 
Hatred towards the father (manifestation of Oedipus complex) was at the same time combined 
with loving him for the life he had given them. These two extremes – love and hate – finally led 
to a sense of guilt emerging in the sons for the committed act of murder. To alleviate this feel
ing, the sons began to obey the remembrance of their father still living in their memory. Such 
obedience became the basis for religious worship.

14	 The term “trauma” used by Freud is not limited solely to factual events, but refers also to 
events from early childhood as well as to so-called primal scene, that is the first sexual fantasy 
which cannot be fully comprehended by the child; thus, it reappears as a traumatizing memory 
(Kisiel, 2016, s. 116). 
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the traumatic event and the first symptoms of the disorder as latency. Dur-
ing this period the consequences of the event are yet unknown. 15 
	 The traumatic experience becomes the beginning of neurosis develop-
ment which is rendered by Freud in the following formula: early trauma – 
defence – latency – outbreak of the neurosis – partial return of the repressed 
material. Freud (1939, p. 129) ultimately states: 

I have, I believe, divined these processes and wish to show that their con-
sequences, which bear a strong resemblance to neurotic symptoms, are the 
phenomena of religion.

Then Freud applies the same formula to the initial stages of the develop-
ment of Judaism, from the aforementioned murder of Moses to the recog-
nition of YHWH as the leader of the nation succeeding Moses – he labels 
it as a partial return of the repressed material. By defining the story of Exo-
dus in this way, with particular emphasis on the motif of the “return” to 
Canaan, Freud suggests his own interpretation to the reader. He presents 
the story of a “return,” but to the repressed story. 16

	 Based on the Freudian interpretation of the Exodus and the rise of 
Judaism presented above, it must be concluded that the father of psycho-
analysis reduced the phenomenon of religion to mere psychological expe-
riences rooted in the father–son relationship. Freud (1967, p. 173; 1998a, 
p. 172) claims man creates the idea of God within himself as a result of the 
exaltation of the idealised image of his father, who used to be the perfect 
authority in childhood. As the years pass by and the child grows up, the 
father ceases to be so. For Freud, religion becomes only a compensation 
for childhood desires on a biological-psychological level that seek fulfil-
ment in adult life. It should be considered a psychopathological symptom. 
The neurosis that religion represents in human life has its origins in the 
Oedipus complex, which is linked to the forever-lasting sense of childhood 
helplessness in the face of the father (Czernianin, 2017, p. 28. Cf. Onfray, 
2012, pp. 160–163). 
	 People who are reluctant to learn about the real reasons for their 
behaviour push themselves down to their subconsciousness, which leads 
to numerous anxieties, delusions, and neuroses. Freud expressed this 

15	 It is important to note that the victim of the accident is not fully conscious of what is happening 
to them during the event itself. The latency is therefore inseparable from the experience. The 
potency of trauma is that it is experienced only in and through a specific event. The history of 
trauma is more dependent on the event than the event itself. This history “can be grasped only 
in the very inaccessibility of its occurrence” (Caruth, 1996, pp. 17–18).

16	 C. Caruth (1996, pp. 12–13) states that the Exodus should be understood more in the context 
of “departure” rather than “return.”
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thought by relating it to religion in his previous works. He wrote (Freud, 
1907, pp. 126–127. Cf. Freud, 1993, p. 137; 1998b, p. 151): 

one might venture to regard obsessional neurosis as the pathological coun-
terpart of the formation of a religion, and to describe that neurosis as an 
individual religiosity and religion as a universal obsessional neurosis.

The very same pattern, in his view, can be furthermore observed in refer-
ence to both historical and cultural processes. In the same way, a person 
forgets childhood traumas, he or she “eliminates” the events and causes 
that could be considered as a  basis for the adopted religion or culture 
from one’s consciousness. Only emancipation from the yoke of religion 
and overcoming this childish fixation may bring true freedom (Stasiewicz, 
2014, p. 199). 
	 Freud’s views on religion  – identifying it as a  psychic phenomenon 
that satiates human needs – are contemporarily described as a reductionist 
approach towards religion, as it is considered to be merely a world shaped 
through projections and emotions. The effect of such an approach is the 
belief that religiousness is a result of an individual’s non-religious pursuits 
or a social construct, both of which aim to keep humankind in existence 
by appealing to divine power (Chlewiński, 2000, p. 99). Ultimately, it must 
be concluded that the hypotheses formulated by Freud and his reflections 
about religion, from a methodological standpoint, do not have a solid sci-
entific basis but are rather a validation of the inner beliefs of their author.

Contemporary approaches to neuroses related 
to religiousness – ecclesiogenic neuroses

It is difficult to disagree with Freud in recognising the connections between 
one’s religiousness and accompanying neuroses that are observed in some 
cases even today. This raises the question of the interdependence between 
religion and this disorder. As demonstrated above, Freud claims that reli-
giousness always leads to neurosis as it is the result of a trauma, either con-
scious or repressed, present in the life of a religious person. Contrary to 
the modern psychologists of religion, in his proposals Freud does not seem 
to distinguish between mature and immature religiousness. 17 Religious 
maturity is manifested by a personal approach to religion, a positive attitude 
towards it, internally motivated religiousness perceived as a  life-guiding 

17	 The research on mature and immature religiousness was initiated by G.W.  Allport (1966, 
pp. 447–457) a quarter of a century after the publication of Freud’s work analyzed in this paper.
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force, an undistorted image of God, the authenticity of religious beliefs, 
and the ability to overcome religious crises (Wnuk & Marcinkowski, 2012, 
p. 246). It seems that Freud entirely overlooked the possibility of recognis-
ing a  positive dimension in religion and human religiousness, focusing 
solely on the negative effects it has on humanity and the individual. 
	 Religious immaturity  – the features opposite to the ones mentioned 
above that define religious maturity – may lead a person to the so-called 
ecclesiogenic neurosis 18 which accounts for more than 10% of all diag-
nosed neuroses today (Prusak, 2016, p. 35). The distinguishing feature of 
ecclesiogenic neuroses is a religious conflict concerning the inner strug-
gle between ideals (including religious ones) and the needs of the indi-
vidual on one hand, and the reality in which the subject exists, with its 
rules and principles – on the other (Pfeifer, 1994, p. 93). It should be noted 
that in all aforementioned areas, religiousness may be a significant factor 
for this type of neurotic conflict, so that the person suffering from neuro-
sis may see it as the basis of his or her condition (Molenda, 2015, p. 191). 
From his clinical observations, Samuel Pfeifer (1994, p. 93) distinguishes 
seven fields within which patients adhering to Christianity may experi-
ence conflict in relation to their religion. They are as follows: (1) General 
tendency toward conflictuous functioning; (2) Conflicts involving family 
loyalty versus perceived trauma or injustice; (3) Conflicts between ideals 
and reality; (4) A basic tendency toward increased anxiety; (5) Feelings 
of guilt as part of the human condition; (6) Dependence on God versus 
taking personal responsibility; (7) Human legalism versus Christian free-
dom. 19 The recognition of these symptoms, sometimes with a necessary 
help of a therapist, is significant to diagnose and treat ecclesiogenic neuro-
sis. It seems to be a considerable challenge due to the latent nature of this 
disorder. Affected patients who recognise only religious authorities in their 
lives do not perceive incoherencies in the form of religiousness adopted by 
them. Thus, they lack motivation for treatment (Molenda, 2015, p. 193). 
Unfortunately, their religiousness and the associated subjective demands 
and obligations are often inconsistent with the real desires and needs of 
an individual. These needs sometimes make one feel ashamed in the con-
text of the adopted religious practice. Such religiousness should then be 
regarded as toxic (Pfeifer, 1994, pp. 93–94; Morrow, 1998, pp. 266–267). 
However, the problem does not lie in religion itself, but rather in under-
standing of it by an individual. Then what is the real reason for these 
neuroses? In addition to the aforementioned predispositions to neurosis, 

18	 A condition concerning sexual dysfunction was first described by Eberhard Schaetzing (1955, 
pp. 97–108), a German gynecologist, who saw church dogmatism as the basis of the problem.

19	 Similar sources for ecclesiogenic neuroses are singled out by Cumbee, 1980, pp. 254–267.
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incorrect religious upbringing has a  significant influence on the occur-
rence of the described disorder. Its essence is often reduced to: (1) Comply-
ing to the commandments of God and the Church which are encumbered 
with the image of God’s punishment or reward; (2) equating the demands 
issued by parents with the ones of God; (3) demonization of human sexu-
ality (Molenda, 2015, pp. 194–195). The religious development of a child 
and then of the adult is thus shrouded in a destructive and panic-stricken 
fear that is further reinforced by the developing immature religiousness 
which portrays God as demanding and thus threatening to a person. Then 
the motivation for religiousness is not the need for an authentic relation-
ship with God, but the desire to protect oneself from His punishment by 
trying to please Him, placate God, and earn His love (Molenda, 2013, 
p. 187). Such a fearful approach to religion means that adherence actu-
ally becomes a defence mechanism, which legitimately casts doubt on the 
authenticity of one’s faith (Zimnica-Kuzioła, 2012, p. 68). 

Summary

The subject presented in this paper concerned human religiousness. The 
ideas developed by Sigmund Freud which he presented in his last book enti-
tled Moses and Monotheism were taken as the basis for this analysis. Freud 
aimed to demonstrate that religion should be considered a kind of neuro-
sis which ultimately becomes a threat to humankind. He builds his convic-
tions on the assumption of Ernst Sellin who claimed that Moses was brutally 
murdered by the Hebrews because of too strict religious demands imposed 
by him on the people who departed from Egypt. On this foundation, Freud 
regards religion as the product of a fearful human being who only desires to 
satisfy his psychological needs. As proven above, it is difficult to accept Sell-
in’s assumption that the Hebrews killed Moses. If the methodological prem-
ises are included, this thesis seems to be wrong. This faulty premise was 
subsequently adopted by Freud who based his reflections on religion on it, 
which should be considered a serious scientific error on his part. 
	 This paper also presents Freud’s thesis that the repression of the act com-
mitted by the Hebrews as well as the trauma and guilt arising from the mur-
der of Moses resulted in the mental disorder (neurosis) that humans experi-
ence to this day. Freud tries to convince the reader that both the killing (which 
actually did not happen) and the defence mechanisms employed as its result, 
ultimately led to the failure of humankind – as it embraced a religion that 
became a considerable burden for it. The psychoanalyst thus recognises that 
religiousness and religion itself should be regarded as the reason for men-
tal diseases. Finally, by referring to contemporary approaches in the field of 
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psychology of religion, the definition of ecclesiogenic neurosis was provided. 
It is a mental disorder associated with religion, in which it is not religion itself 
that causes the problem, but rather one’s approach to it resulting from an 
inappropriate religious upbringing and distorted image of God that eventu-
ally leads a person to anxiety. Such actions result in an inner conflict that the 
person must confront. On the basis of the outlined concept of ecclesiogenic 
neurosis, its sources, and effects on human life, one cannot ultimately with 
Freud who sees reasons for the mental problems of the individual and society 
solely in the religious system. Religion per se is not a threat to humans – it 
is rather the approach to it and immature religiousness which stems from 
unawareness of one’s own limits, tensions, and inner fears that finally lead to 
the distortion of the image of God. The realisation of this immaturity, which 
originates in religious determinism, ultimately renders our perception of God 
more conscious, and our actions become more mature.

References

Allport, G.W. (1966). The Religious Context of Prejudice. Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion, 5(3), 447–457. DOI: 10.2307/1384172

Assmann, J. (2018). Freud, Sellin, and the Murder of Moses. In: G. Sharvit 
& K.S. Feldman (eds.), Freud and Monotheism: Moses and the Violent Ori-
gins of Religion. New York, NY: Fordham University Press, 138–156. DOI: 
10.1515/9780823280056-007

Bakan, D. (1958). Sigmund Freud and the Jewish Mystical Tradition. New Jer-
sey, NJ: D. Van Nostrand.

Baron, S. (1939). Moses and Monotheism (Rev.). American Journal of Socio-
logy, 45(3), 476. DOI: 10.1086/218318

Carpenter, E. (2012). Exodus. Evangelical Exegetical Commentary; Belling-
ham, WA: Lexham Press, I.

Caruth, C. (1996). Unclaimed Experience: Trauma and the Possibility 
of History (Freud, Moses and Monotheism). In: Unclaimed Experience. 
Trauma, Narrative, and History. Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University 
Press, 10–24.

Chlewiński, Z. (2000). Religia a osobowość człowieka. In: H. Zimoń (ed.), 
Religia w świecie współczesnym. Zarys problematyki religiologicznej. Lublin: 
TN KUL, 89–126.

Chwalisz, Ł. (2007). Czy psychoanaliza opiera się na myśli kabalistycznej? 
Studia Psychologica, 7, 267–283.

Cole, R.A. (1973). Exodus: An Introduction and Commentary. Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, II.

Cumbee, D.W. (1980). Depression As an Ecclesiogenic Neurosis. The Journal 
of Pastoral Care, 34(4), 254–267. DOI: 10.1177/002234098003400406

about:blank
https://doi.org/10.1177/002234098003400406


Varia

444

perspektywy kultury /
perspectives on culture
No. 45 (2/2024) 

Czernianin, W. & Czernianin, H. (2017). Zarys teorii psychoanalitycznej 
Zygmunta Freuda (1856–1939) w  perspektywie psychologii literatury. 
Przegląd Biblioterapeutyczny, 7(1), 13–33. 

Durham, J.I. (1987). Exodus. Word Biblical Commentary 3; Waco, TX: Word 
Books.

Freud, E.L. (ed.) (1970). The Letters of Sigmund Freud and Arnold Zweig. Lon-
don: Hogarth.

Freud, S. (1907). Obsessive Actions and Religious Practices. In:  J. Strachey 
(ed.), The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund 
Freud. London: Hogarth, IX, 115–128.

Freud, S. (1939). Moses and Monotheism. Letchworth: Hogarth Press.
Freud, S. (1967). Człowiek, religia, kultura. Warszawa: KiW. 
Freud, S. (1998a). Kultura jako źródło cierpień. In: Pisma społeczne, trans. 

A. Ochocki, M. Poręba, R. Reszke. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo KR, 165–227.
Freud, S. (1998b). Przyszłość pewnego złudzenia. In: Pisma społeczne, trans. 

A. Ochocki, M. Poręba, R. Reszke. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo KR, 89–163.
Freud, S. (1993). Totem i tabu. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo KR.
Freud, S. (2005). Poza zasadą przyjemności. Warszawa: PWN. 
Griffiths, J.G. (1953). The Egyptian Derivation of the Name Moses. Journal of 

Near Eastern Studies nr 12, 225–231. 
Hall, C.S., Lindzey, G., & Campbell, J.B. (2013). Teorie osobowości. Warszawa: 

PWN.
Hyatt, J.P. (1940). Freud on Moses and the Genesis of Monotheism. Journal of 

Bible and Religion, 8, 85–88. 
Kisiel, A. (2016). Uraz – bliskość – nie-pamięć. Psychoanalityczny dyskurs 

traumy od Freuda do Ettinger. Narracje o  Zagładzie, 2, 115–132. DOI: 
10.31261/NoZ.2016.02.09

Lemański, J. (2009). Księga Wyjścia. Częstochowa: Edycja św. Pawła.
Malmat, A. (2012). Let My People Go and Go and Go and Go. Egyptian 

Records Support a Centuries-long Exodus. In: M. Warker (ed.), Ancient 
Israel in Egypt and the Exodus. Washington, DC: Biblical Archaeology 
Society, 21–30.

Molenda, A. (2015). Wybrane aspekty nerwicy eklezjogennej. Perspektywa 
psychoterapeuty. In: H. Grzymała-Moszczyńska & D. Motak (eds.), Reli-
gia, religijność, duchowość. W  poszukiwaniu nowych perspektyw. Kraków: 
Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Jagiellońskiego, 189–199.

Molenda, A. (2013). Obraz wymagań Boga w  nerwicy eklezjogennej,  3, 247, 
177–195.

Morrow, W.S. (1998). Toxic Religion and the Daughters of Job. Studies in Reli-
gion, 27(3), 263–276. DOI: 10.1177/000842989802700302

Nurmela, R.O. (2016). Moses: Freud’s Ultimate Project. Jewish Studies in the 
Nordic Countries Today, 27, 223–242. DOI: 10.30674/scripta.66577

https://doi.org/10.31261/NoZ.2016.02.09
https://doi.org/10.1177/000842989802700302
about:blank


Michał Filip Powęska – Religiousness – Between Defence Mechanism and Consciousness

445

Okon, E.E. (2012). Akhenaton and Egyptian Origin of Hebrew Monotheism. 
American Journal of Social Issues & Humanities, 6(2), 418–427.

Onfray, M. (2012). Zmierzch bożyszcza. Warszawa: Czarna Owca.
Pfeifer, S. (1994). Faith-Induced Neurosis: Myth or Reality? Journal of Psycho-

logy and Theology, 22(2), 87–96. DOI: 10.1177/009164719402200202 
Propp, W.H.C. (2008). Exodus 1–18: A New Translation with Introduction and 

Commentary. Anchor Yale Bible; New Haven, CT – London: Yale Univer-
sity Press, II.

Prusak, J. (2016). Distinguishing Between the Conscience and the Superego 
of Religious People in the Context of Treatment of Ecclesiogenic Neurosis. 
Psychoterapia, 179(4), 33–44. 

Schaetzing, E. (1955). Die ekklesiogenen Neurosen. Wege zum Menschen, 7, 
97–108.

Sellin, E. (1910). Einleitung in das Alte Testament. Leipzig: Quelle & Meyer. 
Sellin, E. (1922). Moses und seine Bedeutung für die israelitisch-jüdische Reli-

gionsgeschichte. Leipzig: A. Deichertiche. 
Sellin, E. (1924). Geschichte des israelitisch-juedischen Volkes. Leipzig: Quelle 

& Meyer.
Sellin, E. (1928). Hosea und das Martyrium des Mose. Zeitschrift für die altte-

stamentliche Wissenschaft, 46, 26–33. DOI: 10.1515/zatw.1928.46.1.26
Stasiewicz, P. (2014). Książę nicości R. Scotta Bakkera i Freudowska krytyka 

religii. In: M.M.  Leś & P.  Stasiewicz (eds.), Motywy religijne we współ-
czesnej fantastyce. Białystok: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu w Białymstoku, 
189–201.

Waszkowiak, J.J. (2022). Analogie i  korelacje między religią Echnatona 
a jahwizmem. Biblica et Patristica Thoruniensia, 15, 25–49. DOI: 10.12775/
BPTh.2022.013

Wnuk, M. & Marcinkowski, J.T. (2012). Dojrzała religijność – struktura oraz 
przejawy w  życiu człowieka. Problemy Higieny i  Epidemiologii, 93(1), 
244–247.

Zimnica-Kuzioła, E. (2012). Główne stanowiska w psychologii religii – wpro-
wadzenie. Kultura i Wartości, 1, 57–71.

Michał Filip Powęska – Assistant Professor at the Institute of Theologi-
cal Sciences of the Faculty of Theology of The John Paul II Catholic Uni-
versity of Lublin. In 2021, at the same university, he defended his doc-
toral dissertation entitled Sapiencjalne tło chrystologicznych metafor wina, 
wody i chleba w Ewangelii Janowej. Studium intertekstualne [The Sapiential 
Background of the Christological Metaphors of Wine, Water and Bread in the 
Gospel of John. An intertextual study] with distinction. He is the author of 
several scientific articles and co-editor of a collective work. His scientific 
research revolves around the exegesis of the Gospel of John, the psycho-
logy of biblical characters and issues related to intertextual analysis.

about:blank
about:blank


446


	Varia
	Michał Powęska
	Religiousness – Between Defence Mechanism and Consciousness. A Study Based on Sigmund Freud’s Moses and Monotheism


