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Changing the “Default” Image of God
The words “God loves us” roll rather easily off the tongue but do not seem to lead to instinctive reactions of joy and excitement when we think of God or hear the words “Let us pray.” Yet, when we are in the presence of someone who loves us, these are our instinctive reactions. I once saw a picture of young children taken just after someone had said, “Let us pray.” You can imagine their scrunched up and contorted faces, their hands tightly folded. They did not look as though they had just heard a call to meet someone who loved them very much.

I find that in my unguarded moments I have a “default” image of God. Almost without thinking I tend to beg for forgiveness for my past sins, or to beg for favors. I cringe interiorly when I imagine God knowing everything about me. So my almost spontaneous image of God does not feature what I have often seen in loving parents, namely sheer delight in their children, enjoyment of their company. I do not easily transfer that image to God, at least as a “default” position. My “default,” it seems, features God wagging a finger of blame at me, or at least looking at me with some unhappiness. I have noticed that many people have a similar “default” image of God. So while the words “God loves us” may trip off the tongue easily, they don’t seem to have much of an effect on our “default” image of God. In this article I want to look at the reasons for this “default” and its persistence and to suggest some ways to change it. 
WHAT IS A “DEFAULT” IMAGE?
I take the idea of a “default” from computer usage where the “default” setting is the one that automatically comes up unless one specifies something else. For instance, on my word processor the default print type is “Times New roman,” and the default type size is “12.” The word processor automatically uses these defaults unless I specify otherwise. When I speak of a “default” image of God, I refer to the self-God “image” that colors my spontaneous reactions when I become conscious of God. This “image” is not a conscious, well-delineated picture; rather, it is an unconscious psychic structure or schema that affects my reactions and responses when I become conscious of God. It is similar to the unconscious psychic structures that color my interactions with people, what psychologists sometimes refer to as self-other schemata (or patterns).
But before discussing these schemata it might be well to note that these are a sub-set of a larger group of such structures that are learned through the course of life and that help us to make sense of the complexity of experiences that bombard us all the time. It is said that babies first experience the world as a “booming, buzzing confusion” that they only gradually begin to master. They must learn the difference between themselves and the outside world, between a nipple yielding milk and their own finger, for example. They come to make these distinctions by noting, gradually, differences in their experiences and associating the differences with different stimuli. These distinctions become ingrained as schemata (psychic patterns) that allow children to know immediately that one experience comes from sucking on a nipple, another from sucking on a finger. These distinctions become ingrained, and with them the children make sense of the confusion around them. 
DEVELOPING INTO ADULTHOOD
The French developmental psychologist Jean Piaget maintains that when we meet a new experience, we first assimilate it to a schema we already have learned, e.g., “It’s a dog.” If the thing encountered is not a dog we are puzzled and gradually learn the difference between this thing and what we knew as “dog.” It’s like a “dog,” but different. We find out that it is called a “cat.” Now the schema that saw all moving and furry things as “dogs” must accommodate to include “cats.” This process of assimilation and accommodation is how, according to Piaget, humans develop into adulthood. One more thing about this process: when we encounter something that does not fit a pattern already learned, we experience some inner turbulence, some anxiety. We are momentarily at a loss. We regain equilibrium either by realizing that the new thing is just a slightly different version of what we had expected or by accommodating to the newness and thus learning a new category or schema. But if the anxiety is very strong, this accommodation or learning may be quite difficult. 
SELF-OTHER IMAGES OR SCHEMATA
The most important of these schemata for human beings are those that help us to make sense of our inter-personal relationships. We become human by relating to other human beings. Through the same process of assimilation and accommodation we develop a network of self-other schemata that makes sense of and colors all our interactions with other people. (These schemata are the ones called “object relations” in psychoanalytic theory.) They are built up on the basis of experience with people over the years of our lives.

They begin with the first differentiation made between self and another, perhaps between the self and the mother. Once children have learned the difference between their mother and themselves, their mother’s face brings smiles when it appears. But have you noticed how babies smile at all faces at first? All of them, it seems, are, to the babies, the same as the mother. Then comes the moment when they notice something. “This face is not mother’s.” The children may cry or move away. They must now accommodate this new experience. Some faces are not mother, but different. As they differentiate multiple others with whom they interact, different emotional states are associated with these different people. But the self-other system evolves from the initial differentiation from the mother and always carries the residue of that initial learning; hence, it is an interlocking system, not a series of separate and unconnected structures.

As an adult, each time I meet a new person, I assimilate him or her to one of these schemata. A stranger may, for example, remind me of a beloved sister; my first reaction is attraction to this stranger and the desire to engage her in conversation. Instant likes and dislikes are explained by such assimilation to existing self-other schemata. Of course, if I am to develop a real relationship with this stranger to whom I am attracted, I must accommodate to her newness and learn how to relate to her in her uniqueness. If a new friendship develops, however, it will always be indebted to the initial attraction. 
ANXIETY-PROVOKING EVENTS
These schemata can be more or less flexible and thus more or less able to accommodate to newness. Developmental psychologists believe that relatively rigid psychic patterns develop in order to deal with traumatic and anxiety-provoking events. For example, children who are seriously abused by an adult experience strong anxiety. They must learn quickly how to escape from this anxiety-provoking situation. If it seems that they can only escape by placating the adult, then they learn to engage in placating behavior with this adult. The learned reaction can, however, be triggered by anyone who resembles this adult. It is very difficult for them to unlearn such a behavior pattern because they find it difficult to stay in a situation with a stranger who triggers the reaction long enough to learn that this new person is not threatening.
An example from an animal experiment may help us to understand such rigid structures. One can put a mouse in a white box where if feels safe; the mouse will not jump over to an adjacent black box. Apply an electric shock in the white box, however, and the mouse will quickly jump over to the black box. The experimenter does not have to repeat this procedure more than a couple of times before the mouse has learned to jump out of the white box as soon as it is put into it. From now on, no electric shock is needed. In fact, if the experimenter tries to get the mouse to stay in a white box, which now is free of electric shocks, the mouse will do everything to get out of the box and will even exhibit “crazy” behavior. The mouse has learned to associate “white box” with “shock” and acts accordingly. The schema is rigid and very difficult to change; accommodation does not easily occur. Severe anxiety tends to create such rigid patterns in us humans, and these patterns lead to repetitive reactions to any new person who reminds us of the one who caused the severe anxiety in the first place. Such learning explains inappropriate, self-defeating and neurotic behavior that leads to the need for some kind of psychological therapy. 
To round out this short, and inadequate, tour of psychological theory about self-other schemata let us look at how such psychological therapy helps to change the behavior patterns. The clients enter therapy because the behavior patterns are causing trouble in life and in relationships. The clients make a positive working alliance with the therapist who agrees to relate to the clients in such a way as to help them to change their self-defeating patterns of behavior. The strength of this alliance enables the clients to remain in the therapy even when the same patterns of behavior are aroused in the interaction with the therapist. In the course of the therapy the clients learn that they can engage appropriately and in an adult fashion with the therapist and thus with others. They learn new self-other schemata, in other words. But the positive working alliance “holds” them in the threatening situation long enough to learn these new patterns. 

THE “DEFAULT” SELF-GOD IMAGE
The reader may be wondering what this psychological theorizing has to do with the question of one’s image of God. We began by looking at our spontaneous reactions to the mention of God or of prayer. These reactions are learned responses. They derive from the same kinds of learned patterns as do our reactions to people. These patterns or schemata color our reactions to God and are, I maintain, “idolatrous” because they do not correspond to the reality of who God wants to be and is for us.
Our unconscious image of “self-in-relation-with-God” derives from and, as a result, is colored by the self-other schemata we have developed over the course of our lives in dealing with other people, especially significant other people. The self-God image, in other words, is enmeshed in the complex self-other schemata with which we engage in all human interactions. Thus, our relations with our parents and other significant authority figures of childhood color our way of relating to god. In addition, we began developing this pattern when we were first introduced to the idea of God, and its colored by the images of God taught to us in childhood and also by how we, as children, grasped these notions and images. Our “default” schema of self-in-relation-with-God has, therefore, like all our “defaults” for self-other relationships, some rather primitive features. Moreover, many of us have not allowed the self-God schema much room for development in our later lives. Hence, many of us walk around with a “default” that is still rather undeveloped. This “default” can be idolatrous indeed.

DIFFICULT TO CHANGE
Because it developed when we were very young, it may be very difficult to change. The image of God we develop is a way to make sense of the great mysteries of life on this earth, especially the mysteries of accident, pain, loss and death. Why we exist at all is one of the fundamental questions that confronts anyone who becomes aware of the fragility of life on this planet. Children become aware of this fragility through the death of pets, of siblings, of grandparents, of friends. God is often invoked as the one who causes these deaths. Adults try to soften the blow to children by such statements as, “God took Nana because He loves her.” Children are then left to wonder who will be the next one God will take from them because of this “love.” But more fundamentally, God is invoked to make sense of these terrible events and to soothe the anxiety connected with them. Schemata developed to deal with strong anxiety, as we noted, tend to be relatively rigid and difficult to change. Because the self-god pattern of relationship is reinforced, often enough, by authoritative church teaching, it may be even more difficult to change. In addition, many of us, even those who go on to higher education, may not have had our religious schemata challenged much at all. Indeed, if I may, again, cite myself as an example, even after a great deal of theological learning and years of prayer and spiritual direction, which have challenged my self-God schema, I can still react with the “default” schema of my childhood rather easily. 
CHANGING THE “DEFAULT”
So the question arises: How can we change the “default” schema? We need to begin with one clear fact, namely, that our self-God schema will, in this life, at least, never be adequate to the reality of God because God is the Mystery that we can never comprehend or understand. In fact, the word God is only a pointer into that Mystery. God is, as Saint Ignatius of Loyola was wont to say, “ever greater” than anything we can grasp or know. The only thing we can hope for is that our self-God schema becomes more adequate to the reality of God. How can this happen? One way, and a tried and true one, is to hear and to read more about God from theologians and spiritual writers whose own grasp of God is more adequate to the reality of God. In other words, many of us need remedial education in God matters.
But theological education goes just so far in changing deeply rooted, emotionally charged unconscious patterns. Something more is needed. Perhaps the analogy with psychological counseling will help. I noted that the working alliance forged with the therapist holds the client in the relationship even when the self-defeating patterns of behavior that brought the client to therapy are activated. I maintain that many people need help to develop such a “working alliance” with God so that God can gradually alter the self-God images that are our “defaults.” The aim of much of our religious and spiritual formation, I believe, should be to help people to develop such a “working alliance.” 
A British psychiatrist long ago put the matter this way: 

The enjoyment of God should be the supreme end of spiritual technique; and it is in that enjoyment of God that we feel not only saved in the Evangelical sense, but safe: we are conscious of belonging to God, and hence are never alone; and, to the degree we have these two, hostile feelings disappear…. In that relationship Nature seems friendly and homely; even its vast spaces instead of eliciting a sense of terror speak of the infinite love; and the nearer beauty becomes the garment with which the Almighty clothes Himself (J. S. McKenzie, Nervous Disorders and Character. Cited in Henry Guntrip, Psychotherapy and Religion. New York: Harper, 1957, 200).

Such experiences of God help to change the “default” many of us have carried around since childhood. They also establish what I have called a “working alliance” with God. I believe that such experiences underlie the “Principle and Foundation” of the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola. Only when one has a rather firmly established “working alliance” can one move into what Ignatius call the “First Week” and ask God to reveal one’s sins and sinful tendencies. In other words, one needs a better “default” image of God in relation with oneself in order to let God reveal one’s sins and sinful tendencies. No one whose God is a nagging and angry scold would dare to ask God for such a revelation. Those who have formative roles in the church need to take McKenzie’s advice seriously because it is a matter of helping people to have a right relation with God.
As my contribution to this formative work of the church, let me suggest some ways that might allow God a chance to change the “default.” I often encourage people to contemplate the beauties of nature with the desire to know in one’s bones God’s creative desire that brings it all into existence and keeps it in existence. In the process they can ponder such texts as the creation story of the first chapter of Genesis or the one from Wisdom 11:24-26.
For you love all things that exist,

and detest none of the things

that you have made,

for you would not have made 

anything if you had hated it.
How would anything have endured 

if you had not willed it?

How would anything not called forth by you

have been preserved?

You spare all things, for they are yours, O Lord,

you who love the living

In Brazil I read these words in Portuguese and was deeply moved by the translation of the last words as “amigo da vida,” “friend of life” or “friend of the living.” Since then I have asked for the grace to let these words sink in so that I more spontaneously react to God as wanting to be my friend and enjoying my company. Let these words sink into your heart. Ask God to help you to relish them, to believe them, to have them become your “default.” What we want and need is to believe and to experience that God likes us, enjoys us and wants us to enjoy God’s presence.
PRAYING PSALM 139
One can take other texts for the same kind of exercise. Some people find it helpful to pray slowly the first eighteen verses of Psalm 139, which begin: “O Lord, you have searched me and known me.” To be truthful, with the “default” most of us have these words can evoke some anxiety. The wagging finger image can come into play. But later in the psalm we read: “For it was you who formed my inward parts;/ you knit me together in my mother’s womb./ I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made./ wonderful are your works;/ that I know very well” (13-14). People who have persisted in praying this psalm have grown comfortable and trusting in God’s presence, so much so that they then can say and mean the last words: “Search me, O God, and know my heart;/ test me and know my thoughts./ See if there is any wicked way in me,/ and lead me in the way everlasting” (23-24). One can only say these words honestly and with fervor if one believes that one is deeply loved and cared for, the fruit, often, of repeated paying of the early parts of the psalm.
What these examples suggest is that the “default” image of self-and-God is transformed through experiences of God that differ from what the default expects. As we put ourselves in the way of having such experiences, we may experience some anxiety because the default can be strong. But these new experiences give us the foundation we need to be attracted to exploring the relationship with God in new ways. As we experience God as desiring our companionship, our friendship, we become more willing to continue the exploration. Of course, there will be setbacks, times when the default takes over, and we will shy away from prayer and from any closeness with God. But the foundational experiences will, it is hoped, forge a strong relationship of trust, a “working alliance,” as it were, that attracts us to keep coming back to prayer. Gradually, if we continue the process, this new self-God pattern takes precedence in the way we react to God. However, we need to remember that the new schema is built upon the old one, which remains and to which we can regress in times of inner or outer turmoil or distress. As I noted at the beginning of this article, the original “default” still can take hold of me in spite of years of prayer and study.
SPIRITUAL DIRECTION AS A HELP
In this process of growth toward a new “default” in regard to God spiritual directors can be most helpful. Such companions function analogously to a counselor. However, they help us by focusing our conversations with them on what happens when we consciously engage in the relationship with God. Spiritual directors help us by developing with us a “working alliance” that makes the relationship with God the central topic of conversation. Spiritual directors, who are most helpful in the type of journey I am suggesting, are those who are not authoritarian and directive, but who listen well and keep encouraging us to return to the encounter with God. They also help by pointing out the blind alleys we get into and enabling us to see how we got into them.

CONCLUSION
We carry the baggage of our upbringing into all our adult relationships, including our relationship with God. Just as our adult relationships with close friends are colored by the residue of all our past relationships, so, too, is our adult relationship with God. The relationships with our friends develop into mutual bonds of trust and challenge through the experience of engaging in them and working through the effects of the residue from past relationships that often get in the way of establishing such bonds. We can move beyond the “default” self-other schemata formed in childhood by engaging with our friends and suffering the ups and downs entailed in the maturing of any close relationship. So, too, our relationship with God can develop from the “default” image into a mature and more adult relationship. The main reason that it can is that God wants it to develop. God likes us and wants our friendship. God wants each of us to engage in a relationship of growing intimacy and friendship. If we do so, we will find that our default has changed, almost by osmosis. 
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