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Preface

Over a century ago, psychologists who were fascinated with religion began to study
and write about it. Theologians and religious practitioners have responded to this
literature, producing a fascinating dialogue that deals with our fundamental under-
standings about the human person and our place in the world. This book provides
an introduction to the important conversations that have developed out of these
interchanges.

The dialogue between psychology and religion is difficult to study for a number
of reasons. First, it requires knowledge of both psychology and religion. People
with a background in psychology often lack a solid understanding of the religious
traditions they wish to study, and theologians may not be up to date on the latest
developments in psychology. Second, it requires conceptual tools to organize the
material and understand the basic problems involved in any attempt to connect the
science of psychology with religion. These concepts can be found in many places,
for instance in the writings of philosophers of science, but they are complex and
often hard to follow for those without a proper theological and philosophical back-
ground. Finally, authors who write on the topic come to the study of psychology
and religion from a variety of academic and personal backgrounds. This makes for
wonderful diversity in conversations, but it makes understanding and mastery of the
material quite difficult.

Given these problems, why should we try to understand this dialogue? Along
with many other scholars, I believe that psychology and religion both have things
to say to each other that are mutually beneficial. Psychology offers religion the
resources of science to improve the accuracy of its self-understanding and the
methods it uses to pursue desired goals. Religion offers psychology a vast store
of accumulated wisdom on the nature of the human person and how a good life
might be achieved. As each field hears what the other has to say, there is a response
or critique, and these are of vital importance as well. For instance, theological
responses to psychological theory and research provide valuable corrections that
can help the field avoid mistakes and misunderstandings. Accordingly, this book is
written from a dialogical perspective, looking at some of the important conversa-
tions and critiques that have been exchanged between psychologists, theologians
and religious practitioners. The word “and” in the title of this book reflects this
dialogical aim.
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A dialogical approach to psychology and religion carries with it certain assump-
tions. First, psychology and religion are treated as equal conversation partners that
are both worthy of respect. Thus, an attempt must be made to avoid privileging either
field in our inquiry. Second, while dialogue produces many fascinating connections
it does not produce a structure that fits both areas into a neat system. While psychol-
ogy and religion have much to say to each other, they are different in their aims and
methods, so that discontinuities between the fields will always be present.

While the book has a primary focus on Christianity—and I write from that
perspective—Hinduism and especially Buddhism have also contributed greatly to
the psychology and religion dialogue. Thus, major sections of the book also discuss
information related to these two traditions. Unfortunately, some other major reli-
gions have not been well studied by psychologists, and so there is not a coherent
body of dialogue available for discussion. Thus, there is very little discussion of
Judaism in this book, and only a modest treatment of Islam. Hopefully, theory and
research will progress in the future so that these important religious traditions will
have a more central place in the conversation with psychology.

The Plan of This Book

The fields of psychology, religion, and spirituality have a vast, rich heritage that
is beyond the scope of any single volume or set of volumes. Even the literature
on the intersection between psychology and religion is enormous. Accordingly, in
a book such as this, hard choices must be made about what to include and how it
should be discussed. In general, I have tried to provide a bird’s-eye view of the field,
indicating important major issues and areas where dialogue is taking place. How-
ever, this is a textbook rather than an encyclopedia, so you will not find coverage
of all the major writers or research related to psychology, religion and spirituality.
Such an undertaking would be neither possible nor desirable in the confines of a
single volume. Instead, it is important to be selective and focus on key figures or
ideas as a way of introducing various points of view and issues of interest. In order
to understand the current state of the dialogue, it is necessary to focus more on
recent research findings and understandings of various issues, although older work
is also considered when it is relevant to current debates. This includes discussion
of research in the sociology and anthropology of religion that is of importance to
psychology. Each chapter concludes with a discussion of a key issue or theme that
emerges from the psychology and religion dialogue on that topic.

The material in the book falls into several sections. Part I deals with fundamentals
in the psychology and religion dialogue. It is very helpful to consider this topic within
the context of the larger conversation between science and religion. Thus, there is
a chapter that introduces the philosophical concepts (e.g., naturalism, materialism)
and historical information (e.g., positivist movements) needed to understand the sci-
ence and religion relationship, particularly as it has worked itself out with reference
to psychology. For those that are unfamiliar with the major religious traditions
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addressed in the psychology and religion dialogue, a chapter with a brief review of
Hinduism, Buddhism and Christianity is also included.

Parts I and III cover basic areas in the psychology and religion dialogue as it has
evolved over the past century. Part II also provides an overview of approaches to
the topic that are likely to be central in the future, such as the perspectives provided
by neuroscience and postmodernism. Part III summarizes material related to the
important area of human development, and suggests how new advances in narrative
psychology may help us to understand the process of spiritual growth.

Part IV deals with the practical applications of the psychology and religion
dialogue. Religion and psychology share a concern with the quality of human
existence. They hope to offer guidance to people seeking to find meaningful, ful-
filled and even happy lives. Thus, a final goal of this book is to harness theory and
empirical research in the service of practical applications. How can we in the 21st
century build positive communities? In what ways can we help individuals deal
with challenges and develop richly satisfying lives? The concluding chapters of this
book will attempt to begin sketching out answers to these questions.

A difficult problem is how to handle terminology and references, which for this
topic must come from a number of fields. For the most part, references utilize the
system developed by the American Psychological Association, although this is not
always ideal when referring to philosophical or theological works. Multiple author
citations have been abbreviated somewhat in the text, although the full citation can
still be found in the reference list. A glossary is included at the end of the book that
provides quick definitions of terms as they are typically used by psychologists,
theologians, and religious studies scholars.

The primary task of a book such as this is to present ideas that have been influ-
ential in the dialogue between psychology and religion. Once we have these ideas
in front of us, the next critical task is to evaluate the value of these ideas and the
evidence that supports them. This is important, as the ideas of many influential
figures in the dialogue (e.g. Freud, Fromm) have little or no evidence to support
them, while other less-known ideas appear on examination to be very attractive.
However, evaluation is not easily done. A systematic critique of theories requires
agreement on how they should be evaluated and a body of theoretical discussion or
evidence relevant to the task. Unfortunately, one or both of these things is often
missing in the science and religion dialogue. Scholars in different fields such as
social psychology and religious studies often disagree on what constitutes evidence
in support of a position. For instance, scientists often insist upon the presence of
empirical data to support a theory, while a theologian might argue that other kinds
of evidence are more relevant and persuasive. There is also much variability in the
quantity and quality of critique directed at different positions. Some theories—even
good once—have been the target of extensive critiques, while others have received
little criticism even when there is little data to support them. So while evaluative
sections have been included in situations where there has been a lot of scholarly
discussion about the worth of a particular theory or position, it has not always been
possible to offer an extensive critique of every theory. Absence of a critique does
not mean a position is “proven” and presence of a critique does not mean a view has
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no value. Much remains to be done to evaluate the worth of the many strands in the
psychology and religion dialogue.

The Community Behind the Book, with Thanks

Any writer is indebted to many people both past and present. One of the most painful
parts of writing the book has been the need to cover rich systems of thought and life-
times of study by many fine people in a few sentences. Thus, both thanks and apologies
are due to colleagues. Hopefully this book will motivate the reader to pick up and read
the original sources and authors involved in the psychology and religion dialogue.

Many of my students have contributed to this book in important ways. John Unrath
did some of the background research for Chapter 12, and Mark Burek contributed
some suggestions on Chapter 13. Kathryn Alfrey, Lisa Daube, Katie Patrick, Marla
Tiebert, and Kathy Berg did much of the typing, editing and cross-checking of the ref-
erence list, a significant job in a book of this type. Julie Hamaide, Erin Westerman, and
Jennifer Zimmer read large portions of the text and commented on them from a student
point of view, suggesting improvement to make the book more user friendly. They also
worked with Chrystal Frey and Anthony Nelson in helping to assemble the glossary.
Catherine Renken and Megan Berning assisted in the production of the index. Several
of my psychology and religion classes at Valparaiso University and in China have also
endured earlier versions of the chapters in this book and made helpful suggestions.

A number of wonderful colleagues have read and critiqued portions of this
book. Al Dueck, Ted Ludwig, Nancey Murphy, and Brent Slife have read selected
chapters, while Kevin Mooney and Jeanne Brown read earlier drafts of the entire
manuscript. Richard Gorsuch, Frank Richardson, and Fraser Watts were kind
enough to read a final version of the book and offer comments. Throughout the
whole process, the editors at Springer have been tremendously supportive and
helpful, especially Jennifer Hadley and Sharon Panulla. All have made numerous
helpful suggestions that have enriched the final product. Obviously, deficiencies
that remain in the book are my responsibility.

Finally, I must acknowledge my faith community and my family, especially my
wife Jeanne and children Anthony and Teresa, who warmly supported me during the
incessant reading and periodic writing that went into this book.

Indiana, USA James M. Nelson



Disclaimer

Although this book treats a number of important personal and mental health issues,
it is not intended as a volume to provide spiritual or psychological guidance to
people in distress. Individuals struggling with these problems should seek help from
qualified religious and psychological professionals.
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Chapter 1
Introduction to Psychology, Religion,
and Spirituality

1.1 Introduction

The nature of the human person has been a subject of fascination since ancient
times. We desire to understand ourselves and our place in the world, and at times
we also look at broader human questions: Why am I here? What is the meaning
or purpose of my life? Why do people suffer? This book is about two of the most
important ways that people have attempted to answer these kinds of questions—
religion and psychology. Especially over the past century, there has been a fascinat-
ing interchange of views between psychologists and religious practitioners about
questions of daily life and broader meaning. In this book, we will seek to understand
this complex and constantly changing dialogue and its implication for our under-
standing of the human person (cf. Henking, 2000). We will begin our quest in this
chapter with a look at the basic concepts of religion, spirituality, and psychology, as
well as some history of the dialogue between them.

1.2 Basic Concepts

1.2.1 What is Religion?

From prehistoric times to the present, religion has been a central part of human expe-
rience and culture. Religions are thought to have existed in all times and societies
(Cela-Conde, 1998; Glock & Stark, 1965). Traditionally the term religion was used
to refer to all aspects of the human relationship to the Divine or transcendent—
that which is greater than us, “the source and goal of all human life and value”
(Meissner, 1987, p. 119). More recently, scholars have started to understand religion
as activities and a way of life: “the fashioning of distinctive emotions; of distinctive
habits, practices, or virtues; of distinctive purposes, desires, passions, and commit-
ments; and of distinctive beliefs and ways of thinking,” along with “a distinctive way
of living together” and a language for discussing “what they are doing and why”
(Dykstra, 1986). Thus religion has to do not only with the transcendent as it is “out
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there” but also as it is immanent in our bodily life, daily experiences, and practices.
Some religious traditions like Islam are thought to emphasize transcendence, while
Eastern religions tend to emphasize immanence. Christianity stresses both: the tran-
scendent God is also the God who can be found within and around us, discernable in
both a dramatic religious experience and in the simple, quiet love of a child for his or
her parent (Maloney, 1992, p. 1; Spidlik, 1986, p. 134; Shannon, 2000; Macquarrie,
1982, p. 34). Religion is thus multidimensional, and its complexity must be under-
stood if it is to be properly evaluated (Gorsuch, 1984; Snibbe & Markus, 2002).

1.2.1.1 Religion as Transcendence

All of us encounter the transcendent part of life, something that takes us beyond
our current way of thinking, feeling, or acting. We master a foreign language, listen
to a new kind of music or learn to pilot a canoe. All these things are examples of
self-transcendence and they are also comprehensible; we can understand the system
of processes, abilities, and decisions behind each of these new activities. We could
refer to these situations as offering a kind of weak transcendence, something that
is beyond us but also within our reach—transcendence “of an internal and human
sort” (Nussbaum, 1990, p. 379). It is something that can be achieved or compre-
hended, often without a fundamental change in our way of life or outlook.

Sometimes, however, we encounter more radical forms of strong transcendence
that defy comprehension, understanding, and control. This happens when we find
that life cannot be put into a box or reduced to a set of propositions and rules despite
our best efforts. In the words of philosopher Emmanuel Levinas (1969), we find
that our world is not just a settled, controllable “totality”” of a clearly understood
system but is an “infinity” that sometimes goes beyond our human control and
understanding. This infinity can appear in situations that challenge our settled view
of things, as when the death of a loved one makes us realize the finitude of life. The
psychiatrist-philosopher Karl Jaspers (1932) referred to these as limit situations
or experiences. Strong transcendence also appears in the puzzles and paradoxes
of life—things that seem to be simultaneously true but not reconcilable with each
other. For instance, the world seems to have an underlying unity, but at the same
time there is great diversity. Religious people can speak of God as love and at the
same time acknowledge the presence of suffering in the world. Paradox appears
when we ask big questions like why do things exist? Why is the world predictable
and orderly? Finally, it is evident in our human freedom to make choices, pursue
goals, react in different ways, and exercise creativity (Theophan, 1995, p. 72). No
matter how carefully we study and plan, our own actions and those of others—
even the effects of planful modern science and technology—continue to surprise
us and defy prediction. Human action can be thought of as a struggle between this
freedom and necessity (Arendt, 1998, pp. 230-235). In religious traditions, many
thinkers speak of spiritual life as involving some kind of ascent and contact with
this transcendence and that after returning from such an encounter we find our-
selves changed in important ways (Shah-Kazemi, 2006, p. 1).
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While most human philosophies and religions embrace at least some form of
weak transcendence, views on strong transcendence vary markedly. Most forms of
humanistic philosophy reject the idea of strong transcendence, arguing that sacred-
ness is just another word for human power and ability (Ornstein, 1991, p. 274;
Taylor, 2007; Vergote, 1969, p. 74). A view such as this emphasizes our ability to
control the world instead of seeing it as a gift to be received. On the other hand,
many religious systems would argue that while weak transcendence exists and is
good, a view of the world or the human person that stops there is radically incom-
plete. We must also take strong transcendence into account.

For the majority of religious people in the world, this transcendence is not just
an abstraction, but it has a personal quality. The something that is beyond relates to
us in love, and we in turn offer it our love. This is known as theism, belief in a God
who is free, transcending both us and the world, but who wishes to relate to us. As
transcendent, God can become an object of devotion (Peters, 2007; Hay, Reich, &
Utsch, 2006). Nontheistic religions may acknowledge strong transcendence but
deny its personal quality. This is a traditional stance within Buddhism.

Strong transcendence poses problems for science in general and psychology in
particular on a number of fronts. First, scientists generally prefer tidy models that
attempt to explain things without reference to transcendence (Smith, 2000). Inclu-
sion of transcendence in a model is an admission that the theory is limited in its
explanatory power, while many model builders hope to continually expand their
reach. Second, some scientists have a limited view of logic which conflicts with
aspects of transcendence such as paradox. As Wolfhart Pannenberg has noted,
some scientists have a tendency to confuse rationality (something that makes
sense) with rationalism (something that conforms to a rigid understanding of
logic; Tupper, 1973, p. 261), a stance that is quite restrictive and at odds with
how most people—including scientists—actually arrive at knowledge (Watts &
Williams, 1988, p. 56; Polanyi, 1962). This demonstrates that our ideas about
logic and rationality are not neutral but have important implications (Watson,
1994). Third, freedom also poses problems for many scientific explanations. Like
most aspects of strong transcendence, freedom is defined in a negative way as not
chance or not necessity; as such it cannot be directly observed (Macquarrie, 1982,
p. 13). In the words of Levinas it is a trace phenomenon; we can see its effects
as in the free response we make to the demands of others (Treanor, 2005), but we
can never see the thing itself. You can observe the fact that you are reading this
book and understand how this is different than alternatives that you might have
chosen, but you cannot measure or prove that freedom allowed you to make the
choice. Some scientists assume that since something cannot be directly observed,
it cannot exist. Scholars who accept the presence of strong transcendence argue
that problems like rationalism or freedom show us a natural limitation of science
in its quest to grasp the human being. They suggest that we cannot understand
the human person solely by looking at ourselves from a non-transcendent point
of view. We must also seek other ways of knowing, (Goldsmith, 1994, p. 95;
Howard, Youngs, & Siatczynski, 1989; Powlison, 2003, p. 205; Macquarrie, 1982,
pp. 26, 41-42; Zizioulas, 2006).
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Since transcendence is an essential part of most religions, the study of religion using
a system that excludes transcendence would appear to have limits in understanding its
object of study. For instance, hope for an afterlife is an important part of religion for
most theists, and an understanding of this phenomenon must accept that for believers
this type of transcendence is entirely real. However, many scientists—including some
psychologists—would find this difficult to accept because it is not directly observable.
As a science, psychology suffers under limitations and needs to avoid “psychologism,”
the tendency to assume that all of religion can be explained by psychology when it
obviously excludes critical aspects of the phenomena (Vergote, 1969, pp. 5-21).

1.2.1.2 Religion as Immanence or Human Activity

Many experts prefer to see religion as a particular type of human activity, and cer-
tainly all major religious traditions have developed philosophies on the nature of the
human person and our place in the world (e.g., Hartsman, 2002). For instance, the
sociologists Charles Glock and Rodney Stark see religion in relation to our values,
things that we deem particularly important. They feel that individuals develop value
orientations or “over-arching and sacred systems of symbols, beliefs, values, and
practices concerning ultimate meaning which men shape to interpret their world”
(Glock & Stark, 1965, p. 9), and they view religion as one manifestation of this
phenomenon. By this definition, Marxism and other secular systems of thought are
akin to religion as they provide value orientations. However, Glock and Stark also
view religion as a social phenomenon with particular dimensions: (1) ritualistic,
(2) experiential, (3) intellectual, and (4) consequential, i.e., having implications for
behavior and ethics.

In a similar way, religious studies scholar Ninian Smart (1998) identifies reli-
gion as a human activity with some or all of the following dimensions: (1) prac-
tical and ritual, including prayer, worship, and meditation; (2) experiential and
emotional; (3) narrative or mythic; (4) doctrinal and philosophical; (5) ethical and
legal; (6) social and institutional; and (7) material, including buildings and other
artifacts. He believes that the narrative or mythic element of religion is particularly
important, as it includes the sacred stories and art that help define both the group
and the sacred entities that are the focus of the religion. Smart argues that many
secular movements such as atheism, humanism, or Marxism fit some or all of this
definition but that it is not proper to call them religions, because “they conceive
of themselves, on the whole, as antireligious” (1998, p. 26). However they can
be thought of as offering a worldview (1999a,b)—a basic set of assumptions and
way of thinking about self, the world and our place in it (cf. Kearney, 1984, p. 41).
Secular worldviews often appear to fill some of the same functions as a religion by
providing an ideology, or system of thought, that attempts to explain everything
from a single premise. For instance, the ideology of humanism is based on a con-
cept of the basic good and power of humanity. In the modern world, ideologies
often claim to have a scientific basis to increase their persuasive power (Arendt,
1968, p. 468).
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Other authors prefer to look at religion as an activity that is part of culture, the
complex whole of “capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of soci-
ety” (Tylor, 1871), especially the “webs of significance” available in society that
help us in the search for meaning (Geertz, 1973, p. 5). Belzen (1999) argues that
seeing religion as merely another part of culture could provide a “religiously neu-
tral” starting point for inquiry by psychologists. A cultural view of religion tends to
see it as a human production, a multidimensional system or worldview that under-
pins a culture and allows members to construct meaning and make sense out of the
world. This is a popular approach to religion in contemporary university settings
(Marsden & Longfield, 1992; Vergote, 1997, p. 19).

There are two ways of approaching cultural phenomena. In the etic model, cul-
tural forms are seen as universal phenomena with similar characteristics across all
cultural settings. In the case of religion, an etic view assumes that all religions share
certain attributes like having a view of transcendence, and that they can be broken
down and analyzed according to a universal set of categories, as when we compare
Christianity and Buddhism on their “devotional practices.” In the emic model, each
cultural form is thought to be unique and occurs within a given physical, social, and
historical context. An emic view of religion would argue that two different religions
are not just alternate varieties of the same thing; rather they are unique systems and
each must be understood and evaluated on its own merit (e.g., Shuman & Meador,
2003, pp. 37-40). Both of these approaches can be found in the contemporary psy-
chology and religion literature, with scientists tending to use etic models and theo-
logians or religious studies scholars arguing more from an emic stance.

Definitions of religion that view it as a human activity often have two implica-
tions. First, if religion is defined as a worldview, it is possible to speak of everyone
as being religious since everyone has a worldview. The Christian theologian Paul
Tillich seems to have believed this, saying that it was impossible to be nonreligious
because everyone has “confessed or concealed answers to the questions which
underlie every form of religion” and if they don’t profess a religion they at least
belong to a “quasi-religion” (1963a, pp. 2-3). Second, when religion is viewed as a
human activity it is natural to conduct a functional analysis and look at it in terms
of its functions—what it does—instead of a substantive analysis that looks at its
content and specific beliefs. For instance, a functional analysis might evaluate reli-
gion in terms of its ability to help us cope with life stresses, while a substantive anal-
ysis could look more at the truth value of religious doctrines. Functional analyses
are commonly used in psychology (Zinnbauer, Pargament, & Scott, 1999; Ahmed,
2004) and offer a practical approach to study; the disadvantage is that functional-
ism can obscure underlying differences, sometimes labeling everyone as “religious”
despite the fact that some people avoid or oppose it (Smart, 1999b, p. 57; McDargh,
1983, p. 9; Vergote, 1997, pp. 14-15). A functional analysis might conclude that
there is no difference between a table lamp and a flashlight because both give light.
However, a power outage or a battery failure after prolonged use would show that
the functional analysis had overlooked some important substantive differences!
Similarly, religion may function differently in those for whom it is a central part of
life compared with individuals who seldom practice it. Finally, functional analyses
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can imply that religion is only about its functions and not about its substance such
as its views on transcendent reality, a position that would certainly not be shared by
adherents of religious traditions (Drees, 1998, p. 323; Berger, 1974).

Are religions more about transcendence or immanence? While some religions
may emphasize one over the other, all the great religious traditions encompass both
(cf. Shah-Kazemi, 2002, 2006, p. 69; al-‘Arabi, 1980, pp. 72-75).

1.2.2 What Is Spirituality?

Over the last several decades the term spirituality has entered the common lan-
guage as an alternate way to describe our search for the transcendent. In its original
English meaning, “spiritual” was a term used to contrast church life with “worldly”
or materialistic ways of being (Rizzuto, 2005). In the 19th century, “spirituality”
was not a commonly used term and “Spiritualism” referred to contact with spir-
its and other psychic phenomena. In contemporary usage, the term has a number
of common meanings (Zinnbauer et al., 1997), and definitions in the scholarly
literature also vary. These differences reflect the fact that spirituality is a broad term
encompassing multiple domains of meaning that may differ among various cultural,
national, and religious groups (Roehlkepartain, Benson, King, & Wagener, 2006;
Lewis, 2004; Takahashi & Ide, 2003). Today the term is often used to denote the
experiential and personal side of our relationship to the transcendent or sacred (cf.
Hill et al., 2000; Emmons & Crumpler, 1999). Those who use the term in this way
typically contrast it with religion, which they define narrowly as the organizational
structures, practices, and beliefs of a religious group (Zinnbauer et al., 1999). Theo-
logians and religious practitioners, on the other hand, tend to prefer definitions that
draw less of a strict division between religion and spirituality. In their eyes, spiritu-
ality is the living reality of religion as experienced by an adherent of the tradition.
Roof (1999, p. 35) argues that spirituality encompasses 4 themes: (1) a source
of values and ultimate meaning or purpose beyond the self, including a sense of
mystery and self-transcendence; (2) a way of understanding; (3) inner awareness;
and (4) personal integration (cf. Tillich, 1958; Becker, 2001; Maclnnes, 2003, p. 51;
Ingersoll, 1994). The last characteristic is particularly important. Spirituality has
an integrative and harmonizing function that involves (a) our inner unity and (b)
our relationship and connectedness with others and to a broader reality that powers
our ability to be transcendent (Schneiders, 1998; cf. McGrath, 2006; Kosek, 1996;
Theophan, 1995, pp. 95-99). Thus, the fact that we are spiritual is not a separate
nature or characteristic that we have but an inseparable part of all we are and do
(Wagener & Malony, 2006; Wuthnow, 1998; Shafranske & Gorsuch, 1984, p. 231;
May, 2004, p. 42; Wiseman, 2007). Most visions of spirituality also involve contact
with the sacred, or “those forces whose dominance over man increases or seems
to increase in proportion to man’s effort to master them” (Girard, 1977, p. 31; cf.
Roehlkepartain, 2004), so spirituality has a powerful, mysterious quality that can-
not be reduced to a simple object of study (May, 2004, p. 183). Ideally, spirituality
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takes us beyond ordinary daily experience and has a transforming effect on our lives
and relationships. It is not just about being and experience, it is also about doing.
In contemporary practice, it involves a search for higher values, inner freedom,
and things that give life meaning (Shannon, 2000, p. 47; Vergote, 2003). While in
Western countries this search has typically involved a search for God, a nontheist
can also be involved in the quest for meaning (Mansager et al., 2002).

Religious conceptions of spirituality generally involve thick definitions that are
rich in allusions to specific beliefs and practices, as opposed to thin or generic “one
size fits all” definitions that focus more on natural experiences, personal values, or
connectedness (Zaehner, 1961; Walzer, 1994; Sheldrake, 1998, p. 56; e.g., Miller,
1999; Emmons, 1999, p. 92; Piedmont, 1999). For instance, Jernigan (2001) offers
a thin definition of spirituality as “the organization (centering) of individual and
collective life around dynamic patterns of meanings, values, and relationships that
are trusted to make life worthwhile (or, at least, livable) and death meaningful.”
(p. 418). His thick definition of Christian spirituality is more specific: “the organi-
zation (centering) of individual and collective life around loving relationships with
God, neighbor, self, and all of creation—responding to the love of God revealed
in Jesus Christ and at work through the Holy Spirit.” (p. 419). Thick definitions
often are theistic, have a strong communal content and are multidimensional with
experiential, relational, and behavioral components (Dykstra, 1986; Aumann, 1980,
p. 18; Sheldrake, 1998, pp. 58, 82; Schneiders, 1994; Hall & Edwards, 1996, 2002).
Thin definitions of spirituality are attractive to scientists because they are thought
to tap universal human qualities related to invariant natural laws that the scientist
can discover through research. However, some scholars believe that such defini-
tions may distort the fundamental nature of spirituality (Slife, Hope, & Nebeker,
1999). Thicker concepts may contain important content and contextual information
necessary for understanding a particular type of spirituality. Different groups and
individuals have very diverse ideas about it, making thin or global interpretations
difficult (Helminiak, 1987, p. 165; 1996; Richardson, 1996; Zinnbauer et al., 1997;
Zinnbauer et al., 1999; Shahabi et al., 2002; cf. Maclntyre, 1988, 1990).

Given that religion and spirituality are complex concepts that have different
meanings for different groups, it is difficult to articulate a single definition for either
of them. However, their multidimensionality suggests that definitions that focus on
only one aspect of religion or spirituality should be avoided.

1.2.2.1 Connections Between Religion and Spirituality

A number of scholars see spirituality and religion as conceptually different. Sinnott
(2001), for instance, thinks spirituality involves one’s relation to the sacred as
distinct from religion which involves adherence to specific beliefs and practices,
although he also admits that the two are sometimes hard to separate and are often not
distinguished in theory and research (Sinnott, 2002a,b). Separating the two has the
advantage of recognizing that a kind of broadly defined spirituality is quite possible
for those outside of religious traditions and communities (Rayburn, 2004). Focusing
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on spirituality fits especially well within a Western framework that focuses on the
individual and their experience rather than the needs and experiences of a larger com-
munity (Mattis, Ahluwalia, Cowie, & Kirkland-Harris, 2006; Bonnycastle, 2004).
Continental European authors find the distinction particularly attractive, as some
associate the decline in traditional values and religion with a turn toward spirituality
and a focus on the “deeper” layers of the self (e.g., Houtman & Aupers, 2007).

There are numerous indications in the empirical literature that in Western samples
it is possible to (1) develop definitions and measurement instruments that reliably
measure religion and spirituality separately, (2) find that they have different qualities
or effects, and (3) identify people who are either spiritual or religious, but not both,
although in many people they are highly related (Halman & Riis, 2003; Shahabi et al.,
2002). For instance, Dowling and her colleagues (Dowling et al., 2004) have found
that religion and spirituality have independent effects on thriving, although spiritual-
ity also has an effect on religiosity. They found that spirituality involved orientation to
help others and do good work, as well as participate in activities of self-interest. This
was found to contrast with religiosity, which involved things related to beliefs and
institutional influences. Some studies with adults also show that religion and spiritu-
ality can be separated and that they change differently during the aging process, with
group averages on religiosity staying fairly steady across the life span, while spiritu-
ality increases, especially after age 60 (e.g., Dillon & Wink, 2003). Individuals who
are spiritual but not religious may also differ in beliefs, for example, they have higher
levels of nihilism, the belief that life has no purpose (Shahabi et al., 2002).

Others raise objections to the practice of making a strict separation between religion
and spirituality. Certainly individuals in religious traditions generally reject the idea
that these are separate (e.g., Merton, 2005b, p. 46). The psychologist Brian Zinnbauer
and his colleagues have pointed out that researchers who draw a strict distinction
between religion and spirituality often polarize the concepts in value-laden ways, with
organized, communal religion defined in negative terms and individualistic spiritual-
ity in positive terms. In their view, these types of definitions can tell us more about
the values or prejudices of the investigators than the phenomenon they are studying
(Zinnbauer et al., 1999). They also note that the people we study generally do not draw
a strict distinction between them. In their studies of US Midwestern adults, only 6.7%
of their sample saw the two as strictly different, while the vast majority saw the two as
interrelated in some way (Zinnbauer et al., 1997; cf. Musick, Traphagan, Koenig, &
Larson, 2000). Similar results have also been found in Japan (Takahashi & Ide, 2003),
and personality research suggests that those high in spirituality and religiousness share
many things in common such as a compassionate attitude toward others (Piedmont,
2005). This suggests that in some cultural settings a distinction between religion and
spirituality may not be meaningful and that even when the two can be distinguished
they can support each other in positive ways (Verma & Maria, 2006).

Is it really possible to be spiritual without being religious? If by this we mean is
it possible to engage in a spiritual quest without formal membership in a religious
group, the answer is “yes.” However, complete separation of spirituality from reli-
gion is difficult. The psychologist David Elkins has argued that it is possible and
in his book Beyond Religion (1998) presents a program for spiritual life outside of



1.2 Basic Concepts 11

religion. However, his program makes extensive use of practices and beliefs taken
from major religious traditions, and he frequently quotes religious figures in support
of his arguments! This illustrates the fact that in practice it is often impossible to
divorce spirituality and religion from each other (Hill & Pargament, 2003; Eliassen,
Taylor, & Lloyd, 2005) and that the practice of spirituality without the support of reli-
gious structures is difficult in many ways. In Christianity, religious practitioners and
theologians have traditionally resisted the move to split religion and theology from
spirituality as inaccurate and harmful, although it has occurred during periods of his-
tory. These writers would argue that ultimately the Christian religion and spirituality
require each other, and the same is probably true in other religious traditions as well
(Tillich, 1963a, pp. 88—89; Pannenberg, 1983, p. 13; Rahner, 1975, p. 40; Sheldrake,
1995, pp. 52-57; Rossler, 1999). Certainly the study of spirituality in those who are
outside of religious groups is particularly difficult, so that most research on spirituality
to date involves those who affiliate with churches or other religious groups (Emmons,
1999, p. 98).

If religion and spirituality are distinct yet related, there are two ways of under-
standing their connection. One way is to suppose that one of the constructs is actu-
ally a subset of the other so that religion is just an “add-on” or response to spirituality
or vice versa. For instance, Kenneth Pargament defines religion broadly as “a search
for significance in ways related to the sacred” (1999, p. 32) and sees religion as
a broader concept than spirituality (Zinnbauer et al., 1999; Pargament, 1999). An
opposite perspective is offered by the European researcher Stifoss-Hanssen (1999),
who argues that spirituality is a broader construct because the quality of sacred-
ness emphasized in religion is not experienced by atheists and agnostics. A third
perspective is to see that religion is related to the sacred but that sacredness can be
approached from other ways (e.g., Demerath, 2000). A sensible way to resolve the
issue is to treat religion and spirituality as distinct but overlapping (e.g., Hill et al.,
2000; Benson, Roehlkepartain, & Rude, 2003). Scholars who follow this line of
thought have developed typologies that classify people into categories according to
their levels of religiousness and spirituality (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 Typology of religion and spirituality

Religiosity
High Low
Engaged, Participatory Disengaged, Uninvolved
(US Percentage) (US Percentage)
Spirituality
High Traditional Integrated (59-74%) Spiritual Seeker Individualistic
(14-20%)
Low Cultural Dogmatic (4—15%) Uninterested or Antagonistic
(3-12%)

Note: Figures for relative proportions are from multiple US studies as reported by Marler & Hadaway
(2002). For use of the terms “Spiritual Seeker” and “Dogmatic” see Roof (2003).
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1.3 Religion and Spirituality Today

What is the status of religion and spirituality in the world today? This is a difficult
question to answer. Both are extraordinarily rich parts of our human experience
and social life, and as such are resistant to easy description. The complexity of the
topic and weaknesses in available statistics are complicated by the fact that different
measures of religion may be appropriate for different cultures (Chaves & Stephens,
2003; Presser & Stinson, 1998; Sherkat & Ellison, 1999; Kisala, 2003). For instance,
traditional research often measures religiosity by membership in a religious com-
munity such as a congregation. However, Asian Buddhists may be very religious but
typically do not belong to a specific group—temples do not have membership lists.
Despite these problems, social commentators and sociologists have produced a
number of descriptions of the current state of religion. These cluster around three
points of view—secularization, religious transformation, and cultural divide.

1.3.1 The Secularization Hypothesis

Early 20th-century sociologists assumed that religion was a critical part of human
life. The famous French sociologist Emile Durkheim, for instance, argued that
religion would always be present because it performs necessary functions. This
was challenged mid-century by the secularization hypothesis (Davie, 2003). This
theory developed out of French Enlightenment and positivist views of history,
which hold that religion is a primitive way of thinking that will eventually be dis-
placed by modern science and technology (Gorski, 2003; Lash, 1996, p. 110; see
Section 2.3). Steady declines in European religious participation beginning in the
19th century especially among younger adults seem to support the idea that religion
is dying out. Other authors hold a milder version of the secularization hypothesis
and argue that while religion may not die out, it will have declining influence in
the public sphere. Belief may continue but will no longer be taken for granted or in
some circles even considered a respectable option (Gill, 2001; Norris & Inglehart,
2004, p. 73; Taylor, 2007, pp. 1-14). In this view, the absence or negative portrayal
of religious figures and practices in the media are surface manifestations of secular-
ization (Clarke, 2005).

Taylor (2007) argues that secularization is about more than removing religious
beliefs in God. He outlines the components of secularization as follows:

e It is a rejection of the possibility of strong transcendence, a move to a purely
immanent and human-centered frame of reference that assumes life is about
human flourishing and achieving purely human goals (cf. Arendt, 1998, p. 253).
Goals beyond ordinary human flourishing or afterlife beliefs are seen as irrational,
unscientific, enthusiastic, or fanatical.

e It removes the sense that the world is “enchanted” and affected by spiritual and
moral forces or agencies.
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» It sees the universe as at best impersonal, and at worst cold or threatening, rather
than created by God with positive divine purposes in mind. Time is seen as infinite,
homogeneous and empty as opposed to moving toward a particular conclusion.

e It rejects the idea that we are persons embedded in a social and natural world
that has divine purposes; rather we are individuals with “buffered” identities
disengaged from others. Expressive varieties of individualism that developed
especially in the 1960s gave this aspect of secularization a big boost.

* It sees human rationality and power as key values, with an active, interventionist
goal of controlling both nature and other people to achieve human goals.

* It works to exclude religion from important areas such as politics, economics, or
ethics (cf. Vergote, 1969, p. 253).

Wilson (2001) provides a typical account of the secularization hypothesis. He
argues that secularization is a global process affecting all religions. In the first phase
of secularization, increasing material comforts cause salvation to be relocated from
some future time and place—heaven or some state of rebirth—to the present. This
removes the motive for spiritual and moral striving, which leads to a second phase
in which morality is seen as simply following the rules so that one can participate in
society. In the third and final phase, work and society become increasingly deper-
sonalized, and the moral social order is abandoned in favor of mechanistic efficiency
and productivity, which have minimal requirements in terms of personal relations or
moral commitments. The sacred or transcendent is eliminated, and the focus shifts
to pleasure through common participation in technological and financial structures.
Religion has declining influence over the individual as well as social life and poli-
tics, although there may be continuing personal religiousness (Tschannen, 1991;
Halman & Pettersson, 2003a; Greinacher, 1999; Procter & Hornsby-Smith, 2003).
Scholars like Bruce (2001, 2002) see this as an irreversible process under current
social, economic, and intellectual conditions. In this view, religion will cease to
matter as a real force in society and the lives of individuals.

Many social commentators who agree that secularization is occurring argue that
it is associated with a number of social problems including distrust, weakened social
institutions, increasing rates of psychological problems, and a decreased sense of
meaning and coherence. These problems lead to apathy, cynicism, and consumerism
or materialism (Martin, 1978; Tillich, 1963a), although some see fewer negatives
and more positives in these developments (e.g., Halman & Riis, 2003; Bréchon,
2003). Secularization can also lead to atheism which can take a number of forms:
an active denial of God and the value of religion as in secular humanism and some
forms of scientific atheism, or a more passive lack of affirmation where people
may retain membership in religious organizations and participate in ceremonies
like weddings or funerals but reject its daily role in their lives as in consideration
of moral questions. While science is often associated with active forms of atheism,
in fact science is not necessarily atheistic (Peters, 2007; Pannenberg, 1983; Tupper,
1973, pp. 27-32; Maclntyre & Ricoeur, 1969; see Chapter 2).

By the late 20th century, the secularization hypothesis had been severely
challenged, and it has been rejected by a number of contemporary scholars
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(Sherkat & Ellison, 1999; Berger, 1999, 2007; Davidman, 2007). Evidence against
the secularization hypothesis includes the following:

1. Statistics show continued strong interest in religion and low rates of atheism,
even in technologically and scientifically sophisticated societies like the US. The
Gallup International survey in 1999 found that 84% of their sample identified them-
selves as part of a religious denomination. Rates of atheism were low, ranging from
about 2% in North America to 15% in Western Europe. Even in Western Europe,
some countries still have high rates of participation, and the evidence suggests that
while disbelief has increased and religious practice has decreased, changes in belief
or affiliation have been much less substantial so that the population might better be
described as “unchurched” rather than “secularized” (e.g., Halman & Riis, 2003;
Davie, 2000). People in countries with formal commitments to atheism such as
China also appear to have a strong and increasing interest in religion (Tu, 1999).

2. Trends in contemporary religion aren’t really that different than the past.
While individualized spirituality may be more prominent today (Taylor, 1999),
since at least the early 1800s there has always been a portion of American society
that has identified with different spiritual movements and rejected mainstream
religion. Also, while membership rates have fluctuated quite a bit, US attendance
and participation rates have actually been quite stable at around 40% (Wuth-
now, 1998, p. 40; Dillon & Wink, 2007, pp. 43-69; Ammerman, 1997; Presser &
Chavez, 2007).

3. Trends away from religion are really part of a more general trend away from
social involvement. Several authors (e.g., Chaves & Stephens, 2003; Putnam, 2000;
Presser & Stinson, 1998) suggest that any trends away from organized religion are
part of a general decline in participation in civic and voluntary organizations so
that “secularization” is more about social disengagement than a move away from
religion and spirituality.

4. Secularization in apparently less religious areas such as Europe is an anom-
aly due to unusual sociocultural factors (Davie, 1999, 2001). Some believe that
higher rates of European nonparticipation are due to the traditional identification
between government and religion in many of those countries, allowing religious
non-adherence to become a form of social protest (e.g., Martin, 1978). The French
sociologist Daniele Hervieu-Leger (2000, 2001) also argues that there is a unique
amnesic quality in modern European society that makes it difficult to maintain
access to traditional beliefs and practices that underlie communal religion.

While levels of strong religious commitment in the US remain stable, one
change that does seem to be taking place is a decrease in those who are affiliated
with a religion but minimally involved, and an increase in those who are com-
pletely disconnected. This trend is probably aided by increasing cultural support
for alternative religious practices, as well as the idea that spirituality, morality,
and religion can or should be separate. This suggests that increasing polarization
rather than decreasing levels of genuine commitment is the trend in the US and per-
haps elsewhere (Dillon & Wink, 2007, pp. 70-72, 119-128; Putnam, 2000, p. 75;
Norris & Inglehart, 2004, p. 93). However, as a number of authors have pointed out
(e.g., Abramowitz, 2001), declining participation or membership rates do not mean
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that people are necessarily becoming less religious or spiritual. The idea of a simple
steady progression toward secularization does not fit the evidence and is leading
scholars to look for alternatives (Ammerman, 2007b).

1.3.2 The Religious Transformation Hypothesis

Problems with the secularization hypothesis have led to the development of a revi-
sionist or religious transformation hypothesis (e.g., Luckmann, 1967; Stark &
Bainbridge, 1997; Roof, 1993, 1999). This theory rejects the secularization model
of straightforward decline and argues that cultural changes like increasing individu-
alism and social fragmentation will transform but not eliminate religion, making a
more individualized spiritual and religious practice attractive (Hill et al., 2000; cf.
Ammerman, 2007a, pp. 4-9; Taylor, 2007, p. 461). Hervieu-Leger (2001) notes that
while participation in organized religion in Europe has dropped dramatically, there
has been little decline in interest in spirituality or religion, just a shift from commu-
nal participation to a system where individuals choose their own constructed belief
systems and participate in communal activities only as they advance their personal
agendas. Taylor (2007) argues that the modernist and secularist view of life that
rejects transcendence is unconvincing and unattractive to many people because it
leads to a sense of absence or emptiness and lack of meaning, and so a turn away from
traditional religion does not lead to unbelief for most people but to many alternate
forms of religious seeking. Individuals may become “spiritual but not religious,” or
even engage in vicarious religion, where the persons themselves do not practice but
support religious institutions and the practice of religion by others (Davie, 1999).
Taylor predicts that when the secularization narrative does not pan out and the evils
attributed to religion do not go away in secularized societies, the draw of unbelief
will lessen, and the move to a transformed religion will gain further support.

This increasing individualism in religion is thought to fuel several trends:

1. The increase in religious seeking both inside and outside of religious organiza-
tions. Robert Wuthnow (1998) and Wade Clark Roof (1999) argue that disillusionment
with religion has led some US residents to go from being dwellers or participants in a
particular religious tradition to being seekers who have no firm commitment to a par-
ticular religious group. Seekers tend to see churches as providing religious goods and
services to be sampled, with the primary purpose of personal satisfaction, enabling
one to survive a busy contemporary life. The increase in seeking is thought to be
a product of skepticism in the validity of any one religious or secularized spiritual
path. It is also associated with certain kinds of family backgrounds marked by rigid-
ity and less closeness. The shift toward seeking and away from dwelling changes
the expectations and reasons people participate in religious organizations, which has
provoked experimentation among religious groups for different ways of reaching
out to seekers (D’ Antonio, 1995; Wright, 1995). Seeking has advantages in terms of
flexibility and adaptability, but it also has disadvantages. Roof and others argue that
the personal individualistic spirituality of seekers often involves an incoherent and
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unclear pattern of beliefs and practices. They also argue that it is hard to maintain
commitment and identity without spiritual support from group interaction. Seekers
that lack this community connection tend to lack strong commitments to particular
beliefs and practices and so are more likely to remain spiritual “tourists” rather than
pilgrims dedicated to growth (cf. Maclntyre, 1984, pp. 221-223).

2. Religious and spiritual eclecticism. The formation of individually constructed
spiritualities often involves combining religious practices from different traditions
and the many alternatives that are available, what Roof has called a pastiche style
of religiosity (Roof & Gesch, 1995; Besecke, 2007). In North America and Western
Europe only about 20% of the 1998 Gallup sample agreed with the statement “there
exists one and only one true religion,” while 55% of the Europeans and 71% of the
North Americans endorsed the statement “there is truth in many religions.” Sim-
ilar results have been found in more recent polls (e.g., Pew Research Center &
Pew Forum on Religious Life, 2002). This kind of syncretism can also been seen
throughout the developing global culture, for instance, in Japan where people com-
bine Buddhist and Shinto worship (Levitt, 2007; Pace, 2007; Musick et al., 2000).
Interestingly, some scholars argue that globalization trends such as secularization
and Westernization will eventually lead to homogeneity and /ess religious variety
(Halman & Pettersson, 2003c¢).

3. The rise of New Age spirituality and new religious movements, as well as the
revival of ancient beliefs and practices like paganism. Herrick (2003) argues that
a “new religious synthesis” now exists for many people that combines the use of
scientific rationality to enhance spiritual evolution with mystical ideas about nature
and personal divinity. Hervieu-Leger (2001) sees New Age religious movements as
individualistic expressions that emphasize the subjective nature of reality. In these
groups, truth must be discovered through an individual quest for self-perfection
that satisfies the needs of the seeker. Sociologists like Hervieu-Leger are somewhat
critical of this development, as they question whether a truly individualistic spiritu-
ality can ever succeed in creating satisfying meaning, if individuals never have real
affirmation of their views from others.

Taylor (2007, pp. 486488, 505-529) argues that there are both positives and
negatives to seeking religion. On the positive side, it focuses on authenticity and
moving beyond a lifestyle purely focused on pleasure. It rejects a purely instru-
mental stance toward the world that leads to personal or environmental devaluation
and fragmentation. It also is expressivist in nature and facilitates practices such as
pilgrimages that fit in well with a seeking style of spirituality. On the negative side,
it tends to be individualized and privatized, and since it lacks structure or support,
it can lead people into practice patterns that are shallow and undemanding. Taylor
argues that some seekers will find this unsatisfying and will be drawn back to tra-
ditional religious structures and practices. He believes the US will be particularly
congenial to increased spiritual or religious seeking because of the independence of
religion from government, its positive role in American society, and the long tradi-
tion in the US of nontraditional religious forms. However, not all the religious trans-
formation that is taking place is of the individualistic seeking variety. For instance,
some writers in the Christian tradition have commented that individuals coming to
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churches are highly interested in community, as well as experiential and participa-
tory activities or rituals (Pleasants, 2004).

1.3.3 The Cultural Divide Hypothesis

Ronald Inglehart has proposed a new theory about global religious trends that
attempts to update the secularization hypothesis (Norris & Inglehart, 2004;
Inglehart & Welzel, 2005). Inglehart begins his analysis of sociological data with
the observation that one of the strongest forces behind the importance of religion
is a need for security (cf. Pannenberg, 1983, p. 74). He believes that in Europe,
economic development has increased security and reduced physical constraints on
lifestyle, while the welfare system has produced a sense of existential security, that
one’s survival can be assumed. This increased security, along with less constraint,
leads to an emphasis on values of self-expression, personal autonomy, and well-
being, as well as decreasing commitments to the family and childrearing. Together,
these factors lead to lower birth rates in Europe, as well as secularization and less
motivation for religious participation. In this environment, religion (as well as fam-
ily) is seen as an extra that may or may not be desirable rather than a necessary
way of life (Casey, 1996, p. 25). On the other hand, the developing world faces
continued and increasing threats to security. This leads to increased religious obser-
vance, which in turn strengthens family values and leads to population growth.
The combination of decreasing population in secularized areas and increasing num-
bers in more religious ones means that as a whole the world has actually become
more traditionally religious over the past 40 years (Lippman & Keith, 2006, p. 113).
Inglehart thinks this will produce an increasing cultural divide between secular
and religious societies and provoke reactions from sections of the world that see
themselves threatened by secular values. His theory is unclear about the reasons for
continued religiosity in the US and differences in secularization in different parts of
Europe; perhaps they are a result of complex differences in history and patterns of
religious activity (Halman & Pettersson, 2003a).

Although each of these sociological hypotheses has its weaknesses, all of them
also have some supporting evidence. Secularization, transformation, and polariza-
tion are important parts of the contemporary religious landscape. An understanding
of these trends is helpful as we consider psychological perspectives on religion.

1.4 Psychological Approaches to Religion and Spirituality

1.4.1 What Is Psychology?

Like the term spirituality, the meaning of the word psychology has changed over
time. The term originally comes from the Greek words psyche or soul, and logos
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or study. This association of psychology with the human soul implies a focus on
the interior life of the person, and historically most definitions of psychology have
labeled it as the study of mental life or the mind. Prior to 1850, most works in
psychology were written by philosophers, but in the latter half of the 19th century
experimental laboratories for the study of psychology were established in Europe
and North America, and researchers began applying methods from the natural sci-
ences to the study of the mind. Psychology then became seen as the scientific study
of behavior, and this definition is the one found in the contemporary textbooks and
scholarly articles written by most psychologists. In North America, this emphasis
on natural science led to a loss of contact between psychologists and scholars in
fields like philosophy or theology that did not have an exclusively scientific outlook
(Gorsuch, 2002a, p. 48; Fuchs, 2002). This type of split was much less pronounced
in Europe, so interdisciplinary study and cooperation has a much stronger tradition
there, especially on the Continent.

In the US, behaviorism was the dominant paradigm in psychology for the first half
of the 20th century. Behaviorists believe that human behavior can be explained largely
on the basis of learning and reinforcement from the environment. Secondary to this
was the psychodynamic or psychoanalytic school of thought, which sees behavior
as determined by internal and often unconscious forces and structures. The discovery
of antidepressant and antipsychotic drugs in the 1950s led to increased interest in
neuroscience theories that explained behavior on the basis of biological and genetic
factors affecting the brain. Finally, progress in design of digital computers invited
comparisons with the mind and helped fuel the development of cognitive psychology,
which uses scientific methods to study mental processes like language, reasoning, and
memory. The rise of these biological and cognitive models have displaced behavior-
ism as the dominant models in psychology (Miller, 2003), although behavioral and
psychodynamic views continue to have some influence within the field.

While many early psychologists were interested in or sympathetic to religion,
none of the four dominant approaches to psychology has been particularly friendly
to religion, and in the US, psychologists tend to be less religious than the general
population. This, along with the disciplinary isolation that began in the early 20th
century, has kept psychologists and theologians or scholars in religious studies rela-
tively unacquainted with current work in each other’s fields. Christian theologians
and scholars in other religious traditions often respond to older theories that are no
longer of wide interest within psychology, and psychologists are often unaware of
important aspects of the religious traditions that they study. However, recent writers
have expressed more appreciation for alternative perspectives, as in the openness of
some psychologists to more theoretical perspectives (e.g., Vande Kemp, 1999).

1.4.2 Early American Psychology of Religion

Many of the founders of American psychology had interests in religion, as well
as personal religious backgrounds (Spilka, 1987), and were interested in applying
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scientific principles to its study. This included the two main founders of the field:
William James (1842-1910) at Harvard and G. Stanley Hall (1844-1924) at Clark
University. A second generation of scholars carried on the work of James and Hall,
including Edwin Starbuck (1866—-1947) and James Leuba (1868—-1946). Starbuck
and Leuba both did their Ph.D. work at Clark, and so together with Hall they are
sometimes referred to as the “Clark school” in the psychology of religion (Vande
Kemp, 1992), although Starbuck worked closely with James and shared many of
his views. Two aspects of religion were of primary interest to these early authors:
religious experience and religious development (Booth, 1981).

1.4.2.1 William James

William James (1842-1910) was the founding president of the American Psycho-
logical Association and one of the greatest American psychologists and philoso-
phers. Originally trained in medicine, he moved into the field of psychology and
become the first American professor of the subject. Later in his career, he became
more interested in philosophical and religious topics, including the study of psychic
phenomena. From 1899 to 1902 he spent a sabbatical in Europe, during which time
he delivered one of the famous Gifford lectures in natural theology at the University
of Edinburgh. His lectures were published in 1902 under the title, The Varieties of
Religious Experience, which remains one of the great classics of psychological and
religious literature (see Section 4.2).

1.4.2.2 The Clark School

Hall and the reinterpretation of Christianity. Hall is best known as a developmen-
tal psychologist and an early advocate of genetic psychology, which held that the
development of the individual was a recapitulation or repeat of prior stages in the
development of the human species. He thought that Darwinism and critical views
of Biblical texts made it impossible for any intelligent, educated person to believe
in traditional Christianity, but that the Christian religion contained vital truths worth
preserving. He thought genetic psychology and secular ideas could help restructure
Christianity, preserving essential psychological truths while rejecting intellectually
unrespectable beliefs such as supernaturalism. His critique and proposal, contained
in Jesus the Christ in the Light of Psychology, was published in 1917. In the book,
he tried to apply psychoanalytic principles to explain Christianity as “a purely psy-
chological projection” (Hall, 1924, p. 422). Hall believed in the existence of a vital
force called the Mansoul that represented the highest nature present in humanity
and contained our potential for development (Hall, 1924, pp. 280, 442-443). The
goal of evolution was for us to surrender our individuality to this larger racial con-
sciousness, which in his view is the real god. Hall thought that the racial soul was
a residue from a past “probationary age” (p. 243) and that the function of religion
was to bring us back to these older aspects of our psychic life, hopefully assisting
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us in our advancement. Jesus was thought of as an expression of this principle,
who showed the inherent good in human nature and the possibilities our race might
achieve through continued evolution. In this view, Jesus offered a kind of practical
psychotherapy that would release us from guilt and fear.

Leuba and the triumph of science over religion. Leuba came to America from
Switzerland and studied with Hall. Leuba had abandoned personal religious beliefs
prior to beginning his professional work and became a sharp critic of traditional
religion, although he viewed spirituality in a positive light (Wulff, 2000). In 1921,
he conducted a famous study on the religious beliefs of scientists that indicated
lower levels of religious belief in “greater men” of science as opposed to “lesser
men,” from which he concluded that “disbelief in a personal God and in personal
immortality is directly proportional to abilities making for success in the sciences”
(1925, pp. 324-325). A follow-up of Leuba's study suggests possible declining lev-
els of personal belief and increasing levels of disinterest or disbelief among leading
scientists across the 20th century (Larson & Witham, 1998).

Leuba (1912) agreed with Hall that traditional Christianity was no longer accept-
able and that psychology could assist in the formation of something to take its place.
He believed that all religious experiences or needs could be explained on a purely
psychological basis, with the help of biological and evolutionary theory and an
understanding of normal thought processes. He believed that all behavior is instru-
mental, designed to achieve gratification of needs and desires, and that religion was
about how we relate to and use the powers of the psyche. Religion is thus a psycho-
logical phenomenon, and should be studied by psychological experts, not religious
practitioners or theologians who he viewed as ignorant. Serious theology should
only be conducted using scientific methods, and thus should become a branch of
psychology. When this happened rapid spiritual improvement would follow (Leuba,
1925, p 332). He attacked research conducted by those with religious convictions
as “hopelessly biased and blind,” preferring work done by those who “have lived
naively through religious experiences and then to have gained freedom from tradi-
tional convictions” (1912, p. 275). Leuba argued for the existence of a metaphysi-
cal, impersonal god, a “non-purposive Creative Force” (1912, p. 334), which he
thought could form the basis of a reconstructed religion or morality.

Not surprisingly, Leuba’s work was criticized by some including Joseph
Marechal, a European Jesuit psychologist. Marechal (2004) questioned Leuba’s
objectivity and accused him of going beyond the limits of psychology to advocate
personal views of atheism. He also criticized Leuba’s simplistic and reductionist
view of mystical experience as ecstasies that were psychopathological or sexual in
origin. He argued that Leuba simply started with these conclusions and then arbi-
trarily interpreted his data so that it would support his views.

The work of the Clark school did not continue. By the 1920s, behaviorism and
positivism had become the dominant paradigms in psychology; workers in these
areas had little interest in religion, and it was marginalized in academic psychology
(Delaney & DiClemente, 2004). Also, a reaction against the racist implications of
early 20th century evolutionary thought limited the acceptance of Hall’s genetic the-
ory. However, a newer version of this line of thought has begun to appear recently in
applications of evolutionary thought to psychology and religion (see Section 6.2).
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1.4.3 European Developments

European investigations in psychology and religion during much of the 20th century
have both parallels and divergences from US work. A main parallel would be a
strong interest in phenomenology and religious experience, which can be seen in
the early 20th century work of German authors like Friedrich von Hugel, Rudolf
Otto, or Friedrich Heiler, the French author Joseph Mareshal, or the later work of
the Belgian priest-psychologist Antoine Vergote (see e.g., Section 4.3). The diver-
gences between Europe and the US reflect differences in intellectual and cultural
situations. The split between psychology and fields like philosophy or theology did
not affect Europe as much as the US, so psychological works by Europeans often
show more familiarity with developments in other disciplines. Also, the religious
climate in Europe is marked by much lower levels of religious participation and
higher levels of unbelief, so psychologists of religion working in Europe have a
significantly different object of study, sometimes leading to different questions and
conclusions.

Within European academic circles there are also differences between national
traditions. German writers have often held posts in departments of theology or reli-
gious studies and been exposed to work in Asian religious traditions like Hinduism
and Buddhism. French work has been strongly influenced by the psychoanalytic
thought of Freud and the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (Vandermeersch,
2000). It also has been strongly influenced by French anthropological and socio-
logical thought that owes much to Marxism in its formulation. British psychology
shares many affinities with the US in both psychological and philosophical tradi-
tions, so its work resembles that of the US and has been particularly influential in
North America. For instance, the British object relations school of psychoanalysis
has been much more important in the US psychology of religion than the French
varieties influenced by Lacan.

1.4.4 Psychodynamic Approaches

1.4.4.1 Sigmund Freud

One year before the publication of William James classic Varieties of Religious
Experience, an unknown medical researcher named Sigmund Freud (1856—1939)
published The Psychopathology of Everyday Life and began to make his views
known to the world. Freud became the founder of psychoanalytic psychology and
wrote on a variety of topics, including religion. In general, Freud saw religion as
something that fostered illusion and prevented people from coming to grips with
reality (see Section 5.1). Despite the fact that Freud was highly critical and even dis-
missive of religion, 20th century theologians like Paul Tillich and Reinhold Niebuhr
were surprisingly sympathetic toward his work. Like Freud, they were aware of the
potential for illusion in religion, and hoped to find in the psychodynamic approach
some help for understanding the human person and dealing with issues in pastoral
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care. Psychoanalysis had a particular impact on Catholic writers, especially those in
Europe such as Antoine Vergote (Vandermeersch, 2000).

1.4.4.2 Erik Fromm

Erik Fromm (1900-1980) was a psychoanalyst who had substantial impacts on
humanistic psychology, transpersonal psychology, and the dialogue of psychology
with Zen Buddhism. Although Fromm was ambivalent about religion, he was both
personally and professionally interested in the topic, meditating on a daily basis and
reading extensively in mystical literature, especially Zen and works by the medieval
mystic Meister Eckhart (Funk, 2003).

Fromm defined religion broadly as “any system of thought and action shared by
a group which give the individual a frame of orientation and an object of devotion”
(1950, p. 21). He felt that psychoanalysis and religion have somewhat different inter-
ests but need not be opposed. In his view, the key to healthy spirituality is to reject
all authoritarian religion and belief in a power greater than ourselves, such as that
traditionally held within Christianity. He believed that submission to authority as in
authoritarian religion leads to hate and intolerance, as well as interfering with the
exercise of human reason. Rather, we should accept a humanistic religion “centered
around man and his strength” in which God is understood only as a symbol of human
power, “what man potentially is or ought to become” (1950, p. 37). He felt that phi-
losophies such as Spinoza, some varieties of Buddhism, and the teachings of Jesus or
mystical Christianity were all acceptable humanistic religions. Psychoanalysis could
relate well to them because of their awareness of basic issues about existence, focus
on “ultimate concerns” or the meaning of life, and their desire for oneness. On the
other hand, religion that promoted belief in the existence of God and a lack of self-
reliance should be rejected. The viewpoint of Fromm is similar to that of the rational-
ist psychologist and atheist Albert Ellis (1985), who saw most religion as a form of
mental illness due to its supposed promotion of dependency and irrational ideas.

Fromm was pessimistic about the social role of religion. Following Freud, he
argued that religion “...has the task of preventing any psychic independence on
the part of the people, of intimidating them intellectually, of bringing them into the
socially necessary infantile docility toward the authorities” (1963, p. 16). It also made
life tolerable for people so that they would be less interested in change. Given these
views, it is not surprising that he thought traditional religion was an “empty shell”
that was no longer useful (Fromm, 1963, p. 100; Cooper, 2006, p. 116). However,
he was also pessimistic about the contemporary alternatives. He believed that while
modern society had freed itself from the totalitarian authority of the church, it had
produced complacent, automated, alienated people absorbed in consumerism and
the fulfillment of desires. He felt we must emerge from materialism to a level where
spiritual values are important so that we could follow our humanitarian conscience.

Zen Buddhism attracted Fromm because he perceived it to be more
anti-authoritarian. He became friends with the Japanese scholar D. T. Suzuki
(1870-1966), the leading interpreter of Zen to the US and Europe. Fromm attended
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lectures by Suzuki, and in 1957, he arranged a conference in Mexico that involved
Suzuki and a group of psychoanalysts. This meeting was an important early mile-
stone in a dialogue between psychoanalysis and Buddhism that has remained very
active (see e.g., Section 14.3.2).

1.4.5 Humanistic and Transpersonal Approaches

After the demise of the Clark school of psychology and religion, dialogue between
the two fields languished outside of psychoanalysis. This began to change in the
1960s with two new developments: the rise of humanistic psychology, and the appli-
cation of social-personality psychology to the study of religion (Gorsuch, 1988).
In the 1960s, humanistic psychology joined psychoanalysis and behaviorism
as a “third force” within the larger field of psychology. It attempts to use scientific
inquiry to study people in terms of their uniquely human positive qualities and poten-
tials, including capabilities for self-transcendence and mystical experience. In general,
humanistic psychology argues for a weak interpretation of transcendence, an indi-
vidualistic and subjective view of the human person, and anti-traditionalist views of
religion (Sutich, 1969). The three most prominent founders of the movement were
Carl Rogers (1902-1987), the existential psychologist Rollo May (1909-1994), and
Abraham Maslow (1908-1970). May (the most friendly of the three to religion) and
especially Rogers have been influential in the psychology and religion dialogue pri-
marily through their impact on the pastoral counseling movement (see Section 14.1.4).
Maslow is important because he was vocal about religious issues and was a central
figure in the creation of transpersonal psychology, a movement within humanistic
psychology focusing on potentials for human development and experiences that extend
beyond what is typical for the individual person. Transpersonal psychology has pro-
vided a forum for dialogue between psychology and some Asian religious traditions.

1.4.5.1 Abraham Maslow

Maslow is well known for producing a motivational theory of personality. He
believed that people act to meet certain basic needs (e.g., food, safety) and that once
these are consistently met we have the ability to develop further and begin seeking
after higher needs. In his theory, the highest need and goal of life was the drive for
self-actualization: “man’s desire for self-fulfillment, namely, to the tendency for
him to become...everything that one is capable of becoming” (1970, p. 46; 1964,
p- 49). Satisfaction of higher needs would lead to better physical and psychological
functioning and “greater, stronger, and truer individualism” (1970, p. 100).
Especially in his earlier work (e.g., 1964), Maslow had a largely negative view of
religion. He was a member of the American Humanist Association, an organization
that promoted atheism (Taylor, 1999, p. 269). He felt that while religion might have
a role in helping people satisfy lower drives like safety needs, the “sophisticated”
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scientist will disagree with most religious answers to spiritual questions. He thought
that a “humanistic faith” could be developed based on scientific study of the “natu-
ral” man using empirical procedures. This could allow scientists to discern basic
values and answers to religious questions by identifying what contributes to the
“actualization of the inner nature of man” (1970, p. 270). However in his last work
(1999, p. 206), Maslow moved toward a less negative view and acknowledged that
an authentically religious person might be able to use their faith to construct a set of
genuine values.

One of Maslow’s most famous contributions was his study of self-actualizers,
reported in the classic book Motivation and Personality (1970). His subjects were
a group of personal acquaintances, friends, and historical figures chosen by him
as exemplary. His group largely excluded traditional religious figures, although
the Buddhist scholar D.T. Suzuki and the Christian figure Thomas More made
the list. Maslow found that these individuals had a variety of positive features,
including deep interpersonal relations, creativity and more efficient perception of
reality. They also had imperfections, could be ruthless, and struggled with guilt,
sadness, or conflict like others. Not surprisingly, given the absence of traditional
religious figures from his sample, he found self-actualizers were not religious.
They were strongly ethical but unconventional and not always concerned with
social politeness.

A key characteristic reported by his self-actualizing subjects was the presence
of peak experiences—an ecstatic state of nonpossessive and self-transcending per-
ception of the universe as an integrated whole. In his early work (1964), he argued
that religious or mystical experiences were examples of peak states. He felt that
religion should play no role in the understanding of these states because religious
experiences are just part of human nature and can be explained naturalistically with-
out any theological baggage or interference (1970, p. 164). Because the peak state is
the core of all religious experiences, he believed that all religions are in essence the
same and apparent differences can be safely ignored, a position that is questionable
from a modern religious studies perspective.

1.4.5.2 The Transpersonal Psychology Movement

Maslow’s work on self-actualization and peak experiences led him to speculate
about the human potential to go beyond the personal and tap into universally avail-
able advanced states of cognition and development. He saw this transpersonal
potential as very important, and so in the late 1960s, he worked with Stanislav
Grof and Anthony Sutich to found a “fourth force” within psychology, the field
of transpersonal psychology (Maslow, 1969; Valle, 1989). In this field, investiga-
tors begin with the assumptions that (1) higher levels of human functioning and
potential are most evident in our ability to reach more advanced levels of human
consciousness, and (2) while religions contain transpersonal elements, they also
contain much specific content that is culture-specific and irrelevant to transpersonal
concerns (Scotton, 1996). This latter view is sometimes known as the perennial



1.4 Psychological Approaches to Religion and Spirituality 25

philosophy, the belief that all religions have a common, universal core (Wittine,
1989; Huxley, 2004; see Section 4.3). Along with these is a further assumption that
(3) humans have untapped human potential which can be released and developed
with sufficient effort and study (Valle, 1989; Frager, 1989).

While the basic concepts tying together the transpersonal movement are quite
simple, in practice, the field of transpersonal psychology has encompassed the study
of a wide variety of phenomena related to consciousness, including mystical, tran-
scendent, and even psychic or parapsychological experiences (Sutich, 1969; Tart,
1975, 1992). Also of interest have been techniques used to alter consciousness such
as meditation or drugs (e.g., Shapiro & Walsh, 1984; Grof, 1985). The transpersonal
outlook is reflected in the work of the important religious philosopher Ken Wilber.
In his early work such as The Atman Project (1996), Wilber focused on the evolu-
tion of consciousness and its relation to human development (see Section 7.5.1). In
later work such as Integral Psychology (2000a), and Sex, Ecology, and Spirituality
(2000b), he has critiqued modern rationality and scientific thought, arguing for a
more holistic and unified view of the world.

Assessment. A number of critiques of the transpersonal movement have been
offered, such as the one by Rubin (1996). He notes that while transpersonal psychol-
ogy has made a contribution in its consideration of non-Christian religious systems,
it has typically gone to the other extreme and become “Orientocentric” (Rubin,
1996), although some small steps have been taken recently to begin referencing
Christian mystical thought (e.g., Judy, 1996). Transpersonal psychologists have also
tended to focus on only those Asian traditions with minimal theistic content (such
as Zen Buddhism) and ignore versions of even the same religious tradition with a
more devotional orientation (such as Pure Land Buddhism), thus potentially biasing
their work. He also argues that the transpersonal focus on consciousness as the key
to development is individualistic and neglects vital relational aspects of spiritual-
ity, a complaint echoed by other critics of humanistic and transpersonal approaches
(e.g., Liebert, 2000, p. 19).

1.4.6 Social and Personality Approaches

In the early to mid-20th century, some psychologists became interested in study-
ing religion as a dimension in personality or as a form of social behavior. They
attempted to develop a rigorous scientific methodology for the study of religion
using questionnaires and other quantitative methods. Interesting findings from this
work began a revival in the psychological study of religion that had languished in
the US since the demise of the Clark school. Much of the modern field of psychol-
ogy of religion has evolved out of this work by social psychologists interested in the
scientific study of religion, especially their study of religious beliefs and behavior
(Batson, 1997). This field has generated an impressive empirical literature look-
ing at religion from a psychological perspective, and recently spirituality has also
become a topic of interest.
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1.4.6.1 Gordon Allport

The mostimportant early figure in this school is Gordon Allport (1897-1967), asocial
psychologist and personality trait theorist. Like many early psychologists, Allport
hoped to remove judgments about the human person from the sphere of morality
and put the study of mature development on a scientific basis (Nicholson, 1998).
Allport differed from some psychologists such as those of the Clark school as he
had a more positive attitude toward Christianity, but he did believe that some kinds
of religious involvement could be negative (Vande Kemp, 2000). Like Fromm, and
many in the generation affected by Nazism and World War II, Allport had a strong
interest in authoritarianism and prejudice. In his studies on the subject, he was sur-
prised to find that many religious people displayed high levels of prejudice, even
though the beliefs of their religion were opposed to that type of attitude. Allport
was able to explain this by looking at why individuals had religious commitments.
He found that some people were attracted to religion for instrumental or extrinsic
reasons as a way of achieving specific goals, and that these people were more likely
to be prejudiced than those who had an intrinsic attitude and pursued religion for
its own sake (Allport, 1966).

Allport’s theory has been modified and expanded over time and has been a domi-
nant construct in the psychology of religion research for many years. For instance,
Richard Gorsuch and his colleagues have conceptualized the intrinsic and extrinsic
stances as reflecting types of basic religious motivation, and were able to repli-
cate their existence in non-Western religious groups. They found that measures of
genuine religious involvement such as attendance were correlated with intrinsic but
not extrinsic religiosity (Schaefer & Gorsuch, 1992). Another proposed revision
has been that of Batson, who identified a third orientation called the quest or seek-
ing orientation. Thus it is now common for social psychologists to talk about three
dimensions of religious motivation:

1. Extrinsic or means dimensions: The use of religion to meet self-serving ends
such as dealing with feelings of weakness and impotence (Vergote, 1997, p. 53).
Research indicates that this is a common religious orientation but is associated
with no beneficial effects and perhaps some negative ones.

2. Intrinsic or ends dimension: Religious commitment is used as a “master motive”
for life, part of a coherent worldview. This orientation may have positive and
negative consequences, although research has generally connected it with posi-
tive outcomes.

3. Quest or seeking dimension: An “open-ended readiness to confront ultimate, exis-
tential questions, coupled with a skepticism of definitive answers to these questions”
(Batson, Schoenrade, & Ventis, 1993, pp. 376-377). Batson argued that questers
have the positive benefits of religion without having to tolerate the loss of freedom
he believes is implicit in intrinsic religious commitment. Batson’s views have led to
many interesting studies but have not been consistently supported by research.

Schaefer and Gorsuch (1991) have argued that religious motivation is a central
factor in religion. They have proposed a Multivariate Belief-Motivation Theory
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of Religiousness that divides religion into three interacting domains: (1) motivation
(intrinsic-extrinsic), (2) beliefs such as our concept of God, and (3) problem-solving
or coping style (see Sections 8.3, 9.3.1 & 10.2). On the other hand, researchers like
Kirkpatrick and Hood (1990) have been critical of the concept of religious motiva-
tion because of perceived conceptual and methodological problems. Others have
criticized its tendency to reduce the complex phenomenon of religion to simply a
type of human motivation (e.g., Vergote, 1969, pp. 57, 94-96). As a result the con-
cept of religious motivation has been less influential in recent research.

Social psychologists like Allport and Gorsuch wrote from a perspective sympa-
thetic to religion and have frequently pointed out positive aspects of religious behav-
ior on both personal and social levels (Wulff, 2003). Allport in particular was willing
to consider the moral quality of various personality orientations, which he thought
could be demonstrated scientifically. He argued that psychology and religion were
both about truth and so that ultimately there could be no conflict between them,
although he rejected what he called “psychologism” or the attempt to reduce religion
to psychological categories (Vande Kemp, 2000). However, not all social psycholo-
gists believe that religion is beneficial or needed. For instance, Daniel Batson and his
colleagues have argued that “the religious Stranger does not appear to be on our side”
(Batson et al., 1993, p. 373). This more negative assessment has been challenged in
important ways over the last 15 years, as we will see throughout this book.

1.4.7 Integration and Dialogue

In the post World War II period, many Christians entered psychology either as aca-
demic teachers and researchers or as clinical practitioners. They were dissatisfied
with what they saw as an anti-Christian bias within the field that was problematic
both for themselves and for the people they were trying to serve. A key work that
expressed some of this dissatisfaction was a book by Paul Vitz entitled Psychology
as Religion: The Cult of Self-Worship (1977). In that book, Vitz argued that psychol-
ogy had become a secular religion that was anti-Christian, perhaps hostile to most
religious traditions, and that this bias was causing negative effects on individuals as
well as society. He argued that much of the academic prejudice against Christianity
is an automatic, assumed position by people who are largely ignorant of Christianity
or the issues involved. Vitz attacked the “selfism” inherent in the secular humanism
of Fromm. He argued that the positive view of humanity articulated by humanists
was plainly contradicted by psychological research that demonstrated the inherent
tendency of humans toward destructive aggression. He concluded from this that
humanist selfism is not scientific and is simply a religious position, a set of values
that gain scientific prestige through their inclusion in psychology.

There is considerable support for this position. A highly critical stance toward
Christianity is obvious in the views of many of the people mentioned in this
chapter, such as Leuba, Freud, Fromm, and Maslow. Research studies have
found that (1) psychologists have substantially lower levels of religious belief
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and participation than the general population, (2) few psychologists receive
significant information or training in their graduate program related to religion
or spirituality, and (3) very little psychological research concerns religion. For
instance, an early 1990s review of 7 major APA journals found only 2.7% of
studies assessed a religious variable (Weaver et al., 1998). A response to this bias
and neglect can be found in the Christian integration and Biblical counseling
movements.

1.4.7.1 The Christian Integration Movement

Since most university psychology departments were perceived as being inhospi-
table to religion or psychologists with religious affiliations, a movement began
to start independent schools that would conduct research and train clinicians in
a more religion-friendly atmosphere, as well as try to develop an approach to
psychology that would integrate good scientific knowledge with basic Christian
beliefs. The term integration began to be used in the 1950s as a way of describ-
ing theory and research that attempted to combine psychological and theological
perspectives. The 1960s saw the organization of the first independent, faith-based
clinical psychology training programs. The movement has spawned a consider-
able literature and grown to encompass a number of scholarly journals and train-
ing programs (Vande Kemp, 1996). Explicitly Christian organizations like the
Christian Association for Psychological Studies (CAPS) were created to supple-
ment more secular groups such as Division 36 (Psychology of Religion) in the
American Psychological Association or the Association for Spiritual, Ethical and
Religious Values in Counseling (ASERVIC) which is part of the American Coun-
seling Association.

While there are a wide variety of approaches within the integration movement,
there is broad agreement among its members that psychology and Christianity
have the potential to illuminate each other (Ellens, 2004a). Through most of the
20th century the relationship was largely a unidirectional one, with psycholo-
gists studying religion and religious professionals and scholars (mostly Christian)
studying psychological theories and techniques. However, more recently there
have been attempts to critically evaluate psychological theories from a theologi-
cal perspective, to make constructive use of religious ideas and practices in psy-
chological theory and practice, and to engage in mutual dialogue (Jones, 1994).
This critical evaluation has focused on the fact that psychological theories and
practices are value laden and contain unacknowledged philosophical and meta-
physical positions that may be at odds with a Christian view of the human person.
Translation of Christian ideas into psychological categories thus has the potential
to distort or alter theological beliefs and practices. Christian integration writers
argue that they must prevent this by having a clear understanding of the theology
and values underlying integration, as well as the implications of this theology
for psychological theory and practice (cf. Jones, 2006; Murphy, 2005; Spilka &
Bridges, 1989).
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1.4.7.2 Biblical Counseling

While the integration approach gives a positive status to both psychology and Chris-
tianity, others have viewed the psychological contribution to integration with greater
suspicion. Jay Adams (1970) and more recently David Powlison (2000, 2001, 2003)
have argued that any Christian counseling strategy must be Biblically based and dis-
tinct from secular paradigms or theoretical commitments which can blind investiga-
tors and do not offer a coherent explanation of the human person. Powlison argues
that non-Biblical models of counseling have a detached, impersonal quality avoided
by the Bible and appeal mostly to human desire; they “systematically suppress aware-
ness of our dependency on and accountability to God” (Powlison, 2003, p. 4) and our
need for redemption. Biblical counselors generally believe that self-will, pride and
personal sin are at the root of many problems. These factors are thought to lie behind
our excessive focus on achievement and acquisition, problematic desires for superi-
ority and control, and avoidance of the needs of others, all of which eventually lead
to worry and anxiety. In this view, freedom comes when we give up attachments to
power, set aside our pride and become more focused on others (see Section 14.3.1).

1.4.7.3 Asian Dialogues

The other two main psychology and religion dialogues that have taken place involve
Buddhism and Hinduism. Conversations with Hinduism have largely been limited
to appropriating specific techniques like yoga for use in clinical situations (see
Section 10.3.2). The dialogue with Buddhism has been more extensive, probably due
to its perceived commitment to a nontheistic view of the world and its complex under-
standing of human psychology (Wallace & Shapiro, 2006). Buddhist understandings
have had a significant impact on psychological approaches to religion through their
influence on Carl Jung and psychodynamic theorists like Erik Fromm. Particularly
noteworthy was Fromm’s work with the Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki, that made Zen
Buddhism a religious tradition of primary interest for some psychoanalysts (Parsons,
2000). Specific techniques inspired by Buddhism are seeing increasing use in clinical
settings (see e.g., Section 11.4.2) and the broader importation of a Buddhist world-
view into psychotherapy has also had an impact, particularly in psychoanalysis (see
Section 14.3.2). However, the Buddhist dialogue has been somewhat limited by the
fact that it has been dominated by Westerners and attracted little interest from Asians
in the various Buddhist traditions (Heisig, 1999; Bankart, 2003).

1.4.7.4 Approaches to Integration

Types of models. Many different schemes for relating psychology and religion have
been proposed; but, as Richard Gorsuch has aptly noted, none of them has seen
any wide adoption. Ideas about the relationship between psychology and religion
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can be described according to several characteristics including congruence (how
well do psychology and religion fit together) and priority (should psychology or
religion be counted as more important). There are three general positions that can
be taken with regard to congruence—separation, conflict, and complement. In the
separation model, it is assumed that psychology and religion each have their own
areas of interest and approaches to truth and that both are necessary for a complete
picture of reality. This was the traditional view in the science of the early mod-
ern period (see Section 2.2) and is still occasionally argued, as by the evolution-
ary theorist Stephen Jay Gould (1999, p. 65). Opposed to this is the conflict view,
which holds that science and religion do have overlapping areas of interest (against
the separation model) but that they provide different and conflicting truth claims
(against the integration model). A third position is the complement view, which
holds that science and religion deal with some of the same questions (against the
separation model) but are congruent or complimentary (against the conflict model).
In this view, both science and religion are vital because each provides important and
irreplaceable viewpoints on human behavior (Ellens, 2004b). The latter position has
been the traditional stance within the Roman Catholic Church. This view is congru-
ent with the idea that psychology and theology have much to offer each other, and
so interaction between them should be encouraged (Spilka & Bridges, 1989).

The complement model can be further divided into weak and strong versions.
A weak position holds that some congruence is possible between psychology and
religion but that in other areas there might be separation or conflict. In contrast,
a strong complement model holds that it is possible to develop a single seamless
system of truth that encompasses both psychology and religion. An example of
weak complementarity is the position of Richard Gorsuch, who defines integration
as “when two or more disciplines are jointly brought to bear on the same issue so
that decisions about that issue reflect the contributions of both disciplines” (2002a,
p. 6). Like Peter Homans (1968b) he argues that this integration can happen at both
professional and personal levels. An example of the strong position might be that of
John Carter and Bruce Narramore (1979). They argue that there is a unity of truth
so that it should be possible to integrate truth from different sources, including psy-
chology and theology (cf. Johnson, 1997).

The second issue in integration involves priority, whether psychology or religion
will receive privileged status in the interaction of the two fields. This depends in
part on one’s views of science and religion, so that it seems likely that there will
never be a single agree-upon way of doing integration, even within a specific reli-
gious tradition (Vande Kemp, 1998). Three positions can be taken here: confession-
alism, which privileges the perspectives of a specific religious tradition over those
of psychology; scientism, which argues that science is the superior or only way to
gain true knowledge and thus should be privileged in the relationship with religion;
and dialogical integration, which tries to give equal respect to each field, although
the methods and conclusions of one might be preferred in certain areas.

An example of confessionalism is the work of Robert Roberts (1997a,b). Roberts
argues that integration can never be based primarily on psychology, because the
field does not offer a body of mutually congruent and coherent beliefs and that any
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privileging of psychology will undermine spirituality and provide unnecessarily
reductionistic or simplistic explanations of human phenomena. He believes that
Christianity will provide a better base for integration, because it includes a resis-
tance to overly individualistic views of the person found in psychology, as well
as strong concepts of agency and sin. He has a weaker view of the possibilities of
integration because he believes that, while psychology and theology have many
interests in common, there are fundamental differences in sources of data (e.g.,
the use of Biblical narratives). Gorsuch, on the other hand, argues for a position
of dialogical integration, in which the positions of all parties in the dialogue are
respected. He rejects scientism, saying that a true integration dialogue requires
an acknowledgement that other sources of knowledge beyond science are useful
(2002a). Current figures that argue for scientism would include some writers in
the evolutionary psychology of religion movement, such as Pascal Boyer (see
Section 6.2.3).

Current status. The integration and Biblical counseling movements continue to
be very vital, attracting many adherents and generating lots of research and writing.
It can also be argued that the integration movements have had a significant role in
changing negative views toward religion and spirituality within the profession of
psychology, although clearly other factors have been involved as well. However,
there is tension and less dialogue than one would like. Clearly, integration is not
easy for, along with areas of common ground, there are differences in goals and
even strategies of inquiry, both in terms of theory and practical application (Jones,
1996). One issue that is often important but is left unaddressed has to do with the
context of the discussion. As Browning and Cooper point out, an integration dia-
logue within an evangelical Christian faith community is in a different context than
a dialogue in a more public forum (Browning & Cooper, 2004, p. 263).

1.5 Religious and Theological Responses to Psychology

During the early part of the 20th century the theological response to scientific
psychology was muted. Protestant Christian theology was heavily influenced by
the neo-orthodox position of Karl Barth (1886—1968), who believed that theology
should be based totally upon “the Word of God” rather than human experience
or psychological theory. Protestant dialogue during this period was mostly carried
out in the context of the pastoral counseling and theology movements. In Roman
Catholicism, the situation was somewhat different. Early Catholic psychologists
like Edward Pace (1861-1938) and Thomas Verner Moore (1877-1969) were
ordained priests with substantial training in theology and a commitment to working
as psychologists within the Catholic context. While this situation was more favor-
able for dialogue, there was often opposition by suspicious members of the Catholic
hierarchy (Gillespie, 2001). However, by mid-century more Protestant writers had
begun to join the dialogue. Especially noteworthy are Paul Tillich (1886-1965) and
Reinhold Niebuhr (1892-1971).
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1.5.1 Paul Tillich

Theological responses to psychology are influenced not only by the individual views
of the theologian toward psychology but also by their theological stance. Tillich
adopted an apologetic approach to theology that began with human experience and
tried to make the Christian message appealing to contemporary thinkers, rather
than a kerygmatic stance (e.g., Karl Barth) that gives priority to the basic Christian
message (Cooper, 2006, p. 196). Tillich called his apologetic approach the “method
of correlation” (1951, pp. 60—63). He analyzed the human situation using materials
from contemporary thought and then reinterpreted Christian theology to show how
the Christian message provided answers to modern questions (1957, pp. 28, 239).
His method was dialectical, and he tended to avoid the approach of later writers
who wanted to critically evaluate the positions taken by secular and scientific writ-
ers (1963a, p. 51; Tracy, 1975, p. 46). He used two primary tools in building his
system—the existential philosophy of writers like Soren Kierkegaard or Martin
Heidegger, and the insights of psychoanalysis.

1.5.1.1 Tillich and the Human Existential Situation

Existentialism tries to understand the human person by looking at their connection
to the ultimate characteristics of existence like freedom (we all have the power to
make choices and change or transcend our situation) and finitude (we always work
within limitations and eventually will die). Religion for him was intimately con-
nected to these ultimate concerns and our attempts at self-transcendence, a focus
shared with humanistic psychology (1963b, p. 107; Maslow, 1964, p. 45). In his
theology, Tillich emphasized the transcendence of an infinitely free God who is not
only the ground of all nature but beyond it as well. Tillich argued that this dialectic
between nature and freedom is also repeated in our human situation. We are part of
the natural world and thus finite, but we also transcend the natural world because we
possess a finite version of God’s infinite freedom. The tension between these forms
the basis of what Tillich called an “existential gap” or existential situation. The
dialectic between the constraints of existence and nature and our essential freedom
is “the condition for man’s religious existence” (1957, p. 10). The transcending pos-
sibility of spirit and freedom means that religion cannot be reduced to psychological
dynamics or moral self-integration (1963b, pp. 118, 192).

1.5.1.2 Tillich and Depth Psychology

Tillich used psychoanalysis to help articulate the psychological dynamics involved
in dealing with ultimate concerns. An individual who is able to stand at the bal-
ance point between the demands of existence and their essence as a free person
he referred to as “centered” (1957, p. 60). He saw this state of balance or self-
integration as the goal of a healthy life. However, Tillich argued that this ideal
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balance can never be realized because we are finite and unable to assimilate the
many conflicting demands of existence. The result of this lack of balance is confu-
sion, self-alienation, and meaninglessness, leaving us at the mercy of internal com-
pulsions and external demands. It is our awareness of this situation of finitude, lack
of meaning and helplessness that leads to ontological anxiety, a basic tension that
is built into existence and must be accepted. This anxiety is different from neurotic
anxiety that is caused by psychological problems and is open to psychological help
(1957, p. 34; 2000; Cooper, 2006, pp. 37-52). Fleeing from ontological anxiety
creates neurotic anxiety and irrational or unreasonable fears that tie up the person
with inner conflicts. However, through the religious life and support of a spiri-
tual community, people could embrace a capacity for transcendence and by making
appropriate “moral” choices develop a genuine sense of identity (1963b). Science,
on the other hand, is unable to understand or help with ontological anxiety because
it detaches existence from transcendence and tries to explain and control everything
on a purely natural basis.

Perhaps in part because of his correlational method and his own personal expe-
rience with traumatic anxiety as a chaplain during World War I, Tillich was quite
open to the basic findings of psychoanalysis such as the existence and power of
unconscious motives and their impact on some religious activities, as well as the
problem of guilt and the need for acceptance (1957, p. 177; 1963b; Cooper, 2006,
p. 41). He appreciated and accepted Freud’s work, although he observed that it
had limitations because it ignored our existential situation and our essential nature
as free persons. Not surprisingly, Tillich also rejected Freud’s apparent position
of total psychological or biological determinism (1957, pp. 54, 66). He was more
ambivalent toward behaviorism; for instance, he rejected the idea that life processes
are oriented toward the pursuit of pleasure and avoidance of pain because hedonis-
tic views ignored the presence of other forces like creativity (1963b, p. 56).

1.5.1.3 Tillich, Fromm and Rogers

Terry Cooper (2006) notes that there are a number of interesting points of agreement
and disagreement between Tillich and humanists like Fromm and Rogers. Tillich
and Fromm had a long acquaintance that went back to their days in Germany; both
were influenced by Marx and Freud, but they had many disagreements as well.
Tillich agreed with Fromm that selfishness and self-hate rather than self-love are
the basic human problems. However, Tillich saw that these problems could not be
solved apart from God, while Fromm wanted to eliminate God talk from the con-
versation altogether. Fromm thought that we have tendencies toward both good and
evil and can choose good, overcoming our problems without help. Tillich believed
our estrangement was too great for self-solution and that we had a need to wait for
help, a passivity that was offensive to Fromm.

Tillich and the humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers also had some areas of agree-
ment in addition to their differences. Rogers and Tillich both saw inner conflict or self-
estrangement as a basic human problem, but they had different ideas about the nature



34 1 Introduction to Psychology, Religion, and Spirituality

of estrangement and how acceptance helps. Rogers saw self-estrangement as an incon-
gruence between our true self and societal expectations or pressures that thwart our
drive toward growth. His answer to this was an experience of unconditional positive
regard by a therapist or other person who sets aside their values and is nonjudgmental.
Tillich, on the other hand, argued that estrangement is ultimately built into existence,
so we need more than human sources of acceptance (Cooper, 2006, p. 5). Tillich also
rejected the claim made by Rogers that psychotherapy can and should be value free.
In Tillich’s view, any relationship—including the therapeutic relationship—involves
a commitment to some kind of values. Cooper argues that Rogers viewed himself as
making psychological claims but that actually his theory reveals many hidden theo-
logical or ontological assumptions that go beyond “scientific psychology.”

While Tillich was extremely influential in the psychology and religion dialogue
during the 1950s through the 1970s, he is less so today as his existential approach is
not central to contemporary discussions (Polkinghorne, 2004, p. 51). Tillich tended
to describe highly personal encounters with abstract concepts that are seemingly
removed from qualities of personal care and love. Fromm even questioned whether
Tillich’s thought really represented an authentic statement of the Christian faith
(Cooper, 2006). Nevertheless an understanding of his work is vital in the study of
the psychology and religion dialogue.

1.5.2 Reinold Niebuhr

Another prominent 20th-century theologian and participant in the dialogue was
Reinold Niebuhr (1955; 1996a,b), who produced some interesting theological per-
spectives on Freud. While Niebuhr approved of some of Freud’s positions such as
his vision of human complexity, he had a number of criticisms of Freud, including
his denial of transcendence and freedom.

1.5.2.1 Niebuhr’s View of the Human Person

Niebuhr believed that each of us is finite and thus bound by the laws of nature, but at
the same time we are free and able to transcend our situation; we are “a unity of finite-
ness and freedom, of involvement in natural processes and transcendence over process”
(1996b, p. 113). This self-transcendence is evident in the way that our natural impulses
run beyond the bounds of nature, while nonhuman animals are restrained by natural
instinct. This contradiction between finiteness and freedom or transcendence is the
occasion—but not the cause—for many human problems. “This essential homeless-
ness of the human spirit is the ground of religion; for the self which stands outside itself
and the world cannot find the meaning of life in itself or the world” (1996a, p. 14).

In Niebuhr’s view, the tension between our two natures has important conse-
quences. It causes anxiety, which can be a source of creativity or a motivation to
hide our finiteness and freedom. When we avoid our finiteness, we ignore our
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limitations, leading us to overestimate ourselves as individuals or as a race. This
can lead to arrogance and fanaticism, either in rationality or religion. Avoidance
of our freedom is also problematic, for it blinds us to human potentials such as the
possibility for true altruism. It also hides from us the possibility that freedom has
both creative and evil possibilities and so can be misused. Contemporary history is
full of evidence of the potential for evil in modern systems of warfare, power, and
economics, but we still deny this evil potential, supposing that somehow these prob-
lems are just due to ignorance, not enough science, or social forces which we are
about to overcome, rather than seeing our poor choices. Remorse and repentance (as
opposed to simple psychological guilt) are thus in some sense religious experiences,
because they show an awareness of our situation of finiteness before God.

1.5.2.2 Avoidance in Freud

Niebuhr appreciated the fact that Freud recognized our finite nature, but criticized
him for his naturalistic stance, which made it impossible for him to recognize the
presence of freedom and transcendence. Freud rejected the possibility of transcen-
dence or freedom, because he attributed all behavior to human drives, develop-
mental events, or culture, leading to pessimistic views on individuals and society.
Niebuhr saw this as an incoherent position, as the ego and even Freud’s id, which
was supposedly ruled by blind instinctual forces, showed themselves to be wily
and smart, revealing “subtleties and strategies that are not part of nature” (1996a,
p. 43). Also, while Freud saw reason and intellect as our best hope, he also claimed
that we are totally controlled by instinct and culture and thus not truly responsible.
The implication of Freud’s denial of freedom is that all guilt must be neurotic guilt,
denying the possibility that a person might have legitimate guilt from violating
either personal or more universal norms and the claims that others have on us.

Niebuhr saw the problem of freedom as not confined to Freud but a general limita-
tion of psychology. Freedom is something that allows us to transcend the boundaries
of predictable time and space, but empirical psychology can only study things within
those bounds. The mystery of freedom is apparent in the fact that “any previous event
is an intelligible, but not a sufficient, cause for the succeeding event” (1955, p. 61).
What we do can be understood in retrospect but cannot be predicted in advance.
Human activity in history is more like a kind of practical wisdom than a predictable
rationality (cf. Section 6.3.4). In his view, a psychology that wants a rich view of the
individual will thus have to go beyond the boundaries of natural science.

Humanistic psychologists responded to Niebuhr in a predictably negative fash-
ion. Carl Rogers (1962), while sympathetic to Niebuhr rejection of deterministic
naturalism and his advocacy of freedom, disliked Niebuhr’s claim to possess the
truth and rejected his focus on human sinfulness. Rogers’” view of human nature
rejected both the notions of perfection and evil; he believed that people were inher-
ently “positive, forward-moving, constructive, realistic, trustworthy” (Rogers,
1957). Niebuhr offers food for thought to those who want a view of human nature
that tries to balance optimism and realism.
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1.5.3 Hermeneutic Writers: Don Browning and Paul Ricoeur

Another influential response from the religion side of the dialogue with psychology
came from practical theologian Don Browning, who offered a critique of psycho-
logical theories used in counseling. Browning based his approach in part on the
interpretive or hermeneutic approach to understanding found in the philosophy
of Paul Ricoeur. According to Ricoeur, any kind of understanding—including a
psychological theory—comes into being through an interpretive process involv-
ing a series of dialectical relationships that move the interpreter from their original
view of the world to a new understanding (Ricoeur, 1976; 1981, p. 93). This means
that our understandings and theories are strongly influenced by our starting view
of things, including our current beliefs, personal experiences, and the culture and
history of any larger groups to which we belong. This starting point is known as
our pre-understanding. In the hermeneutic view of things, knowledge is not some
single verifiable fact but a set of new ideas “opened up” by our attempt to move
beyond a pre-understanding. We gain new understanding as we appropriate these
ideas and make them our own (Ricoeur, 1974, p. 87). Since knowledge is depen-
dent upon the starting context, it is prudent to know and critique the relevant pre-
understanding factors and understand their effect on a person who is advocating
new knowledge claims (Ricoeur, 1981, p. 90; Packer, 1988; see Section 6.3). For
instance, a hermeneutic investigator would be interested in the fact that Freud had a
strong pre-existing personal belief in atheism, as this pre-understanding most likely
had an influence on how he interpreted data about religion.

Browning has utilized a hermeneutic approach in a couple of ways. First, he
has attempted to uncover the pre-understandings of the various schools of psycho-
therapy and subject these to a Christian critique (Browning & Cooper, 2004). In the
hermeneutic perspective, all psychological theorists begin with implicit assump-
tions, worldviews, and ethical points of view that go beyond what is explicitly
present in their research and often attempt to reduce all behavior to these implicit
worldviews or metaphors without considering the validity of their pre-understanding
and how it might distort the object of study (Browning & Cooper, 2004). This is an
issue in all the sciences, but this is especially true in psychology and religion where
personal beliefs for or against religion can be very strong. This does not mean that
good science is not possible—just that we must be aware of our biases and those
of others (Vergote, 1997, pp. 30-31; 1998, p. 40; but cf. Beit-Hallahmi, 1985). In
Browning’s view, the secular presuppositions of many psychological theories are
questionable, and adjusting these presuppositions could result in a more adequate
theory. Second, Browning has attempted to use the hermeneutic model to develop
what he calls a practical theology that looks at how religious practices actually
function in real life. This approach rejects a technological view of religious prac-
tice and argues that religious activities can only be understood when they are con-
sidered in the context of their relational, cultural, and theological surround. True
religion is not something one does on the side; it is a way of life (Browning, 1991;
see Section 6.3).
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1.6 Current Research Approaches

The basic philosophical assumptions behind scientific approaches to religion will be
explored in the next chapter. Here, we provide just a quick summary of commonly
used research methods that will make it easier to evaluate and appreciate the large
body of empirical research that exists on topics related to psychology and religion.
These methods fall into two general groupings—quantitative and qualitative.

1.6.1 Quantitative Methods

Quantitative methods allow scientists to measure and look at relationships between
important variables. In this process, important variables are operationalized through
a process of methodological reductionism or simplification so they can be mea-
sured, and then measurement instruments are developed that measure the variable of
interest and give a numeric value in relation to it. For instance, in religion research,
we often want to study a person’s religious commitment, but this is a very rich con-
struct that cannot be grasped numerically, so we reduce it to a simpler variable like
Sunday worship attendance that can be more easily measured. A key problem here
is that the way constructs are defined and operationalized can affect how they are
related to each other (Watson, 1994, p. 120). Also, quantitative surveys force indi-
viduals to respond according to categories or choices defined by the experimenter,
when none of the categories may accurately represent its position (Berger, 2007).
How does one investigate relationships among variables using quantitative data?
Assuming that one cannot take an experimental approach by manipulating vari-
ables in a controlled setting like a lab and seeing the effects, one is left doing what is
called a quasi-experimental approach, which involves careful selection and obser-
vation of variables in a group of subjects and then generalization from sample sub-
jects to the characteristics of the larger population they are drawn from. Descriptive
statistics (such as averages) can be used to understand characteristics of the sample,
and then inferential statistics (also known as significance tests) allow us to under-
stand how confidently we may be able to generalize conclusions about a sample to
a larger population. Typically the researcher comes to the project with a theory and
specific hypotheses or predictions based on the theory that they want to test.
Quantitativeresearchcanproceed fromone of twostances. Inexploratory analysis,
the researcher thinks that there are relationships among a group of variables but is
unclear about the nature of the relationships. The exploratory analysis examines a
wide variety of possible relationships using (1) an inferential statistical test to deter-
mine whether a significant relationship exists between variables and (2) descrip-
tive statistics to determine the effect size, a measure of the strength and nature of
the relationship. The classic measure of effect size is the correlation coefficient,
which ranges from a positive relationship of 1.0 (perfectly related, where variables
increase or decrease together) to O (not related) to a perfect negative relationship
of —1.0 (perfectly related, where one variable increases while the other decreases).
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It is extremely important to look at both inferential and descriptive measures in
evaluating the results of a research study, as often a study may find results that are
statistically significant in the inferential test but relatively unimportant when one
examines the effect size. For instance, Krauss and Flaherty (2001) discovered a
significant negative correlation between mood and quest scores, with higher quest
scores related to lower levels of mood. This is an interesting finding, but how impor-
tant is it? The size of the correlation coefficient is —.15, which means that only
slightly more the 2% of the variance in mood is related to quest score, and 98% is
related to error or other factors. Thus it is significant but relatively unimportant.

The second possible approach is the confirmatory analysis. In this procedure, the
researcher identifies the hypothesized relationships between variables ahead of time
and then asks the question, is my model consistent with the data? Confirmatory ana-
Iytic procedures such as structural equations modeling can be powerful tools for testing
elaborate models and are seeing increasing use in psychology of religion research.

Scientists look for law-like regularities that underlie the complexity of nature, so
simplification is a natural part of the scientific enterprise. A number of statistical proce-
dures like factor analysis have been developed to look for simple underlying dimen-
sions in complex data. These analyses are helpful, although the presence of simple
factors in data does not necessarily indicate that these dimensions have real existence—
they are just statistically handy for simplifying things (D’ Andrade, 1995, pp. 83-86).

Even though quantitative research seems straightforward, and it has added
much to our knowledge about the human person, interpretive problems remain. For
instance, most of the research in psychology of religion uses correlational or quasi-
experimental methods that cannot establish whether religion is a cause or an effect
of psychological factors (Batson et al., 1993, p. 373). Another problem is one of
measurement, which is particularly difficult in psychology of religion research, since
variables like “religiousness” or “spirituality” are difficult to define and measure.
Generally a measurement instrument is thought to be satisfactory if it has good reli-
ability (it gives consistent results) and validity (it measures what it is supposed to
measure). A tremendous amount of effort has gone into devising instruments with
good measurement characteristics, perhaps at the expense of research that could be
devoted to more substantive questions (Gorsuch, 1984). Many of these are self-report
measures, although some constructs with religious significance such as humility may
not be measurable by self-report (Tangney, 2002). Finally, psychologists involved in
the study of religion often have strong pro and anti views, so investigators must work
hard to guard against bias and resist the temptation to offer judgments about the ulti-
mate meaning and nature of religion (Gorsuch, 1988; Vergote, 1998, p. 39).

1.6.2 Qualitative Approaches

Qualitative methods provide a different and complementary approach to research.
They are designed to be flexible, sensitive to social context, and focused on meaning
and action as they emerge in real-life situations. A qualitative approach attempts to
create holistic descriptions and understandings that may or may not be supplemented
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with quantification or statistical analysis (Mason, 2002). These methods are espe-
cially useful when you do not know much about an area and need to construct an
initial understanding of a phenomenon. They are also helpful in situations where
complex phenomena are being studied or where the individual meaning of certain
experiences is of interest. There has been an increasing number of qualitative stud-
ies in the psychology and religion area (for a review, see Aten & Hernandez, 2005).
Some authors argue that the holistic and experiential nature of spirituality is better
captured by qualitative research (e.g., Hamilton & Jackson, 1998; cf. Hay, 1979).
In fact, quantitative and qualitative approaches are both valuable, address differ-
ent levels of complexity, and have different roles in the scientific process. Qualita-
tive methods are particularly good at generating ideas and possible models, which
may become the target of further research using quantitative procedures (Belzen &
Hood, 2006).

1.6.2.1 General Characteristics

Basic philosophy. Qualitative research is often more a philosophy or attitude toward
inquiry rather than a specific technical methodology. A key attitude is openness
to having one’s ideas changed and flexibility in the research process. Understand-
ing is more important than prediction or control, and validity is more important
that reliability in qualitative studies, so the investigator strives to use methods that
will accurately describe the phenomenon in question. This can be seen in attitudes
toward sampling: while quantitative researchers try to use standardized proce-
dures and random samples of subjects, qualitative researchers focus on selecting
informants who are experts and will provide the maximum amount of information.
Clearly formulated research questions and the use of multiple methods are used to
enhance the validity of qualitative studies.

Contextuality. Human behavior and experience always takes place in a particular
environment, so good research provides relevant information about the context of
the phenomenon being studied. Qualitative methods assume that these situations are
complex and that a holistic understanding is valuable. This has several implications.
First, a holistic understanding cannot afford to always ignore outliers or people
whose pattern does not follow the norm. Second, the investigator himself or herself
forms part of the context for the study, as the person doing the interpreting affects
the interpretation.

Participant focus. A distinguishing feature of qualitative methods is their depen-
dence on various types of interviews and the way they are conducted. First, in quali-
tative interviews, questions are not standardized; rather subjects are asked questions
in a way that will best allow them to express their knowledge of a topic. Second,
there is an assumption that the people you are interviewing have a valuable and
unique knowledge about your research question. While the knowledge of the sub-
jects may not be accurate, it is not automatically assumed that the investigator is the
expert and the subjects possess only folk knowledge (Gabriel, 2004). Particularly
in research asking about individual experiences and life stories, it is assumed that
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the participant has an expert’s role. Third, qualitative researchers generally try to
ensure that any research will be of benefit to the participants and that all parties will
have a voice in the interpretation and dissemination of results from the investiga-
tion. The intensive, relational nature of the qualitative process makes it impossible
to treat participants simply as objects of study. Devising an analytical scheme and
categories that are not relevant to the participants is thought to be of questionable
value (cf. Roff, 2001).

1.6.2.2 Specific Approaches

Grounded theory. Grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) is a qualitative
approach in which one begins with a research question rather than a theory and
specific hypotheses and tries to construct a theory and categories on the basis of the
data. The design, methods, and concepts of the study are allowed to emerge during
the research process as a result of developing theory. Analysis in grounded theory is
a continuous process of conversation between researchers and data. Description is
used to identify the categories of phenomena, interrelationships among conditions
(structure), unfolding action (process), and consequences. The theory and catego-
ries are then refined until theoretical saturation is reached, and new data produces
no new understanding. The research is very participant-focused, and it is expected
that the needs of the participants, as well as their ideas about interpretation should
be taken into account, although the participants are not always assumed to be com-
pletely knowledgeable.

Ethnographic interviews and observation. Ethnographic research methods were
originally developed to study various cultures, and thus their ultimate aim is the col-
lection of information about groups. Ethnography generally involves (1) fieldwork,
traveling to and living in or near the group under study; (2) participant observation,
where you actually participate in the group, allowing you to blend in and get new
insights in the context of real-life situations; and (3) ethnographic interviewing of
informants selected for their knowledge of the group and ability to talk about it. The
result is information that would not be attainable by other means (Bernard, 2002).
While rarely used in psychology and religion research, studies of religious commu-
nities such as the work of Nancy Ammerman (1998) and James Hopewell (1987)
have used these methods.

Phenomenological analysis. The phenomenological approach has its basis in
philosophy rather than in psychology, but it lies behind most if not all methods of
qualitative data collection. The philosophical roots of the work are typically traced
to the writings of Husserl (e.g., 1970). The basic thrust of this type of investigation
is to examine the subjective experience of the individual from a point of epoche,
a detached objective stance taken by the investigator. Since the method focuses
on subjective experience, it is typically used when we wish to understand a cer-
tain type of experience (e.g., a religious experience) or the reactions of people to
a certain type of situation (Moustakas, 1994). The research begins with interviews
that have both open-ended and guided questions. The goal of the interview is to
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perform a phenomenological reduction of the experience to gain a fresh perception
of the source of the experience and its meaning. After setting aside or bracketing out
things so that the phenomenon can be focused on, the researcher looks for the hori-
zon or boundary of the experience, as well as its meaning and constituents such as
temporal or spatial quality, causal inference, and intention. Individual descriptions
are then integrated into a composite textural and structural description.

Hermeneutic analysis. Hermeneutic approaches have traditionally been used
in the interpretation of discourse, textual materials, and narrative, with the goal
of increased understanding. Methods inspired by hermeneutics have also been
used generally in psychology and more specifically in the psychology of religion
(Packer & Addison, 1989; Belzen, 1997). They will be discussed further in Chapter 6
(see also Chapter 9.3.3).

1.7 Conclusion and a Look Ahead

The fields of psychology, religion, and spirituality have a vast, rich heritage that is
beyond the scope of any single volume or set of volumes. Even the literature on the
intersection between psychology and religion is vast. The remainder of this book
will provide a framework for understanding contemporary discussions in psychol-
ogy and religion and some examples of the excellent work that is taking place at the
intersection between these two fields of human endeavor.

In the next two chapters (Chapters 2 and 3), we will look at some basic con-
cepts in psychology, science, and religion that underlie any discussions between
the two fields. Then the next six chapters will consider specific approaches to the
study of psychology and religion: experiential/phenomenological (Chapter 4), psy-
chodynamic (Chapter 5), developmental (Chapters 7, 8, 9), and new approaches
(Chapter 6). We will consider empirical research, as well as important theories and
religious/theological critiques that have emerged within each of these approaches.

Religion and psychology share a concern with the quality of human life. They
hope to offer guidance to people seeking to find meaningful, fulfilled, and even
happy lives. Thus, a final goal of this book is to harness theory and empirical
research in the service of practical applications. How can we in the 21st century
build positive communities? In what ways can we help individuals deal with the
challenges of life and develop richly satisfying lives? The concluding chapters of
this book (Chapters 10, 11, 12, 13, 14) will attempt to begin sketching out answers
to these questions.



Chapter 2
Science, Religion, and Psychology

Modern discussions about the relationship between psychology and religion are
now over a century old. However, this dialogue is part of a more general conver-
sation between science and religion that goes back hundreds of years. This gen-
eral discussion provides a broad context for our study that is important in a couple
of ways. First, it helps us better understand a number of problematic issues that
have appeared in the psychology and religion dialogue. Second, it helps us to better
understand the nature of science, including the strengths and limitations that any
scientific discipline like psychology will bring to a conversation with another field
of human endeavor.

In this chapter, we introduce some basic philosophical concepts that are involved
in discussions about the nature of science. We will then look at how ideas about
science have changed over time and the affect of these shifts on the relationships
between religion, science, and psychology. We will see that the philosophy of sci-
ence one adopts will have a large impact on whether science and religion are seen
as partners or competitors. It will also become apparent that perceived conflicts
between science and religion are mostly based upon philosophies of science that are
problematic and have been rejected in contemporary thought.

2.1 Philosophical Concepts and Issues in Science and Religion

2.1.1 Empiricism

Any understanding of science must begin with the fact that it is an empirical
endeavor. Empiricism is a philosophical position related to epistemology, a branch
of philosophy that considers the ways we gain knowledge about the world and our-
selves. Empiricism is the view that knowledge should be based on experience. It is
often contrasted with metaphysics, an inquiry into the basic nature of the world that
relies primarily on reasoning rather than experience. While metaphysics is thought
to be desirable and necessary by many scholars (particularly in philosophy), empiri-
cism is generally taken to be a fundamental beginning point for science, includ-
ing scientific explorations of religion (Hawley, 2006; Helminiak, 1996). Scientific
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empiricism limits the kinds of experiences that can be considered a basis for
knowledge, excluding things that do not fit comfortably within a framework of
scientific investigation (Maclntyre, 1984, pp. 80-81). Psychology generally adopts
an epistemological position of scientific empiricism and tends to limit acceptable
experience to things that can be directly observed by an investigator. Opponents of
this strict scientific empiricism point out that many important aspects of the human
person—including religious experiences—cannot be directly observed. Thus, sci-
entific empiricism makes knowledge about some aspects of the human self difficult
or impossible to acquire (Willard, 1998).

Scientific empiricism often makes the assumption that the experiencing observer
is completely impartial and detached from the phenomenon being studied. This
assumption is a touchy issue in the psychological study of religion, as many psy-
chologists have personal commitments to a religious tradition or secular atheism.
Proponents of the detached observer assumption argue that the religious convictions
of investigators cause difficulties as they can lead to theory or research intended
to defend religion rather than just explain it (Beit-Hallahmi, 1985). Opponents of
this view argue that personal religious experience and involvement is essential for
understanding religion and that in any event complete detachment of the observer
from the subject is impossible (Vergote, 1998).

Empirical work in science is thought to take place at different levels of observa-
tion, with different scientific disciplines focusing on different levels. Many scien-
tists consider physics to be the fundamental level of observation because it studies
the basic components and characteristics of matter and energy. Successively higher
levels of observation include chemistry, biology, psychology, and sociology. Some
writers would consider spirituality as another level for empirical investigation above
psychology and sociology.

2.1.2 Reductionism

Reductionism is a process of simplification used in science. It is an essential part
of human life. Our minds are constantly sorting through the vast amount of internal
and external information available to us. Through selective attention and simplifica-
tion, this is reduced to a manageable quantity so that we can make sense out of the
world. However, reductionism takes different forms, often with important implica-
tions for how we think about and study a phenomenon of interest. Nancey Murphy
(1998c) identifies five kinds of reductionism (Fig. 2.1):

1. Methodological or atomistic reductionism is the simplification of a phenom-
enon for the purpose of study, typically by breaking it into parts. For instance, one
might define religiousness in terms of worship service attendance and the perfor-
mance of religious practices like prayer, and then study how each of these relates
to some other variable such as mental health. The opposite of atomistic reduction
is holism, the idea that “the underlying unity of the world is not only a matter of
derivation from common underlying principles, laws and constants, but extends
also to a common interrelatedness and interconnectedness” (Peacocke, 1993, p. 42).
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Fig. 2.1 Nancey Murphy.
With earned doctoral

degrees in both philosophy
of science and philosophy

of religion, she is one of the
most important figures in the
science and religion dialogue.
Photo courtesy of Nancey
Murphy

According to this view, things are not merely the sum of their parts but also have an
additional quality due to complex interrelationships (Slife & Hopkins, 2005; for an
opposing view see e.g., Dawkins, 1987, p. 81). Atomistic and holistic perspectives
are both helpful and do not necessarily exclude each other, but a rigid methodologi-
cal reductionism can be quite limiting, especially when combined with other ver-
sions of reduction (Peacocke, 1993, pp. 39-40; Barbour, 1997, p. 230).

2. Epistemological reductionism is the idea that laws governing higher level,
complex phenomena should follow from laws at lower levels (Stoeger, 2002). In
this view, the laws of human behavior and human activities like religion should be
similar to and deducible from the laws of biology and physics. This could also mean
that the methods and approaches used in the study of biology or physics are also
those that should be used in psychology. A scientist taking this position might argue
that neuroimaging of brain functioning could deduce laws that could explain reli-
gious experience and behavior. An opposing position (e.g., Maclntyre, 1992) argues
that it is not appropriate to equate psychological knowledge with knowledge in the
physical sciences and that psychology needs to be free to pursue methods more in
keeping with its subject matter.

Other critics who reject strict epistemological reduction often believe that dif-
ferent levels of organization have unique or emergent properties because of their
complexity, and that these emergent phenomena cannot be derived or understood
from the study of lower levels (Davies, 1998, p. 159; Murphy, 1998c; Marras, 2006;
cf. Kim, 2006). In this view, there are connections between higher and lower levels
of the system, and lower levels may be necessary to the operation of higher levels,
but higher levels also have their own unique properties (Ellis, 2002; Baldwin, 1902,
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p- 8; cf. Andler, 2006). For instance, many authors believe that human psychology
and sociology have patterns that cannot be understood solely by looking at biology.
Emergent properties can change the behavior of both the parts of the system and the
systems as a whole in fundamental ways. For instance, carbon atoms are different
when part of diamond or graphite, and it is impossible to understand the difference
unless we consider not only the carbon atoms but the nature and quality of their
interrelationships (Slife & Hopkins, 2005; Birch, 1998, p. 241). So while different
levels of observation like psychology and biology certainly relate to each other, and
we can work toward an understanding of their connectedness (Goldsmith, 1994,
p. 141), we cannot ignore differences and unique emergent features in our study of
the world. This view of things is congruent with holism. Some scholars view human
consciousness and freedom—perhaps even the very experience of personhood—as
emergent properties of complex neuronal networks in the brain (Hefner, 1998;
Davies, 1996; Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991; Peacocke, 2002).

3. Logical or definitional reductionism holds that the vocabulary and language
used at one level of scientific inquiry should be able to be exactly translated into the
language of another level. While many early theorists like William James and Carl
Jung rejected this idea, much research in the psychology of religion accepts this
principle and assumes that religion can be explained using the same psychological
constructs used to explain other human behavior. This kind of reduction can also be
found when scientists apply human language to nonhuman objects or bodily organs,
as when evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins (1989) labels genes as “selfish” or
a psychologist incorrectly attributes things like action or language to the brain that
are really activities of the whole person (Bennett & Hacker, 2003). An alternative
view is that different levels of inquiry require a different kind of language and that
descriptions at one level are somewhat unique. In this perspective, a psychological
word like “willpower” cannot be translated entirely into neurological description.

4. Many philosophers of science see reality as operating at various levels: basic
levels such as the subatomic or molecular level studied by physicists or chemists and
higher levels that involve more complex biological and human systems studies by
biologists or psychologists. Causal reductionism says that events at “lower” levels
such as physics determine what happens at “higher” levels like psychology. This is
also referred to as bottom-up causation. Less strict views of causal reduction sug-
gest that levels are partly decoupled from each other and have some relative auton-
omy or that top-down causation can occur where higher levels influence activity
at lower ones, a possibility implied in holism. For instance, a top-down causal view
would suggest that subjective mental events such as religious experiences could
influence chemical processes in neurons (Campbell, 1974; Peacocke, 1993, p. 53,
1995; Murphy, 1998c; Peters, 1996). In psychology, a strict causal reductionist
might hold that our psychological life is completely determined by our biology.
Those holding a decoupled view (e.g., Barrett, Dunbar, & Lycett, 2002, p. 2) would
disagree, arguing that while biology is relevant to human nature, our personhood
cannot be reduced to biology. Holistic or top-down theorists, who contend that men-
tal activity can affect biological processes, also reject strict causal reductionism. In
their view, full knowledge of the human person must involve an understanding of
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both bottom-up and top-down causal processes. Knowledge at one level illuminates
other levels without replacing them (Stoeger, 2002; Faucher, 2006).

Nancey Murphy has described the relationship between levels in the hierarchy
as a supervenience relationship (Murphy, 1998c¢). In this type of relationship, (a)
lower level events can constitute higher level events in given sets of circumstances
but not in others, and (b) there is more than one pattern of lower level events that
can lead to any given higher level event. The relation between depression and biol-
ogy offers a good example of this. A person with cancer (a lower level biological
condition) might feel depressed (a higher level psychological condition), if they
knew that there is little chance for recovery but might feel no depression if they
knew there was an easy cure for the disease. In addition, there are numerous bio-
logical conditions (e.g., drug use, hormonal irregularities), which can lead to the
same psychological condition (depression). Thus there is no automatic link between
lower level and higher level properties—they are related but somewhat independent
of each other.

5. Ontological reductionism is the most extreme kind of reduction. It assumes
that something has no real or unique existence—it is “nothing but” a combination of
other types of things that are real. For instance, social psychologists who emphasize
thatreligion is a cultural and psychological phenomenon might try to say that religion
is only “our own creation, an illusion invented by society to curb self-gratification
and to meet our desperate need for comfort and direction,” (Batson, Schoenrade, &
Ventis, 1993, p. 370). This type of ontological reduction turns “explaining” religion
into “explaining away” religion (Pargament, 2002b). Another example is ontologi-
cal materialism, the position that all things are ultimately and only material objects.
Since ontological reductions cannot be proven empirically, they are metaphysical
positions, assumptions that philosophers and scientists make about the nature of the
world and our experience.

Many scientists and philosophers reject ontological reductionism as unhelpful,
untrue or scientifically unjustified. While seldom found in the physical sciences it
appears more frequently in psychology, including some work in the psychology of
religion. Extreme ontological reductionism is rarely accurate, particularly in the bio-
logical sciences, although it can have considerable heuristic value (Polkinghorne,
1999a; Corveleyn, 1996; Watts, 2002c, p. 4; Kistler, 2006; Schaffner, 2006; Poirier,
2006). In fact it is a trade-off; reductionistic explanations gain in simplicity while
losing in accuracy. Ontological reductionism seems particularly problematic with
reference to a complex phenomenon like religion, where overly simplistic explana-
tions will yield models that are misleading, mistaken, or useless (Vergote, 1998,
p. 42; Watts, 2002c, p. 25; Taylor, 2007, p. 679). Allport viewed ontological reduc-
tions that attempted to make religion nothing but a psychological state as arrogance
(Vande Kemp, 2000). Holism rejects ontological reductionism because the whole is
greater than its parts and thus cannot be reduced to it (Barbour, 1998). Furthermore,
ontological reductionism is unnecessary as other kinds of simplification can be car-
ried out without making ontological assumptions (Ruse, 2000, p. 270). Advocates
(e.g., Sagan, 1997, p. 275) argue that reductionism is one of the greatest achieve-
ments of science even when it turns out to be wrong.
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2.1.3 Materialism

Materialism in psychology refers to “the sufficiency of the material of the body
(biology) alone for explaining our minds and behaviors” (Slife & Hopkins, 2005,
p- 122). It is a metaphysical position related to ontology, the nature of things, and is
thus a philosophical position rather than a scientific fact. It is often closely related
to materialism as an ethical philosophy (cf. Section 11.1.2). It has a long history in
philosophy dating back to the ancient Greeks, but it was not a widely held position
prior to the 19th century. Some philosophers argue that materialism is the dominant
ontology in philosophy and science today (Moser & Trout, 1995, p. ix) and is so
widely accepted that people are often unaware that it is a metaphysical position
that they hold. However, materialism is still controversial in philosophy, as it has
great difficulty accounting for things like mental life and our subjective experience,
which are seemingly nonmaterial in nature (Madell, 2003; Nagel, 1986; Griffin,
2000, pp. 76-77).

A common version of materialism is reductive or eliminative materialism, a
kind of ontological reductionism that says everything is really just a collection of
material particles and the laws that govern them. Reductive materialists typically
exclude consideration of any potentially nonmaterialistic (e.g., spiritualistic) phe-
nomena or more “subjective” methods that might accumulate data contrary to mate-
rialistic assumptions. All mental events must ultimately be reducible to material
ones (Griffin, 2000, pp. 70-71; Nagel, 1970). For instance, the neurophilosopher
Paul Churchland argues that things like “mind” or “spirit” are simply “folk psychol-
ogy” terms that describe epiphenomena—things with no reality or ability to affect
other things. He predicts that someday we will engage in some necessary linguistic
reduction and replace concepts like “thought” with ideas from neurobiology that
better recognize their material character. This position is not widely accepted, as
others have pointed out that such a linguistic reduction has never succeeded in the
history of science (D’Andrade, 1995, p. 165). Reductive materialism involves a
kind of dualistic reductionism, where mind and brain are split from each other,
and then the term that is inconsistent with the philosophical assumptions of the
materialist investigator—the mind—is eliminated (Olafson, 2001, p. 72). It is gen-
erally anti-holistic as it holds that only the stuff things are made out of has real exis-
tence, not their organization (Barbour, 1998). In psychology, theories as divergent
as behaviorism, Freudian psychoanalysis, and some variants of cognitive neurosci-
ence are constructed on reductive materialist views of the world. Philosophers of
science generally reject the use of these eliminative strategies (Wimsatt, 2006), but
they are commonly used in psychology.

In softer varieties of materialism, material objects are thought to occupy a promi-
nent but not exclusive role in the foundation of reality. Sometimes, this takes the
form of a methodological physicalism which holds that nonmaterial things exist
but that we can only study the world through physical entities (Shoemaker, 1999;
Butchvarov, 1999). In milder positions like supervenience materialism, nonmate-
rial aspects of reality not only exist but also can be described; however, they do not
exist independently of physical processes, because any difference in nonmaterial
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states can only occur if there is a difference in physical states (cf. Murphy, 1998b).
Nonreductive materialism is an even softer version of materialism, which argues
that there are nonmaterial aspects to reality that at least initially owe their existence
to material objects or processes but later function independently as emergent phe-
nomena. These higher nonmaterial processes are able to exercise an influence on
lower or physical levels of reality through top-down causation (Peacocke, 1993,
p. 53). For instance, a nonreductive physicalist view of mind and brain holds that
we are not just bodies, so that while mental events are embodied in brain activity
they are not identical with it (Murphy, 1998a; Jeeves, 1998). Contemporary Chris-
tian theologians often hold softer versions of materialism, emphasizing the fact that
we are embodied creatures and thus cannot be understood apart from our material
nature but that reductive materialist positions cannot account for important aspects
of the human person.

Materialism raises a number of philosophical and scientific problems. The defi-
nition of matter is problematic, as it is mass or energy—characteristics of matter,
rather than matter itself—that appears in mathematical descriptions of the world
produced by scientists. Quantum theory and other aspects of modern physics also
deemphasize the importance of matter, as they suggest that the universe is more
about structure and interaction than stuff (Stoeger, 2002; Heller, 1988). Reductive
materialism also introduces problems into social scientific and psychological inqui-
ries, since things of interest to psychologists such as cognition and emotion are
often not material entitles or open to direct observation (Slife, 2005).

2.1.4 Naturalism and Scientism

The word “natural” has a couple of different meanings in reference to science. In the
first place, it can refer to an area of study, the natural world, which in the early modern
period was taken to mean the nonhuman world of stars, rocks, plants, and animals.
It also forms the root of the term naturalism, which is the philosophical position
that the world around us can be understood abstractly in terms of natural, lawlike
processes. In this abstractionist way of thinking, things are looked at from a universal
viewpoint; what is important to know is not the things we see in all their diversity, but
the uniform laws that presumably stand behind what we see. Sometimes, these laws
are taken metaphysically as having a real existence rather than just descriptions of
regularities (Stoeger, 1996; Davies, 1996; cf. Arendt, 1998, p. 268), as when we say
that something falls “because of the law of gravity” or that “Mother Nature” (the sum
total collection of laws) makes certain things happen. The presumed regularity of laws
invites one to see the world—including the human person—in a mechanistic way. We
become machines made of pieces that operate according to certain fixed principles so
that an understanding of the parts gives complete knowledge of the system as a whole.
The scientist is able to relate to the world as an outside observer of these abstract laws,
rather than as a participant (Slife, Mitchell, & Whollery, 2004; Vergote, 1969, p. 51).
For instance, the cognitive psychologist Pascal Boyer argues that religion is a natural
outcome of the lawlike workings of cognitive mental processes and thus is entirely
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predictable from psychological laws that can be derived by scientific observation (see
Section 6.2.3).

Numbers (2003) distinguishes two varieties of naturalism: First is methodologi-
cal naturalism, which is a commitment to produce lawlike explanations without
recourse to supernatural forces. These explanations are abstractionist, and the meth-
odology assumes that it is possible to understand a phenomenon from the position
of an outside observer with objective neutrality (Drees, 1999, p. 26; Slife, 2005).
This form of naturalism is widely accepted in psychology and in fact has been sup-
ported by Christians throughout the history of science. After 1750, a metaphysical
or reductive naturalism also developed, which combines the tenants of method-
ological naturalism with epistemological reductionism (methods developed in the
physical science are the best way to study everything) and reductive materialism
(nothing exists except the material world; cf. Drees, 1999). The inclusion of these
metaphysical beliefs makes naturalism into an ontology or view of the world rather
than a methodological stance. It tends to blur the distinction between human and
nonhuman (Olafson, 2001, pp. 5-6; Griffin, 2000, p. 37). The acceptance of meta-
physical naturalism within psychology can be seen in a number of areas and can be
found in the psychology of religion as early as the work of James Leuba (Murphy,
1928; see Section 1.4.2). The adoption of naturalism means that phenomena which
fit most comfortably within a naturalistic frame will be privileged subjects of study,
and methodologies best suited to the study of those objects will be held in highest
esteem. Some scholars argue that it is possible to accept methodological naturalism
while rejecting the limitations inherent in metaphysical naturalism. Others argue
that both abstractionist and objectifying explanations are problematic, as even a
milder methodological naturalism has metaphysical assumptions that bias investi-
gations, particularly those related to religion (Slife & Whollery, 2006; Slife, 2005).

Many philosophers (e.g., Strawson, 1985, pp. 2, 67) have noted a connection
between reductive forms of naturalism and scientism or “the attitude that the only
kind of reliable knowledge is that provided by science, coupled with a conviction
that all our personal and social problems are ‘soluble’ by enough science” (Peacocke,
1993, pp. 7-8; cf. Ruse, 2002) so that the domain of science has no boundary
(e.g., Drees, 1999, p. 8). Along with scientism comes increasing cultural technifica-
tion so that the superiority of science and technical solutions to problems is taken
for granted or becomes commonsense and a never-discussed basis for thinking and
practice. Extreme versions of scientism hold that science is the only truly valuable
enterprise, thus limiting or eliminating the possibility of true dialogue with religion
or for that matter with many other disciplines of human study such as the humanities
(Polkinghorne, 2004, pp. 24, 179; Stenmark, 2001, p. 19). While some version of
scientism is still a common belief among scientists, it has also been heavily chal-
lenged as a basic logical error or category mistake about what science is and can do
(e.g., Peterson, 2003; Zahavi, 2004). Critics outside of science have pointed out that
science has been unable to deliver on the grand promise of solving all our difficulties
and has brought with it other problems. This has led to a lot of skepticism toward
science in some quarters. As Kay and Francis remark, “scientism is not just bad for
religion; scientism is bad for science itself, because it presents a false view of what
science is and what science can properly be expected to achieve” (1996, p. 155). The
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fact that scientism is not scientifically demonstrable also suggests a problem with its
rational coherence as well (Shanahan, 2004, pp. 243 n. 14, 318).

Richard Gorsuch points out that a naturalist metaphysic sits uncomfortably with
the study of religion in a couple of ways. First, while a naturalist view of the world
focuses on law, in fact we live in a world of rich diversity that is not completely
captured by these laws (2002a, p. 51). This is particularly true of the human and
mental realms which have few if any determinative laws, so some would argue that
naturalism may be problematic for psychology (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 136). Sci-
ence tends to value the generality of law over specificity of particular situations.
However, if the aim of science is to gain a better understanding of the world around
us, specificity can be just as important as broad laws, for very general laws cannot
reliably tell us what is the right thing to do in specific situations (Shanahan, 2004,
p- 90). In this view, nonnaturalistic approaches could and should supplement natu-
ralistic ones in our attempts to gain knowledge. Second, a lawlike view of the world
is hard to reconcile with the idea of a God who acts in history: “By definition, God’s
individual acts do not replicate. So science can never identify them even if they hap-
pen a dozen times a day in every scientist’s life” (Gorsuch, 2002a, p. 66). For this
and other reasons, some authors have questioned whether metaphysical naturalism
can be reconciled with Christianity or any of the major world religions (Richards &
Bergin, 2004; Griffin, 2000, pp. 35, 65). Others have pointed out that reductive
naturalism has a tendency to lead to a broader moral and ethical skepticism that is
based on an ideological philosophical position, not on facts (Hurlbut, 2002).

2.1.5 Assessment

We now have a basic philosophical vocabulary that will help us understand some of
the issues in the dialogue between science and religion. The positions that we have
reviewed are important, but unfortunately are often adopted by participants in the
dialogue without reflection, justification or understanding of their implications. We
will see that the uncritical adoption of strong reductionist and naturalist positions
has greatly affected the dialogue between science and religion, particularly within
the field of psychology. As the 20th century saw a strong philosophical and scien-
tific critique of these reductive positions, different ways of thinking about science
and religion emerged that offer new possibilities for dialogue.

2.2 Early Modern Views of Science and Religion

2.2.1 Background to the Modern Period

Science and religion have coexisted in Western civilization since classical Greek
times. Contrary to popular perception, for most of that period the relationship
involved peaceful coexistence and even cooperation. For instance, in the Middle
Ages, studies of the natural world, human behavior, and theology were part of a
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body of knowledge learned by all educated people. Relations between science and
theology were generally harmonious, with science playing a subsidiary but increas-
ingly independent role from theology as a separate but interrelated field. Theolo-
gians like Aquinas could write about the mutually beneficial interaction of science
with theology as he worked to integrate Christian ideas with Aristotelian views
of science and causation (Thomas, 1998, Pt. I, Q 79, Art 9; Aristotle, 1941, Bk. 2
Ch. 3, pp. 240-242). Applications of science to theology included reinterpretation
of scriptural passages that were found to conflict with accepted scientific theory
and observation (Grant, 1986). Problems in the relationship had to do more with
professional rivalries rather than any perceived conflict between science and reli-
gion. In fact, many historians argue that medieval religion and later Puritanism actu-
ally played an important positive role in the development of modern science (e.g.,
Lindberg, 1992; Kocher, 1953; cf. Cohen, 1990). As late as the 16th and early 17th
centuries, there was no firm dividing line between natural philosophy (science) and
other branches of philosophical inquiry so that people worked in both areas and
freely shared perspectives (Zagorin, 1998; Brooke, 1991, pp. 1-116). In the early
modern period, however, a divorce began to develop between science and religion,
particularly in the work of Francis Bacon.

2.2.2 Francis Bacon and the Beginnings of Modern Science

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) is often identified as producing the first systematic
exposition of the modern scientific method, as well as the most important early
modern statement about the relationship between science, metaphysics, and theol-
ogy. As a result, his views set the tone for ideas about science and religion in the
modern period. Bacon came to this topic not as a working scientist but as a man of
learning who was interested in promoting the growth of knowledge and technology.
He felt that science, like religion, should lead to “good works” (Zagorin, 1998).

While Bacon did not identify himself as a Puritan, he grew up in a Puritan home,
and his work reflects Puritan and Calvinist Christian influence. His ideas were often
seen as a natural part of Puritan eschatology and ethics (Perez-Ramos, 1988, p. 13).
Puritans thought that the church would play a role in creating the Kingdom of God
on earth through learning and progress. These ideas generated a positive and opti-
mistic attitude toward the future and human works that is reflected in Bacon’s writ-
ings.

2.2.2.1 The Purpose of Science and Learning

Bacon had a very practical or utilitarian view of knowledge. He was concerned
with the broad social role that science could play in human life, as well as the
advancement of knowledge for its own sake (Rossi, 1997). He viewed the relation-
ship between utility and knowledge as important in a couple of ways. First, he saw
knowledge and science as a means to power that would help us subdue nature so



2.2 Early Modern Views of Science and Religion 53

that we could gain resources and pursue human goals. For Bacon, knowledge and
power were interchangeable concepts (Bacon, 2000). Second, the ability to make
artifacts or achieve control over nature was a validation of knowledge, a way of
verifying and demonstrating that our ideas about the world are accurate (Perez-
Ramos, 1988, pp. 143-148). In this view, any kind of progress or increase in power
is good, and in fact Bacon believed that advances in military technology were just
as good as the invention of printing or ways to preserve food. He saw no need for
science to have an ethic that would distinguish between various goals of progress,
perhaps because he thought that morality was really the concern of religion rather
than science (Bacon, 2001, pp. 32, 213; Perez-Ramos, 1997).

2.2.2.2 The Need for New Scientific Methods

In The Advancement of Learning (1605), and particularly in his later work, the New
Organon (1620), Bacon articulated new ideas about scientific investigation. Prior
to Bacon’s work, scientific work was often guided by the method of Aristotle, who
argued that explanations of the natural world should focus on the causes of phenom-
ena. Aristotle believed that often things happened because of some end goal or pur-
pose in nature, what he called final causes and that one could construct teleological
explanations of the world based on an understanding of how things happen in order
to reach certain ends or goals. Bacon thought that scientific explanations based on
teleology were questionable. He believed that explanations based on final causes
were really a human invention not derived from the nature of the universe, a position
that seems defensible when examining inanimate phenomena but questionable in a
full account of living things (Ayala, 1998a). Bacon believed that teleological expla-
nations were uncertain because they were really part of metaphysics or philosophical
speculation on the nature of the world. In his view, science should avoid teleology
and primarily follow the interpretive method of induction, compiling large amounts
of detailed information and then looking for generalities. He thought this inductive
method was less prone to error, although he also acknowledged a role for the deduc-
tive method, where a scientist invents new experiments based on the generalities
derived from inductive investigation. This “double ladder” of investigation involv-
ing inductive and deductive inquiry formed his complete view of science, which he
envisioned as an undertaking of an organized community (2001, p. 95; Rossi, 1997,
p. 32). He preferred inductive interpretation, because it involves gathering informa-
tion from a broad range of sources, as opposed to deduction that is less open, looks
at a limited range of familiar evidence and thus may produce little progress.

2.2.2.3 Science, Religion, and the Two Books
Early modern philosophers like Bacon and Thomas Hobbes (1962) struggled to

define the relationship between science, religion and different fields of human
inquiry. While Hobbes tended to subordinate religion to science, Bacon is well
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known for advocating separation between science and theology, a position widely
held by his scientific contemporaries (Zagorin, 1998, p. 49). He used the two books
analogy from Augustine (1994) to justify this, arguing that theological knowledge
is based on revelation from God’s “book,” while science or natural philosophy is
based on evidence from the senses and nature’s “book™ (cf. Bacon, 2001, p. 89).
They should be separate, for “to seek heaven and earth in the word of God is to seek
temporary things amongst eternal; and as to seek divinity in philosophy is to seek
the living amongst the dead, so to seek philosophy in divinity is to seek the dead
amongst the living” (2001, p. 220). In particular, the miraculous cannot be conceived
as part of the natural world and as such has no place in science (2001, p. 75).

Bacon was skeptical of natural theology, the attempt to use what we see in
the world as a support for our understanding of God. In the Middle Ages, natu-
ral theology was a favorite topic, and aspects of the world were used as the basis
for proofs about the nature and existence of God. Bacon had a different and more
limited view of the possibilities of natural theology (Barnouw, 1981). He certainly
agreed with theologians like John Calvin (1960, p. 52) that God could be seen in
the world because creation contains the imprint of the Divine mind. Contemplation
on the book of nature could thus lead a person to meditate on things like God’s
omnipotence and might help bring religion to atheists who will not accept supernat-
ural proofs. However, Bacon believed that an examination of nature cannot really
provide safe religious knowledge, as the use of philosophy or science to support
religion makes it dependent upon changeable current opinion and ultimately is an
expression of a lack of faith (Bacon, 2001, pp. 92-93), a position also held by his
contemporary Galileo. Even more foolish are attempts to derive natural philosophy
from the scriptures, as the Bible is not intended to be a scientific book (Bacon,
2000). Thus, Bacon had a position that was closed to the possibility of a theologi-
cally informed science as well as skeptical of natural theology.

While Bacon separated science and theology, he thought the study of the human
person involved both books. He considered psychology under the head of human
rather than natural philosophy, although he thought that because of the relations
between mind and body, the study of the mind could not be strictly assigned to
either and that ultimately knowledge of the human person was also a type of reli-
gious knowledge and thus the province of theology (Bacon, 2001, pp. 109-110).

2.2.2.4 Problems and Prospects

While many of the specifics of Bacon’s proposals were ignored, his ideas about the
broad social role of science, technology, and advancement had a wide and continu-
ing influence on Western modernity (Perez-Ramos, 1997). Many of these effects
persist today and have been criticized by contemporary authors.

Change from contemplation to power. Koyre (1965, pp. 6-11) indicates that a
prime effect of Bacon and others at the time of the scientific revolution was the
destruction of a worldview that included value, purpose, and the qualitative aspect
of human experience. His views moved society away from classical utopian ideals
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of contemplation, self-sufficiency and pursuit of the good rather than the conquest
of Nature (Weinberger, 1985, p. 21). Dossey (1997) argues that Bacon’s amoral
approach has created problems for science. Many people associate science with
an unbridled pursuit of power and that the technology developed as a result of this
is responsible for many problems such as global environmental degradation. This
leads people to oppose scientific study when it might be helpful.

Separation of fact and value. Bacon treated advancement as an end in itself that
was separated from ethical or moral concerns, which were seen to be the province
of theology. His thought introduces a distinction between facts, which he saw as
related to science, and values that were the concern of theology. However, Bacon’s
scientific enterprise is in fact quite value laden. In his descriptions of science and
the pursuit of knowledge, he privileges the values of progress, control, or manipula-
tion of nature for human ends over contemplative religious values. In a sense, facts
become more important than values.

Science and religion. While Bacon was an advocate of separating science and
religion, he also provides some positive prospects for conversation or integration.
Certainly his view of science was an open one that avoided reductionist positions
and allowed for broad inquiry with little limitation of subject matter. While science
and nature are separated from religion as a different “book,” Bacon held that the
book of revelation is also a valid and valuable way to knowledge. Both are viewed
as necessary to an understanding of the human person.

2.2.3 Kant and the Problem of Empiricism and Skepticism

Other early modern philosophers also wrestled with the problem of scientific and
religious knowledge. Bacon’s positive view of experience and induction was chal-
lenged by the Scottish philosopher, David Hume (1711-1776), who argued that
there was no way that definite knowledge could be based upon sense experience,
because we can never prove that what we have experienced in the past will also be
true in the future (Hume, 2001, pp. 61-65). This problem of induction threw into
question the validity of Bacon’s inductive empiricism as a methodology for scien-
tific inquiry. Hume’s skepticism led to a number of attempts to defend our ability
to gain knowledge, including the important work of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).
Kant thought that there were three great questions of life: What can I know? What
ought I to do? What may I hope? (1965, p. 635). The last question is primarily a
religious one, but the other two are both psychological and theological in nature.
His answers to those questions have had a great impact on the relationship between
science and religion.

2.2.3.1 What can I know?

Kant believed there were three fundamental powers of the soul: (1) the cognitive
power involved in our understanding of nature; (2) the power of desire which
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governs our practical reason about moral matters and is based on freedom and
the moral law; and (3) the feeling of pleasure and displeasure which forms the
basis of judgment (Kant, 1987, p. 16). Our cognitive powers operate through
analytic reasoning that breaks things up into parts and explores what we already
know and synthetic reasoning that adds to an original concept and give us two
kinds of new knowledge: a posteriori knowledge dependent on experience and a
priori knowledge that is necessary and universally true completely independent of
experience. He referred to reasoning based on a priori knowledge as pure reason
(1965, pp. 41-62).

Kant believed that our knowledge of the world was limited. He divided the world
into two realms, the phenomenal world of objects as we experience them with
our senses, and the supersensible world where the real things-in-themselves or
noumena exist (1965, pp. 257-275). Kant thought we could never know real super-
sensible reality directly or in full but that we could have intuitions of it through
sense experience (1965, p. 105). Thus Kant had a subjective understanding of
knowledge as created within the person, connected to reality without fully grasping
it. He believed that this creative process was dependent upon basic a priori mental
categories like time and space that help us interpret our experience. His position
acknowledged that human reason has its limits but that things have a real existence
and that we can know some things about them. For instance, Kant believed that
God and human freedom are supersensible and as such cannot be known directly or
be an object of scientific inquiry. However, through pure reason, we can infer their
existence and some fundamental things about them (1965, pp. 297-300, 322-326;
2002, pp. 119-121). Importantly, Kant thought that relationship was a fundamen-
tal mental category for organizing experience; his idea marked the beginning of a
trend toward seeing relationality as central to an understanding of the human person
(Shults, 2003, pp. 20-21).

2.2.3.2 What Ought I to do?

Kant believed in the existence of a universal supersensible moral law that cannot
be deduced from experience (1960, p. 15) but that all people are aware of a priori.
Because of this awareness, it can be an object of pure reason and guide our practical
reason (2002, pp. 43, 161). Pure reason allows us to derive the existence of freedom
from the presence of the inner moral law we possess, since freedom is a necessary
prerequisite to carrying out the law (1965, pp. 635-636; 2002, pp. 4, 29). However,
since God and the moral law cannot be deduced directly from experience, they can-
not be the object of scientific inquiry and must be kept separate (1960, p. 15). We
can also reason that growth in virtue requires more than the time available in a finite
human existence, suggesting the necessity for the immortality of the soul. Further-
more, a Supreme Reason (God) must be postulated to ensure that the highest good
of moral law and happiness can be achieved together (2002, pp. 122-129; 1987,
p- 450). If reason were the complete determinant of our behavior, then we would
unfailingly use our freedom to follow the moral law, but since that is not the case,
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we experience the law as a moral or “categorical imperative” of things we should
do. Our relationship to the moral law should be one of dependence, duty, and obe-
dience out of “moral feeling and respect for the law” (2002, pp. 20-21, 32-33,
75-82). Ultimately, he believed that following the moral law meant treating others
as “ends in themselves” and not as “means to an end.” This treatment of moral law
as a matter of practical reason paralleled Bacon’s separation of fact and value and
cemented it in a comprehensive and influential philosophy (Barbour, 1997, p. 47).

In his later work, the Critique of Judgment, Kant argued that not only are God,
freedom, and immortality necessary for fulfillment of the moral law, but a belief
in the purposiveness of nature is also necessary and forms the basis of the faculty
of judgment, although it cannot be a matter of scientific proof (1987, pp. 196-198,
435-436). Thus, Kant was uncomfortable with Bacon’s removal of final purpose or
teleology from any connection to our view of the natural world.

Kant thought that true religion is a moral religion founded on rationality, a “pure
religion of reason” (1960, p. 140) with theology based entirely upon the moral
law. It is morality, rather than the natural world, that leads us to religion and a
view of God as Lawgiver. God is ultimately unknowable and engaging in acts of
worship or devotion that attempt to bridge this gap is rationally indefensible and
constitutes superstition or fanaticism (1960, pp. 5-6, 162). Kant viewed this com-
partmentalization of self, natural world, and God as a way of protecting religion
and keeping science or rationality within appropriate bounds. However, his system
also served to isolate religion from science and philosophy, increasing the divide
between them. His orientation to religion was also very individualistic, a trend that
will reappear in the work of William James (e.g., Kant, 1987, p. 273; Taylor, 2002,
p. 14; see Section 4.2).

2.3 The Rise of Classical Positivism

Kant was a philosopher of the Enlightenment, the 18th century intellectual move-
ment that hoped to make a society based on human reason. Some Enlightenment
philosophers like Kant were concerned to maintain a role for religion in a rational
society. In contrast, French Enlightenment thought put forward views that favored
science and opposed theological or religious ideas. These currents converged in
the philosophy of positivism developed by Auguste Comte (1798-1857), who cre-
ated the first comprehensive philosophy of science since the time of Bacon. In this
philosophy, Comte argued that human society and inquiry should be based only on
positive, verified knowledge obtained through science. Positivism marked a shift to
hard versions of naturalism, materialism, and scientism that went beyond separa-
tion and advocated the overthrow of theology. It included (1) a Baconian emphasis
on science as a tool for power and control, (2) a reductionist view of inquiry, (3) a
reductionist view of the unity of science, and (4) a view of history that emphasized
scientific progress.
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2.3.1 Basic Tenants of Classical Positivism

In addition to adopting Bacon’s attitude of science as a means to power, Comte’s
positivist philosophy advocated a strong empiricist and naturalist view of inquiry.
He believed that the only true knowledge is scientific or positive knowledge based
on observed facts. He also argued against trying to understand the true cause of
things, which he considered to be metaphysical speculation: “Instead of resorting to
the old ways of pronouncing or imagining why it must be so, the positive philoso-
phy instructs us to recognize the simple fact that it is so” (Comte, 1998a, p. 122).
The most that we can do is observe “relations of succession and likeness” which he
hoped would eventually lead to the discovery of invariant natural laws, which would
make possible our prediction and control of the physical world and also perhaps
the social world (1998a, pp. 160, 241-243; Ple, 2000). Thus, Comte adopted the
Kantian skepticism about knowing the real nature of things, although for somewhat
different reasons.

Comte also had a strong reductionist view of the unity of science. He constructed
a hierarchical model of the interrelationship of scientific disciplines. Higher sciences
on the list were “closely dependent” on those lower on the list, while more basic
ones were wholly independent of higher ones (1998a, p. 144). The hierarchy was

¢ Social physics (Sociology)
¢ Biology and Physiology

e Chemistry

¢ Physics

e Astronomy

e Mathematics

Psychology was not included in the list, because he considered the mind to be
a biological development and its study a branch of physiology. He viewed all psy-
chological and social phenomena as ultimately governed by material, biological
laws (1998a, pp. 255-257). He believed that as much as possible we should aim
to explain things using the fewest possible concepts and that the use of scientific
methodology should be extended to the study of individuals and groups. However,
he also acknowledged that each field of study must modify this basic method to suit
its object of study (1998a, p. 112).

In the narrative portion of his theory, Comte formulated what he called the Law
of Three Stages of human history, arguing that it was inevitable that humanity
would progress through three phases: “the primitive theological state, the transient
metaphysical, and the final positive state” (1998a, p. 285). In the final stage, sci-
ence would assist in the elimination of theological and metaphysical (philosophical)
ideas and help found a new and more orderly society that would replace absolute
ideas with the doctrine of relativism (1998a, pp. 212, 220). Comte argued in a seem-
ingly paradoxical manner that the only force that could ensure this transition to a
utopia was a religious or spiritual force. So despite his own personal atheism, Comte
rejected atheism as a philosophical position (Pickering, 1993, p. 654). He proposed
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to construct a “Religion of Humanity” (1998b, p. 381) with humanity constituting
the “Great Being” (1998b, p. 445). Included in the religion were a system of social
worship, a positivist calendar and pantheon of saints, and a positivist library of 150
books (1998b, pp. 454-480) with others subject to destruction. The “ascendancy
of Humanity” would substitute for “the utter exhaustion of the Kingdom of God”
(1998b, p. 483).

2.3.2 Implications and Assessment

Comte’s theory is very significant in several ways, although many of his ideas
like the Religion of Humanity met with a lukewarm reception from his contempo-
raries. It articulated an influential philosophy of science that moved from milder
versions of reductionism, materialism, and naturalism as found in Bacon to more
reductive ones. It also moved the relationship between science and religion from
a “two-books” doctrine to a stance of conflict. This attitude became increasingly
common as the 19th century progressed and can be seen in books like Andrew
White’s History of the Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom (1901),
as well as the later work of authors like Bertrand Russell. Positivism became one
of the major factors in ideological secularization (Marsden & Longfield, 1992,
pp- 16-25; Senne, 2002).

One especially influential aspect of Comtean positivism is his view of history as
inherently progressing toward a scientific ideal while primitive beliefs like religion
are destined to disappear. Although this “subtraction narrative” view of history has
been discredited by modern historiography (e.g., Leahey, 2002), it was and is quite
influential within the field of psychology (Simon, 1963, p. 24; O’Connor, 2001;
Leahey, 1987, 2002; Nelson, 2006). It is also central to humanist and secular self-
understandings and views of religion (Taylor, 2007). In the general culture, it can be
seen in the common assumptions that traditional practices are outmoded, and future
progress will provide better solutions—a conclusion not always warranted by the
data. It also remains an assumption among many in the scientific community. It can
be seen in scientific statements and narratives that convey the impression that we
have certain knowledge about something even though research findings do not sup-
port definite conclusions (Young, 2004a). Even more common is the habit of admit-
ting flaws in a theory or data but then minimizing them by saying that they will be
cleared up in the future (Arendt, 1968, p. 346). Writers like neurophilosopher Paul
Churchland or the sociobiologist E. O. Wilson also put forward this kind of 19th-
century viewpoint, when they argue that through science we are moving away from
a “folk psychology” referring to the mind (Churchland, 1995, p. 155) and “primitive
religious beliefs” to a new scientific vision of the world that is freer and more mor-
ally insightful (Churchland, 1996, pp. 17-18; Wilson, 1978, pp. 192-193, 200-201).
This puts some neurobiologists who wish to move away from acknowledging the
existence of the mind in the odd position of denying the reality of the phenomena
they are studying, which seems at odds with scientific empiricism (Zahavi, 2004).
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2.4 Logical and Neo-Positivism

At the beginning of the 20th century, attempts at reformulating the positivist system
led to the development of logical positivism, a version of positivism incorporat-
ing analytic philosophy of language and logic. By the end of the 19th century, it
become a goal of philosophers like Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) to analyze and
reform language, purifying it of religious and philosophical content so that it could
be a vehicle for logical analysis and statements of empirical, scientific knowledge.
Russell’s work combined logical analysis with both the empiricist and sociohistori-
cal agendas advocated by Comte. Influenced especially by Russell’s thought, and
by their interpretations of the early work of Ludwig Wittgenstein in the Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus (1975), positivists picked up these trends in logic and lan-
guage, combining them with positivist philosophy to form logical positivism.

Logical positivism flourished during the early part of the 20th century, thanks
in part to the work of the Vienna Circle, a group of scientists and philosophers that
met periodically to discuss various topics. Their initial goal was to propagate a
scientific worldview, developing a unified science, and a definition of scientifically
testable statements purged of metaphysical or theological ideas. Most of this group
subscribed to a set of basic tenants relating to verification of truth and the nature of
science, in addition to the basic concepts articulated by Comte.

2.4.1 Basic Tenants of Logical Positivism

2.4.1.1 Verification

Logical positivists believed that the truth of propositions could and should be veri-
fied by reference to simple empirical facts. In the original logical positivist formula-
tion, verification was done empirically, by comparing “atomic” scientific statements
with data (Wittgenstein, 1975; Russell, 1966). In this view, truth takes the form
of representational propositions about the world, and the observer plays only a
detached, mechanical role in the verification of truth claims. Initially, the group set
up very strict criteria for verification. However, as time went on, the idea of atomic
verification was discovered to be unworkable, and more relaxed criteria were pro-
posed (Ayer, 1966; Feigl, 1956; Schlick, 1949b). Carnap (1949b) later retreated
from the idea of truth value altogether, saying that scientific statements can never be
definitely accepted or rejected, but they can only be confirmed to a greater or lesser
degree by observation or comparison with previously accepted statements.

The logical positivist stance on verification carried with it three important
corollaries. First, only certain kinds of statements were in fact verifiable, and state-
ments not verifiable were considered nonsensical. Significantly, since metaphysical
or theological propositions were not completely verifiable according to logical posi-
tivist standards, they were considered nonsensical and fit for elimination from dis-
cussion. For example, logical positivists would say that statements about life after
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death are neither true nor false, they are simply nonsensical. Scientific explanations
were seen as superior to theological or metaphysical ones because of their testabil-
ity and parsimony (Feigl, 1949a,b; Ayer, 1952, 1966; Ayer & Copleston, 1994) and
their ability to make use of quantitative and experimental methods (Carnap, 1995).
Most statements about ethics and values were considered to be metaphysical state-
ments or simply expressions of feeling, so this area was of relatively little interest
to them (Ayer, 1966). Logical positivists of course denied that they had any kind
of metaphysical or religious presuppositions underlying their work (Feigl, 1956), a
position that was challenged by their critics. They claimed that the scientific method
of studying data and reaching conclusions generated “positive” knowledge, which
seems contradictory to their tacit acceptance of Hume’s skepticism.

Second, logical positivists thought that verifiable statements needed to be com-
posed of precisely defined terms. They supported the development of operational
definitions that put concepts in terms that would allow their inclusion in scientific
studies that could evaluate their meaningfulness and fruitfulness (Frank, 1977;
Feigl, 1949a). Statements were expected to be definite, logically consistent, and
aimed at increasing predictiveness. Feigl (1949a) argued that one of the main rea-
sons for the use of operational definitions was to purify science of any pre-scientific
or nonscientific (e.g., metaphysical) elements, along with its practical purpose in
clarifying meaning. Many authors (e.g., Schlick, 1949b) drew on the work of Percy
Bridgman (1993), whose theory of operationalization stressed the importance of
repeatability in scientific study. This latter point is quite important with regards to
integration, because some (but not all) elements of religious truth (e.g., revelation)
are inherently non-replicable and thus by this definition not scientific statements
(Gorsuch, 2002b).

Finally, logical positivist standards of verification led to a reductive materialist
position. Minds, feelings, and other internal phenomena could be said to exist as
long as it was agreed that they were simply “abbreviations of physicalist state-
ments” (Hempel, 1949). Schlick (1949c) claimed that this was empirically true
and did not constitute a metaphysical presupposition, partly because he argued
that quantification and agreement between observers was necessary to science and
that only physical things could be measured quantitatively or allow for observer
agreement.

2.4.1.2 Synthetic and Analytic Truth

Kant had argued that it was possible to learn new things through analytic logic
or synthetic a priori reasoning from self-evident truths apart from experience.
Logical positivists agreed with Kant’s classification of reasoning but rejected his
position that a priori principles could have a role in synthetic reasoning (Schlick,
1949a; Wittgenstein, 1975, p. 71). Thus, new (synthetic) knowledge could only be
gained through experience, which they defined as verifiable sensory experience.
Language could be analyzed to see if a particular statement or process of reasoning
was analytic or synthetic a posteriori (from experience), and any statements that
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were neither were nonsensical. Furthermore, synthetic a posteriori reasoning was
believed to be entirely objective and independent of any theory or factors related to
the observer.

2.4.1.3 Reductionism and the Unity of Science

Logical positivists believed that science provided a unified approach to knowledge.
Part of this had to do with the broad view of science held by writers like Carnap,
who defined science as “all theoretical knowledge, no matter whether in the field of
natural sciences or in the field of the social sciences and the so-called humanities,
and no matter whether it is knowledge found by the application of special scien-
tific procedures, or knowledge based on common sense in everyday life” (Carnap,
1949a). They also generally accepted the Comtean idea of a hierarchy of sciences
with physics at its base, and chemistry, biology, psychology, and the social sciences
on successively higher levels and used what they called theoretical reductionism
to express one theory (e.g., a psychological theory of mind) using the concepts of
another theory (e.g., a biological theory of brain). Hempel for instance argued that
there was no inherent difference between psychology and the natural sciences. Psy-
chology could be considered “an integral part of physics” (Hempel, 1949) and that
eventually it could be derived from biology (Carnap, 1949a). They thus endorsed
the ideas of logical and causal reductionism (see Section 2.1.2).

2.4.1.4 Logical Positivism and Religion

Like classical positivism, logical positivism typically had a negative attitude
toward religion. For instance, Feigl (1980) argued that anything based on meta-
physical or theological presuppositions was incompatible with modern science.
Things like “magic, animism, mythology, theology and metaphysics” were all rem-
nants of or regressions to prescientific thought characteristic of “less mature phases
of intellectual growth.” Nonscientific ways of knowing like “religious ecstasy” or
artistic inspiration were not valid knowledge claims, although he did approve of
religious devotion to values. As a consequence, positivists such as Russell and Ayer
led a sustained, determined attack on religion (especially Christianity) and theo-
logical beliefs. In Religion and Science (1997), Russell wrote a paean of triumphal
scientism, exposing how the steady progress of science had unmasked the flaws
of religion and various nonsensical religious ideas such as free will. Interestingly,
some of the triumphal character of his 1935 work disappears in his book The Scien-
tific Outlook (2001), where he gives this description of a scientific society:

In such a world, though there may be pleasure, there will be no joy. The result will be a type
[of people] displaying the usual characteristics of vigorous ascetics. They will be harsh and
unbending, tending towards cruelty in their ideals and their readiness to consider that the
infliction of pain is necessary for the public good. ... The man drunk with power is destitute
of wisdom, and so long as he rules the world, the world will be a place devoid of beauty
and of joy (2001, pp. 212-213).
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2.4.2 The Destruction of Positivism

By the mid-20th century, positivism was largely dead as a philosophy of science
and prominent psychologists like Sigmund Koch were criticizing its presence in
psychology (Passmore, 1967; Day, 1998). The destruction of logical positivism
happened as a result of two devastating critiques. The first challenge came from phi-
losophers of science like Karl Popper (2002), who disputed some of the key tenants
of positivism. Much of this critique came from writers like Ludwig Wittgenstein
and W.V.0O. Quine, who at one time had connections with logical positivism. The
second line of attack came from new studies showing that science actually works
quite differently than the picture painted by positivism.

2.4.2.1 The Conceptual Critique

Collapse of positivist verification. A number of compelling arguments by scientists
and philosophers caused the logical positivists themselves, as well as others, to
abandon the idea of verification:

a. Several authors demonstrated that hypotheses could not be conclusively verified
or proved true through simple observation and induction because there might be a
counterexample. Under some circumstances, hypotheses can be tested and proven
false, a principle that forms the basis of most research in the psychology of reli-
gion (Batson, 1997). However, even this kind of testing is difficult or impossible
to do in complex situations (Popper, 2002), and some authors have pointed out
that hypotheses are not verified or rejected on the basis of individual facts. Instead,
theories are accepted or rejected as an interconnected whole after a weighing of
all the evidence (cf. Quine & Ullian, 1978). Thus, contemporary philosophers of
science have abandoned the view that science is about verifying propositions.

b. Verification statements are not just impartial representations of a bit of reality,
because most language involves not seeing but doing things in a particular con-
text. Language is a game with certain rules agreed upon by people in practical
situations. Thus, any representation is not a universal law (a prime tenant of
positivism) but simply true relative to the specific group and task at hand (cf.
Wittgenstein, 1958).

Problems with reductionism. While many critics of logical positivism were
sympathetic with a reductionist agenda, problems appeared with various aspects
of their reductive strategies. For instance, the philosopher of science Carl Hempel
demonstrated that no reductionist scheme and its associated theory are really verifi-
able, because there are numerous competing alternatives that may also be true (cf.
Hempel, 2001a,b). An even more serious problem was the issue of operational
definitions, the procedure by which various theoretical constructs of interest to psy-
chologists (e.g., depression) are reduced to specific behavioral outcomes that can be
measured (e.g., answers to questions on a survey). Positivists based their measure-
ment ideas on the work of physicist Percy Bridgman, who developed the concept



64 2 Science, Religion, and Psychology

of operational definitions in physics (1993). However, Bridgman was critical of
much of the positivist agenda and objected strenuously to the applications of his
ideas in psychology. He felt that the situational context within which behavior occurs
could not be reduced to pure operational definitions. He also felt that the standards
for operationalization and verification of facts used in physics were different from
those appropriate for psychology and sociology (1959, pp. 21, 51; cf. Lash, 1996,
p- 103). For instance, repeatability is a necessity in scientific verification within
physics, but introspection—a valuable technique in psychology—is often inher-
ently unrepeatable (1959, p. 239). Overall, Bridgman thought that a distorted and
rigid use of his principle of operationalism would render the results of psychologi-
cal investigation irrelevant (Bridgman, 1950, p. 4; 1959, pp. 56-61; Taylor, 1998).
Since that time, the idea that we can strictly and completely operationalize a con-
cept has been rejected in most quarters outside of psychology (Bickhard, 2001).

2.4.2.2 The Historicist Critique of Neopositivism

Although original formulations of logical positivist thought ceased to be viable after
the 1930s, neopositivist theorists such as Carl Hempel (2001a,b) attempted to con-
tinue aspects of the theory while dropping unrealistic claims about verification.
However, neopositivism outside of psychology did not survive a second challenge
from a group that questioned the fundamental approach of the positivists toward the
philosophy of science. This group argued that the positivists were wrong, because
their description of science as an exercise in logical verification did not accurately
describe what scientists actually did in their work. This descriptive or historicist
approach was carried on by several people, notably Thomas Kuhn (1922-1996),
Michael Polanyi (1891-1976), and Paul Feyerabend (1924-1994). They moved
progressively from Popper’s view that science comprises competing individual
theories to Kuhn’s view of successive paradigms to the view of Imre Lakatos of
competing research programs (Lakatos, 1978, p. 132).

Kuhn (1996) argued that science operates within paradigms, which are ideas
about how the world works and how we can best study it. He thought that there are
two modes of scientific practice: (1) normal science which makes slow steady prog-
ress within a given paradigm but resists attempts to modify the paradigm and tries to
explain away conflicting data; and (2) scientific revolutions which involve paradigm
shifts. Kuhn’s analysis of the history of science showed that science progresses by
stops and starts and is as much a social enterprise as a logical one. This was quite
contrary to positivist claims that because of empiricism and logical method the
scientific enterprise was totally objective and unbiased and that the personal beliefs
of scientists played no part in their work.

Other scholars came to conclusions that paralleled that of Kuhn. For instance, in
the book Personal Knowledge (1962), the British chemist Michael Polanyi argued
that scientific statements cannot be completely objectively justified so that when
scientists state beliefs it involves a personal commitment to a particular position—a
commitment based on evidence but still a personal commitment with subjective
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elements. Paul Feyerabend (1993) argued that this was not bad because many of
the illogical aspects of the process were necessary for scientific progress. The idea
that scientists interpret their findings and results from within a paradigm suggests
that science has an interpretive or hermeneutic aspect to it that is similar to other
methods of gaining knowledge (Happel, 1996; see Sections 1.6.2, 6.3.2).

The actual science critique was formalized by philosopher Imre Lakatos
(1922-1974), who proposed a new philosophy of science based in part on the
historicist viewpoint. Lakatos critiqued the work of Popper, Kuhn, and others and
came up with a theory that showed how scientific research programs were in fact
structured and tested. In some ways, the research program theory attempted to
combine the best elements of Popper and Kuhn. Lakatos liked Popper’s refutation
of verification, but denied that it was possible to falsify a theory, since in actuality
theories are never rejected on the basis of a little contradictory evidence. He liked
Kuhn'’s historical approach but denied the existence of a clean picture of normal
science—revolution—new paradigm. Instead, Lakatos argued that research takes
place in programs, which have a hard core of metaphysical ideas, as well as sci-
entific beliefs and practices, that must be defended. However, over time, research
inside and outside the program will accumulate evidence that does not fit with the
hard core. When this becomes apparent, auxiliary hypotheses are then developed
to explain these phenomena and protect the hard core beliefs. For instance, in
evolutionary theory, the idea that we act to survive is a hard core belief, which
is challenged by the fact that many people behave in altruistic ways that do not
advance our survival or interests. Recognizing this, evolutionary theorists have
developed an active research area to develop auxiliary hypotheses to protect the
evolutionary hard core against this seemingly contradictory data. According to
Lakatos, over time, the auxiliary hypotheses multiply and people increasingly
spend their time defending the core beliefs rather than generating new knowledge,
leading to a degenerative trend in the research program and its eventual abandon-
ment in favor of another that offers more productive possibilities. In this view,
science is often in a position where congruence with the reigning paradigm and
protection of core hypotheses can take precedence over investigation and fit with
actual empirical data.

2.4.3 Positivism’s Persistence in Psychology and its Effects

Psychology as a discipline separated from philosophy or theology during the
last half of the 19th century and early years of the 20th century. As the found-
ers of modern psychology sought to create a science of the mind, and later a
science of behavior, they looked to positivist and logical positivist ideas about
science that were accepted at the time in the physical sciences and philosophy.
Although positivism has since been discredited as a philosophy of science, most
observers agree that it remains the core philosophy for most of psychology
(Koch, 1992), an “unspoken grammar” (Stam, 1992, p. 18) that has a number
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of important behind-the-scenes effects and constitutes a kind of neopositivism
within psychology. Characteristics of psychological neopositivism would
include the following:

1. Unreflective adoption of philosophical positions. Positivists discouraged
philosophical speculation and believed that their approach to science contained
no assumptions (a view we have seen to be false). Given this kind of double
blindness, it is not surprising that psychological theories and methods have
unspoken positivist assumptions built into them such as (1) an observer can
work completely independently of any presuppositions (a view shown impos-
sible by many philosophers of science) and (2) psychological processes are
ultimately explainable in terms of lower level processes in physics, chemis-
try, and biology. Positivism also introduces unspoken ontological assumptions
like reductive materialism and naturalism (Yanchar & Hill, 2003; Griffin, 2000;
Viney & King, 1998).

2. Physics envy and the limitation of method. Positivism argued a unity of sci-
ence position that applied methods from physics to psychology independent of sub-
ject matter. This has discouraged qualitative research approaches that are often well
suited to the study of religion or spirituality and discouraged conversations with
investigators in disciplines using non-positivist methodologies.

3. Narrowing of topics. Psychological methodology was developed for use in
a positivist framework, which assumes an eliminative materialism and strict rules
of operationalism. This means that topics or questions of study that did not fit well
in the positivist methods or worldview (e.g., things that implied the existence of
non-objective phenomenon like consciousness) were largely excluded from study
(Gadamer, 1981, p. 11). This has limited psychology to a 19th- or early 20th-century
view of scientific practice in many areas (Taylor, 1998).

4. Narrowing of theoretical approaches. The paradigms in psychology with
the widest acceptance have been those with positivistic and mechanistic orien-
tations, such as behaviorism or computational models of the mind. This in not
to say that there are not competing viewpoints (Yanchar & Hill, 2003) but sim-
ply that they are just that—competing voices that critique mainstream positivist
views from the margins.

5. Distorted perspective on current and new theories. Positivism argues for a
progressive view of history that discounts old ideas and automatically assumes
that new scientific ideas are better (Leahey, 1987, 2002), potentially overvalu-
ing new knowledge in relationship to old. Some theorists also take this view of
progress to mean that problems with current theories will necessarily be elimi-
nated by future progress, although there are no specific reasons to believe that
this is true.

6. Negative attitude toward religion. Any of these five problems have the poten-
tial to affect the psychology and religion dialogue in a negative way by limiting
topics, methods, and approaches. When we add to this the very hostile stance toward
religion taken in positivist philosophy, psychology and religion dialogue would
appear to be in serious trouble. However, the rejection of positivism opens new
possibilities, and its demonstrated weakness is probably partly responsible for the
revival in dialogue during the latter half of the 20th century.
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2.5 Contemporary Issues in Science and Religion

The contemporary dialogue between science and religion outside of psychology
is rich and vast. Much of this conversation has involved scientists—especially
physicists—with broad training in theology or philosophy, as well as theologians
and philosophers with scientific interests. Generally these thinkers reject the idea
that science and religion are necessarily opposed to each other, a view similar to that
held by medieval theologians (Taylor, 2007, p. 332; McGinn, 2001, p. 22). Most of
the dialogue has taken place using a framework of Christian ideas about the world,
although interesting parallels have been drawn between developments in modern
physics and certain Hindu and Buddhist beliefs. Here, we will indicate some of the
main themes of that dialogue so that we can better situate the interaction between
psychology and religion.

2.5.1 Developments in 20th Century Physics and Cosmology

The new dialogue between science and religion is based on a number of scientific
findings that challenge old positivist beliefs about the nature of the world. Four of
these developments are of particular interest.

1. Challenges to determinism. Much of the problem in the relation between sci-
ence and religion has resulted from models of the world developed in 18th and 19th
century physics. These models were built upon a viewpoint of strict determinism,
that is, they assumed that present and future events are completely controlled by
events in the past. This of course makes it difficult to understand how free will can
exist or how a God could be active in the world. However, quantum theory as devel-
oped by Niels Bohr and others suggests that at the subatomic level strict determinism
does not hold, for instance, that the position of small particles cannot be completely
predicted by past events, only the probability that the particle will be at a particular
location (Peacocke, 1993, p. 47). This suggests that the universe is not mechanistic
and has characteristics of both necessity and freedom, leaving the universe open to
chance and creativity (Ward, 1996). Furthermore, quantum theory strongly suggests
that particles do not attain a specific location until they are observed. This observa-
tional requirement has led to the controversial idea that consciousness—the ability
to observe—must be a fundamental property of the universe (Davies, 1996).

Research on complex open dynamic systems such as living organisms shows
that they operate in ways that violate traditional laws of determinism and entropy.
This principle is developed in chaos theory (e.g., Crutchfield, Farmer, Packer, &
Shaw, 1995). Complex systems fail to be predictable in several ways. First, small
changes in initial conditions of the system can have unpredictably large effects,
leading to what is called the butterfly effect, where a tiny action such as a butterfly
landing on a leaf can change weather patterns in other parts of the world (Barbour,
1997, pp. 182—184). Second, while it is possible to specify how individual items of
the system are related to each other, it is inherently impossible to predict the long-
term behavior of the system as a whole even if all the relevant variables are known
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(Wildman & Russell, 1995), as in the case of weather. Finally, complex dynamic
systems exert effects of the whole on their components that are not strictly predict-
able from the sum of the parts (Peacocke, 1995). These properties make the system
appear to be self-organizing and dependent on an interaction of chance or freedom
and law or constraint that leads to properties of wholeness and emergence (Barbour,
1997, p. 193).

2. Challenges to classical ideas of rationality. Some phenomena behave in para-
doxical ways. For instance, light appears to behave as both a particle and a wave.
This is known as the principle of complementarity. It is a violation of classical
Aristotelian logic, and at the quantum level various other violations also occur,
suggesting that the nature of rationality in the universe can vary from that typically
supposed in positivist science (Grib, 1996; Barbour, 1997, p. 167).

3. Challenges to classical ideas of causation. Standard materialist views of cau-
sation have held that causation happens when material particles interact and that
causation ceases when there is no longer a material connection. However, quantum
researchers have observed that once particles have interacted with each other, the
behavior of the particles when observed remains linked even though the effects
occur simultaneously and at a distance with no apparent material connection. This
is sometimes known as the principle of quantum entanglement and is described
by Bell’s theorem (Tracy, 1995). Taken together, these three findings of quantum
theory have made consciousness a more legitimate subject for research (Deikman,
2000, p. 75).

4. Challenges to classical ideas about the universe. Traditionally scientists have
taken for granted the fact that the universe allows for the presence of life and that
living creatures like humans can understand it. Contemporary writers find both of
these facts to be remarkable; for instance, Einstein once remarked that the “most
incomprehensible thing about the universe is that it is comprehensible” (quoted
in Davies, 1996, p. 149). Modern cosmology suggests that the specific pattern of
fundamental properties of our universe is extremely unlikely to occur by chance
but is just right to allow for the presence of life, including intelligent beings. This is
sometimes known as the anthropic principle (Barrow, Tippler, & Wheeler, 1988).
This “fine tuning” of fundamental properties enhances the idea that the universe is
an interconnected whole and relational (Ward, 1996; Barbour, 1997, p. 205). The
fact that the universe not only exists but is also intelligible by us has been a point
of dialogue for science and religion (e.g., Davies, 1993). Science presupposes and
describes intelligibility, but cannot explain why it is so, an issue perhaps better
treated by religious writers (Heller, 1995).

So far, there has been little or no attempt to revise psychological theory or meth-
ods in light of these developments, even though some of them pose challenges for
current approaches within psychology. For instance, most psychological statisti-
cal procedures are designed to describe linear systems, where various elements are
independent of each other, and the action of the whole is simply a combination of
the individual actions of the parts. However, developments from modern physics,
as well as anomalies found in behavioral research, suggest that many of the systems
psychology attempts to describe are nonlinear in nature.
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2.5.2 Understanding Divine Action

Authors in the science and religion dialogue have developed a number of ways to
understand how God could exercise continuing activity in the world without violat-
ing modern understandings of the universe and its lawlike regularities. Robert John
Russell (Russell, 1998; cf. Murphy, 1995) sees this happening at the level of quan-
tum indeterminacy, which might in turn allow for God to act through the process of
genetic mutations. John Polkinghorne (e.g., Polkinghorne, 1995) sees God acting
by manipulation of chaotic system boundary conditions and the input of informa-
tion. Arthur Peacocke looks at the effects of top-down or whole-part constraint,
emphasizing that it is the interplay of chance and law that allows new forms to be
created, to emerge, and to evolve (Peacocke, 1998, 1995, 2002). Some of these
writers have used the process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947)
as a basis for their theoretical constructions. This philosophy emphasizes the chang-
ing nature of the universe and the interconnection of events, as well as the evolv-
ing nature of reality (Barbour, 1997, pp. 104, 285; Barbour, 2002; Griffin, 2000,
pp- 82-106) (Fig. 2.2).

Other authors take a more deistic view, arguing that while God may have been
involved at the time of creation, the Divine no longer acts directly in the world. An
example of this would be the work of Paul Davies, who sees God’s activity as the
determination of natural possibilities at the time of the Big Bang, and that the com-
plexity of current events is just a working out of these possibilities (Wildman, 1998;
Davies, 1998; Barbour, 1998; Chela-Flores, 1998). In psychology, some authors

Fig. 2.2 John Polkinghorne.
A physicist and an Anglican
clergyman, he has written
numerous books on science
and religion issues from a
critical realist perspective.
Photo courtesy of Yale
University Press
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like Daniel Helminiak (1996) have also taken a deistic position, arguing that God
as transcendent creator has little to do with human issues, and so thinking about
God adds nothing to our understanding of psychology. The approach of Davies and
Helminiak is less popular, because many authors want to find a way to understand
the concept of agency and how God might be actively involved in the world on an
ongoing basis (Polkinghorne, 1995).

The emphasis on constructing models of God’s action that are in harmony with
modern science has meant that many scholars have tried to avoid theories that use
supernatural types of explanation. In supernaturalism, God acts by suspending
natural law, while contemporary theorists try to picture a way that God acts in the
world while respecting laws that are presumably of divine origin (Russell, 1998).
This does not mean the rejection of transcendence or a supernatural agent, just a
willingness to see God at work within the structures of creation, a position long held
by Catholic theologians such as Thomas Aquinas (1998; Peacocke, 1998; Happel,
1995). These authors also try to avoid God-of-the-gaps explanations, where God is
presumed to be active only in places that science cannot explain. Instead, they try to
picture God as active within current scientific understandings of the world, as well
as relevant to questions that science will never be able to answer like the mystery
of origin (Coulson, 1955; Russell, 1998; Stoeger, 1995; Ayala, 1998a). There also
has been a general rejection of solutions that posit some kind of absolute dualism or
separation of mind from body, as has been found in much of Western thought since
the time of Descartes (Brown, 1998a,b).

Is there teleology, a direction or purpose to the universe or God’s working in the
world? In contemporary science and religion dialogue, there is some variation in
points of view, but a common position is that creation is moving toward some kind
of an end point but that the process by which that end is reached is somewhat inde-
terminate and could be affected by human choice (e.g., Davies, 1996, 1998). The
alternate position, which is to reject teleology, seems to necessitate the acceptance
of a view that life and the universe are without inherent meaning, a position knows
as nihilism.

2.5.3 Science and Values

Hillary Putnam (2002) notes that one of the consequences of the destruction of
logical positivism has been the rediscovery of the relation between facts and values.
In his view values are “entangled” with facts, neither identical nor strictly separate
(cf. Smith, 2001; Midgley, 2002, p. 19). Like Kant, Putnam would argue that moral
issues cannot be settled by science, although he would not agree with Kant that they
were unrelated. Some relationships between science and values might include the
following:

1. Science itself assumes a set of values such as coherence, simplicity, and a con-
cern that we accurately describe and explain the world. These are sometimes
called epistemic values. These values are presupposed by knowledge of facts.
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It is of course a question whether these values are always appropriate outside
scientific inquiry.

2. Since every scientist has a set of values that is part of his or her worldview, it
may often be the case that these values influence the work of the scientist.

3. Since the results of science and technology have large implications for the human
and physical world, the ethical implications of scientific research should be a
prominent concern among scientists and others.

This issue of values is especially important for psychology. Most value systems
contain a vision of the goods of human life, as well as virtues or vices, and qualities
and behaviors that we may possess that will incline us toward success or failure in
our pursuit of life goals (Maclntyre, 1984). In a similar way, psychological theories
also contain a vision of the goals of human life and how they may best be achieved,
so they inherently deal with questions of values and the ethical life (Browning &
Cooper, 2004; see e.g., Section 11.1.2).

A contentious area with regard to the role of science is whether it can provide a
basis for values and ethics. One position taken by writers is that while science may
study ethics and depend on values like progress or rationality for its work, it can-
not provide values and thus needs to get them from some external source. This is
especially true of sciences like psychology because they are primarily descriptive
enterprises. While psychology can evaluate the effectiveness of an activity in mov-
ing toward a particular goal, it ultimately cannot evaluate whether a particular goal
is good or bad; that requires some kind of norm of the human person and an explo-
ration of possibilities that stands outside of science (Macquarrie, 1982, pp. 3-5).
Thus, science cannot provide values although it can determine whether a particular
action might promote a certain value (Ellis, 1998). The importance of values for sci-
ence, coupled with its inability to actually produce and justify those values, suggests
a need for respect and dialogue with other fields, a stance taken even by scientists
with no religious background or inclinations (Ayala, 1998a).

On the other hand, some scientists believe that values can be discovered by sci-
ence. In a reductive naturalistic view, we can study the world and conclude from the
nature of things what our values should be, a viewpoint taken by some humanistic
psychologists (see Section 1.4.5) and evolutionary theorists (see Section 6.2). How-
ever, even many evolutionary scientists are skeptical of this possibility (e.g., Ayala,
1998b). Putnam’s view is that scientific observation is relevant but is not the whole
story. Those against the naturalistic view of ethics often accuse their opponents of
what is called the naturalistic fallacy: that what is observed is what actually should
be, e.g., observed standards of morality are “natural” and should be the goal of
moral development.

The attempt to break down the barrier between fact and value is part of a general
movement against dualistic understandings of the human person that separate mind
and body, thinking and feeling, and events and their meaning. Dualistic approaches
have been common among modern Western philosophers such as Descartes and
Kant, but do not adequately account for the fact that we are both mind and body,
thought and feeling, and that these are intimately interconnected (Macmurray, 1957,
pp. 62-83). Alternatives to dualism can be developed in several ways. In monism
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all aspects of the person are seen as part of a single underlying reality. This type of
understanding can be achieved through eliminating aspects of the human person
that are deemed to be unimportant, as when eliminative materialists claim that all
psychology can be understood in terms of brain processes. Monistic understandings
can also be developed by imagining that all things are part of a universal oneness,
as in varieties of Hinduism. Alternatives to monism are found in dialogical theories
that argue that things like mind and body are separate but intimately related in some
way. For instance, relational theories of human nature argue that both self and other
are necessary constituents of our personhood—without both a strong sense of self
and a strong orientation to others we cannot exist as unique and mature persons.

2.5.4 Critical Realism

Many of the authors above end up working from a stance of critical realism. In
science, critical realism is the philosophical position that (1) science is able to give
us knowledge of the real world, (2) this knowledge is steadily improving but imper-
fect because all models are partial, and (3) something like the entities described by
science really exist. It also recognizes that knowledge is not directly obtained but
involves an interaction between experiment and interpretation. Thus, in the criti-
cal realist view it is incorrect to claim that science is just about “fact” and other
disciplines about “opinion” (Peacocke, 1993, p. 12; Barbour, 1997, pp. 117, 332;
Polkinghorne, 1999b, p. 17). This position allows that there is a subjective aspect to
scientific inquiry and that laws are constructions, but it argues that these regularities
really do give us a partial understanding of nature that is valid regardless of cultural
or social circumstances (Davies, 1996). This realism needs to be critical or will-
ing to question our understandings because science can make mistakes, and some
domains of realty like the quantum world have logic and properties that are very
counterintuitive (Polkinghorne, 1995).

In a dialogue between science and religion, one can also think about theology
from a critical realist perspective (e.g., Wright, 1992, pp. 32-37). In this view, theol-
ogy and religion do provide us real information about God or ultimate reality and
our relationship to it. This information is limited and inadequate and thus should
be subject to critique, but both the knowledge and the language used to describe it
are unique and necessary. Like science, religions also have processes of discern-
ment by which they select data or evidence and test it against a variety of sources,
which may include things like common sense, authority, and communal views or
traditions. They assume that there is false religion that must be weeded out (Ellis,
1998). Thus, in a critical realist view of science and theology, both disciplines can
be thought of as approaches to learning about reality (Peacocke, 1993, pp. 14, 20).
Variants of critical realism such as fallibilism are less optimistic, arguing that while
we can make positive statements about God, in practice it is difficult to construct
and test such models because of the effects of pre—existing cultural and ideological
structures (Hustwit, 2007).
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2.5.5 Models for Science and Religion

Given the above, how should we approach the relationship between religion and sci-
ence? Ian Barbour (1997, pp. 77, 90) has produced the most influential typology of
views on this topic. He describes four models—conflict, independence, dialogue, and
integration. Conflict models assume that there is an inherent incompatibility between
scientific and religious thought, as in positivist metaphysics. Independence models
argue, like Francis Bacon, that science and religion deal with separate areas and
kinds of knowledge. Dialogical theories suggest that there is a relationship between
science and religion, but it is a more distant one concerned with presuppositions,
limit questions, and methodological parallels. Integration involves several possibili-
ties: natural theology (we can find evidence of God in nature as revealed by science),
a theology of nature (nature and science help us reformulate theology), and system-
atic synthesis as in process philosophy. Barbour’s typology has been critiqued, for
instance, by Stenmark (2004, pp. 257-259). He points out that Barbour’s typology
does not reflect the real historical process of model development and that terms like
“integration” mean different things at different points in history. He also points out
that the typology does not deal with the problems of expansionism, whereby science
or theology try to take over the traditional domain of the other, a prominent feature
of the science and religion relationship both in the past and today.

The overall effect of the general science and religion dialogue is hard to judge.
Some observers would claim that there is a trend in science in the direction of a
less eliminative stance toward religion, even within evolutionary biology, and an
attitude that science and religion can work toward occasional shared goals (e.g.,
Bering, 2004; Cicirelli, 2006). Despite the presence of dialogue, hostile attacks on
religion from scientists and scientific philosophers have continued, in particular
from those associated with evolutionary biology such as E. O. Wilson, Richard
Dawkins, and Daniel Dennett. They recount with somewhat more sophistication the
standard positivist view of history, which is that religion is nonsensical, primitive,
and harmful and will eventually be replaced by science. John Haugt (1998) has
argued that these attacks are personal, ideological, or metaphysical in nature rather
than scientific. George Ellis (1998) has argued that while these attempts may result
in more power for science, the arguments are flawed because they are based on the
following:

e Unjustified and often unstated assumptions or restrictions that are based in
metaphysics, not science

* Misrepresentations of scientific findings

* Misrepresentation or dismissal without substantive argument of any positions or
data contrary to their view

* Lack of understanding about the views of many religious people toward changing
understandings of the human and natural world.

Much remains to be done to put the dialogue between science and religion on a
firm and constructive basis.
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2.6 Conclusion

Key issue: Although positivist approaches to science have been largely discred-
ited, they remain prominent within psychology, hindering our understanding of the
human person and the dialogue with religion. A critical realist position is more
philosophically defensible and helpful to the process of dialogue.

Religion and science both relate to totality and infinity. When St. Paul encoun-
ters Christ on the road to Damascus or Einstein expresses wonderment at the natural
world, they are encountering the transcendent part of life, although in science this
quality of unpredictability might be known by other names such as “indetermin-
ism” in quantum theory. The great efforts of Christian theologians to produce sys-
tematic theologies or statements of the Christian faith are efforts toward totality,
just as when psychologists try to develop a comprehensive, naturalistic model of
the human person. In the religious view, however, any model of totality will fail
because it will be unable to reduce infinity to totality. Infinity cannot fit in a box!
However, we need predictable ways of understanding the world around us, so both
infinity and totality seem to be necessary parts of life that are in tension with one
another. The dialogue between science and religion is a necessary and exciting part
of that tension. Dialogue can facilitate understandings that support academic study
and practical appropriation. It also has the potential to create new ideas that may be
useful to both science and religion.

The Baconian and positivist vision of science as a tool for human power that
will progressively wipe away ignorance and lead to an ideal human society has an
ambivalent status at the present time. It contains a vision for the past and future that
is widely accepted within psychology, and certainly science has given us advances
in medical technology and other areas that have led to increased comfort, health,
and longevity. Few people would want to give up these benefits. On the other hand,
this view is under increasing pressure for a number of reasons (Taylor, 2007):

e A rejection of positivist views of science and history by philosophers and
scholars

* The failure of rational secular experiments in social makeover, such as occurred
in Stalinist and Maoist communism, or in Western societies such as in welfare
systems and public housing projects

e Increasing environmental degradation such as global warming due to our
instrumental, technological focus on nature

e Awareness that positivist views are metaphysical positions that shield us from
confronting transcendence and the limitations of science, because it is assumed
without proof that the advances of science have no boundaries

This puts science in the dangerous position of making claims it cannot fulfill and is
ultimately bad for science.

The positivist stance of reductive naturalism also has an ambivalent status within
psychology. It has been a powerful tool for simplifying the bewildering diversity of
human behavior, looking for patterns that can increase our understanding. However,
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it does so by ignoring the particular and unique features of individuals in their life
situations, seeing them as interchangeable and replaceable, depersonalizing them.
Its emphasis on the lawlike quality of some behavior patterns also leaves little room
to consider human freedom and transcendence, as well as more relational views
of the person. This can be a particular problem when dealing with areas of human
behavior such as ethics. While modernity with its emphasis on reduction of life
to general rules sees morality as seeking an ideal rational code for behavior, oth-
ers argue that morality is relational in nature and complex, relating to a variety of
events, situations, and goals. Thus, it will always escape systematization and is best
thought of as related to general principles or goals.

While reductionism in general has its advantages, it also has its dangers. The
problem is that when we simplify, we risk eliminating things that need to be under-
stood and are part of a complete picture of the world. This leaves us in a worse
position than when we started (Zizioulas, 2006; Taylor, 2007, pp. 704-707). Reduc-
tionism may lead to these kinds of problems when it assumes that all aspects of
religion can be explained psychologically, arguing that religion is nothing but social
support or beliefs about morality (Watts & Williams, 1988, pp. 1-3). While scholars
should be free to adopt a naturalistic perspective, they should be under no illusion
that this is a neutral stance, or that when they use such models to explain religion
that they have completely described what religion is or what it means to its follow-
ers (Smith, 2000). It is also well to keep in mind that explaining the immediate or
proximate cause of something in no way answers questions about the ultimate cause
of things. Such judgments put scientists who deny transcendence in the position of
claiming they can transcend appearances and make religious pronouncements, a
position that is self-contradictory (Cooper, 2007, pp. 30, 88).

The critical realist perspective offers an alternative to positivism. It avoids overly
simplistic and reductionistic views of the world, while at the same time offering
a positive assessment of how psychology and religion can both contribute to our
understanding of the human person. It has provided a constructive platform for
dialogue between science and religion and has the potential to enliven the more
specific conversation between psychology and religion as well.

With this brief view of science in mind, we now move to an examination of some
major religious perspectives.



Chapter 3
Religious Traditions

In the preceding chapters we began to sample the richness of the dialogue that has
taken place between psychology and religion. However, it is impossible to really
appreciate this conversation without an understanding of the religious traditions
that have been involved. In this chapter, we will review the three main traditions
that have been central in the psychology and religion dialogue: Hinduism and yogic
practices, Buddhism and Zen practices, and Christianity.

The religious traditions we will discuss are the center of immense bodies of
literature, produced both by adherents of the religions and the scholars who study
them. Each tradition contains a tremendous amount of internal diversity in terms
of beliefs and organizational structures. Thus, any summary given in the space of a
few pages will leave out much of interest. In the following discussion, we will focus
on those aspects of the traditions that will help us understand the psychology and
religion dialogue, but a serious student will also wish to consult additional primary
and secondary sources to gain a more comprehensive picture of these great religious
traditions (see e.g., Ludwig, 2000; Smart, 1999a,b, 1998).

3.1 Hinduism

Hinduism is best understood as a grouping of diverse Indian religious traditions
around a common core of sacred writings (Klostermaier, 2000a,b; Flood, 1996)
(Figure 3.1). The beginnings of Hindu religious thought are found in the Vedas, an
ancient collection of hymns, poetry, and text on a variety of religious subjects and
rituals. It is believed that the earliest Vedic hymns originated in oral form before the
2nd millennium BCE and that they were present in written form sometime during the
1st millennium BCE. Four primary samhitas or collections of texts exist, the oldest
and most important of which is the Rig Veda, which presents a number of ideas that
became important in basic Hindu thought. Separate from the four samhitas, but also
important for our purposes, is the Ayur Veda, a collection of texts that deals with
healing practices and rituals (see Section 10.3.2).

Later writers began to reflect on the Vedas and develop other documents such
as the Upanishads (‘“‘sitting down near” or “secret scriptures’), which include about
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Fig. 3.1 Hindu temple,
Kathmandu. Devotion and
rituals of purification are
important in most branches
of Hinduism, and temples
in various parts of the world
provide pilgrimage sites,
where people can come

to engage in important
ceremonies. Photo by the
author

100 texts, a dozen of which are considered especially important and were composed
early in the 1st millennium BCE. The Upanishads contain a number of concepts that
have been a central part of Hinduism, including the essential relationship between
our inner selves and ultimate reality around us, and the ongoing cycle of death and
rebirth or reincarnation known as samsara. Hindus believe that our position in
this cycle is determined by our actions or karma. These actions can condemn us to
endless lives of suffering, but it is also possible to achieve liberation from samsara.
In Hinduism, this liberation is pursued through several related methods, the most
important of which are the paths of devotion, philosophical understanding, action,
and inner development.

3.1.1 Hindu Devotion and Philosophy

Devotion. Many gods and goddesses inhabit the Hindu pantheon, although some-
times these are seen as manifestations of one god or underlying reality. The most
important of these are Brahma the Creator, Vishnu the Preserver, and Shiva the
Destroyer. Vaisnavism centers on devotion to Vishnu and his various avatars or
incarnations such as Krishna, while Saivism focuses devotion to Shiva. Saivism
also tends to be associated with ascetic and spiritual practices that promote inner
development, such as yoga. Another stream of worship is Saktism, which centers
on the female, the goddess Shakti who is the consort of Shiva. This form of devotion
is often associated with secret practices of particular power, known as tantra.
Philosophy and Understanding. In Hinduism, individual spiritual practices or
worship are more central to the religion than doctrinal beliefs (Flood, 1996, p. 12),
but nevertheless systems of philosophy have developed that provide possible
underlying metaphysics for Hindu belief. Philosophical writings in ancient India
were put down in the form of sutras (“threads”) or collections of pithy and often
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enigmatic sayings. These are often accompanied by bhasyas or commentaries that
provide interpretations of the sutras.

A key issue that runs through Hinduism, as well as many other religious tradi-
tions, is the problem of dualism. A dualistic religion sees an essential separation
between the physical world of the senses or the body, and a spiritual reality that
also may include the human mind. The early Vedas often imply a dualistic point of
view that was developed in some versions of Samkhya, the philosophic school that
forms the basis for classic yoga. In contrast to this, a monistic or nondual view of
the world argues that all parts of reality are essentially one, and that differences we
perceive between things are inconsequential or illusionary.

In later writings like the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita, authors began to
explore the possibility of a monistic view of reality, and more attention was given to
the individual spiritual quest. Systems of thought based on the Upanishads and the
later Vedanta or Brahma Sutra are known as Vedanta (“end of the Vedas™), since
the Upanishads are the final sacred works in the Vedic tradition. The most impor-
tant of the schools is probably the systematization known as Advaita Vedanta,
a nondualist position developed by Sankara (6th century CE). Advaita thought
equates Brahman—the total, universal, transcendental reality or mind that lies
behind subjective reality—with Atman, or the totality of our individual mind which
includes but goes beyond the ego and the action-oriented parts of our psychological
life (Brett, 2003). In Hinduism, our realization of this identity is thought to be the
key to liberation and freedom (Sankaracarya, 1975). Some varieties of Vedanta are
theistic and hold that there is a god or gods who are different than the world but
may be involved in it. In the Hindu tradition, theism is associated with Vaisnavism
or Saivism. The alternative is the nontheistic view, which denies the existence of a
separate god or gods. In Hinduism and Buddhism, monistic or nondualist views of
reality are generally nontheistic. Sankara’s nondualist position became and remains
to some extent the dominant school of thought in Indian philosophy. Influence of
this nondualist position can be seen in later schools of Yoga practice that depart
from the dualism of classic yoga.

3.1.2 Inner Development: Asceticism and yoga

Action and asceticism. The path of action is ethical and personal in nature. In the
Bhagavad-Gita, growth comes through testing and finding the proper ethical path in
life that combines detachment and action. Also part of the active path is asceticism,
a lifestyle and set of practices designed to discipline the body or mind and further
one’s spiritual development. Hindu ascetics are often known as renouncers because
they frequently choose a lifestyle of homelessness, depending upon alms and
eschewing possessions. Specific ascetical practices can involve fasting, lying on a
bed of nails, or holding unnatural positions for long lengths of time. Many ascetic
techniques date to Vedic times, and influenced both the development of yoga and
Buddhist spiritual practices.
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Table 3.1 Some primary schools of Hindu yoga

Name Focus/Emphasis Key classic text
Raja Yoga The most classical form of yoga Yoga Sutra (Patanjali, 2003)
Dualist
Hatha Yoga Transformation of and through the body Hatha Yoga Pradipika
Bhakti Yoga Devotion to a god or goddess Bhakti Sutra (Narada)
Dualist Sri Bhasya (Ramanuja)
Jnana Yoga Development of transforming wisdom Bhagavad-Gita
Nondualist
Karma Yoga Transformation of and through action Bhagavad-Gita
Kundalini Yoga Arousal of kundalini power Yoga Kundalini Upanishad
Mantra Yoga Transformation through chanting Mantra Yoga Sambhita

Inner development. While ascetic practices are thought to be helpful to spiritual
development, the key lies in yoga, a general term that refers to a number of schools
of inner spiritual practice (Feuerstein, 2001; see Table 3.1) These are an essential
part of sadhana or the process of growth in the spiritual life that is facilitated through
practices. It is somewhat artificial to label yoga as a “practice” rather than a “phi-
losophy,” since it is considered one of the six classic schools of Vedic philosophy
along with Samkhya and Vedanta. The classic formulation of yoga (“joining”), also
called Raja Yoga, can be found in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (2003), composed
around 200 BCE. It is built on a dualistic metaphysic with theistic overtones. Patan-
jali saw an essential split between Nature or matter (prakrti) and Spirit (purusha).
This separation results in duhkha or suffering and is made worse by klesas or prob-
lematic patterns of thinking (Feuerstein, 1989, pp. 59-65) such as misperceptions
(avidya), misidentifications (asmita), excessive desire (raga), avoidance (dvesa)
and insecurity (abhinivesa). The basic idea of yoga is that it is possible for us to
achieve contact or unity with the underlying reality of the universe. This experi-
ence of unity is samadhi, a blissful state of consciousness in which the distinction
between self and other dissolves. This is the goal of all the various yoga pathways.
While study and other religious practices are helpful, there is no substitute for this
personal experience in the process of spiritual growth (Sankaracarya, 1975, p. 41).

Patanjali’s raja yoga includes eight “branches” that are a sequenced set of tech-
niques for achieving samadhi and allowing the individual to assimilate with their
true self (Feuerstein, 1989; cf. Shah-Kazemi, 2006, p. 24):

1. Yana: abstinence from ethically objectionable behaviors like greed; negative

thoughts should be opposed by positive ones.

2. Niyama: observance of various practices like worship and study; together with
yana, this results in purification and the ability to achieve ekagrata or “one-
pointed” concentration. Bhakti yoga emphasizes the practice of worship and
devotion.

. Asana: steady, comfortable bodily postures that help to still the mind.

4. Pranayama: breath control, which involves a slow steady breathing, sometimes

with retention, that also helps calm the mind; counting is sometimes used as an
aid to control.

(O8]



3.1 Hinduism 81

5. Pratyahara: sense withdrawal, which allows one to begin experiencing the pure
mind that lies within.

6. Dharana: concentration, the “binding of the mind to one place, object or idea”
(Feuerstein, 1989, p. 95); the practice of this along with the next two stages is
referred to as samyama.

7. Dhyana: meditation, a progressive focusing of attention that results from the
practice of dharana.

8. Samadhi: contemplation, “when there is the shining of the object alone, as if
devoid of form” (Feuerstein, 1989, p. 99), the distinction between subject and
object disappears, and knowledge is gained as well as special psychic powers
or siddhis.

Yoga can affect the individual at several levels. In Hindu thought, people are
believed to have several “bodies” including our physical body and a set of subtle
bodies that support mental processes and consciousness. Some forms of Yoga such
as Hatha Yoga devote more concern to the physical body, preparing and strengthen-
ing it for the experience of samadhi through the use of special asanas, and purifying
the body through diet or other means. In a number of classical works such as the
Hatha Yoga Pradipika, a goal is also to awaken energy that resides at the base of
the spine using additional techniques of pranayama and samyama drawn from Raja
Yoga. This kundalini energy, which is associated with the goddess Shakti, then
travels along a channel through a series of subtle body centers or chakras, even-
tually reaching the top of the head where it is united with Shiva and triggers the
experience of samadhi. Yoga practice designed to arouse this energy is sometimes
referred to as kundalini yoga.

Some schools of Yoga, especially Hatha Yoga, have been strongly influenced
by tantric writings and practices. The term tantra is used in a couple of different
ways. In one meaning, tantra is a kind of scripture that was secretly revealed and
then hidden, as opposed to sutras or scriptures that contain teaching given openly.
However, the more important use of the term tantra is to describe a group of intense
practices designed to tap powerful sources of psychic or spiritual energy and pro-
vide a rapid path to enlightenment, allowing one to achieve release from samsara
in a single lifetime. Because of this power, tantric practices have traditionally been
treated as esoteric, reserved to a select group of followers who pass through an
initiation ceremony and take a pledge of secrecy (Powers, 1995, pp. 219-282). Of
course in modern times this prohibition has broken down to some extent, and web
pages, DVDs, and books purporting to reveal the secrets of tantra abound (Flood,
2004, p. 98). While tantric practices can be found in several Asian religions, its
chief place in modern spiritual practice is in Vajrayana or Tibetan Buddhism.

Tantras typically emphasize the role of the physical body in spiritual experi-
ence. If nondualism is true, and there are no real divisions, then the visible
world—including our physical self—must be part of ultimate reality. This means
that it should be possible to experience samadhi in the phenomenal world through
the transformation of the body, integrating it with higher spiritual realities. In
Hinduism, tantra developed primarily within Saivism and Saktism but also within
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Vaisnavism. Theistic versions of tantra see the techniques as a way to achieve union
with a god or goddess, thereby attaining divine status (e.g., becoming another Shiva
as in Saiva Siddhanta tantrism), or being inhabited by the Divine during tantric ritu-
als. In certain circumstances, this unity experience involves engaging in normally
taboo practices like alcohol consumption and meat eating. Followers of kundalini
and hatha yoga often use tantric practices, such as purification rituals, mantras
(repeated words or phrases), mudras (hand gestures; in Hatha yoga, also various
body postures) and mandala (circle) drawings that represent important spiritual
realities (see Fig. 5.3). Other techniques used in tantra include sexual activity, which
is thought to generate energy that can be channeled into arousing the kundalini and
furthering spiritual growth (Powers, 1995). The combination of tantra and yoga
has been of significant interest to psychologists, as in some of Carl Jung’s work
(see Section 5.2.3).

The development of yoga continues with the creation of new schools of thought.
One of the most important modern systems is Integral Yoga, developed by the 20th-
century Indian mystic Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950). Integral yoga attempts to com-
bine the philosophy and techniques of various yoga schools with evolutionary ideas.
It is especially important because Aurobindo has influenced a number of writers in
the transpersonal psychology movement, such as Ken Wilber (see Section 7.5.1).

All major religious traditions believe that spiritual development must involve
the practice of certain techniques and that this practical component cannot easily be
learned without guidance from some person or persons with experience—just as it
is much easier to learn to drive a car if one has an experienced driver to teach you!
Hinduism places considerable emphasis on this, holding that knowledge and prac-
tice can only be learned from an experienced teacher or guru who has achieved high
levels of proficiency and spiritual growth. The guru becomes the focus of obedi-
ence and devotion for the postulant (see Section 14.1.2). Gurus who found religious
movements are especially revered and might be thought of as avatars of a particular
god or goddess. This kind of devotional orientation can be seen as a natural human
characteristic or as something leading to psychopathology (Kalam, 1990).

3.2 Buddhism

Buddhism was founded in the mid 1st millennium BCE by Shakyamuni Gautama,
the son of royalty in the North Indian kingdom of Maghda (Figure 3.2). Through a
series of events, Gautama became acquainted with the suffering and transience of
the world and became dissatisfied with his protected life. Leaving home he stud-
ied with some religious teachers and practiced extreme asceticism, none of which
solved his problem. Finally, he relaxed some of his more extreme practices and
focused more on meditation, seeking a middle path to freedom between an undisci-
plined life of pleasure and severe ascetic practice. While sitting under a bodhi true
he had an experience of seeing the nature of reality and became an “enlightened
one” or Buddha. He soon began teaching groups of disciples, and by the time of



3.2  Buddhism 83

Fig. 3.2 Burning incense,
Buddhist temple, China.
Psychological studies of
Buddhism have focused

on its intellectual views

and individual meditation
practices, but the practice of
Buddhism in many parts of
the world involve devotional
and communal activities as
well. Photo by the author

his death a large community had sprung up around him. This continuing community
or sangha forms one of the three bases or “jewels” of Buddhism, along with the
Buddha himself and the teachings of Buddhism or dharma (Harvey, 1990).

3.2.1 Early Buddhism and Basic Teachings

Early in Buddhist history there were many stories, writings and oral traditions about
the Buddha and his teachings. Eventually several councils met and defined what is
known as the Pali Canon of writings attributed to the Buddha and his immediate
circle. These texts fall in three main groups of Pitakas (‘“baskets”) and are thus
known as the Tripitaka. They were written in the Pali language, a variant of Sanskrit
that uses words like “sutta” instead of ‘““sutra,” “jhana” instead of “dhyana,” and
“dhamma” instead of “dharma.” Writings in the original two baskets are somewhat
unsystematic in their presentation of material, but later followers developed a more
systematic philosophy that forms the third basket, the Abidhamma. Buddhism
based strictly on the Pali canon and practices associated with it is known as Thera-
vada Buddhism, which today is found in Sri Lanka and much of Southeast Asia.
Theravada teachings and practice are the basis for much of the contemporary dia-
logue between psychology and Buddhism.

At the center of all schools of Buddhist philosophy are the Four Noble Truths,
which by tradition are thought to have been given by the Buddha in his first sermon
after enlightenment. These are given in the Mahasatipatthana Sutta from the Digha
Nikaya (Walshe, 1995, pp. 344-350) as follows:

1. Suffering pervades life and is related to five “graspings” or kinds of mental activ-
ity: form, feeling, perception, mental formation, and consciousness. Buddhists
generally hold that because these aspects of experience vary according to our
psychological state, they are constructions that are “empty” and have no real
ontological reality.
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2. The origin of suffering is attachments or “cravings” which are based on mental
activity and keep the person in the cycle of samsara. These attachments include
problematic ways of thinking such as the graspings. An especially harmful habit
is the making of illusory discriminations and creating dualities that can lead to
the idea that we exist as a permanent, independent self. Buddhism thus rejects
the concept of an immortal soul and finds even the idea of it problematic.

3. Enlightenment and the cessation of suffering can be found through detachment
from the world, including our discriminatory or dualistic thinking and our belief
in an independent, existing self. This leads to nirvana, a state in which suffering
is left behind.

4. The practices necessary for the cessation of suffering are contained in the Eight-
fold Path, which includes knowledge to be learned (right view), a series of ethi-
cal prescriptions (right thought, right speech, right action and right livelihood),
and practices for meditation and mental control (right effort, right mindfulness
and right concentration). At the end of this process, one could become an arhat,or
holy and enlightened being and eventually achieve final nirvana.

It is important to note several things here. First, a basic assumption of the Four
Noble Truths is that enlightenment is in a sense the natural state of humanity
and that all that needs to be done is the clear away the impediments of ignorance
(Nanamoli & Bodhi, 2001, pp. 353, 358). Sometimes writers use the metaphor of
a mirror with dust upon it—all that needs to be done is to clear away the dust
for the mirror to reach its perfect condition. Second, as in Hinduism, the Buddhist
path involves an entire makeover of the individual, including lifestyle, ethical
practices, beliefs, and meditation. Early Buddhist scriptures like the Dhammapada
(Kaviratna, 1980) strongly emphasize the ethical nature of spiritual seeking. In some
branches of Buddhism, these activities are carried out in religious communities or
temple settings, while in other places they are done mostly in the home (Musick,
Traphagan, Koenig, & Larson, 2000). Third, the process of the Eightfold Path hap-
pens without reference to a god—Buddhism is in principle nontheistic, although
many schools of Buddhism retain a strong element of devotion to spiritual beings.
Fourth, Buddhism focuses on the empirical experience of reality and tries to avoid
metaphysical speculation about its actual nature. For instance, Buddhist rejection of
dualism simply says that ultimately reality seems nondualistic, and it produces less
suffering to think of it that way, not that everything actually is one.

3.2.2 Early Meditative Practices

While there is a common core of Buddhist belief, there are different schools of
thought and types of practice within Buddhism, each of which offers a somewhat
unique perspective (Kawamura, 1995; Harvey, 1990). Early Buddhism had two
types of meditative practices: calm meditation (samathayana) and opening or
pure insight meditation (suddhavipassanaayana). These are outlined in Tripitaka
texts and in the Visuddhamagga, the classic Theravada meditation manual, and are
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often confused in psychological treatments of meditation. Calm meditation prac-
tices begin with focusing on one’s breath, regulating or “counting” it and becoming
aware of its movement. As the individual becomes more proficient, mindfulness
(sati) emerges, a state of nonjudgmental awareness of reality involving changes in
both attention and comprehension (Wiseman, 2007). At this point one encounters
the five hindrances: sensual desire, ill-will (aversion to the task), sloth and torpor,
worry or doubt, and fear of commitment. As these are overcome one enters jhanas,
states of consciousness where one experiences peace and “one-pointed” concentra-
tion. Eventually one enters a realm of pure form and then formlessness where the
distinction between subject and object disappear. This distinction between concen-
trative and opening forms of meditation can also be found in Islam (e.g., al-‘Arabi,
1980, pp. 156-158). Some authors argue that the emphasis on mindfulness in Bud-
dhist meditation makes it different from yoga and other types of meditation that
emphasize concentration. However, concentration is a necessary prerequisite to the
practice of mindfulness meditation, so it is unwise to draw too strict a division
between the practices.

Mindfulness practices must, in later stages, be combined with insight or vipassana
to achieve progress toward nirvana. Insight involves gaining knowledge about cer-
tain psychological and metaphysical truths that will lead us away from suffering
and toward enlightenment. Traditionally this type of meditation begins with the four
foundations of mindfulness as found in the Mahasatipatthana Sutta: “contemplat-
ing body as body ... feelings as feelings ... mind as mind ... and mind-objects as
mind-objects” (Walshe, 1995, p. 335), becoming aware of their impermanence and
emptiness. The experience of emptiness shows that certain things such as our mental
life are ultimately not where enlightenment is to be found (Gunn, 2000, p. 128). This
allows us to become detached from them. Eventually one moves into a condition of
detached abiding and achieves arhatship (see Section 13.5.1).

3.2.3 Mahayana Traditions and the Spread of Buddhism

The Buddhist tradition as developed in Theravada Buddhism implies a personal moti-
vation for pursuing the Buddhist path—escape from suffering, becoming an arhat and
achieving final nirvana. Later schools of thought that were part of the Mahayana or
“Great Vehicle” Buddhist movement challenged the supremacy of this motive. In the
Mahayana tradition, one pursues the spiritual path in order to help others achieve Bud-
dhahood. While the Mahayana tradition has many points of agreement with Theravada
(Wiseman, 2007), a key difference lies in their vision of ideal spiritual development.
While in Theravada the goal is to become an enlightened arhat, in Mahayana the ideal
is to become an enlightened being called a Bodhisattva, who turns aside from the
quest for final nirvana and works to help others along the path. Mahayana Buddhism
began in India as early as 200 CE, developing a “perfect wisdom” literature and cul-
minating in the work of Nagarjuna (2nd-3rd century CE), whose philosophy of Mad-
hyamika tried to provide a synthesis of Buddhist thought that avoided the extremes of



86 3 Religious Traditions

nihilism and asceticism which were opposed by the Buddha. Nagarjuna’s philosophy
and Mahayana ideas are formative for a number of schools of Buddhism including
Vajrayana or Tibetan Buddhism and Chan or Zen Buddhism (see Table 3.2).
Mahayana Buddhist metaphysics is based on the doctrine of dependent origin,
which in brief states that all things are the product of causes and are in turn causes for
other things. In the Buddhist context, this implies that nothing has any substantial or
continuing existence, it is simply part of a chain of causes that reaches back into the
past and forward into the future. Mahayana Buddhists thus believe that apparently
stable things like the self are empty, that is, their apparent continuity is an illusion
because they are constantly in flux. The distinctions that we make between things
are also illusory, as everything is part of the great chain of interlocking causal pro-
cesses. These ideas align Mahayana Buddhism firmly with the doctrine of nondual-
ism, a position that is also sometimes taken by thinkers in other religious traditions

Table 3.2 Spirituality in the Mahayana Buddhist tradition

Period Beg. Date Schools Founders Key texts (Translation)
Indian 200 Early Wisdom Prajna-Paramita-Sutras,
thought Heart and Diamond Sutras

(Conze, 1975, 2001)
Madhyamika Nagarjuna Mulamadhyamak-Karika

“Middle Way” (Nagarjuna, 1995)
400 Yogacara Asanga Lankavatara Sutra
“Mind-only” (Suzuki, 1999)
Chinese 6th cent. T’ien-t’ai Chih-i Lotus Sutra
(Watson, 1993)
Hwa-yen Tu-shun Avatamsaka Sutra
(Cleary, 1993)
Pure Land Various Pure Land Sutras
(Inagaki, 1995)
Early Chan Bodhidharma Zen Teachings,

Platform Sutra of Hui-neng
(Bodhidharma, 1987,
Price & Wong, 1990)

12th—13th Classical Chan Various Wumenguan (“Gateless Gate”)
cent. (Cleary, 1996)
Japanese  12th cent. Jodo, Shin Honen, Senchakushu
(Pure Land) Shinran (Honen, 1998)
Zen: Soto Dogen Shobogenzo
(e.g., Tanahashi, 1985)
Zen: Rinzai Eisai Blue Cliff Record,

Transmission of the Lamp
(Cleary, 2005; Keizan, 2002)

Tibetan 8th cent. Vajrayana Various Various
(Tantric)
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(e.g., Rumi, 2004, p. 190). However, some of these other nondualists such as the
Hindu philosopher Sankara would reject the traditional Buddhist idea that things do
not have a continuing existence (Leggett, 1981, pp. 389-392).

Much of the development of Mahayana Buddhism took place in China and
Japan, where it become the dominant form of Buddhism. Buddhism entered China
about 50 CE and was well established there by the 3rd century CE. It was often seen
as a “foreign” religion and was forced to come to terms with indigenous Chinese
religious beliefs. Particularly important was the influence of Taoism, which had
developed a sophisticated cosmology and anthropology in the I Ching, and the later
philosophical work of Laozi (e.g., the Tao Te Ching) and Zhuangzi. A basic belief in
Taoism is the cyclic nature of the world, which is governed by the opposing forces
of yin (earth) and yang (heaven). The sage is the person who is one with this essen-
tial principle of the Tao and allows all of their actions to be spontaneously guided
by it (see Box 3.1).

Box 3.1 The Story of Wen Hui’s Butcher

The Book of Chuang Tzu is one of the most famous works in Chinese phi-
losophy and a primary text for philosophical Taoism. The text is traditionally
thought to be written in the 4th century BCE by Zhuangzi and is a compila-
tion of teaching stories and commentary. Perhaps the most famous story in
the book is that of Wen Hui’s butcher:

Cook Ting was butchering an ox for Lord Wen Hui. Every movement of
his hand, every shrug of his shoulder, every step of his feet, every thrust of
his knee, every sound of the sundering flesh and the swoosh of the descend-
ing knife, were all in perfect accord, like the Mulberry Grove Dance or the
rhythm of the Ching-shou.

“Ah, how excellent!” said Lord Wen Hui. “How has your skill become so
superb?”

Cook Ting put down his knife and said, “What your servant loves best is
the Tao, which is better than any art. When I started to cut up oxen, what I saw
was just a complete ox. After three years, I had learnt not to see the ox as a
whole. Now I practice with my mind, not with my eyes. [ ignore my sense and
follow my spirit. I see the natural lines and my knife slides through the great
hollows, follows the great cavities, using that which is already there to my
advantage. Thus, I miss the great sinews and even more so, the great bones.
A good cook changes his knife annually, because he slices. Now this knife of
mine I have been using for nineteen years, and it has cut thousands of oxen.
However, its blade is as sharp as if it had just been sharpened ....”

“Splendid!” said Lord Wen Hui. “I have heard what cook Ting has to say
and from his words I have learned how to live life fully” (Zhuangzi, 1996,
pp. 22-23).
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As in Hinduism, devotion plays a major part in the lives of many Buddhists.
Despite the Buddhist views of emptiness and nonduality, various Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas have become a focus for meditation and devotion, including Avalokites-
vara, the Bodhisattva of compassion and Amitabha Buddha, who rules over the Pure
Land. Buddhist practice built around devotion to the Amitabha Buddha is known as
Pure Land Buddhism. It remains the most popular form of Buddhism in modern
China and Japan, forming a kind of popular or folk religion when combined with
different indigenous cultural traditions and beliefs (Vergote, 1998, p. 207). Devo-
tees of Pure Land Buddhism will read and recite sections of the three Pure Land
sutras (Inagaki, 1995), and stress is often put on reciting the name of the Amitabha
Buddha, with the belief that this will gain the postulant merit and allow them to
be reborn into the Pure Land (Unno, 2002). Western views and interpretations of
Buddhism influenced by modernist thought have often tried to “purify” Buddhism
of these devotional qualities, but they are an essential part of most traditional and
contemporary Buddhist paths (Eckel, 2000).

Buddhism has been a significant force in Tibet since the 7th century. The
Vajrayana version of Buddhism that dominates there is highly visible in the West
due to Tenzin Gyatso, the Dalai Lama, who has spoken widely and written a number
of popular books on Buddhism. Tibetan branches of Buddhism are heavily influ-
enced by tantric practice, but retain a basic Mahayana orientation; well known in
the West is the Tibetan belief in reincarnation and the bardo state, an interim period
between death and rebirth. The Tibetan Book of the Living and the Dead describes
the bardo and was one of the first Tibetan Buddhist works to be translated into
English. It caught the attention of Carl Jung, who wrote a preface for the book.

3.2.4 Chan/Zen Buddhism

One of the most important schools of Buddhism within the Mahayana family is
Chan or Zen Buddhism (Dumoulin, 1990, 2005). Tradition has it that Chan was
founded by the Indian monk Bodhidharma, who went to China from India in late
5th century CE, staying briefly in the southern part of the country before moving
to North China where he taught for over thirty years (Suzuki, 1970). A number of
works are attributed to him, although authorship is controversial (McRae, 1986;
Pine, 1987). However, Chan actually traces its origins back to an encounter between
the Buddha and Kashyapa, one of his followers:

In ancient times, at the assembly on Spiritual Mountain, Buddha picked up a flower and
showed it to the crowd. Everyone was silent, except for the saint Kashyapa, who broke
out in a smile. Buddha said, “I have the treasury of the eye of truth, the ineffable mind of
nirvana, the most subtle of teachings on the formlessness of the form of reality. It is not
defined in words, but is specially transmitted outside of doctrine. I entrust it to Kashyapa
the Elder” (Cleary, 1996, p. 33).

This story illustrates several key features of Chan thought. First, teaching
and learning happen on an individual basis, with wisdom passed down directly
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from master to student. Second, learning is experiential—it cannot be gained
simply by study of texts and memorization of information. There must be an
inner experience of enlightenment. Third, the truth to be gained through Chan is
ineffable, not something that can be expressed in words. All of these ideas are
certainly present in other forms of Buddhism, but they are especially emphasized
in Chan.

A key issue that caused discussion and sometimes division in Chan Buddhism
was over the nature of enlightenment. Was enlightenment a sudden experience
that might come unexpectedly and perhaps involve a dramatic change, or was it
a gradual process involving a slowly developing sense of awareness of one’s true
nature? Some writers tended toward one view or the other, while other thinkers like
Nagarjuna of the Madhyamika school and Chih-i (539-597), founder of Tientai
Buddhism, tried to strike a middle ground between the two approaches. This con-
flict was especially pronounced in Chinese Buddhism because it recapitulated the
long-standing tension between Taoism, which emphasized more sudden religious
experience, and Confucianism that emphasized more gradual training in morality
(Gomez, 1987; Donner, 1987). This sudden vs. gradual issue is a fundamental
one in philosophical/theological and psychological understandings of spiritual
development (see e.g., Sections 4.5, 7.1).

Chan developed for many centuries in China, where it became the dominant form
of Buddhism for a time and produced much of the classical literature still used today.
It has continued to flourish in Japan, where it is known as Zen Buddhism, and it
has also exercised considerable influence on Buddhism in Korea and Vietnam. The
Buddhist monk Eisai brought Chan to Japan in the 12th century CE and founded
the Rinzai school of Zen. This is perhaps the best-known form of Zen in the West
due to the work of D. T. Suzuki (1870-1966), a member of the school who wrote
extensively in English and corresponded with a number of famous psychologists
and Christian religious figures like Carl Jung and Thomas Merton. The other main
school of Zen in Japan is the Soto school, founded by Dogen (1200-1253). Deeply
influenced by early experiences of emptiness such as the death of his mother (Gunn,
2000, p. 36), he taught extensively and produced the Shobogenzo, which is thought
to be one of the greatest works of Japanese philosophy. The two schools of Japanese
Buddhism tend to be divided on the sudden vs. gradual issue, with the Rinzai school
emphasizing sudden and the Soto school gradual achievement of enlightenment
(see Section 4.6.1).

Since Zen is experiential, an understanding of its practices is critical to an under-
standing of Zen. At the heart of Zen practice is the mindfulness practice of sitting
meditation known as zazen or shikantaza. It involves “a sitting posture, control of
breathing and a mental attitude of sitting in which extraneous thoughts are elimi-
nated from the mind, allowing us to see our original nature” (Omori, 1996). Zazen
stresses the need to eliminate effort to control mental processes and achieve a par-
ticular result, deepening the experience of emptiness (Gunn, 2000, pp. 63-64).
This is typically combined with other meditative practices like kinbin (walking
meditation), as well as the study of enigmatic teaching stories or sayings known
as koans. Elimination of thought leads to a state of samadhi or deep meditation,
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which may be helpful in opening the individual to an experience of satori, a glimpse
at reality and our true self as part of a unified world. Satori is thus an experience
in which one gains prajna, or transcendental wisdom. This experience of a unitive
state can also be found in Christian thought, such as in the writings of Meister Eck-
hart McGinn, 2001).

Various forms of Buddhism differ in the emphasis they place on doctrinal beliefs
versus practice. Especially in Western countries, Buddhism is strongly associated
with practice and many beliefs are free to vary so that it is common for individuals
to retain original Christian identification or beliefs while practicing Buddhist medi-
tation (Scotton, 1998; Marek, 1988).

3.3 Christianity

Like Hinduism and Buddhism, Christianity is a richly diverse tradition that has a
history of productive dialogue with psychology (for an overview of Christian his-
tory see Latourette, 1975a,b). A brief look at its history, beliefs, and practices will
help us understand the dialogue (Figure 3.3).

3.3.1 History and Beliefs

Christianity arose as a movement within Judaism during the first century CE with
the life and ministry of Jesus. After his death, the movement spread amongst both
Jewish and Gentile (non-Jewish) groups. Towns and cities became headquarters for
Christian communities presided over by a leader or bishop and a group of elders.
Thus, from early times, Christianity has emphasized the importance of community
in religious life.

Fig. 3.3 Stained glass
window of man praying,
Los Angeles. In Christianity,
one goal of churches and
religious communities is to
provide support and inspira-
tion for individual spiritual
practices like prayer. Visual
art like this can serve as a
means of encouragement.
Photo by the author
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While Christianity is a richly diverse religious tradition like Hinduism and
Buddhism, it tends to have stronger forms of internal organization and places more
emphasis on agreements in belief as well as practice. As a result, Christianity has
more of a central core of beliefs that are widely accepted in official Christian circles,
although there are also many areas of disagreement. These common beliefs would
include

* The existence of a transcendent, personal God who created the universe, loves,
and cares for it

* Humanity was created in the image of God and thus has a special, unique status
in the created order

* Although we are created in the image of God, we are sinful and stand in need of a
redemption that we are unable to achieve on our own—a key difference between
Christianity and Hinduism or Buddhism

e The presence of both God and man in Jesus, known as Christ, who sacrificed himself
to redeem humanity and demonstrated this by rising from the dead. This presence
of God in the flesh is referred to as the incarnation (Athanasius, 1994b). This gift
or grace when accepted provides the core of a solution to the problems of sin, guilt,
and separation from God (McMinn, Ruiz, Marx, Wright, & Gilbert, 2006)

e The continuing presence in the world of God in the person of the Holy Spirit,
who works to further God’s purpose for the redemption of all creation

» The possibility of eternal life so that our purpose is not limited to our immediate
earthly existence

» The possession of sacred writings in the Bible, which are of special significance
for the community.

Systematic works in Christian theology also agree on the types of subjects that
are of interest, including the following:

* The nature of truth and revelation

e The nature of God and the Trinity

e The nature and purpose of creation

» Christology, the nature of the person and work of Christ

e Pneumatology, the person and work of the Holy Spirit

* Ecclesiology, the nature and work of the Church, including sacraments

* Eschatology, the final purpose of history and the end of a linear time process
when God’s kingdom will be established on the earth

» Practical applications of theology, such as in ethics

Some of these topics are of great importance to psychology. Writings about
creation are of interest because they typically discuss basic human nature and the
origins of suffering, while works on ecclesiology and ethics treat the fundamentals
of communities and relationships. Theological writings produced in the last century
are especially relevant for the psychology and religion dialogue, as theologians
became increasingly sophisticated in their knowledge of psychology and made use
of scientific theory and research in their work.
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3.3.1.1 Trinitarian Thought and the Relational God

Modern Christian theology has tended to emphasize the relational character of God
through a renewed emphasis on the ancient doctrine of the Trinity (Gunton, 1991,
1993; Grenz, 2001). Briefly, this doctrine is built on the idea that God contains both
unity and diversity, relationality, and personhood. God is thought to consist of three
Persons, the Father who creates, the Son who redeems and the Spirit who sustains.
Each of these persons is unique, but they are also in some way One and their work
is harmonious. The idea of God as distinct persons yet One is a strong statement
that God has a relational character (Zizioulas, 1985, p. 84; Fiddes, 2002). Trinitar-
ian language of Father and Son emphasizes this fact; a father cannot exist without
a son (and son without father) because of the relationality inherent in the terms
(Athanasius, 1994a; Gregory, 1994). Trinitarian theologies seek ways to express
this combination of essential relationality or unity and unique personhood.

Different authors use different languages to describe the deep relationality
present in the Trinity such as constant presence (Irenaeus, 2001), mutual indwelling
(Gregory, 1994; Kelly, 1978, pp. 364-365; Torrance, 1994, pp. 10-14; Balswick,
King, & Reimer, 2005), a constant generativity or mutual creativity (Origen, 1994;
Pannenberg, 1988, p. 268), and an eternal loving communion (Augustine, 1956;
Kelly, 1978, pp. 274-275) or characters in a narrative that has dramatic coherence
(Jenson, 1997, pp. 64, 75). The relationship does not submerge the identities of the
persons but acts to support and distinguish them, transforming each other without
making them alike (Pannenberg, 1988, pp. 303-319; Jenson, 1997, pp. 149, 156).

Christian theology maintains a strong commitment to the idea that the Trinity is
active in the world. While most theologians would say that we cannot ever directly
know the essence of the persons and their relations, we can know them through
their activity. This has led many writers to distinguish between the essence of God
or immanent Trinity and God as acting in the world or economic Trinity. They
point out that we can know the latter but not the former, although both are relational
(Peters, 1996, p. 263). Some theologians deemphasize the difference between God’s
essence or immanent Trinity and work or economic Trinity (e.g., Rahner, 1974,
pp- 22-23; Reid, 1997, pp. 55-66), while others tend to emphasize the differences
(e.g., Irenaeus, 2001; Origen, 1994; Lossky, 1998, pp. 23-43, 67-90).

The active and relational nature of God has a couple of important implications
for Christian theology. First, some theologians such as Robert Jensen (1997) have
argued that since God is relational and active in the world through relating to other
persons, both the essence and activity of God have an ethical character. Since the
Divine reveals itself in action, we know something about this ethical nature, but
because God is free and hidden, we will never know the entirety of God’s moral
intentions and purposes. We may understand them in retrospect but cannot fully pre-
dict them in advance. Second, since we learn about God through action and activity
in the world, our knowledge of God is relational. The Trinity reveals itself freely
through action, and through this gift of knowledge further establishes a relationship
with us (Barth, 1932, pp. 362-381). So it is not just we who approach God, but God
also approaches us. As action, this knowledge is not propositional but is historical,
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occurring as unique events at particular places and times. It has a narrative character
(cf. Section 6.3.3). We discover the immanent Trinity through the economic Trinity,
and while this knowledge does not eliminate the essential mystery of the Trinity, we
can learn about and respond to the Divine.

There are fascinating parallels between Trinitarian relationality and the ideas of
many modern scholars and theologians about human relationships and personhood
(Ware, 1986a). For instance, the theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg (1985, p. 850)
defines the human person as an individual capable of self-transcendence through
his or her presence with others. The Christian philosopher Charles Taylor (1989,
pp. 159-162) argues that we must reject a view of the human person as isolated but
that people have a kind of interpenetration or mutual indwelling with each other
in which personhood and relationality depend upon each other. Our uniqueness is
not simply a personal characteristic but is due to the fact that we are at the center
of a unique set of relationships with other persons and communities (Grenz, 2001,
p. 303). There are also a number of other interesting implications:

1. While we do not know others directly in their essence (in part due to their free-
dom) we can gain partial knowledge of them through action. This is knowledge
that ultimately is revealed in our relationship with them. Even individuals with
Alzheimer’s disease act upon others and call forth action so that they remain
persons despite the loss of cognitive and emotional abilities.

2. People can neither be reduced to isolated individuals (as in individualism) nor
can they be understood solely on the basis of their membership in a collective
group or their relations with others. A strictly individual perspective is isolating,
while viewing people only from a collective perspective risks intolerance and a
lack of appreciation for distinctive personhood (see Section 12.3.1).

3. Our connectedness to others enhances our uniqueness. Relationships occur in
specific historical situations and are unique and non-repeatable. They are also
not reversible: a son and father cannot trade places, nor can two friends exchange
places, for they have different points of origin and a different nexus of relation-
ships. This perspective is quite different from that of psychologists like Piaget
and to some extent Kohlberg, who pictured ideal relationships abstractly as com-
pletely reversible (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958, p. 272; Kohlberg, 1984, p. 256; see
Section 7.4).

4. Ideal relationships involve a kind of interdependency with freedom that supports
the other in their personhood, uniqueness and work. Thus freedom also carries
with it obligation to fidelity which is unique to each person.

5. Since persons are ultimately unknowable in some respects and are constituted
by relations, they cannot be completely described by rationalistic and proposi-
tional statements. Contrary to the positivist position, important knowledge about
persons is of a practical or relational nature and relates to a certain nexus of
persons and relations in a particular time and place in a practical situation, moral
demand, and response. It is not entirely describable through thin, universal,
and absolute descriptions but is known through concrete practical activity
(cf. Sections 2.3, 6.3.4).
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3.3.1.2 Diversity of Belief and Organization

Historically, Christianity consists of three main organized movements: Catholicism,
Eastern Orthodoxy, and Protestantism. During the first four centuries of the Christian
movement, no large-scale divisions took place. However, beginning at least by the
5th century CE, the Western part of Christianity, headquartered in Rome, began to
drift away from the Eastern part of the Church that was based in Byzantium (Con-
stantinople, modern Istanbul) and other cities in the Middle East. This division finally
resulted in a formal rupture between the two groups in the 14th century over issues
of Trinitarian theology and the authority of the Pope. Following the death of Moham-
mad in 632 CE many traditional Byzantine Christian areas were overrun by Moslem
invaders, but Eastern Christianity continued to flourish in Greece, the Balkans and
eventually Russia, forming the Eastern Orthodox churches. Western Christianity
remained dominant throughout most of Western and Central Europe, where it divided
into two groups—Catholic and Protestant. The Catholic church is headquartered in
Rome and was the sole grouping of Western Christians until the European and English
Reformations of the 16th century, when large groups of individuals broke away from
the Catholic church over issues of church policy and doctrine, as well as papal leader-
ship, marking the beginnings of various Protestant churches. The original Reforma-
tion churches (Lutheran, Calvinist/Reformed, and Anglican) became themselves the
target of other dissenting and reform groups (Anabaptists, Methodists, Baptists, and
Pietists), splintering the Protestant movement into a complicated diversity of groups.

Given the diversity of Christian groups, it is not surprising that there are differ-
ences and often conflicts over issues of belief (for an overview of issues in Western
theology, see Bromiley, 1978; on Eastern theology see Lossky, 1998). Lindbeck
(1984) divides these belief systems into three types. In traditional or preliberal
theology, statements of belief are propositions that make truth claims, e.g., the exis-
tence of life after death. Beginning in the late 18th and early 19th century, an alter-
native liberal theology arose that saw most Christian beliefs as simply expressions
of religious experience, feeling, and sentiment (e.g., Schleiermacher, 1999). More
recently a third alternative known as postliberal theology has developed, which
sees systems of doctrine as representing a kind of cultural and linguistic framework
that undergirds the practices of a community, as well as how its members experi-
ence the world. Some Christian writers take these three approaches to theology as
mutually exclusive and work within a single framework. Others work within two
or more of the categories; for instance, when a writer argues that while religious
beliefs reflect experience and cultural patterns, they also have truth value.

A number of specific issues are matters of debate within the spectrum of Chris-
tian belief. Dualism is an issue that has appeared in Christian thought, especially in
two contexts. First is good-evil dualism. Since God is associated with the Good, is
there an opposite but equal force for Evil that struggles with it? This type of dualism
has largely been rejected in Christianity, which sees a good God as stronger than
any evil. A typical view is that of Augustine, who saw evil as simply the absence of
good. This position would later disturb the psychologist Carl Jung, who had a more
dualistic view of good and evil. Second is body-soul dualism, which deals with the
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issue of separation or unity between our physical and spiritual natures. Historically,
dualistic views that separate body and soul have been popular in both Christian
theology and Western philosophy, although more recent theology and religious
practice has tended to reject this type of dualism.

A second key area of disagreement in Christian thought is that of human
freedom. Many Christians believe in the absolute sovereignty and control of God,
which if carried to an extreme conclusion means that the lives of individuals are
completely governed or preplanned by God. This doctrine of determinism or pre-
destination is opposed by the Arminian position, which holds that individuals
have free will, a view that is assumed by both Buddhism and Hinduism despite the
doctrine of karma. In the Christian tradition, freedom means that we have the abil-
ity to “commit ourselves to being the person we believe God intended us to be, and
to commit ourselves to the path of life we believe God invites us” (Lonsdale, 2000,
pp. 135-136). The issue of free will posed by naturalistic determinism and causal
reductionism has also been a significant topic of discussion within psychology.

A third doctrinal problem in Christianity centers on the nature and authority of the
Bible. Beginning in the 18th and 19th centuries, Christian scholars and other writers
began to look more critically at the Biblical text from the basis of Enlightenment ratio-
nalism and scientific naturalism, questioning its accuracy and trying to “de-mythol-
ogize” the faith. Liberal theologians beginning with Schleiermacher began to build a
new Christian theology oriented more toward personal experience and Enlightenment
social concerns. This provoked a strong conservative intellectual and political response
that resulted in two counter-movements within Protestantism—evangelicalism and
fundamentalism. Both of these groups emphasized the accuracy, value, and central-
ity of the Biblical witness for issues of faith. However, there were also differences,
as evangelicals were critical of fundamentalists for their perceived lack of attention
to philosophical and social problems and their lack of emphasis on the unity of the
Bible as a witness to God’s action in the world (Miller, 2000). Dialogue between
Christianity and psychology tends to look quite different depending on whether one
approaches it from a liberal or conservative standpoint.

A final area of disagreement is over the role of tradition. Some groups find the main-
tenance of traditional beliefs and practices very important, while others stress innova-
tion. However, even groups that are closely tied to tradition recognize that the Christian
witness must adapt to changing times (von Balthasar, 1995, p. 12), and communities
that are anti-traditional maintain the importance of many basic rituals and beliefs.

3.3.2 Christian Spirituality

In the Christian tradition, spirituality has a much more specific meaning than the
general usage discussed in Chapter 1 (see Section 1.2). Christian spirituality is the
experience and development of one’s relationship with God. The goal of this devel-
opment is thought of in various ways by different authors. In medieval Catholicism,
it was thought to be a state of final beatitude, when the individual has been perfected
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and has direct knowledge and experience of God (Thomas, 1998, 1, q. 26, a. 1), “the
intimate and joyful union of the souls of the blessed with God in glory” (Aumann,
1980, p. 42). In the Eastern Church, spirituality involves becoming “divinized” and
experiencing participation in the inner life of the Trinity. For others, Christian spiri-
tuality is becoming like Christ, identifying with him in some way or conforming
one’s behavior to a Christian ideal with the help of a spiritually advanced elder.
Since God is found both outside and inside us, this development was both an ascent
to the God outside and a retreat to seek God within (von Balthasar, 1995, p. 167).
Histories of organized Christian spirituality in the post-Biblical period
(e.g., McGinn, 1991, 1996, 1998, 2005; Mursell, 2001a,b) often trace its beginnings
to St. Anthony and the Desert Fathers and Mothers, groups of individuals who went
into the deserts of Egypt, Palestine, and Syria seeking solitude and God. Generally
these seekers formed communities around a leader or teacher, which became the first
Christian monastic communities of men and women. Along with traditional Chris-
tian worship, they participated in a set of intense spiritual practices revolving around
prayer and ascetical techniques like fasting. These communities and their practices
spread throughout the Eastern Church, where further development took place. John
Cassian (c. 360—435) brought information on desert spirituality to Western Christi-
anity, establishing monasteries in the south of France that would form the basis of
spirituality in the medieval Catholic Church (see Table 3.3, Sections 12.2.3, 13.2).
There are two primary traditions or approaches in Christian mystical writings. In
the kataphatic or positive theology approach, one tries to make positive statements
about God, perhaps seeing the Divine as love or a sense of presence. This positive
speech about God can take many forms (von Balthasar, 1995, pp. 22, 94; Turner,
2002). In the apophatic or negative theology school that first appeared in the 4th
century work of Gregory of Nyssa, writers argue that because God is transcen-
dent, we are ignorant about the Divine in fundamental ways, so the reality of God
exceeds any positive statement we might make (Merton, 2008, pp. 75-76; Turner,
1995, pp. 19-20; Louth, 1996, p. 15). This can be due to (1) failures in language,
(2) limitations of human thought, or (3) that unknowability is a basic ontological
characteristic of God (Meredith, 1999, pp. 91-94). Earlier Christian writers such
as Origen tended to attribute failures in understanding to limitations in the human
mind, while later writers like Gregory Palamas saw them as an essential property of
God (Thunberg, 1995, p. 407; Meyendorff, 1998b, p. 203). In this latter view, just
as an attempt to describe what is special about a friend goes beyond any objective
description of traits, any single definition of human person, of God, or of Trinitarian
relationality, fails to encompass everything so that mystery is an essential charac-
teristic and part of its perfection (Lossky, 1998, p. 121; Rahner, 1965, pp. 100-101;
Williams, 2002). This kind of thinking is reflected in many Judaeo-Christian writ-
ings such as the Wisdom tradition in the Bible, as well as in aspects of Luther’s
theology (Fiddes, 2002; McGinn, 2002). It is also present in Islamic thought
(e.g., Chittick, 1983, pp. 49, 234, 307). Some Christian authors (e.g., Eckhart,
John of the Cross) represent this ignorance by using negative descriptive language,
saying that God is not this or that, that the Divine is a kind of darkness beyond
descriptive language or normal categories of thought (Shah-Kazemi, 2006, p. 9),
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Table 3.3 Spirituality in the Orthodox and Catholic Traditions
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Period

Date

Description

Key Authors and Works

Eastern Orthodox Tradition

Desert Late 3rd Writings about  Anthony, Evagrius and others
Fathers cent. early seekers Sayings of the Desert Fathers (Ward, 1975)
Early 4th—7th Developed Basil (c. 330-379)
Byzantine cent. systems and Monastic Rules (Basil, 1999).
Fathers monastic John Climacus (c. 525-606)
rules Ladder of Divine Ascent (Luibheid, 1982)
Greek 7th cent. Mt. Athos Gregory Palamas (c. 1296-1359)
Monastic on monastery The Triads (Palamas, 1983)
communities Nicodemos (1748-1809),
Philokalia (Nikodimos & Makarios,
1979-95)
Diaspora 8th cent. Russian Various, including A Pilgrim’s Tale
on
Western Catholic Tradition
Formative 500-600 Desert Fathers  John Cassian (c. 360- c. 435),
Conferences
Confessional Augustine (354—430),
Confessions
Monastic Benedict (c. 480 c. 547),
Rule of St. Benedict
Apophatic Pseudo-Dionysius (c. 500),
Mystical Theology
Medieval 1000-1400 Monastic Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153),
Sermons
Beguine and Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179),
women Scivias
writers Julian of Norwich (1343-c. 1413),
Showings
Apophatic Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1328),
Sermons
Unknown (c. 1370),
The Cloud of Unknowing
Post- 1500 on Carmelite Teresa of Avila (1515-1582),
Reformation Interior Castle
John of the Cross (1542-1591),
Dark Night of the Soul
Ignatian Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556),
Spiritual Exercises
Modern 1900 on Post Vatican I  Thomas Merton (1915-1968),

writers

New Seeds of Contemplation
Anthony de Mello (1931-1987),
Wellsprings
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while others go further and say that God in essence is utterly unknowable (e.g.,
Maximus Confessor) so that no language or categories are sufficient to describe the
Divine (Turner, 1995, pp. 34-35, 195-204; Thunberg, 1995, p. 413). In either event,
apophatic knowledge of God is something that cannot be gained through reason,
only through experience (Louth, 1996, p. 147). Some writers (e.g., Carmelites like
John of the Cross) consider the kataphatic and apophatic as separate stages with
the apophatic usually coming as a later stage of growth that is marked by a move
from complexity to increasing simplicity in views and experiences of God (Turner,
1995, p. 44). Other authors such as many medieval Catholic writers see individu-
als as inclined toward one or the other of these paths, so they are different styles
within a tradition (Turner, 1995, p. 257). Other religious traditions like Buddhism
also argue that crucial aspects of experience like emptiness are apophatic in nature
(Gunn, 2000, p. 29).

Orthodox authors also describe a mysticism of vision that is spiritual and intuitive,
without form or concept (Spidlik, 2005, pp. 242-244). Some writers describe this
expansion of natural abilities as a vision of pure divine light, somewhat like a vision
of the sun, where we see it but also see because of its light (Bartos, 1999, pp. 27-31).
Palamas describes it as an intellectual and spiritual illumination that is visible only to
those who have a purified heart, like the vision of light described in the transfiguration
of Jesus. It enables a spiritual vision of the heart that can see divine things and know
something of God (Palamas, 1983, pp. 33-34, 77-80; Louth, 1996, pp. 132-139).
Two points are important here. First, such knowledge is limited. As Palamas points
out, since God is transcendent and thus can never be fully experienced, it is not
even possible to define “God.” This takes us beyond the limits of Aristotelian logic
(Meyendorff, 1998b, p. 131). Second, this knowledge comes through experience,
which makes the distinction between theoretical and practical theology meaningless
(Palamas, 1983, p. 79; Meyendorff, 1998b, pp. 200-228). Christian spirituality thus
has both an intellectual and an affective character, with different writers sometimes
emphasizing one or the other of these features of the mystical life, although ulti-
mately agreeing that we need both (McGinn, 2001, pp. 37, 152).

The Protestant Reformation argued for a somewhat different view of Christian
spirituality, rejecting the monastic ideal and its focus on human effort as a way
to God. Groups of Protestants developed their own diverse but vibrant forms of
spirituality (see Table 3.4). They retained the basic Christian spiritual practice of
prayer, which is usually thought of as an active conversation between the believer
and God, rather than simply an open or focused awareness of the Divine that is
characteristic of meditation, although the division between these is sometimes hard
to make in practice. Other practices and beliefs differ from group to group but often
include ascetical techniques like fasting, periods of solitude, study of holy writings,
and a simple lifestyle.

The difference between Protestant and non-Protestant understandings of spiritual-
ity can be thought of in terms of the sudden vs. gradual issue that we encountered in
our examination of Zen Buddhism. Protestants see that the key event for the Christians
comes in the acceptance of God’s gift of love by faith, which results in justification
and marks the sudden beginning of the individual’s Christian life. When this event is
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Table 3.4 Key figures in spirituality from the Western Protestant tradition

Period Date Description  Key authors and works
Reformers & 1500- 1600  Lutheran M. Luther (1483-1546), Freedom of a
Anabaptists Christian

Calvinist John Calvin (1509-1564), On the Christian Life
Anabaptist Menno Simons (1496-1561), Writings

Early English 1500- 1700  Literary George Herbert (1593-1633), The Temple
Theological J. Taylor (1613-1667), Holy Living and Dying
English and 1600 on Quakers George Fox (1624-1691), Journal
Continental Puritans John Owen (1616-1683), The Mortification of Sin
Dissenters Pietists Philipp Spener (1635-1705), Pia desideria
Baptists John Bunyan (1628-1688), Pilgrim’s Progress
Great 18th century  English and  John Wesley (1703-1791), Journal
Awakening
American J. Edwards (1703-1758), Religious Affections
revival
Later Anglican¢  20th century C. S. Lewis (1898-1963), Mere Christianity
Evelyn Underhill (1875-1941), Mysticism
Later American  20th century ML King (1929-1968), The Measure of a Man

Billy Graham (1918), Just As I Am
Dallas Willard (1935), The Divine Conspiracy

accompanied by struggle and emotion, it is often referred to as a conversion event,
a topic of vital interest to psychology of religion researchers (see Section 4.5). After
conversion a person then begins to realize their new faith in everyday life through a
process of sanctification. The emphasis here is on God’s work rather than on human
effort. Catholics and Orthodox Christians tend to think more in terms of gradual
progression toward an ultimate goal. Either approach presupposes the desirability of
religious or spiritual development (see e.g., Section 7.1, 7.2). Also in either approach,
religious experience can be important. When this involves the direct experience of
God, it is often referred to as mysticism (see Section 4.1.1).

Almost all religious practices in Christianity are either public rituals or things
that can be done either in public or private. Worship services that combine dis-
course, music, and prayer are at the center of any Christian community. One espe-
cially important public ritual is performance of the sacraments. Various Christian
groups define them differently, but all would agree that they are special acts related
to the presence and work of God amongst the community and individual believers.
In the Eastern and Western Christian traditions, sacramental acts play a central role
in the worship experience, while in Protestantism they tend to have a more periph-
eral, symbolic role. The two primary Christian sacraments are the Eucharist, which
is a reenactment of Jesus’ final supper with his disciples, and Baptism, which is
given when a person joins the Christian faith.

Public practices tend to take place in spaces designated as holy or sacred, so
in artificially constructed spaces it has been important to use art, architecture, and
music to create a suitable environment for ritual and prayer. The visual and spatial
aspects of religious practice have been little studied in psychology but are important
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for most religious traditions and have been generating much scholarly interest in
other disciplines (e.g., Morgan, 1998).

3.4 Conclusion

Key issue: Any detailed and accurate understanding of world religions will find
similarities and differences between traditions and within them as well.

Our brief review of Hinduism, Buddhism, and Christianity demonstrates a num-
ber of important facts about religious traditions. First, there is considerable diversity
within individual religions. Statements like “Buddhists believe X or “Christians
believe Y are risky and may misrepresent significant subgroups and ways of think-
ing within a tradition. Second, religion does not stand completely independent of
culture. Great world religions that have spread into different parts of the world
adapt to the indigenous intellectual and cultural landscape, as Buddhism did in its
long dialogue with Taoist and Confucian thought. Third, religions are a compre-
hensive way of life that integrate a worldview and beliefs with religious practices.
It is potentially problematic to assume that individual religious practices can be
removed from their context. Finally, while religious traditions often overlap each
other in terms of common concerns or beliefs, there are also substantial differences
and areas of uniqueness (e.g., Barth, 1932, p. 359).

A true rather than a superficial pluralism acknowledges both similarities and
differences between traditions, as well as the benefit of dialogue. It respects the
fact that any system of comparison or coordination of thought between different
religious systems has its problems and limitations (Smith, 1982). It does not absorb
traditions into each other but is not exclusivist, saying other traditions have nothing
to offer (Senne, 2002). So, for instance, while Buddhism at least in its Theravada
variety cannot really be reconciled with Christianity, there are a number of points
of useful dialogue (Smart, 1993). However as Paul Tillich argued, we must be open
to the possibility that not all beliefs are equally adequate so that dialogue must also
involve critique as well as appreciation (Mead, 1962).

Now that we have a basic working knowledge of several religious traditions, in
the next several chapters, we will turn to psychology and see in more detail how
various thinkers have approached the task of dialogue.



Part 11
Dialogue—Past, Present, and Future



Chapter 4
Phenomenological Approaches to Religion
and Spirituality

4.1 Introduction

At the heart of the spirituality of every person and group, one can find experiences
that are both personal and compelling, sometimes life changing in their impact.
Because of this, a proper understanding of religion and spirituality must involve the
study of experience. Over the past century, scientists and philosophers have been
refining the study of phenomenology, or the lived experience of human beings, and
applying these new techniques and knowledge to the analysis and understanding
of our spiritual life. Phenomenology takes us beyond simple functional analyses
of religion to look at its substance and the experience of transcendence (Berger,
1974). In this chapter, we will look at what scientists, philosophers, religious studies
experts, and mystics have learned about spiritual and religious experience.

4.1.1 Definitions and Concepts

4.1.1.1 Consciousness and Subjectivity

Experience can be thought of as a way we gain knowledge, “an intuitive and affec-
tive grasping of meanings and values” perceived in the world (Vergote, 1969, p. 27).
The primary way that we have this mental experience is through consciousness, “the
system, context, or field within which the different aspects of the mind... including
thoughts, feelings, sensations, perceptions, images, memories, and so forth, function
in patterned interrelationships” (Metzner, 1989, p. 331). This experience of perception
and consciousness is subjective, that is, personal to each of us individually. In a famous
article entitled “What is it like to be a bat?” the philosopher Thomas Nagel (1974) notes
that each of us operates from a single point of view that is always different from that of
others, sometimes so completely different that we cannot possibly imagine their expe-
rience. While our bodies can be understood from several points of view, e.g., a doctor
or a friend who knows us well, subjectivity can only be understood from our own point
of view. Consciousness and subjectivity are thus unique phenomena that are not easily
studied but cannot be avoided if we wish to understand religious experience.
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For our purposes, it is useful to talk about states of conscious experience as
lying along two dimensions—differentiation and relationality. At one end of the
first dimension is our normal everyday consciousness or differentiated experi-
ence. In this type of experience, consciousness is directed toward objects differ-
ent or separate from ourselves, the subject. In phenomenology, this directedness of
thought is known as intentionality; it is believed to be a fundamental component
of consciousness and an indicator that people are agents who actively construct
their world (Vergote, 1998, p. 226). As we direct our attention toward these con-
scious contents, we take an instrumental or purposive attitude toward them, analyz-
ing and separating them from each other and ourselves using traditional logical
thought (Deikman, 2000). These things exist within a field of consciousness that
has a horizon of awareness involving the presence of space and the passage of time.
In the temporal aspect of consciousness, a “window of simultaneity” is present that
allows for the integration of different cognitive components into a “lived present”
(Varela, 2001, p. 215). This makes consciousness an ongoing process—a “stream
of thought” rather than a static fixed state (James, 1890, pp. 224-290). Just outside
of this horizon is a fringe consciousness or subconsciousness that we can become
aware of, sometimes unexpectedly, lending an air of mysteriousness to the experi-
ence (Pratt, 1971, pp. 50-64).

At the opposite end of our first dimension lies nondifferentiated experience.
In this state, there is a loss of distinction between things or between us as a sub-
ject and any other object. Mild versions of this happen often, as when we become
wrapped up in a beautiful sunset or piece of music and briefly cease thinking about
ourselves. In religious and mystical experience, people frequently report a much
more profoundly nondifferentiated state. Some people describe this state as a pure
consciousness experience (PCE), a raw state of awareness that contains no objects
or intentional content at all—just awareness. A state of stillness while engaged in
thought or a sense of unity with objects around us may lead to such an experience
(Forman, 1998b). Others describe this state as a monistic experience, where all
things are seen as one and we may become dissolved or absorbed into this great
absolute unity (Austin, 2006, p. 343). Since it has no content, it has sometimes been
described as an experience of nothingness (Matt, 1990). Mild versions of PCEs
probably happen in everyday life, for instance, in unconscious fantasies and dreams,
where conventional roles and distinctions become fuzzy (Eigen, 2001) or when we
are in a more receptive or intuitive mode of thinking.

A second dimension of consciousness is relationality, the experience we have
with another person. At one end of the continuum we perceive events or objects
as things without human qualities, while at the other we experience a relational
consciousness in which we recognize the presence of another person who is con-
nected with us in some way. People are different from objects because we share
with them the experience of subjectivity. We can reach joint understandings about
things and learn to empathize, approximating their point of view. We also experi-
ence a sense of presence that is absent when we relate to an object so that we see
them as “who” rather than “what” (Hurlbut & Kalanithi, 2001; cf. Ricoeur, 2007,
Arendt, 1998, p. 179). The quality of this experience is known in phenomenology as
intersubjectivity. Our experience in relationships is a combination of this feeling
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of relationship and intersubjectivity with our own sense of subjectivity, difference,
and personhood. Thus in relational consciousness there is a tension between subjec-
tivity and intersubjectivity, between myself as a unique person but also as one who
relates to others.

Relational consciousness is a normal state of affairs, but it can also become unor-
dinary when a spiritual or religious experience involves this kind of consciousness,
such as when a person senses the presence of God or some powerful Other. Some
extremely powerful and rare experiences seem to combine aspects of nondifferenti-
ated and relational consciousness in an experience of deep communion with a per-
sonal God. Any of these religious experiences involve a loss of isolation from others
and the world. Instead, we acquire a different, non-instrumental attitude toward
them (Hogan, 2004, p. 140; Deikman, 2000).

Shifts in our state of consciousness or subjective awareness that are perceived to
be unusual are referred to as altered states of consciousness (ASCs). ASCs can be
produced in a variety of ways through alterations in sensation, emotion, or cogni-
tion. They can also include changes in time sense, body image, or the meanings we
attach to events. The experience may involve a sense of ineffability or inability to
communicate the full import of the experience to others because of its secret, hid-
den, or incommunicable quality (Merton, 2008, p. 67; Vergote, 2003). It can also
have a noetic or illuminative quality, a sense that something fundamental about
the nature of reality was learned (Streng, 1978, p. 142). These states can be adap-
tive (e.g., used for healing) or maladaptive (Ludwig, 1990). When they involve a
congruence of our body with both the mind and surrounding environment, these
experiences also have an embodied quality to them (Thandeka, 1997).

4.1.1.2 Religious and Spiritual Experiences

The generic concept of a religious or spiritual experience is relatively new, as the
term is not found in traditional religions. As Bernard McGinn says with reference to
mystical experiences, “No Mystics (at least before the present century) believed in
or practiced ‘mysticism.” They believed in and practiced Christianity (or Judaism,
or Islam, or Hinduism)” (McGinn, 1991, p. xvi; cf. p. 252). Nevertheless, psycholo-
gists have found the concept of religious experience to be a useful way of talking
about features of spirituality that are found in various religious traditions.

General characteristics. Religious experiences are extremely diverse and complex
(Hardy, 1983, pp. 26-29; Hay, 2001). Sometimes, they involve unusual sensory expe-
riences and other phenomenon (Spilka, Ladd, McIntosh, Milmoe, & Bickel, 1996,
pp- 99-100), but on other occasions they simply involve viewing ordinary experi-
ences from a religious perspective. In either case, the experience can be personal and
powerful (Saver & Rabin, 1997; Vergote, 1997, pp. 175-180; Moltmann, 1980, p. 9;
Atchley, 1997a). Religious experiences can be classified into a number of types. For
instance, the sociologist Rodney Stark (1997b) lists the following four types:

* Confirming: a feeling of sacredness or a sense of presence
e Responsive: an experience of having been seen or helped
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e Ecstatic: a confirming and responsive feeling of connectedness
* Revelational: having received special knowledge from the Divine

Emotional qualities. Many religious experiences are accompanied by profound
emotional states that can include a sense of desire or yearning (Vergote, 1969,
pp. 80-82; 1997, p. 192), emotionally powerful physical experiences such as
glossolalia or speaking in tongues (Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003,
pp. 267-268), or a sense of presence that is regenerative and renewing (Davis, 1989,
p- 45). These aspects of the experience suggest that religious knowledge—probably
like most kinds of knowledge—can have a strong emotional component (Watts &
Williams, 1988, p. 75). Hill and Hood (1999) argue that this affective quality is cen-
tral to the experience and can interact with the person’s belief system in powerful
ways. For instance, an experience in which we sense that the world is meaningful
can transform negative emotions or events into positive ones, and a feeling of trust-
worthiness of people and the world can provide an affective base for relationships.
This idea is congruent with the positive emotions theory of Fredrickson (2001), who
argues that positive emotions act to open us up and broaden repertoires of thought
and action, building additional personal resources, undoing narrowing negative
emotions, and fostering resiliency. Modern accounts of religious experience tend to
focus on these emotional aspects rather than other kinds of content (Vergote, 1998,
pp- 134-135). While ethical and mystical experiences are different (Robbins, 2005;
cf. Levinas, 1969, pp. 201-204), the latter can have profound moral consequences.
For instance, the religious experience of Thomas Merton when he was in his 40s
provided a sense of solidarity with others that motivated his deep concern for social
issues (Mott, 1984, p. 311; Brewi & Brennan, 1988, p. 8; see Box 4.1, Fig 4.1).

Fig 4.1 Thomas Merton. An
adult convert to Christianity,
Merton became a Catholic
monk and wrote on a wide
variety of topics including
spirituality, social justice and
interreligious dialogue. Pho-
tograph of Thomas Merton
by Sibylle Akers. Used with
permission of the Merton
Legacy Trust and the Thomas
Merton Center at Bellarmine
University
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Box 4.1 Thomas Merton’s Louisville Experience

Reported in Conjectures of a Guilty Bystander (1966, pp. 156—158).

In Louisville, at the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shop-
ping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved
all those people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien
to one another even though we were total strangers. It was like waking
from a dream of separateness, of spurious self-isolation in a special world,
the world of renunciation and supposed holiness. The whole illusion of a
separate holy existence is a dream. Not that I question the reality of my
vocation, or of my monastic life: but the conception of “separation from
the world” that we have in the monastery too easily presents itself as a
complete illusion: the illusion that by making vows we become a different
species of being, pseudoangels, “spiritual men,” men of interior life, what
have you.

Certainly these traditional values are very real, but their reality is not of an
order outside everyday existence in a contingent world, nor does it entitle one
to despise the secular: though “out of the world” we are in the same world as
everybody else, the world of the bomb, the world of race hatred, the world
of technology, the world of mass media, big business, revolution, and all the
rest. We take a different attitude to all these things, for we belong to God. Yet
so does everybody else belong to God. We just happen to be conscious of it
and to make a profession out of this consciousness. But does that entitle us
to consider ourselves different, or even better, than others? The whole idea
is preposterous.

This sense of liberation from an illusory difference was such a relief and
such a joy to me that I almost laughed out loud. And I suppose my happiness
could have taken form in the words: “Thank God, thank God that I am like
other men, that I am only a man among others.” To think that for sixteen or
seventeen years I have been taking seriously this pure illusion that is implicit
in so much of our monastic thinking.

It is a glorious destiny to be a member of the human race, though it is
a race dedicated to many absurdities and one which makes many terrible
mistakes: yet, with all that, God Himself gloried in becoming a member of
the human race. A member of the human race! To think that such a common-
place realization should suddenly seem like news that one holds the winning
ticket in a cosmic sweepstake.

I have the immense joy of being man, a member of a race in which God
Himself became incarnate. As if the sorrows and stupidities of the human
condition could overwhelm me, now I realize what we all are. And if only
everybody could realize this! But it cannot be explained. There is no way of
telling people that they are all walking around shining like the sun.

(continued)
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This changes nothing in the sense and value of my solitude, for it is in
fact the function of solitude to make one realize such things with a clar-
ity that would be impossible to anyone completely immersed in the other
cares, the other illusions, and all the automatisms of a tightly collective
existence. My solitude, however, is not my own, for I see now how much
it belongs to themand that [ have a responsibility for it on their regard, not
just in my own. It is because I am one with them that I owe it to them to
be alone, and when I am alone they are not “they” but my own self. There
are no strangers!

Then it was as if I suddenly saw the secret beauty of their hearts, the depths
of their hearts where neither sin nor desire nor self-knowledge can reach, the
core of their reality, the person that each one is in God’s eyes. If only they
could all see themselves as they really are. If only we could see each other
that way all the time, There would be no more war, no more hatred, no more
cruelty, no more greed... I suppose the big problem would be that we would
fall down and worship each other. But this cannot be seen, only believed and
“understood” by a peculiar gift.

Again, that expression, le point vierge, (I cannot translate it) comes in here.
At the center of our being is a point of nothingness which is untouched by sin
and by illusion, a point of pure truth, a point or spark which belongs entirely
to God, which is never at our disposal, from which God disposes of our lives,
which is inaccessible to the fantasies of our own mind or the brutalities of our
own will. This little point of nothingness and of absolute poverty is the pure
glory of God in us. It is so to speak His name written in us, as our poverty, as
our indigence, as our dependence, as our sonship. It is like a pure diamond,
blazing with the invisible light of heaven. It is in everybody, and if we could
see it we would see billions of points of light coming together in the face and
blaze of a sun that would make all the darkness and cruelty of life vanish
completely.... I have no program for this seeing. It is only given. But the gate
of heaven is everywhere.

Interpretive framework. Religious experience involves the attribution of reli-
gious meaning to an event (Rizzuto, 1991, p. 47), and thus contemporary Chris-
tian theologians and psychologists tend to agree that an experience cannot be
religious unless the person has a framework of religious beliefs, symbols, and
language by which to interpret it. An individual without such a framework might
interpret an experience differently, and use other language to describe it with
potentially different meanings. Of course, the presence of such a frame neither
guarantees that a situation will be taken religiously nor does it exclude that other
interpretations might occur along with religious ones (Sheldrake, 1998, p. 21;
Spilka et al., 2003, p. 262; Vergote, 1997, pp. 172-182; 1998, pp. 135-144;
van der Lans, 1987). An interesting example of this is the case of the positiv-
ist philosopher and atheist A. J. Ayer, who reported an unpleasant near-death
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experience during a cardiac arrest. While many people attribute religious or
spiritual meanings to such an event, he did not interpret the experience in a reli-
gious way, although on some occasions, he did say it weakened his belief that
life ends with death (Sabom, 1998, pp. 209-210; Belling, 2004). The presence of
an interpretive framework does not necessarily suggest that the experience arises
from the beliefs; clearly in many religious traditions, beliefs come from histori-
cal experience rather than the reverse (Murphy, 1995). It also does not rule out
the possibility that some experiences are more intrinsically religious, as they
involve the feeling of an outside force or perception of an ultimate reality, while
others (e.g., visions) are more tied to culture and personal interpretation (e.g.,
Davis, 1989, pp. 30-31). These interpretive frameworks most commonly come
from a religious tradition and will govern the importance attached to religious
experiences, how they are described, which ones are valued, and how their truth
value can be interpreted (Geels, 1996; Wildman & Brothers, 2002). They can
have powerful effects; for instance, research has found that religious experience
scores are higher in traditions that emphasize them (Hood, 1994).

Frequency. Spiritual and religious experiences of the types mentioned above are
common. Studies from the 1970s done in the US by Thomas and Cooper (1978)
and in Britain by Hay and Morisy (1978) found that about 1/3 of their adult sam-
ples reported having religious or spiritual experiences. For some individuals, these
experiences are infrequent, while for others they are common (Laski, 1962, p. 43).
Both studies found that greater age, higher social class, and more positive levels
of psychological well-being were associated with higher frequencies of religious
experience. Hay and Morisy found that church attendees were more likely to have
experiences but that many religiously active people did not, and that 24% of atheists
reported such experiences. Thomas and Cooper found that the types of experiences
were quite diverse, including experiences of consolation (12%), psychic or super-
natural experiences (12%), and mystical experiences (2%). Religious experience
may be even more common in some groups. Christian Smith (2005) found in one
study that over half of US adolescents reported one or more religious experiences,
and rates among US adult church attendees appear to be even higher, in the 65-75%
range (Spilka et al., 1996).

Associated factors. Research has identified a number of sensitizing factors that
will trigger or increase the chance a person will have a religious experience. These
factors include an intrinsic religious orientation (Hood, 1975), availability of a reli-
gious language and framework, living in a receptive or stimulating sociocultural
context, and older age (Atchley, 1997a,b). Triggers associated with the beginning of
an experience include participating in individual spiritual practices or public ritu-
als like prayer and worship (Bartocci, 2004; DeConick, 2001), nature experience
(Marechal, 2004, pp. 147-215), creative activity (Averill, 1998) or personal fac-
tors like the occurrence of distress or crisis, especially when connected with life
marker events like death or birth (Hood, Morris, & Watson, 1989; Spilka et al.,
1996; Vergote, 1997, pp. 152-154; Geels, 1996). Expectations of the nature of the
experience and perceived desirability are also related to the type of experience and
chances of occurrence.
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4.1.1.3 Mysticism

Mysticism has long been prized in all the world’s spiritual and religious traditions
(Geels & Belzen, 2003). The term originated in Christianity, where it refers to a
reaching out and “non-conceptual knowing of God” accomplished through experi-
ences of union (Vergote, 2003, p. 81) or “some form of immediate contact with the
divine presence” (McGinn, 2005, p. 371; cf. Vergote, 1969, pp. 145-146; Merton,
2008, p. 29). Paul Tillich once said that “without a mystical element—namely an
experience of the immediate presence of the divine—there is no religion at all”
(Tillich, 1963a, pp. 88-89). While there is no commonly agreed upon definition
of mysticism among scholars (or among mystics!), a number of characteristics are
common to most definitions. William James (1961, pp. 299-300) identified the fol-
lowing as central features of mystical experience:

 [Ineffability: a felt inability to describe the experience

* Noetic quality: a sense that something fundamental was learned

* Transiency: the experience lasts for a brief period of time

* Passivity: a sense that the experience was not under the person’s control.

Mystical experiences can be negative (apophatic) or positive (kataphatic) in char-
acter, or an interplay of the two (Turner, 1995, p. 271; see Section 3.3.2). They can
occur in milder or stronger form but commonly involve an experience of transcen-
dence beyond normal categories. Different kinds of mysticism also vary according
to whether they emphasize the noetic or relational aspects of the experience (Leavy,
1995, pp. 359-360; Stoeber, 2001; Stoddart, 2007). The encounter with transcen-
dence that is a central part of mystical experience can lead to the perception of the
presence of a powerful Other with whom we can have relationship and communion.
Such experiences are often carried back into everyday life, changing and enhancing
it (Zizioulas, 2006, pp. 286-291; Freeman, 2003; Taylor, 2003). In the Christian
tradition, this has sometimes resulted in a kind of love mysticism centered on the
person of individuals like Jesus or Mary (Johnston, 1995).

Mystical experiences are diverse and complex; because of this it is difficult or
perhaps impossible to reduce their description to a short list of characteristics. In
addition to the classical criteria of William James, other authors see that a unitive
experience—a sense of union with God or the universe—is a central and distinctive
part of mysticism (Vergote, 1998, p. 137). These experiences involve both a percep-
tion of an underlying unity and a sense of participation in the unity to such an extent
that the self is lost or transformed (Hayes, 1997; Leavy, 1995; Hood, 2001, pp. 3-5,
84-85). Along with this can come a cessation of normal intellectual operations and
their replacement with different and intuitive modes of thinking (Gimello, 1978).
Medieval Christian mystics like Richard of St. Victor noted that at the highest stages
of their mystical journey, things that were encountered were beyond or even against
normal reason (Richard of St. Victor, 1979, p. 161). This leads to the recognition
and acceptance of the idea that paradox—the simultaneous truth of two seemingly
incompatible things—is an essential feature of reality (cf. Section 1.2.1). However,
mystical experience can occur without this paradoxical quality (Hood, 1975).
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A strong affective tone (pleasurable, fearful or serene) and intense realness are also
common characteristics. Other perceptual aspects of the experience such as visions
are frequent but generally considered to be secondary features and are typically
viewed with caution by religious practitioners (Gimello, 1978; Deikman, 1990;
Douglas-Klotz, 2001; Meissner, 2003; Veilleux, 1980, p. 356).

A way of life in which mystical states are valued and sought after is known as
mysticism (Hood, 2001, p. 155; Vergote, 2003). In the Christian context, mysticism
involves a deep desire and need to bridge the gap between ourselves and the Divine
that transcends us. This desire becomes the driving force for participation in a vari-
ety of activities in both individual and communal contexts. In this view, mysticism
is not so much a kind of experience but an orientation or way of life (Merton, 2008,
p. 3). Writers argue about the extent to which mystical experience can flourish and
affect us apart from a way of life and practices that support it.

The problem of ineffability. The criterion of ineffability has caused considerable
discussion among scholars, especially theologians who tend to see language as vital
to religious life (e.g., Tillich, 1957, p. 31). Ninian Smart (1978, p. 19) has rightly
pointed out that mystical experiences cannot be completely ineffable, because mys-
tics do use language to refer to and even describe their experiences. It is better to
talk about degrees and types of ineffability. Some kinds are common and involve
the trouble we have sharing any kind of personal experience (Moore, 1978). In
mystical experiences, ineffability might include (1) an inability to conceptualize
what has happened or (2) an ability to conceptualize it but not communicate it (Tart,
1992, p. 51). Communication problems might be due to a lack of vocabulary and
conceptual structures in the person’s language and culture; it would be easier for
those living in a community with adequate vocabulary and others who had simi-
lar experiences (cf. McGinn, 2005, p. 20). However, it is also likely that there are
conceptual problems (Bambrough, 1978; cf. Section 3.3.2). These could be due to
cognitive or sensory overload from a stimulus too novel, rich, and complex, a likely
possibility in a unitive experience, but they could also be related to the nondualistic
nature of the experience. A unitive consciousness would involve no differentiation
between objects or between subject and object, and since all conceptual structures
depend on such differentiation, they would be unable to encompass such an experi-
ence (Braud, 2002; Prigge & Kessler, 1990; Masters & Houston, 2000, pp. 270,
297). Music, poetry, or even silence might be better choices than speech in such a
situation (Leavy, 1995, pp. 355-357).

Do different religious traditions describe different kinds of religious experiences?
This is an important and controversial point. Theistic religions such as Christian-
ity are built around belief in a God who is active in the world but not identical
with it. In these groups, the longing to have unity with God and the experience of
divine love are the essential traits and driving forces of the mystical life. For these
religions, mystical experience is relational in nature (Vergote, 1998, p. 244; 2003;
Butler, 2003, p. 143). On the other hand, monistic religions like Buddhism argue
that everything is ultimately one, so that there is no God separate from the created
order. Many authors (e.g., Underhill, Stace and Smart) argue that monists and the-
ists are having the same experience, just interpreting or representing it differently.
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Stoeber (1994) disputes this and argues that they are really significantly different
experiences, as monistic states are nondual, strictly impersonal and described in
negative terms. Stoeber suggests that monistic experiences provide the foundation
for theistic experiences of unity, a view similar to that found in some Hindu writers
(e.g., Ramanuja, Sri Aurobindo) and the Christian mystic John Ruysbroeck. In this
view, we are first united with the Divine and then are able to become a channel for
an active personal encounter (Stoeber, 1994, pp. 18-24, 45-58). On the other hand,
some authors in the Christian tradition (e.g., Maximus Confessor) argue that it is in
God that things find their unity so that an experience of God is foundational for any
kind of unitive experience.

Hood believes that mystical experiences are not inherently important, and cer-
tainly some deeply religious figures like C.S. Lewis claim little in the way of mysti-
cal experience (Hood, 1997, p. 229; Dorsett, 2004, p. 51). If they occur to someone
who eschews spiritual or religious beliefs, they may be set aside as incompatible
with the rest of the person’s experience. However, those who belong to spiritual or
religious traditions that value and describe these experiences are better able to cul-
tivate and incorporate them into their view of the world (Hood, 2001, p. 159). On
the other hand, Zinnbauer and his colleagues (1997) found that both religious and
spiritual and spiritual but not religious individuals were higher than non-spiritual
groups on ratings of mysticism, although the spiritual but not religious group was
higher on types of mystical experience less commonly found in the Christian tra-
dition. Little is known about mysticism in this latter group, and therefore more
research is needed.

Related factors. Personal and situational characteristics related to mystical expe-
rience seem to be similar to those reported for other types of religious experience.
For instance, religious motivation (see Sections 1.4.6, 9.3.1) appears to be a factor
in mysticism. Individuals with high levels of intrinsic motivation—those who seek
religion for its own sake—have higher mysticism scores, and when those high in
extrinsic motivation do have mystical experiences they tend to not report the expe-
rience as religious in nature. Those people who are indiscriminately high in both
intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity also have higher mysticism scores (Hood, 1973,
2001). Gender role also appears to be a factor in mysticism, as individuals endors-
ing a feminine or androgynous sex role orientation report higher levels of mystical
experience. Women overall have more frequent and intense mystical experiences,
and their religious experiences are more likely to be mystical in nature (Mercer &
Durham, 1999; Hood, 2001; Sjoerup, 1997). There is a small but significant trend
toward more mystical experiences in older age groups (Lange & Thalbourne, 2007).
Situational factors are also sometimes involved (Hood, 1978). Scores on measures
of mysticism are generally unrelated to psychopathology (Mehrabian, Stefl, &
Mullen, 1997).

Changes in attention seem to be an important part of the mystical experience.
Deikman (2000) argues that in normal consciousness our attention is mostly directed
to our thoughts, and our perception of the world around us is relatively automatic.
He believes that in mystical states this process is reversed, with attention to the per-
ceptual world going through a process of deautomatization. This makes perception
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more intense and allows us to become aware of aspects of reality not previously
perceived. Studies have found that mysticism is related to the ability to become
absorbed or devote total attention to a stimulus, and it has also been connected with
higher levels of hypnotizability, which reflect an ability to set aside conventional
assumptions about perception or behavior and enter various kinds of trance states
(Spanos & Moretti, 1988).

4.1.1.4 Anomalous and Drug Experiences

Psychic and paranormal experiences. Religious experiences have also been com-
pared with various types of anomalous or unusual states, including parapsycho-
logical phenomena such as extrasensory perception (ESP). Studies have shown that
reports of these phenomena are about as common as religious experiences and that
there is a low positive correlation between frequency of anomalous experience and
religiousness or reports of mystical experience. However, among Christians there
is no relationship between anomalous experiences, religious affiliation, and belief
(Spilka et al., 2003, pp. 312-314; Thalbourne & Hensley, 2001; Thalbourne, 1995,
2004; Thalbourne & French, 1995; Mehrabian et al., 1997). Some religious tradi-
tions such as Hinduism and Buddhism suggest that at certain stages of spiritual
development a person may gain psychic powers such as the ability to see the future
(Rao, 1994; cf. Hollenback, 1996, pp. 135-300), although generally these tradi-
tions see the occurrence of psychic phenomenon as peripheral to the central task
of spiritual growth. This is a very controversial area of study, in part because it sits
uneasily in a naturalistic framework (Griffin, 1997), with many investigators vehe-
mently labeling the study of anomalous states as “pseudoscience” and not worthy
of scientific study, while others maintain that there is good scientific evidence for
the existence of these states (Utts, 1996; Cardena, Lynn, & Krippner, 2000; Radin,
1997; Beloff, 1993; see Box 4.2). Some studies suggest that dissociative phenom-
enon like déja vu or out of body experiences are relatively unrelated to mystical
experience (Fox, 1992; Spanos & Moretti, 1988).

Drug-induced experiences. Since the time of William James (1997, p. 305) a con-
nection has been noted between religious experiences and ASCs obtained through
the use of psychedelic drugs like psilocybin or LSD. Most major religious tradi-
tions do not recognize drug-induced states as religious experiences, but there are
some points of similarity. The majority of psychedelic drug users report religious
imagery during drug-induced ASCs, perhaps from the same biochemical processes
that are involved in religious experience during meditation. From the standpoint
of self-definition, such experiences might be considered religious (Spilka et al.,
2003, p. 286; Masters & Houston, 2000, p. 247-254; Davis, 1989). However, there
are also phenomenological differences. In a famous experiment, Pahnke (1966;
Pahnke & Richards, 1966) gave psilocybin to some seminary students during a
Good Friday service, provoking experiences that he labeled mystical. However,
the drug experiences were marked by considerable fear, distress, and self-doubt
which are untypical of mystical states, as are the frequent perceptual changes
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Box 4.2 Near Death Experiences and Mysticism

A near death experiences (NDE) is a type of powerful experience that often
has religious or spiritual effects on an individual.

Sobom (1998) gives a striking example of an NDE by a neurosurgery
patient. In order to repair a brain aneurism, she underwent an unusual surgery
that involved cooling her body and stopping both her heart and brain activity
so the blood could be drained from her head during a portion of the operation.
Instruments attached to her verified that during portions of the surgery she
had no measurable electrical activity in the cortex or brainstem. Nevertheless,
she was able to report aspects of the surgery from a vantage point out of her
body and had an experience of going down a tunnel to a place of light, where
she met and conversed with a number of family members who were deceased.
Then she was sent back and returned to her body, which was revived by the
surgical team following successful repair of the aneurism.

Experiences such as this are difficult to explain from a reductive material-
ist point of view. Nevertheless, their interpretation is somewhat dependent
upon the worldview of the individual who has the experience. The atheist and
positivist philosopher A. J. Ayer had a NDE experience and at one point said
that it “slightly weakened” his disbelief in life after death, although he still
hoped it would be true (National Review, October 14, 1988). He claimed that
the experience did not alter his atheist beliefs at all, despite the fact that a wit-
ness says Ayer reported meeting a divine Being during his experience.

and occasional psychotic states that go with drug use (Doblin, 1991; Pahnke &
Richards, 1966). Linguistic analysis of drug, mystical, and schizophrenic states
also reveals significant differences in description. Schizophrenics tend to describe
their experience in terms of deviancy and illness, drug users describe perceptual
changes like altered space and sensation, while mystics focus on the connection
of their experience to daily events and their religious life (Oxman, Rosenberg,
Schnurr, Tucker, & Gala, 1988). A largely unexplored area is how drug use (e.g.,
antidepressants) might interact with meditation in the production of ASCs (Bitner,
Hillman, Victor, & Walsh, 2003).

Creative and other states. Another experience with parallels to religious experi-
ence is the flow state described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990). This is a condition
that occurs during enjoyable and absorbing artistic creative states. The flow experi-
ence has characteristics of an altered state like feelings of exhilaration, altered time
sense, and a loss of awareness of self. Certainly there are a number of parallels
between creative and mystical states, but there are also differences. Flow states typi-
cally occur in goal-oriented task situations, and the person may leave the experience
with an enhanced sense of personal control, while mystical experiences generally
have a more passive quality and end with a feeling that they have been given a gift,
rather than gotten something through effort (Raab, 2003; cf. Nixon, 1996). A state
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with more similarities to mysticism is the peak experience described by Maslow
in his study of self-actualizing individuals. In this state of being or B-cognition,
objects are fully attended to and seen as a whole, independent from their possible
usefulness. The experience has a number of features similar to religious and mysti-
cal experience, including a quality of timelessness, uniqueness, passivity and recep-
tiveness, and a sense of unity with the world that overcomes polarities. Emotional
reactions include “a special flavor of wonder, of awe, of reverence, of humility and
surrender before the experience as something great” (Maslow, 1999, p. 98). In its
most intense form, this experience appears to be similar to a unitive experience,
although the qualities of ineffability and noesis do not seem to be present in the
same ways as in a mystical experience. Imagery, visions, and hallucinations can
also be an important part of religious experience, although most religious traditions
would give these phenomena a subsidiary role (Spilka et al., 2003, pp. 270-277;
Merton, 2006, p. 307; Meissner, 2003).

Many authors have speculated about the parallels between religious and psy-
chotic experiences. Those who see parallels point out that religious delusions
are found in at least a quarter of psychotic states (Siddle, Haddock, Tarrier, &
Faragher, 2002), and that there is no specific form or content difference between
spiritual and psychotic experiences, so it is wrong to label one as “illness” and the
other as normal (Jackson & Fulford, 1997). Isabel Clarke (2001c) argues that both
spiritual and psychotic experiences involve a common process of transition from
ordinary to transliminal consciousness but that in psychotic experiences there is
a problem returning to normal consciousness, and that this problem is what leads
to distress and dysfunction. Other authors argue that while there are points of
similarity there are also differences between psychotic and religious experiences
(e.g., Marzanski & Bratton, 2002a,b). Psychotic experiences tend to have a more
negative or frightening emotional tone and a focus on trivial details, in contrast to
the positive and unitive quality of mystical experience (Chadwick, 2001; Davis,
1989; Davies, Griffin, & Vice, 2001). Psychotic experiences—especially when
they are frequent—are also often distinguished by the negative effects they have
on the person’s life, while religious or mystical experiences are more life enhanc-
ing as well as acceptable to religious peers (Pierre, 2001; Jackson, 2001; Siddle
et al., 2002; Peters, Day, McKenna, & Orbach, 1999; Davis, 1989; Bartocci, 2004;
Freeman et al., 2005).

4.1.2 Challenges in Studying Religious and Spiritual Experience

4.1.2.1 Methodological Issues

There are a number of methodological problems that bedevil the study of con-
sciousness and of religious experience (Pekala & Cardena, 2000). As we have seen,
religious experience is a broad phenomenon so coming up with a definition precise
enough for scientific work is difficult. There are also other problems.
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Sources. The sources of our data on mystical experience have important limita-
tions. Religious studies scholars primarily work with texts written by mystics, while
psychologists typically depend upon interviews or questionnaires in their studies.
Unfortunately, neither approach allows the investigator direct access to the subjective
experience or its cultural and religious context (DeConick, 2001; Moore, 1978, p. 101;
Keller, 1978, pp. 77-79, 95; Bender, 2007). Texts are a special problem because they
often discuss the author’s views on the mystical journey rather than report specific
experiences. This is especially true of Hindu mystical documents (Gupta & Lucas,
1995; Moltmann, 1980, p. 55). Working with individuals through interviews or
questionnaires has advantages over the textual approach, but it is still generally not
possible to study people while they are having a religious experience, because it is
impossible to predict when they will occur so that they can be observed or questioned
during the experience. Also, much of the psychological research on mysticism has
focused on a normal college age or adult population rather than accomplished mystics
who perhaps are more appropriate subjects for study (e.g., James, 1997, pp. 22-24).

Methods. Mysticism can be thought about from a number of perspectives that
involve different conceptual and linguistic frameworks. However, research question-
naires are generally created from a single theoretical framework, which may leave
out things of importance (Perovich, 1990, p. 248; DeConick, 2001). For instance,
Hood’s M scale (Hood, 1975; Hood et al., 1989)—the most widely used psychologi-
cal measure of mystical experience—conceptualizes mysticism in unitive but non-
theistic terms. Does such a test really measure religious experience for a theist? Or
does it confuse two phenomena that may be quite different from each other (Zaehner,
1961)? Furthermore, how does one meaningfully quantify a mystical experience,
especially when the subject says parts of their experience are beyond description?
Qualitative methods like phenomenological investigation may be better suited in this
situation, since the person having the experience is in the best position to report what
actually happened (Hood, 2002; Davis, 1989, p. 21; Valle, King, & Halling, 1989).
However, psychologists only infrequently use these methods in their studies.

4.1.2.2 The Problem of Veridicality

The problem of veridicality. Scholars outside of theology generally avoid the
question of religious truth. However, as Ninian Smart (1978) argues, a real theory of
mystical experience must address issues of validity. There are a number of reasons
for this, one of which is that people who have religious experiences—especially
mystical ones—say that the experience conveys something important about the
nature of reality, making its truth value or veridical quality an essential part of
the experience (Proudfoot, 1985, pp. 174—177). Another reason is that the position
researchers take on this issue may affect their theoretical framework and how they
interpret the empirical data. Those who reject the veridicality of the experiences,
such as Leuba (1925), point to their confused and puzzling character and develop
naturalistic explanations often related to dysfunctional biological or psychological
processes. Others (e.g., Pratt, 1971, pp. 456-458) accept at least some aspects of
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religious experiences as veridical, pointing to the fact that people in many differ-
ent religious traditions appear to report similar types of experiences. This provides
cumulative evidence of veridicality that is difficult to explain reductionistically
(Davis, 1989, pp. 174177, 233-235; Macquarrie, 1982, pp. 216-220). Most trans-
personal and some humanistic psychologists take this point of view.

Religious views. Major religious traditions generally take a critical realist view
toward religious experience, with Buddhism as a possible exception (Marek, 1988).
Even those following mystical paths generally insist that not all religious or spiri-
tual experiences are veridical; they admit to mistakes, criticize others, and have
tests or checking procedures just like scientists (Moore, 1978, p. 126; Meissner,
2003). An experience is tested against a variety of sources, which include commu-
nal views and tradition or foundational theological beliefs, consistency, and espe-
cially the moral and spiritual fruits produced by the experience (Ellis, 1998, p. 273;
Sheldrake, 1995, p. 60; Davis, 1989, p. 71). Thus, just as religious experience is
critical to the religious life and the development of theology, theological beliefs
are critical to a sound mystical life. Thomas Merton puts it this way: “There is no
theology without mysticism (for it would have no relation to the real life of God in
us) and there is no mysticism without theology (because it would be at the mercy of
individual and subjective fantasy)” (Merton, 2008, p. 65). Pike (1978, p. 219) finds
two tests are primary in the Christian mystical literature: the spiritual effects of the
experience and its lack of conflict with scripture, although in practice great mystics
like Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) used the compelling truth quality of the experi-
ence as their primary guide (Mavrodes, 1978, p. 256). Avoiding extremes in practice
can also minimize errors. Attachment to spectacular aspects of religious experience
such as visions or revelations, and relying on too much or too little effort and intel-
lectual activity, are also considered to be problematic (Merton, 2008, p. 211).

While most psychologists adopt a skeptical stance toward religious experience,
some have not done so. One of these was William James.

4.2 William James and Varieties of Religious Experience

Many historians of psychology (e.g., Boring, 1950, p. 743) have identified William
James (see Fig 4.2)as the greatest American psychologist, and he remains the most
prominent figure in the American psychological study of religion. A gifted psychol-
ogist and philosopher, James was fascinated with religion although his background
and beliefs were untraditional (Hollinger, 1997). While he had some personal experi-
ences that might be termed mystical, he did not feel connected to a religious tradition
and tended to interpret his experiences as a type of psychic phenomena. His stron-
gest attraction to religion occurred in his struggles with depression, which plagued
him throughout his life along with recurrent physical problems. He hoped that the
religious temperament, which he saw as opposed to his own melancholic or “sick-
souled” temperament, would help him find ways to reject philosophical pessimism.
He also hoped that his religious and psychical researches would help support the
development of religion (Capps, 1997b, pp. 26-28, 67; Taves, 1999; Hay, 1999).
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Fig 4.2 William James.

One of the most important
American psychologists and
philosophers, his work on
religious experience is over a
century old but it remains one
of the best phenomenologi-
cal studies of religion. Photo
courtesy of the National
Library of Medicine

4.2.1 Basic Beliefs: Radical Empiricism, Pragmatism
and Pure Experience

James thought that all knowledge rested on conscious experiences, and he held a
position of radical empiricism (1996a), that nothing besides experience should
form a datum for psychological investigation. He also believed that introspection or
personal examination of our own mental states could provide valuable information
about the world and ourselves. He rejected a positivist approach to experience that
tries to study it by breaking it up and examining its parts (see Sections 2.1.2,2.4.1).
Rather, he took a holistic view that conscious experiences form an indivisible whole
between subject and external object, with the connections themselves becoming
part of the experiences. This indivisible given experience was self-contained and
valid in itself and could not be analyzed in an entirely atomistic manner. He termed
this phenomenological state pure experience (1996a, pp. 1-91). While experiences
have similarities and are interconnected, no one connection runs through every-
thing—the universe is essentially diverse and discontinuity is an essential feature
of experience. This ultimate lack of final connection forms the basis of novelty,
indeterminism, and freedom, leading to what James called a pluralistic universe
with many unities rather than a single unity (1996a, p. 90; 1996b, pp. 310-311;
2003, pp. 57-65). He saw reality as a group of many partial stories where different
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things work together toward a conclusion, interfacing with each other but having
no absolute unity that we can construct in our minds, although all things are aiming
toward a final convergence point (2003, pp. 62-70).

Of course, experience at times offers conflicting possibilities of truth. James
argued that in these situations one should determine truth by the pragmatic maxim,
which is to look at “what practical consequences would be different if one side
rather than the other were true” (1996a, p. 72). Sometimes, this meant that one must
make a commitment to something that cannot be completely established as true by
rational and scientific means because its practical consequences are desirable. He
thought that religious truths often fell in this category (1897, pp. 11, 56). Pragma-
tism allowed for the preservation of both religion and “the richest intimacy with the
facts” (2003, p. 15), what he called a rich “thick” rather than an abstract and “thin”
method (1996b, pp. 308-309). It rejected a priori materialism and the positivist anti-
theological bias, simply evaluating religion on the basis of its “value for concrete
life” such as establishing a basic attitude of trust (1996b, pp. 33, 120; 2003, p. 36).

4.2.2 The Varieties of Religious Experience

James most influential treatment of religion has been his Gifford lectures, which
were based in part on material from his 1896 Lowell Institute lectures (Taylor,
1984). These later became the Varieties of Religious Experience (James, 1961).

4.2.2.1 Approach

The methodology of the Varieties reflects the radical empirical stance taken by
James and his acceptance of pure experience—including religious experience—as
a fundamental datum for investigation. James saw the essence of religion as lying
in these experiences rather than in some particular set of beliefs (Brown, 2000,
p- 13). His method also reflects his pluralistic philosophy in that he assumed that
there would be no single universal model of religious experience that would exactly
fit each individual. Accordingly, he used what today would be called a qualitative
approach, reviewing individual accounts of religious experiences collected by oth-
ers and building a narrative that picked out patterns without leaving out the richness
of the individual account (Mounce, 1997, pp. 103—-104).

4.2.2.2 Key Points

Religion as individual feeling. Like the liberal Protestant theologian Friedrich
Schleiermacher (1999), and many others of the 19th century, James valued pas-
sion, energy, and vitality and thought that these feelings lay at the basis of religion.
For James, religious feeling was foremost a personal and individual matter. Each
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individual had his or her own character structure with a different susceptibility to
emotional excitement and associated impulses and inhibitions. In addition, each
person had different abilities and needs so that the function of religion was differ-
ent for everyone, and its pattern did not conform to a particular set of stages. He
saw the institutional aspect of religion as problematic and less fundamental than
the personal, although he acknowledged that individual religion does not have the
richness and complexity of institutional religion. Given his emphasis on feeling
and the individual, religion for James became “the feelings, acts, and experiences
of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in
relation to whatever they may consider the divine” (1961, p. 42).

Types of religious experiences. The Varieties is rich with personal accounts of
many kinds of religious experiences. However, two were of particular interest to
him. The first is what he called “the reality of the unseen,” a sense of a very real
but immaterial presence in the world (1961, p. 62). This experience could be brief
or habitual, but it had the potential to be profoundly motivating beyond the power
of rationality, leading to “belief that there is an unseen order, and that our supreme
good lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto” (1961, p. 59). The second
kind of experience was the mystical experience. Mystical experiences involve a
unity consciousness in which one experiences an insight and reconciliation of oppo-
sites (see Box 4.1). They are real experiences, a kind of subliminal perception as
valid as scientific truth, although we should not necessarily accept them uncritically
(Taves, 1999, p. 263).

Religious types and psychopathology. James gave the relationship between psy-
chopathology and religion a central place in his theory of religious experience. He
noted that many great religious figures were very sensitive and had “abnormal psy-
chic visitations,” as well as a conflicted and melancholy inner life (1961, p. 25).
He thought that emotionally and attitudinally, people lay on a continuum between
two types. The healthy-minded were people who had a natural sense of happiness
and optimism, believing that things are good and that evil can be overcome. On the
other hand, the sick-souled person sees life as insecure with real evil as an essential
part of things. James believed that the sick-souled individual had a more complete
but also more conflicted view of the world, so that they often struggled with melan-
cholia and philosophical pessimism. Religious experience and mystical states could
help the sick-souled person, because they have an optimistic quality and help us
accept our ultimate dependence on the universe. So in general, James saw religion
not as causing emotional problems but as a way of responding to them. He saw the
religious point of view as a sympathetic one wanting intimacy with the universe
and struggling against pessimism, while antireligious materialism was aligned with
cynicism. He thought that most people at heart were in need of this kind of intimate
relationship (1996b, p. 33).

Conversion and religious transformation. James felt that individuals, especially
the sick-souled, experienced life as a divided self and looked for a way to achieve
unification. He saw religion as one way to achieve this inner unity. Those who were
able to invest their excitement and “the habitual center of [their] personal energy”
into a religious system (1961, p. 165) would experience a religious conversion,
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a gradual or sudden change which led to a new personal equilibrium and level of
spiritual vitality. He thought that some people could never have this type of experi-
ence, either due to intellectual reasons such as a commitment to materialism, or
because they were incapable of religious sensibility or emotion. James rejected the
idea that there is some distinctive feature of the new person after conversion. Those
who are healthy-minded or sick-souled will remain that way, but the latter would
now have more resources to combat their essential pessimism.

The value of religion. James evaluated the value of religion using his pragmatic
maxim. Along with the “luminousness” and philosophical reasonableness of ideas
(1961, p. 33), he thought we should judge religion on the basis of its practical effect.
James believed that the key impact of religion on the individual lay in the develop-
ment of saintliness, a condition that occurs when our personal energy becomes cen-
tered on the spiritual. For James, saintliness has practical consequences that could
be found in all religions, such as sacrifice and self-surrender, patience and fortitude,
and purity of spirit and increasing charity (Higgins-D’ Alessandro & Cecero, 2003).
However, his view of the value of saintliness was deeply influenced by his pluralis-
tic philosophy and individualism. While he approved of the characteristics of saint-
liness like purity, charity, and feelings of harmony, he thought one should not be too
saintly. He thought that spiritual excitement needed to be balanced by other things,
or it will become excessive, interfering with our mission and vocation in life.

4.2.3 Influence and Critique

The views of James on religion and his phenomenological method were very influ-
ential and helped open the area to later investigation. His description of sick-souled
mysticism found in figures like Paul, Augustine, Luther, and Kierkegaard influ-
enced 20th-century theologians like Niebuhr and Tillich and has influenced virtu-
ally all psychological treatments of the topic of religious experience (Edie, 1987,
p. vii; Browning, 1980, pp. 249, 262). James’ method mirrored the dialectical qual-
ity of his philosophy; it developed a central vision but retained flexibility, allowing
conflicting ideas to remain unresolved and in tension with each other. This approach
anticipates modern hermeneutic thought (e.g., James, 2003, pp. 3-5; Leary, 2003;
Seigfried, 1990, pp. 198—-199; see Sections 1.6.2, 6.3.2). However, many aspects of
James’ approach to psychology and religious experience were displaced as positiv-
ism and behaviorism became dominant in psychology. His work has been criticized
on a number of fronts (Wulff, 1997, pp. 499-502). Some significant points that
recur in the literature include the following:

1. James drew selectively from religious traditions, mostly focusing on Protestant
Christianity and leaving out altogether some major religious groups like classical
Buddhism (Stace, 1960a, p. 43).

2. While James attempted to portray individuals in a rich descriptive manner, his
descriptions decontextualized them from religious institutions, which is not how
religious experience functions for most people (Gale, 1999, p. 265; Taylor, 2002,
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p. 23). Capps (1997b, pp. 25-26) argues that virtually every account cited by
James supports the view that there is no purely individual, decontextualized reli-
gious experience.

3. Some believe James overemphasized the role of feeling in religion. For instance,
Vergote (1997, pp. 135-139; cf. Belzen, 1999) complains that identifying reli-
gious experiences as a type of emotional intensity is simplistic and expands the
definition of religion too much, making it difficult to justify what is meant by
“religious.”

4. James’ philosophical presuppositions and agenda have also been criticized. It
is interesting to note that he viewed himself as collecting data without any a
priori system (1961, p. 261) and just letting experience speak for itself, when it
is quite obvious that his definitions, views of empiricism, and pluralism all had a
large impact on his work. Contemporaries like Leuba also criticized his religious
agenda and attacked James for attempting to use reports of religious experience
to support the idea of a spiritual reality beyond that of the psychological or ratio-
nal (James, 1996a, p. 274).

4.3 Perennial and Universal Views

While James believed in a pluralistic universe, he also talked about a core in reli-
gious experience that cuts across personal and religious backgrounds. The idea
that there is a shared body of universally true and valid knowledge in all religious
traditions and experiences throughout history is called the perennial philosophy
(Schuon, 1984, 2007). While philosophers such as Leibniz had used the term since
the 18th century, it was popularized in the 20th century by Aldous Huxley (2004),
who characterized the philosophy as holding the following positions:

1. The ultimate goal of life is “liberation and enlightenment.” This is achieved by
developing one’s spiritual life through coming to a unitive personal knowledge
and harmonious relation with the “spiritual Ground of things” (2004, pp. 65,
76-79). This condition is a higher state of development beyond the ordinary
(Shapiro & Walsh, 2003).

2. Salvation is not found in material possessions or social progress, but through
an inner journey that leads us to the Ground. This journey demands an attitude
of selflessness, purity of heart, and trust toward others and the world. It also
requires participation in spiritual disciplines and practices that help us to die
to ourselves and eliminate the “self-regarding ego” that separates us from the
Ground. Progress in the journey reflects back upon our lives in a reciprocal man-
ner, leading to the development of charity, humility, and peacefulness. Religions
are ideally a means to these ends, although each religion overlays the perennial
philosophy with unnecessary beliefs and practices.

3. The Absolute or God we seek in salvation is timeless and more real than the
world as we observe it in our daily life. It is ineffable in terms of normal rational
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thought but contrary to Kant can be “directly experienced and realized” (2004,
p. 21) especially in experiences of union.

4. This Absolute Ground has a personal, loving quality, and gives spiritual grace to
help us achieve our final end and return to the Ground. The Ground can some-
times be found among us in incarnations or avatars and can be seen in divinized
human beings who have followed a contemplative path.

Perennialists vary according to whether they believe there are one or several cores
to religious experience. They also disagree about the extent to which religious tradition
plays a role in these experiences (Parsons, 1999, pp. 110-115). Often, they express
their belief saying that all traditions share a similar aim in terms of mystical experi-
ence but provide unique paths to the same summit (e.g., Hayes, 1997; Coomaraswamy,
2007; Stoddart, 2007). This view is particularly evident among scholars influenced by
Hinduism and to a lesser extent by Islamic thought. Some perennialists such as the
traditionalist school headed by Frithjof Schuon argue that religious traditions are of
inherent value because they contain within them a core of universal truths and prac-
tices that assist believers in connecting themselves to what is Real. Writers in this ver-
sion of perennialism value the exoteric outer forms of religion as possessing symbolic
power, as well as the more universal esoteric inner truth gained through immediate
experience of the transcendent. The former provides a means for the average person to
relate to transcendence, while the latter is a path for an elite few (Schuon, 1984; Min-
naar, 2007; Cutsinger, 2002; cf. al-‘Arabi, 1980, pp. 131-132,279-282; Shah-Kazemi,
2006, p. 250). Psychoanalytic approaches to mysticism have been strongly influenced
by the perceived legitimacy and value of mystical ways of knowing and have tended
to respond to and follow perennialist views of religious experience (Parsons, 1999, pp.
109-115). Most transpersonal psychologists hold to some degree the main tenants of
the perennial philosophy. However, Funk (1994) identifies a number of differences of
opinion among transpersonal thinkers, including the following:

* The validity of postmodern constructionism (see Section 6.3.1) that has chal-
lenged the idea of the universality of experience

» How various states of consciousness are to be ordered in relation to each other

» The relationship of personal material to transpersonal material

* How the highest level of development or consciousness should be conceptualized

4.3.1 Plotinus

The work of Plotinus (ca. 204-270) is cited by many scholars as one of the early
expositions of the perennial philosophy. He is important in the Christian tradition
because his mystical and philosophical work the Enneads influenced Augustine
and the apophatic writings of other early Christian writers (Majercik, 1995; Hadot,
Davidson, & Wissing, 1990; Hadot, 1993; Davidson, 1990). His writings present a
vision of the spiritual seeker as one who escapes from the world to seek union with
the Divine (Hadot, 1986a).



124 4 Phenomenological Approaches to Religion and Spirituality

Connectedness of all things. Plotinus (1991) believed that higher reality beyond
the realm of matter consisted of three Primals or fundamental principles upon
which everything is based. The highest is a primal simple unity or One. From this
One comes two other primals, the Logos or Intellectual Principle and the World
Soul that gives form to matter and reason to life. Our reason is a reflection of this
Logos. Matter is distant from higher reality but is also related to it and because of
this is not evil. Evil instead is an absence or a falling short of the Good that lies at
the heart of existence.

Approaching the One. Some people are able to approach the One from which we
have descended. They have the inborn “nature of a lover” and a philosophical tem-
perament (1991, p. 258), as well as courage for the task and the ability to undertake the
moral discipline necessary to purify and free the soul from the passions. Our love and
yearning for the One are based on a recognition of kinship and the Universal Love of
the One for us. The seeker begins the path through a contemplation of external beauty,
but must go beyond this, withdrawing within to contemplate the beauty of the soul and
eventually to the source of its loveliness. The journey involves a retreat within oneself
that also results in self-knowledge and self-awareness, and because of our essential
nature with the One, “to find ourselves is to know our source” (1991, p. 544). As we
progress, our souls become like a mirror, reflecting this ultimate good and beauty.

The experience of Union. The experience of Union with the One is a vision that
cannot be produced by our own effort; we can only prepare ourselves and then wait
for it. In absorbed contemplation there is an ineffable vision of light beyond all state-
ments, knowing and objective thought, so that we join with the One in nondifferenti-
ated unity. This is a state of utter simplicity, rest, and stillness without passion, desire,
or movement; the self disappears and there is no diversity. We are able to experience
this vision because we have something of the supreme principle within us. The expe-
rience cannot be described in a positive manner: “if we are led to think positively of
The One, name and thing, there would be more truth in silence” (1991, p. 398).

4.3.2 von Hugel, Pathology, and Religious Experience

The idea of a universal core to religious experience dominated psychological and
religious treatments of the topic during the first half of the 20th century. These early
works were also concerned about the relationship between religious experience or
mysticism and psychopathology. One of the most interesting early treatments of
this was the study of the Christian mystic Catherine of Genoa (1447-1510) by the
German lay Catholic scholar Friedrich von Hugel (1852-1925).

4.3.2.1 von Hugel on Mysticism in Catherine of Genoa

Von Hugel (1999) thought there were 3 elements of religion: (1) the institutional and
historical involving tradition, sense and memory, a child’s way of getting religion;
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(2) the synthetic-philosophical using reasoned argument as in formal theological
discussions, appropriate for youth; and (3) the mystical and experimental, involving
feelings states and appropriate for the mature adult. Von Hugel thought that all three
are necessary and present in religious traditions like Christianity and that religious
crises occur as people pass from one stage to the next (cf. Pratt, 1971). These stages
also interact in complex and important ways. He did not believe that there was a
“specifically distinct, self-sufficing, purely Mystical mode of apprehending Real-
ity” (1999, p. 283) because the non-mystical always contains a mystical component
and vice versa. While true mystics are rare, they offer much because regardless of
their religious tradition they point to the presence of the Infinite. However, each
individual mystic is different and will possess God differently, focusing more on
the relationship with God or God’s oneness, experiencing different stages, as well
as sudden or gradual modes of progression.

Von Hugel thought that the mystical life went beyond mere mystical experiences
to involve the deepest activity of the soul. He believed the key to the spiritual life
of the true mystic is their ability to maintain a complex balance between different
opposing tendencies, such as initiative and passivity or love and contemplation. In
a lack of balance, passivity could become quietism, a fanatical concentration on the
inner life to the exclusion of the important normal means and duties of human and
religious life, such as prayer, religious practice, and moral action.

4.3.2.2 Psychopathology and Mysticism

Catherine of Genoa struggled with depression and experienced unusual ecstatic and
physical states during her life. Like James, Von Hugel saw her depression as a ner-
vous disorder that was present before her conversion and unrelated to her spiritual
life, except as she used it as a catalyst for growth. Von Hugel thought that ecstatic
states, including visions or other physical symptoms, were not a pathological con-
dition but were related to a sensitiveness that was part of her temperament and a
necessary preexisting affinity for mysticism. Whether they became a positive or
destructive influence depended on the ability of the person to filter these experi-
ences and make use of them in constructive ways. Part of Catherine’s uniqueness
was her ability to judge between healthy and morbid states and use them in ways
that promoted positive spiritual growth and ethical fruits. Von Hugel thought that
without her strong intelligence, and the institutional support she received from the
Church, her temperament would have ruined her or at least made her ineffective.
While some contemporary authors have argued for a more pathological view of
some or all aspects of mystical experience (e.g., Frenken, 2000; Kennedy & Drebing,
2002), most empirical work has found that higher scores on mystical and religious
experience are related to better subjective well-being (Byrd, Lear, & Schwenka, 2000),
higher scores on ego development tests (Hood, 2001, p. 9), as well as higher levels of
life satisfaction, life purpose, and religious satisfaction, although it accounts for a rela-
tively modest 10-15% of the variance (Poloma & Pendleton, 1989, 1990). Mystical
experiences can also serve as a primary catalyst for spiritual growth (Atchley, 1997a).
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While religious experience may not be an expression of pathology, pathology
might make religious experience problematic. Hagglund (2001) notes that the sense
of timelessness in a unity experience could provoke fear of death or disintegration
and loss of self, especially in a person with emotional problems. Mystical experiences
could also feed narcissism, or seekers could mistake their pathology for higher states
of consciousness (Hunt, 2003; Engler, 1984). Pathology might also be a factor in cer-
tain specific types of experience, such as diabolical experiences (Spanos & Moretti,
1988). Motivational changes coming from the experience might lead to loss of interest
in old activities and giving up things to pursue new priorities so that the post-mystical
life may include important losses as well as gains (Baumeister & Exline, 2002).

4.3.3 Rudolf Otto

During the early to mid-20th century, German scholars studying religion developed
a descriptive tradition that made a number of contributions to the study of mysticism
(Wulff, 1997). The most well-known works in this tradition are those of Rudolf Otto
(1869-1937; see Fig 4.3) and Friedrich Heiler (1892—-1967; see Section 13.4.2).

Fig 4.3 Rudolf Otto. One of
the first scholars to study both
Christian and non-Christian
religious experience, Otto
elaborated a number of key
concepts that have been influ-
ential in psychology, anthro-
pology and religious studies.
Photo courtesy of Universi-
tatsbibliothek Marburg
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Otto grew up in a strict evangelical Lutheran home. He traveled widely and was
deeply influenced by other religions and points of view—he had his first reported
spiritual experience when visiting the Sphinx in Egypt (Almond, 1984, pp. 10-25).
Although he had periods of depression, he was a prolific scholar and published
a number of works, the most important of which were the Idea of the Holy and
Mpysticism East and West, a detailed study of the Christian mystic Meister Eckhart
(c. 1260-1327/8) and the nondualist Hindu writer Sankara.

4.3.3.1 The Idea of the Holy

Otto (1950) believed that the religious life has both rational and nonrational aspects.
On arational level we can think about a God who has purposes, morality, and ratio-
nal qualities, and develop reasoned systems of description about the Divine. How-
ever, we also experience a God who is transcendent and beyond normal rationality.
Both of these are necessary and support the religious life in different ways. Because
of transcendence, we think about God in a different way than other things. Otto
believed that each of us had the capacity to develop the holy as a “category of inter-
pretation and valuation peculiar to the sphere of religion” (1950, p. 5). Because this
category was a unique interpenetration of rational and nonrational he considered it
to be sui generis, a category that exists on its own and is irreducible to any other.
The holy thus has an a priori and universal nature, functioning like a Kantian cate-
gory that allows us to make sense out of the world (Belzen, 1999; see Section 2.2.3).
Religion happens when the mind recognizes and attributes holiness to something
using this category (Almond, 1984, p. 57).

The numinous is the nonrational component of the Holy that is experienced
when a religious “object” activates it. Otto identified 3 elements of the numinous
(1950, pp 10-36; Hunt, 2003, pp. 16—17):

1. A feeling of creatureliness or nothingness in contrast to “that which is supreme
above all creatures” (1950, p. 10).

2. A feeling of mysterium tremendum, which includes a sense of mystery, “that
which is hidden and esoteric, that which is beyond conception or understanding,
extraordinary and familiar” (1950, p. 13), combined with a sense of religious
awe or dread, a feeling of an overpowering and consuming presence with great
power (cf. Keltner & Haidt, 2003).

3. A feeling of fascination and yearning that can lead to a search for something
beyond; thus the experience has a special value that is intrinsic to it. Everyone
has the capacity to develop this although not all do.

4.3.3.2 Otto Mysticism East and West

Otto believed that there were universal mystical impulses that were reflected in sim-
ilarities in descriptions of spiritual experience between different religious traditions.
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For instance, he saw many similarities between the Hindu writer Sankara and the
Christian preacher Meister Eckhart in their view of religious life as a way of salva-
tion that develops an experience of the ultimate Being. However, he rejected the idea
of a mysticism “independent of circumstances and conditions” (1932, p. 139) and
saw essential diversity in various expressions of mystical experience. For instance,
he distinguished between a “cool” quietistic and monistic mysticism of writers like
Sankara that emphasized transcendence and union and a dynamic “hot” mysticism
of Eckhart and Ramanuja that focused on a personal and loving relationship with
God as a necessary part of unitive experience.

4.3.3.3 Evaluation

Otto’s work has had a lasting impact on the psychology and religion dialogue, par-
ticularly through the conceptual structures and vocabulary of the numinous that he
created. He has also influenced many important figures such as Paul Tillich. How-
ever, a number of criticisms have also been voiced.

1. The data he cites in his work is much more supportive of religious diversity
than unity, suggesting he really started with the idea rather than finding it in his
research (Almond, 1984, pp. 63, 85; cf. Vergote, 1998, pp. 169-171).

2. He neglects some important religious or cultural traditions and settings like
Theravada Buddhism that do not fit easily within his framework (Smart, 1996,
p. 29; Vergote, 1997, pp. 142-144).

3. Otto focuses on the content rather than the process of religious understanding,
making it difficult to understand the symbolic quality of religious concepts and
thinking (Vergote, 1998, p. 67).

4. While he claimed to combine rational and nonrational elements, in fact the non-
rational dominates the theory and his combination of the two is problematic
(Almond, 1984, pp. 26-27).

Like Kant, Otto was concerned about the protection of religion from scientific
skepticism. His construction of an a priori, sui generis category of the holy was a
way of separating religion from scientific naturalism, demonstrating that there is
something special about religion that cannot be explained by reducing it to natural
categories (Almond, 1984, pp. 54, 91-95). This is an important position that is cur-
rently being challenged by some evolutionary theorists (see Section 6.2.3).

4.3.4 W. T. Stace

One of the most important taxonomies of religious experience in the perennial tradi-
tion is that of W. T. Stace (1886—-1967). He considered mysticism to be a new kind
of consciousness whose central characteristic is “an ultimate nonsensuous unity in
all things” (1960a, p. 14; cf. 1960b). Like James and the perennialists, Stace saw
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mystical experiences in various religious traditions as essentially similar (Hood,
2003). He did not see mysticism as a necessarily religious phenomenon, although a
description of it in theistic terms as “union with God” is appropriate given the quali-
ties of the experience (1960a, pp. 23-25). He argued that unity mysticism could
be broken into two main types of experience. In the extrovertive type, the mystic
senses unity in the world and a sacredness that is living and present in all things,
as in some kinds of nature mystical experiences. Introvertive mysticism involves
a unitary state of consciousness that is contentless and independent of time sense,
a state of pure consciousness and loss of self as in the Void of Buddhism. Both
types are universal and lead to a perception of a One or ultimate Unity, which then
may be interpreted in theistic or other terms based on the culture and beliefs of the
mystic. Either type of experience could include feelings of bliss or joy, holiness,
or sacredness, although extrovertive experiences are generally spontaneous, and
introvertive ones are acquired through effort. Stace argued that while mystics tend
to assume that both kinds of experiences are the same, in reality the extrovertive
is an incomplete version of the introvertive and thus should be placed on a lower
level. Studies have suggested that the extrovertive type of mysticism is the most
common, although within a given religious tradition, the pattern of types of experi-
ences may be affected by cultural background (Lazar, 2004). Intensive introvertive
experiences appear to be rather rare, although they are more important in the history
of mysticism (Masters & Houston, 2000, p. 307; Gimello, 1978).

Stace’s theory has been the target of critique. Some object to the fact that he
(along with Zaehner) gives priority to certain kinds of experiences, while scholars
like Smart prefer to avoid rankings (Davis, 1989, pp. 188—189). Others (e.g., Watts &
Williams, 1988, p. 19) argue that in practice there is no clear distinction between
introvertive and extrovertive experience and that it is better to talk in terms of pure
experience and interpretive factors. However, the most sustained critique has been
from constructionist thought, to which we now turn.

4.4 Constructivism and Responses

Versions of the perennial philosophy lay behind much of the psychological research
on religious experience through the end of the 1960s. However, this viewpoint was
open to criticism from a couple of theoretical perspectives. First, from a Kantian
perspective, all experience of reality is essential subjective, mediated by catego-
ries of reason, and thus a universal experience that is independent of a person’s
beliefs or cognitive structures is impossible. Kant himself thought that mysticism
was a kind of fanaticism and false (Perovich, 1990, pp. 241-243). Second, anthro-
pologists and culture specialists note wide differences between religions in different
cultures: Christianity is not the same as Buddhism, and a vision of the Virgin Mary
is not the same as one of Amida Buddha. It seemed obvious from the data that a
person’s beliefs and culture formed an essential part of their religious experience, a
position known as constructionism or constructivism.
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4.4.1 Sunden and Role Theory

One of the first theories to look at religious experience from a social perspective
was developed by the Swedish psychologist Hjalmar Sunden (1908-1987). He was
interested in answering the question, how is it psychologically possible for reli-
gion to happen? Rejecting Otto’s framework and the idea of an a priori category
of religious experience, Sunden developed role theory, a model that attempted to
understand the perception of religious experience from the viewpoint of the social
conditions of its production (Kallstad, 1987; Holm, 1995, 1997; Belzen, 1995).

Sunden defines role as a sum or group of cultural patterns that act to pattern
perception (Stifoss-Hanssen, 1995). In his view, roles are learned from the social
environment and create expectations about how others will act. The reference frame
of a role provides patterns for giving meaning to perception. In the Christian reli-
gious situation, these roles are learned in part from reading stories in the Bible. As
we hear these narratives, we take the role of Biblical figures that have particular
defined relationships with God. We assume that God will act in a similar man-
ner toward us, for example as a helping partner, and we structure our experiences
according to these role assumptions. Learning of these latent roles and adopting
them helps us feel connected to people of the past and prepares us for the possibility
of religious experience (Wikstrom, 1987; Kallstad, 1987). Sunden opposed trends
in modern philosophy, theology, and society that worked to demythologize and take
away stories, as these provide the primary cultural resource from which we learn
our roles (Belzen, 1995).

Sunden believed that religious experiences occur when a stimulus triggers the
activation of latent learned roles, for instance, when old mechanical patterns are not
sufficient to cope with a situation. When this occurs, a religious frame of reference
is adopted, and we take a dual role of both the figure from the Biblical tradition and
also that of God. Suddenly, we see things from God’s perspective and perceive the
world differently, creating a “phase-shift” and a new experience. Sunden’s model
is thus very focused on perception. While it is relational it also has a passive qual-
ity, although he did comment on active role-taking techniques like the Spiritual
Exercises of Ignatius (Wulff, 1997, p. 144; Kallstad, 1987; see Section 13.3.4).
His theory differs from other constructivist theories that discuss role from a narra-
tive point of view, as these tend to focus on action and emplotment rather than role
(van der Lans, 1987; Belzen, 1995),

4.4.2 The Basic Constructivist Position

One of the first people to articulate an argument against the perennialist position
from a Kantian and constructionist perspective was Steven Katz, who argued that
there are no pure and unmediated experiences. In his view, “all experience is pro-
cessed through, organized by, and makes itself available to us in extremely com-
plex, epistemological ways” (Katz, 1978, p. 26). Katz attacked the idea of Stace that
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it is possible to separate an experience from its interpretation. Rather, he argued that
interpretation is an inseparable part of the experience, shaping it and the form of its
report in every way, although he did not indicate how that process might work or
how religious experience might have a reciprocal effect on interpretive structures
(Almond, 1990; Franklin, 1990). According to this position, religious experience in
different traditions such as Hinduism and Christianity will be inherently different.
He used the example of Buddhism to point out that the tradition has a preexisting
understanding that describes what is being sought and the experiential character-
istics of what will be found, and that it was bizarre to suppose that these were
somehow separate from the actual Buddhist mystical experience. He also attacked
the idea of a set of common characteristics for religious experience (e.g., ineffabil-
ity, noesis), arguing that these are just an outgrowth from the presuppositions of
the investigator and were generally so broad as to be meaningless. He rejected the
perennial philosophy and argued for pluralism of mystical experience, accusing the
perennialists like Stace, Smart, or James of being overly reductionistic and over-
looking evidence for differences (cf. Proudfoot, 1985).

While the difference between an experience that is interpreted and an experi-
ence that includes interpretation seems trivial, it has significant implications for
scholars like Katz. For instance, he argued that since all parts of experience are
dependent on context, “no veridical propositions can be generated on the basis of
mystical experience” (Katz, 1978, p. 22). This does not mean that these experi-
ences are not true—just that they cannot provide evidence about the ultimate nature
of reality, a point of view shared with Buddhism (Lax, 1996). He also argued that
since all experience is interpreted and conditioned by the person, a state of pure
consciousness is impossible. Exercises like yoga that attempted to decondition con-
sciousness were actually just substituting one form of contextual conditioning for
another (Woodhouse, 1990).

4.4.3 Objections to Constructivism

Although the constructivist position was the dominant one within religious studies
during the latter part of the 20th century, it has been strongly challenged, and a num-
ber of scholars are attempting to move beyond it while retaining its insights (Herman,
2000; White, 2000). One response to Katz was led by Robert Forman (1998a). He
argued that an important variety of mystical awareness was the Pure Conscious-
ness Event (PCE) “a wakeful though contentless (nonintentional) consciousness”
(19904, p. 8). In his view, a PCE is a form of Stace’s unitive introvertive mysticism,
and that like other ways of knowing it uncovers something that is already present
rather than construct it. Forman pointed out that mystics from many traditions such
as Buddhism and even Christianity report PCEs (cf. Bernhardt, 1990; Griffiths,
1990). Forman used the example of Eckhart as a Christian mystic who like Paul in
the New Testament had PCEs something like Stace’s introvertive experience. These
PCEs occurred n defiance of their own religious traditions and thus could not have
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been constructions (1990b, pp. 108—111). The existence of PCEs with no content
that could be influenced by cultural or religious interpretation refuted constructivist
claims that experience depended solely upon culture or belief.

Other authors have brought up additional objections to the position of Katz.
Almond (1990), for instance, pointed out that while the arguments of Katz suggest
a correlation between context and experience, this does not mean that experience is
entirely produced by context. In fact, we know that religious creativity and novelty
exist because mystics have gone beyond their tradition, sometimes even transforming
it. Just because context is involved it does not mean that there are no cross-cultural
experiences. Rothberg (1990) attacked the supposed neutrality of the constructivist
position, arguing that Katz simply introduces his own set of biases. The constructiv-
ist position is based on an implicit rejection of the tradition it is trying to study by
invalidating any truth claims and denying the possibility of pure consciousness—a
prime tenant of those traditions (Rothberg, 1990; Prigge & Kessler, 1990).

Empirical findings have also challenged extreme constructivist positions like
that of Katz. For instance, Ralph Hood has confirmed and replicated in some cross-
cultural research the extrovertive-introvertive structure of mystical experience
described by Stace. He has also found a religious interpretation factor separate from
these that seems partly related to the numinous quality of some mystical experi-
ences (Hood, 1975; Hood et al., 1989; Hood, 2001, p. 34; Hood & Williamson,
2000; Hood, 2003; Hood et al., 2001; Lazar & Kravetz, 2005a, b). These findings
challenge the idea that mystical experiences are entirely dependent upon culture or
tradition as claimed by Katz. Hood also argues that the existence of a separate inter-
pretive factor supports the idea that spiritual and religious mysticism can be thought
of independently from religion, although individuals who separate the two are the
exception rather than the rule (Hood, 2003).

4.4.4 Moderate Positions

The debate between perennialists and constructivists shows up the weaknesses and
unnecessary reductionism in both positions. It suggests that extreme positions are
more about ideology and interpretation than facts (Watts, 2002a, p. 93; Shah-Kazemi,
2006, pp. 229-252). Perennialists have good evidence for the presence of a type of
universal mystical experience, but any such account is obviously incomplete with-
out taking constructionist concerns about interpretive structures into account. Like-
wise, constructivist thought has problems in that it is unable to account for common
experiences or explain exactly how cultural interpretive structures function in rela-
tion to experience. Christian and Buddhist mysticism may include common experi-
ences but each gets it’s meaning from within its own cultural and religious frame
of reference (Vergote, 1997, p. 300; e.g., Eugene, 1997). What is needed is a theory
that can bridge the two positions. The phenomenology of William James includes
both universal and individual features of religious experience, but his theory has
some weaknesses as well (Stoeber, 1994, p. 8; Godby, 2002).
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An alternative is the intersubjective theory of Mary Frohlich (1993), which is
built upon the work of the Catholic theologian Bernard Lonergan. Frohlich begins
with the phenomenon of intersubjectivity as an experience that unites subjectiv-
ity and social context. It is a kind of implicit consciousness and awareness that
functions as the background or ground of our intentional, discriminating conscious-
ness, a horizon within which things are experienced. We cannot examine it directly
because to do so brings up our normal discriminating consciousness, drowning it
out. It has no content and cannot be described, only talked about using apophatic
language. This sense of implicit awareness of self and other persons as subjects is
what we share with each other. It is a sense of presence. As the experience becomes
more intense it helps us transcend ourselves, understand and reach out to others,
thus leading to communion. Frohlich believes that a mystical experience represents
the far limit of this consciousness. In mysticism, our typical mental life is stilled,
and we experience directly the full measure of the implicit, intersubjective con-
sciousness that is at the base of our own awareness and our bonds with others. It is
an awareness of communion, a unity experience and state of intersubjectivity that
has the potential to produce transformation, shifting the horizon within which we
view the world, and increasing both autonomy and communality. In theistic tradi-
tions, this unity is experienced as both personal and active; it is the place where we
meet God.

Another theoretical approach that offers a bridge between perennialism and
constructivism is found in cognitive psychology. From a cognitive processing per-
spective, constructivism is simply an observation that the organization and inter-
pretation of experience is dependent upon mental processes, beliefs, and attitudes.
For instance, Hill (1997) has noted that attitudes affect both the accessibility of
experience, the degree of control an individual may have over the experience, and
how it is evaluated. Cognitive systems of belief or schemata, and attributions or
explanations we make about events, may have parallel effects (cf. McIntosh, 1997;
Ozorak, 1997; Proudfoot & Shaver, 1997; Spilka, Shaver, & Kirkpatrick, 1997).
Sunden’s role theory has a similar view—that our perception of things influences
the meaning they have for us and their effect on our lives (Wikstrom, 1987). How-
ever, little has been done to develop cognitive processing models for understanding
mystical or religious experience.

4.5 Conversion

The study of conversion experiences has a long history in psychology, probably
because of its importance historically in the US among Protestant Christians. Con-
version is still a phenomenon of great importance today: One third of US ado-
lescents and adults report being born-again Christians or having a conversion
experience (Benson, Donahue, & Erickson, 1989; Roof, 1993). It is an emotional
experience of awakening, perhaps triggered by an awareness of the reality and
nature (love) of God, or our place and purpose in the universe, leading to an act of
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will and commitment. As a result, there is an “emergence of the self from ‘the prison
of I-hood’” and senses of liberation/victory and nearness as well as love toward
God. This may occur abruptly or develop over time. As a result of the experience, a
rereading of one’s past can occur (Vergote, 1969, pp. 218-223).

4.5.1 Classical Research: Edwin Starbuck

The first textbook in the psychology of religion was written by Edwin Starbuck
(1915), a graduate student of James and Hall who compiled results of hundreds of
autobiographical interviews about conversion experiences written in response to a
list of questions. Although his findings are over a century old, and were drawn from
what today would be an atypical sample of cases from Protestant Christian reviv-
als (Woody, 2003), some ideas emerged from the work that are still widely held by
scholars.

1. For most people, conversion is a positive life event, which typically results in
substantial moral and psychological changes in the individual, although conversion
is just the beginning of a process that carries on into later life. The positive nature of
the change in contemporary samples has been documented by Zinnbauer and Par-
gament (1998), who found that those who had conversion experiences or became
more religious without conversion had greater improvement in overall sense of
self-confidence, identity, spirituality, and identification with the sacred than those
who did not change. Factors related to personality also seem to change, especially
behavior, attitudes, goals, identity and one’s sense of meaning and purpose rather
than basic temperament (Paloutzian, Richardson, & Rambo, 1999). At least some
elements of this process are probably not unique to religious change, as models of
change developed in psychotherapy research have also been found relevant to reli-
gious conversion (e.g., Bockian, Glenwick, & Bernstein, 2005).

2. Conversion usually happens in adolescence, the “great formative period” in
religious life (Starbuck, 1915, p. 195) when we transition from childhood to adult-
hood both physically and psychologically and engage in a larger picture of life, a
fact that is still true today (Spilka et al., 2003, p, 347). Conversions do not come
out of nowhere but are the end result of a process. In Starbuck’s samples, the peak
period for conversion was mid-teens. Women reported more emotional storm and
stress prior to conversion, men more intellectual doubt.

3. Parental and family environment had a significant impact on conversion. For
instance, about 1/3 of the conversion experiences in Starbuck’s sample reported
gradual acceptance rather than sudden conversion, and this was associated with
warm parental religiosity and training. The importance of family environment in
the development of religious belief has been replicated in numerous contemporary
studies (see Section 8.1).

4. Conversion occurred for a variety of reasons that varied by temperament, but
emotion was of fundamental importance. The most common case was an individ-
ual who was struggling with a sense of estrangement from God, helplessness, and
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depression. Feelings of sadness, anxiety, or helplessness were reported by well over
half of the subjects. These negative emotions greatly decreased after the experience.
Conversion related to an active struggle for a better life was less common. In con-
temporary samples, the frequency of people who convert because they are looking
for peace and stability remains much higher than those looking for answers to truth
questions (Ullman, 1989), and conversion has been found to be consistently related
to objective or subjective measures of stress or crisis.

4.5.2 Types and Motifs of Conversion

Late 20th century researches on conversion attempted to expand on the tempera-
mental differences found by Starbuck and identify different types of conversion.
Lofland and Skonovd (1981) identified six types of conversion motifs, which they
believed varied in a number of ways including involvement of social pressure,
temporal duration, type and level of affective arousal, and whether participation
or belief came first. The types have been identified in both Christian and Islamic
convert groups (Kose & Loewenthal, 2000):

1. Intellectual: involving extensive research prior to participation; it is relatively
uncommon but increasing in frequency because of increased privatization of
religion

2. Mystical: less prevalent, a sudden experience with high affective arousal, e.g.,
Paul on Damascus road; this type was the focus of James and Starbuck

3. Experimental: more prevalent recently, active exploration to see whether the
religion might be personally beneficial; a lower level of affective arousal than
others

4. Affectional: motivated by the person’s experience of love from a group or indi-
vidual in the group

5. Revivalist: meetings with emotional arousal and crowd conformity effects; less
common now in industrialized societies and rare in Islam

6. Coercive: involving high social pressure, arousal and negative emotions as in
pressure to join a cult; it occurs rarely.

The other prominent theory of conversion types is that of Rambo (1995), who
has developed a holistic model of conversion as a change process that includes
multiple determinants such as cultural, social, group, personal, psychological,
and experiential factors. Like many contemporary theories of conversion, Rambo
emphasizes the relational, contextual, and active nature of the person and group in
the conversion process. He identified 5 types of conversion: (1) Tradition transi-
tion, e.g., Christian to Islam; (2) institution transition e.g., changing denominations;
(3) gaining an affiliation; (4) abandoning previously held beliefs or religious affili-
ation; and (5) intensification or revitalization of a previous commitment.

Like Lofland and Sconovd, Rambo believes that conversion types and processes
change during different periods of history. He also argues that conversion was
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neither just sudden or gradual, but occurred in a series of interactive and cumula-
tive stages including (1) surrounding context, (2) crisis or catalyst such as stress
or a religious experience, (3) quest or active search, (4) encounter with a group or
individual, (5) interaction, including personal relationships and communal rituals,
(6) commitment, and finally (7) consequences. Rambo’s model has been tested, for
instance, by Kahn and Greene (2004) who factor analyzed a conversion experience
questionnaire and found that the dimensions corresponded to the different phases of
conversion in the model.

Paloutzian (2005) has recently attempted to develop a meaning system analy-
sis of conversion that would apply to both spiritual and religious change and
describe some of the underlying psychological processes in Rambo’s model. A
meaning system is a structure that makes sense out of the world by integrat-
ing ideals, feeling, behavior, and motives or ultimate concerns. In this theory,
conversion or spiritual change begins when life discrepancies and doubts—Ilimit
experiences—force people to construct a new meaning system, which then leads
to changes in things connected to the meaning system. Since the components
of the system are interconnected, a change in the system will lead to potential
changes in all the parts, thus causing the startling shifts that can be seen as a
result of conversion experiences. The model has some potential problems, as it
assumes that religious and spiritual transformations work by a common psycho-
logical process, despite the fact that different religious meaning systems have
unique features. It also tends to focus on crisis factors, making it more difficult to
understand gradual conversion that may take place over a longer period of time
(cf. Gooren, 2007).

4.6 Religious Perspectives

All major religious traditions give religious experience an important role. The tra-
ditions that have had the greatest impact in the dialogue with psychology on these
issues have been Zen Buddhism and Christianity.

4.6.1 Zen Enlightenment and Nontheistic Religious Experience

All schools of Buddhism give religious experience a central focus, beginning with
the enlightenment experience of the Buddha. In Zen Buddhism (see Section 3.2.4),
this enlightenment experience is called satori. It involves leaving behind our nor-
mal state of consciousness to experience a condition of nonduality (Dumoulin,
1979, pp. 15-21). Different schools within Zen interpret the experience and the
process of coming to it differently. They also differ from other schools of Buddhism
like Pure Land, which is much more widely practiced than traditional monastic Zen
in contemporary East Asia (Unno, 2002).
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4.6.1.1 The Soto Perspective

In the Soto school of Zen founded by Dogen (1200-1253), the emphasis in experi-
ence is on a slow gradual finding of the Buddha nature that is already within the per-
son and can provide the basis for our awakening and realization of freedom. In this
view, an enlightenment experience is not a dramatic event that changes our being; it
is simply a point when we become aware of our true nature, what is already there.
The practice of techniques such as meditation does not produce Buddha nature;
however, it can provide the occasion for our mental awakening and realization of
its presence. Since it is already present, the experience of awakening can have an
effortless quality. Rather than an experience of dramatic insight or exultation, it is
an experience of cosmic consciousness and non-differentiation (“nothingness”) as
opposed to the more personalistic experience common in Christianity. However, for
Dogen, the experience is religious in nature because it is connected with religious
practice, and religious structures provide important help in providing necessary sta-
bility for practice and the experience. Since the enlightenment experience is imper-
manent like everything else, practice is necessary after satori to help us continue to
realize our spirituality and our Buddha nature. In keeping with a nondualistic way
of looking at the world, practice and attainment are not really separate. This differs
from forms of Buddhism like Pure Land, which believe that some power beyond us
is necessary for our realization (Dumoulin, 1979; Abe, 1992a).

4.6.1.2 The Rinzai Perspective

The Rinzai school of Hakuin Ekaku (1685-1768) and D. T. Suzuki (1870-1960)
uses more active techniques to break down distinctions and move the person toward
an enlightenment experience (Dumoulin, 1979; Suzuki, 2002, pp. 4-124; 1955,
pp- 81-82). Like the Soto school, Rinzai practitioners believe that religious prob-
lems cannot be solved by deep thinking or reasoning but require a personal expe-
rience and a practical approach. However, a definite enlightenment experience is
more central in Rinzai Zen than in the Soto school. In Rinzai practice, the first
step in the process is to awaken one’s consciousness of spiritual issues through
active techniques like riddles or koans that make us aware of the paradoxes and
contradictions in life. The koans shake our confidence in ordinary views of the
world, producing a state of Great Doubt that becomes acute as time passes (Gunn,
2000, p. 41). Eventually this drives the person into an active and creative state of
satori or pure experience: “the mind seeing itself as reflected in itself” an “act of
self-identification, a state of suchness” only possible “when the mind is devoid of
all its possible contents except itself” (Suzuki, 2002, p. 23). The experience is more
than just a feeling as it also has a noetic quality that one has learned something fun-
damental. The experience influences our attitude on many levels including moral,
spiritual, and metaphysical outlook. It moves us beyond dualistic thinking and can
trigger reorganization of the personality.
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4.6.1.3 Points of Contact

The Zen experience has similarities to other types of mystical experience. For
instance, Suzuki saw parallels between Zen experience and the writings of the
Christian mystic Meister Eckhart, who described the mystic experience as a trans-
formative awareness of our identity with God, the Ground of existence (McGinn,
2005, p. 183). According to Eckhart, the experience involves an absorption or sink-
ing into God. It is a stillness and state of self-annihilation, where we find a monistic
point from which we see both finite and infinite, creature and God (e.g., Eckhart,
1981, pp. 183—-184; 1986, pp. 265-267). Like Dogen, Eckhart speaks of the experi-
ence as an awareness of an already existing state of affairs rather than the creation
of something new. Suzuki also saw that the intent of Zen practice had parallels with
the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius (see Section 13.3.4). Certainly the Zen experi-
ence has parallels with the PCE, and its transiency, ineffability, and noetic qualities
place it as a type of mystical experience. However, Suzuki rejected a number of key
Christian teachings and was unclear about whether Christian mysticism described
the same kind of process and experience as Zen. He felt that terms like “union”
when used by Christian mystics imply a difference between us and God and thus
are ultimately dualistic and contrary to Zen thought. He also acknowledges that
Eckhart—and certainly other Christian mystics—have experiences that are much
more personalistic, while the Zen experience is more metaphysical. Eckhart and
other Christian mystics generally argue that changes in conscious state are periph-
eral and not central to the spiritual journey. Eckhart also maintains a sense of tran-
scendence and an emphasis on rationality that is not apparent in many Zen writings
(McGinn, 2001, pp. 57-64; e.g., Eckhart, 1981, p. 164; 1986, p. 333). Suzuki attrib-
uted this to cultural constraints (Suzuki, 1949, pp. 263-286; 1996, p. 199; 1999,
pp. 106-295; 2002, pp. 80, 95; cf. Smart, 1996, p. 49). These discussions highlight
the fact that Christian mysticism is based on communion, while maintaining our
uniqueness and particularity, rather than a monistic absorption into God or creation.
It is primarily a relational phenomenon rather than an experience of consciousness
(Zizioulas, 2006, pp. 292-306).

Erich Fromm (see Section 1.4.4) was deeply influenced by Suzuki, and the two
men worked to find parallels between Zen thought and psychoanalysis (Fader,
1986; Fromm, 1986). Fromm saw monotheistic religion as dead, but Zen Buddhism
was of interest because it could provide the rationality and personal independence
of the monotheistic outlook, while giving meaningful answers to the questions of
life (Suzuki, Fromm, & DeMartino, 1960). In terms of specific parallels between
Zen and psychoanalysis, Fromm pointed out that both emphasize knowledge and
grasping the truth of things as they are as a way to transformation or transcendence.
They both see the need to go beyond intellectual knowledge and conscious thought
to a more experiential awareness. In Fromm’s psychological language, satori was
a state of complete attunement to reality that enlarges our consciousness and leads
to a character transformation in which self-centeredness is left behind. Both he and
Suzuki saw a parallel between the Zen experience of new perceptions about real-
ity, and the psychoanalytic process of things emerging into awareness from the
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unconscious. However, they also acknowledged substantial differences. Suzuki
admitted that in Zen the unconscious or “no mind” is not a psychological category
but a metaphysical one—it is ultimate reality perceived apart from discrimination
(Suzuki, 1996, pp. 185-191). Fromm acknowledged that the two fields used dif-
ferent methods—meditation and koan practice versus psychoanalysis—and also
admitted that the goals of Zen were more radical. So, while Fromm and Suzuki saw
Zen and psychoanalysis as congenial, their work highlights important differences
between the two ways of thought.

The comparisons that Suzuki and Fromm made between Zen, psychoanalysis,
and Christianity are potentially problematic due to their limited understanding of
both Zen and Christianity. Fromm acknowledged that his understanding of Zen
was incomplete (Fader, 1986), and many contemporary scholars have criticized
Suzuki’s understanding of Zen as deficient. He is often thought to have painted Zen
in an oversimplified and anti-intellectual way tailored to suit Western interests at the
time he wrote (Keenan, 2007; cf. Suzuki, 1986a,b; 1999, p. 285). It is also true that
Suzuki primarily presented Rinzai Zen to his readers so that the important works of
others like Dogen and the Soto school were neglected (Abe, 1986). In particular, he
argued strongly for the suddenness of enlightenment, neglecting the rich develop-
mental tradition found in Soto thought (1949, pp. 363-364; 1999, p. 104).

4.6.2 Jonathan Edwards and the Religious Affections

The famous early American theologian Jonathan Edwards (see Fig 4.4) articulates
a Christian point of view on religious experience. For Edwards, the question of
religious experience was ‘“What is the nature of true religion? And wherein do lie
the distinguishing notes of that virtue and holiness that is acceptable in the sight of

Fig 4.4 Jonathan Edwards.
Thought by many to be the
most important American
theologian, Edwards wrote
extensively about religious
experience and its role in
the Christian life. Printed by
permission of the Jona-

than Edwards Center, Yale
University
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God?” (2004, p. 15). The conclusion of his work was that “True Religion, in great
part, consists in Holy Affections” (2004, p. 23). While this sounds like Edwards is
building an emotional view of religion similar to Von Hugel or Otto, Edwards had
a much broader view of religious experience. For Edwards, affections were vigor-
ous exercises of our heart (2004, pp. 24-25) that involve all aspects of the person
including body and spirit, feeling, and action. In this anti-dualistic view, action must
be motivated by emotion, and true affections will be more than feelings but also
have an active component.

4.6.2.1 Detecting True and False Affections

While Edwards believed that true religion requires affections, he did not believe that
all affections are true religion, and that learning to distinguish “the wheat and the
chaff” (2004, p. 50) was vital to the Christian life. Edwards approached the topic by
comparing the experience of the spiritual and natural person. The spiritual person
is the one who believes in Christ and is a recipient of the Spirit of God with whom
they have an inner relation that is special and personal. Along with this comes a spe-
cial knowledge or understanding and the ability to judge, as well as special virtues
like meekness. This is in opposition to the carnal or natural person, who is prideful,
self-righteous, and trusts in his or her own wisdom. The spiritual person is not the
creation of a new psychological nature but “a new foundation laid in the nature of
the soul” that allows us to use our abilities in different ways and inclines us toward
different kinds of actions (2004, p. 134).

Edwards did not think that all religious experiences were necessarily genuine;
it was the source of the affections that ultimately determined their value. Natural
people can have religious affections just like the spiritual person. However, the
experience of the natural person lacks a spiritual sense and is really just a reflec-
tion of mental or physical weakness, as in the experience of melancholy. Nor is a
sense of assurance a good guide, because the prideful natural person can be blinded
by hypocrisy and lack of self judgment, while the true saint may be plagued with
doubts which can only be overcome through action and pressing on in one’s spiri-
tual life and development. Edwards was thus acutely aware of the human ability to
create illusion and self-justification.

What are the positive characteristics of truly religious affections? Edwards
thought that first of all they have to do with the motives we bring to the experience.
He said: “The primary ground of gracious affections is the transcendently excellent
and amiable nature of divine things as they are in themselves and not any conceived
relation they bear to self or self interest” (2004, p. 165). One should seek the Divine
for its own sake and qualities, and the experience of a transcendent God will help us
develop a sense of humility and a softening of the heart that would assist us in our
moral progress. People with holy affections feel that grace and power are given to
them from the outside. They have an attitude of humility toward their experience.

Second, Edwards found the mark of genuine religious affections in their effects.
Occasionally affections might bring about dramatic events, but most of its effects
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were practical changes in the life of the person. These might include a decrease in
confusion and the development of spiritual understanding or moral changes in the
person’s conduct and the production of different desires. He thus rejected any kind
of a division between Christian religious experience and practice. It was the effect
rather than the manner of its coming that determined whether an affection was a
genuine experience. These outer effects could and should be judged by the com-
munity, but the inner experience could only be judged by the persons themselves,
and was often best done in retrospect when they could see the long-term impact of
the experience. Others should not attempt this, as we do not have the wisdom to
judge others.

4.6.2.2 Conversion

Edwards saw conversion as an affective and moral experience, a great and universal
change turning the individual from sin to God and holiness. The affective quality
of the experience was important but variable. Conversion could be preceded by
intensely negative feelings of wretchedness and awareness of personal evil but not
always. Post-experience changes and feelings of comfort and joy were common but
not necessarily evidence of conversion, and the absence of these stages is not a sign
that a genuine conversion has not taken place. What is important is not the order
of doing but “the spiritual and divine nature of the work done, and effect wrought”
(2004, p. 91). In particular, one needed to look not at transient effects but the spirit
and temper of the person over the long term.

4.7 Conclusion

Key issue: Any detailed and accurate understanding of religious experience will
find both universal and tradition-specific characteristics.

The perennialist-constructivist debate continues to divide scholars seeking to
expand our understanding of religious experience. Psychologists have often taken a
modernist or perennialist view of the topic, seeing these experiences as the working
out of universal natural law. In this view, Christian and Buddhist religious experi-
ences are the same in all their important characteristics. Religious studies scholars,
on the other hand, have been profoundly influenced by the postmodern critique, and
in recent years have followed the constructionist position and attempted to under-
stand religious experience within its surround of culture and belief. The idea of
universal natural laws of religious experience or even comparisons between differ-
ent cultural groups can become nonsensical in this point of view. Fortunately, there
is movement toward a middle position that would allow psychologists, religious
studies scholars, and theologians to have a more constructive dialogue. As we saw
in Chapter 3, all religious traditions are not alike and there are many indications
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that the modernist position leaves out important aspects of the story. However,
extreme constructivism assumes that different religious traditions and cultures are
completely isolated from each other. Many scholars have pointed out that this is
simply not the case. While it is true that culture and belief affect our interpretation
of events, it is possible to enter into a sensitive investigation of the experiences of
others and to have a dialogue with them about common concerns.

Another issue related to the perennialist view of religion is the extent to which
religion or spirituality is universal in nature. If religious experience is an essential
part of authentic religion, then religion is not universal, as some people will never
have a “religious” experience. Different individuals seem to have different levels of
ability to perceive and think in religious ways (Watts & Williams, 1988, p. 5), sug-
gesting that for some religion is not a “natural” way of being. However, if spiritual-
ity is thought of as a relationship to transcendence or immanence, then presumably
these relationships are ontological—built into the world—and while they may be
ignored they cannot be escaped.

A final issue has to do with the limits of phenomenology. Psychologists have
always been keenly aware of the limits and disadvantages of the phenomenologi-
cal method. It is difficult for people to accurately report their experience and for
others to understand it. This issue is also important from a theological perspec-
tive, because if God or the object of religion is truly beyond description, the
knowledge we gain from analysis of accounts of our experience of the divine will
always be incomplete. Yet to the extent that God can be thought of as real and
active in the world, description is possible and tells us valuable things about the
nature of the Divine (Mensch, 2005).



Chapter 5
Psychodynamic and Relational Approaches

Two years before William James published his classic Varieties of Religious Expe-
rience, a relatively unknown doctor named Sigmund Freud authored his first great
work, The Interpretation of Dreams, ushering in the new field of psychodynamic
psychology. Ten years later, Freud published Totem and Taboo, his first major work
that attempted an analysis of religion. In the following years, the work of Freud and
other psychodynamic theorists would provide a rich—and sometime contentious—
platform for a religion-psychology dialogue.

Psychodynamic theories focus on cognitive, emotional, and relational dynamics
within the individual, especially mental processes that are unconscious and outside
of awareness. In particular, psychodynamic approaches focus on one or more of
three different types of processes: (1) drives or instinctual processes that motivate
behavior, (2) structures or internal patterns that provide organization for the per-
sonality, and (3) relations between the self and external or internal objects. Each of
these types of processes has provided a basis for a psychological perspective on reli-
gion. In this chapter, we will consider Freud’s drive-oriented approach to religion,
the theory of Erik Erikson that has important structural features, and the object-
relational theories of Harry Guntrip and David Winnicott. We will also consider the
unique contributions of the psychodynamic theorist Carl Jung.

5.1 Sigmund Freud: Master of Suspicion

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) was no friend to religion from the beginning of his
career. Along with personal experiences that alienated him from Christianity, he
was an admirer of some of the most important opponents to traditional religion
such as Ludwig Feuerbach and Friedrich Nietzsche. His mentor Ernst Briicke was
Vienna’s most ardent positivist and a reductive materialist (Gay, 1998, pp. 12-34;
Ramzy, 1977). Freud was thus influenced by Comtean positivism, which acted to
constrain his choices in the development of psychoanalysis so that spiritual issues
were neglected or reduced to material processes (Domenjo, 2000; Grotstein, 1992).
Positivism carried with it a view of history that placed religion as a primitive
phenomenon destined to be replaced by science, an idea that Freud elaborated in his
work (see Section 2.3) (Fig. 5.1).
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Fig. 5.1 Sigmund Freud.

One of the most influential
figures of the 20th century,
Freud had generally negative
views on religion, although
many theologians appreciated
aspects of his work. Photo
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Freud’s initial outline for his vision is contained in the manuscript Project for a
Scientific Psychology (1953). In this work, Freud developed the idea that the psyche
could be entirely described using material processes that operated in the mechanis-
tic fashion of 19th-century physics. The activity of the human psyche was simply
“neuronal motion” (1953, p. 310). This material basis of his theory continued to
be a principle in his later work, even if it was not explicitly articulated (Mackay,
1989, p. 222). Along with positivist and materialist ideas Freud also adopted the
doctrine of recapitulation, the idea that the stages of development in human evolu-
tion, including psychological and cultural evolution, are repeated in the stages of
development of each human being.

5.1.1 Basic Concepts

Freud thought that all behavior was motivated by instinctual drives, particularly
forces related to sexuality and aggression. He thought these drives were primarily
active at the unconscious level of the personality, completely outside our awareness
but able to govern our behavior. These drives govern the id or instinctual part of
the psyche, which along with the superego or conscience and the ego or executive
function make up the three main structures of the personality. The drives express
themselves in different ways depending on the person’s stage of development. For
instance, Freud thought that around age 4 or 5 the sexual drive sets up an uncon-
scious attraction between boys and their mother, leading to competition with the
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father and unconscious fantasies of murder. He termed this the Qedipus complex.
Many of these urges are culturally inappropriate and threatening, so the ego utilizes
defense mechanisms to try to express them in more socially approved ways. For
instance, during projection the ego attributes unacceptable unconscious feelings
like anger to other people or things.

5.1.2 Views on Religion

Freud developed positions on the cultural origins of religion, as well as its genesis
in the individual (Watts & Williams, 1988, p. 24). He had a long-standing interest
in culture and in Totem and Taboo (1950) offered a psychoanalytic explanation for
the totem, a special sacred object of devotion found in many societies that serves
as a guardian spirit or helper. Totems are the focus of a number of prohibitions or
restrictions for a group, and Freud argued that these prohibitions were the original
source of many human moral ideas, such as the Kantian categorical imperative and
incest taboos (see Section 2.2.3). While totems are usually animals or other natural
objects, Freud believed that sometime in the distant human past there existed a
“primal father” who served as a totem for a group but was murdered by them. He
thought that the root form of every religion was a longing for this father and that
religious ceremonies of atonement or celebration are recapitulations of the ancient
murder. God is simply a replacement for the totem animal and father, although
Freud did not know the source of this new idea. The assumption behind his idea is
that there must exist a collective mind that retains a sense of guilt over the original
murder, as well as progress made in human evolution. He thought that this collec-
tive mind developed by an unconscious reading of other people through their reac-
tions. In essence, Freud argued that “God” is a projection of these human figures, a
view that has some parallels in Epicurean philosophy (Long, 1986).

In the 1920s, Freud wrote about his concerns for the future of civilization and its
ability to make continued material progress. In The Future of an Illusion (1961b) he
built a case for the elimination of religion that has many similarities with Comte’s
Law of Three Stages. Freud argued that a key role of civilization is to combat and
tame nature, which he viewed as a cold cruel destroyer that we must defend against.
Our feelings of helplessness in the world are similar to our childhood feelings that our
parents—especially the father—help us to combat. The value of religious ideas is that
they offer a similar kind of protection and are thus really a form of a longing for a pro-
tective father. However, these traditional beliefs are not to be accepted because of their
contradictions and lack of confirmation. Instead, human reasoning—Logos—can be
our god, and we must turn to science as the only way can know about reality outside
of ourselves. Religion retards the intellectual development of the individual, and it
is ineffective as it has not made us happy. Instead, science should replace it. Freud
believed that such antireligious ideas should be kept away from the masses but that
eventually a turning away from religion is bound to occur. It will be difficult for those
brought up with religion, but for others “sensibly brought up” the prospects may be
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better. While we must admit our “insignificance in the machinery of the universe” we
can leave behind infantile attachment to a good God and move to confront the hostile
world using our own resources, hopefully with the increased power that science will
provide and a state of resigned endurance for things that cannot be changed (1961b,
p. 63). Freud’s thought here echoed that of Feuerbach (1957), who had argued the God
is just a representation of a purified human nature and that reason needs to be applied
to religion to destroy illusions that deprive us of power. Erik Fromm also held similar
views, as he believed that God is really a human creation and a representation of our
potential (Cooper 2006, p. 117).

Freud’s theory of religion did not address the issue of religious experience. Soon
after the publication of The Future of an Illusion, the French writer Romain Rolland
sent Freud a letter asking about an unbounded, “oceanic feeling” that occurs in
many people and is used as a source of energy in many religions. Freud responded
to this by saying that he could not discover such a feeling in himself but that he
presumed it was a regression to an early undifferentiated state of ego-feeling and
narcissism that later became connected with religion. Thus, he minimized or denied
the possibility of a state of pure consciousness or nonsensory and nonintellectual
experience of reality (Leavy, 1995, p. 349). He rejected the idea that this could be a
source for religion, thinking that nothing could be stronger than the sense of help-
lessness sustained by the fear of superior powers (196