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Religious Beliefs and Thinking

Having looked at religious experience and practice, we turn now to
religious thinking and belief. It is not an area of the psychology of religion
that has been explored systematically, so we will have to draw threads
together from various sources.

Belief and Nonbelief

A long-standing tradition in philosophical theology provides rational
arguments to support belief in God. The “five ways” set out by Aquinas
provide a classic statement of that approach, though it is worth noting
that they were intended to provide rational support for faith that people
already held, not to provide a path to faith for nonbelievers.

These arguments took a new turn during the Enlightenment when they
were brought into conjunctionwith empirical considerations andwere used
in a newway to argue for belief in God. That happened both through those
such as William Paley who looked for evidence of design in nature and
through those such as Friedrich Schleiermacher who looked for
a foundation for faith in human feelings. It is not the role of psychology
to evaluate the effectiveness of those arguments, though it is perhaps fair
comment that they do not have a good track record of convincing those
who do not already hold the conclusions towhich they are intended to lead.

What is interesting about these arguments from a psychological point
of view is that they challenge us to understand better the cognitive
processes by which people actually arrive at belief. I suggest that this
process is not as compelling as the kind of evidence-based or logical
argument that would convince anyone. However, I also suggest that the
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path to faith is not wholly lacking in rationality, or lacking in an empirical
basis. Religious belief is, after all, a matter of faith, but it is nevertheless
rationally motivated. I suggest that cognitive psychology may, in princi-
ple, be able to tell us more about how the path to religious belief works
than a philosophical approach that simply looks at whether the arguments
are logically compelling.

There is nothing unique to religion about people holding views or
beliefs with some rational basis, but no compelling argument. Indeed,
the comment I would make from a psychological perspective is that this is
the norm in human cognition, not the exception; it is not specific to
religion. The broad conclusion to emerge from decades of research on
human reasoning is that people do not run logical arguments through
their heads. They operate by heuristics and short cuts that get them to the
right conclusions most of the time. The ingenuity of the empirical study of
human reasoning has been to use careful investigation of people’s
mistakes in reasoning to make inferences about what thought processes
they are actually using.

It is now increasingly recognized that even scientific research does not
use logic to reach conclusions. Over the past half century a new wave of
post-positivist philosophy of science has paid closer attention to how
scientists actually reason, and it has recognized that science does not
make use of strict logic, any more than any other area of human life.
This is true of religion too, but, in this, religion follows the general rule,
rather than being an exception. Human rationality is pragmatic and
embedded in everyday life and does not consist of the application of
philosophical logic.

In the strident current debate about the rationality of belief, neither side
seems to quite appreciate this point. Humans often do not hold beliefs for
which there are compelling arguments. Rather, they operate on the basis
of indications or heuristics that steer them one way or another but do not
rule beliefs firmly in or out. Once this basic point has been grasped, I think
it will be clear that cognitive psychology potentially has quite a lot to
contribute to understanding how religious beliefs arise. That is a separate
matter fromwhether they are rationally justified; psychology is concerned
with how religious beliefs arise from the kind of thought processes that
underpin most human rationality.

One of the positions about religious belief that is currently attracting
most attention is atheism. Though it is a too complex a topic to treat fully
here, a few basic points are worth noting. One is that atheism has arisen
largely in countries that have historically been Christian. Many historians
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of atheism would argue that it is derived from arguments about God that
arose within the Christian tradition (e.g.,McGrath, 2004). It is also worth
making a clear distinction between atheists and those who hold no
religious affiliation (“Nones”). Surveys such as that conducted by the
Pew Research Center in 2012 show that the majority of Nones are not
atheists. Equally, within churches, there are people who espouse
“religious naturalism,” or a “non-realist” view of God, that is quite
close to the position of atheists about God. Also, atheism is often strangely
fundamentalist and quasi-religious about its own position about God.

There are also oddities about arguments for atheism. As many have
observed, the God who is rejected by atheists is one that few religious
believers would recognize. The standards of evidence that are expected for
arguments for the existence of God are set higher than for many other
things; it is also not clear that it is any easier to argue conclusively that
there is no God than to argue that there is one. Religious phenomena can
be explained by psychology without recourse to theism. Some have
thought that provides an argument against atheism (e.g., Power, 2012),
but at best it surely only shows that theism is unnecessary.

What psychology can contribute is an examination of how and why
people reach the conclusion that there is no God. Relevant psychological
factors incline people to atheism that can be studied by psychologists of
religion, just as psychological factors incline people to believe in God.
In neither case does such psychological study validate or invalidate the
intellectual arguments. Some of the psychological literature on atheism
consists of case studies of particular atheists such as Sigmund Freud (e.g.,
Rizzuto, 1998). However, there are also studies of atheists as a group.
Research is at an early stage, but it seems that atheists may be motivated
by a desire to avoid uncertainty and to achieve self-mastery (Farias, 2013).

General vs. Specific Beliefs

Surprisingly little psychological research has studied religious belief itself,
in the sense of what religious views people hold. So, in this section, I will
not so much try to summarize what we know about it, but to make some
theoretical proposals about the structure of religious belief. As always, it
helps to propose a theoretically significant distinction between different
kinds of belief, and I suggest that it will be fruitful to distinguish between
general and specific religious beliefs.

The most general form of religious belief is simply to believe in God.
It is this most general belief that has the most adherents. As beliefs get

84 Psychology, Religion, and Spirituality

terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107360549.008
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 2.220.202.129, on 27 Sep 2017 at 19:11:10, subject to the Cambridge Core

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781107360549.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core


more specific, they are held by fewer people. Fewer people believe in
a “personal God” than simply believe in God. For example, the Pew
Religious Landscape Survey of 2008 (published online by the Pew
Research Center) found that 92 percent of Americans believed in God,
but only 60 percent believed in a personal God. Fewer still would say that
they believed in specific credal statements such as (in Christianity) the
resurrection of Christ or the inerrancy of the Bible. It seems clear that the
percentage of people holding religious beliefs decreases as they become
more specific.

I suggest that this maps on to religious participation, and that specific
religious beliefs are held mainly by those who actually participate in
public religion on a regular basis, and who regard themselves as church
members. In contrast, I suggest that a general belief in God is held quite
widely by those who do not publicly participate in religion. Belief in God
seems to be shared by religious insiders and outsiders, and also by people
adhering to different faiths. If the question was phrased in an even more
general way, rather like the survey question about religious experience
used by David Hay (Hay, 1982), such as, “Do you believe in a presence or
power, whether you call it God or not, which is different from your
everyday self?” the number of people assenting would probably be even
higher.

This connects with the well-known distinction drawn by Grace Davie
(2015) between believing and belonging. She suggests that in our present
society, believing is more common than belonging. I would want to
nuance that by saying that it is general beliefs that are particularly
common among those who do not “belong,”while more specific religious
beliefs are less commonly found among those who do not belong. Since
the Second World War, the number of non-belongers who hold specific
religious beliefs has shrunk and, if society becomes more secular, that
trend will continue.

Further, I suggest that different causal factors are involved in general
and specific beliefs. I suggest that specific religious beliefs are largely
shaped by the religious communities to which people belong. Such beliefs
are taught by those communities, and holding them is taken as a mark of
membership. In contrast, I suggest that whether or not people believe in
God is much more influenced by basic personality factors, and that such
general beliefs are shaped more by psychological factors and less by social
ones. Further, I suggest that genes will have some influence on whether
people believe in God, but much less influence on whether people hold
more specific religious beliefs. That would be parallel to the suggestion
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made in the last chapter, that inheritance influences private, internal
aspects of religion more than public, external ones.

Conservative religious people are likely to be conservative in both their
general and specific beliefs. Liberal religious people, in contrast, may show
a hybrid pattern of being more conservative in their general belief in God
than in more specific beliefs. That would be somewhat analogous to
adherence to scientific claims, where a distinction can be made between
an inner core of essential claims and an outer belt of negotiable claims. For
liberal religious people, belief in God may function as a kind of core belief
of the paradigm or “research program,” while more specific beliefs are
like an outer belt of claims that can be reinterpreted without calling the
basic religious paradigm into question.

Attributions

In the remainder of this chapter, I will focus more on religious thinking
than on belief. Understanding religious thought processes can show how
belief arises and how it operates, whereas focusing on belief alone can
give us little insight into the psychological processes that underlie it.
Similarly, I will focus less on what religious people think than on how
they think it.

A way into studying religious thinking that has proved quite fruitful
is the pattern of attributions found in religion. It is well known from
other areas of psychology that causal attributions have far-reaching
implications. For example, an unusual pattern of attributions is found
in depression. Whereas nondepressed people tend to attribute successes
to themselves and failures to other causes, depressed people show the
opposite pattern. In particular, they tend to attribute negative events to
themselves, and in particular to see the personal qualities that have led
to negative outcomes as being stable (unlikely to change) and global
(pervasive in their effects).

Attribution theory was introduced to the psychology of religion by
Proudfoot and Shaver (1975) and seemed to provide a helpful way of
investigating religious thinking. On the face of things, religion seems to
introduce a distinctive style of religious attributions. At the heart of
religious attributions are attributions to God. However, I suggest that it
is a limitation of much research on religious attributions to see them as
consisting exclusively of attributions to God. They also include attribu-
tions to religious practices, to the religious community of which people are
part, and so on.
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Another tendency has been to assume that religious attributions replace
other attributions, though I am doubtful whether that is the case. It is
perhaps more likely that religious and nonreligious attributions coexist in
a pattern of mutual influence. This is basically an empirical question,
though one that it would take subtle methods to investigate. If you ask
people for just one attribution, they will tend to give the predominant one,
but they may have another attribution in the background that could come
to the surface in different circumstances. There are theological reasons for
thinking that might be so. For theologians such as Aquinas, God is seen as
a different kind of cause, a “primary” cause, and not in competition with
other “secondary” causes. Empirical evidence shows that religious and
naturalistic attributions often coexist (Lupfer and Layman, 1996).

Another weakness in research on religious attributions is that most of it
has been concerned with how people would attribute hypothetical events,
not with how people attribute events that are actually occurring in their
lives. The former may be a poor guide to the latter. A recent study of
religious attributions of real-life events made use of a massive archive of
people who had applied for healing to the Panacea Society in Bedford,
England, mainly between 1925 and 1950 (Williams and Watts, 2014).
The healing used a particular kind of healing water that it was believed
would bring healing from most ailments. Applicants entered into corre-
spondence with the society about its use of the water, and it was possible
to see from their letters how they attributed whether or not they were
improving. They tended to attribute improvements to the water, or the
society, but lack of improvement to a variety of extraneous nonreligious
factors. The basic pattern was not too surprising, but it emerges more
clearly from this study of attributions of real personal issues than of
hypothetical situations.

Some aspects of prayer seem to involve a kind of attributional retrain-
ing, though the effects of prayer on attributions have not been much
investigated empirically. Thanksgiving, in particular, seems to involve
a way of learning to attribute things to God. Thanksgiving is the form of
prayer that most clearly assumes that attributions to God are appropriate,
and the range of things for which people can potentially thank God is
wide. It is well established in psychology that it makes a big psychological
difference whether events are attributed internally or externally.
However, attributions to God may not fit neatly into that distinction.
How an attribution to God functions may depend on a particular person’s
sense of relationship to God. It is important to note again that God is not
an ordinary kind of cause, nor an alternative to other causes. So,
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attributions to God are likely to supplement other attributions but not
replace them.

One of the interesting questions that arises here concerns the range of
things to which thanksgiving is applicable. It is one thing to attribute good
outcomes to God, as the Panacea Society water users did. However,
a strand in religious thinking suggests that everything good or bad should
be attributed to God. In the end, that would lead to a reclassification of
events, such as that used by Ignatius of Loyola in his Spiritual Exercises, in
which the key question is whether events give people a sense of being
closer to God or further away from him. That takes priority over the
distinction between good and bad outcomes.

Figurative Thinking

Another important topic in religious thinking is the kind of concepts
people use. It has often been commented that people think metaphorically
(or analogically) about God (Watts and Williams, 1988, chap. 9).
Theologically, the reason for this is that God defies exact description by
humans. God cannot be described literally, so he can only be spoken about
analogically. So, God is often thought of as “light,” Jesus as a “shepherd,”
and so on. Metaphors are pervasive in our language and are to be found
even in science. However, religious metaphors are different from scientific
ones. They do not just contribute to understanding; they also express
feelings and evoke a response (Barbour, 1974).

To understand why people use metaphorical concepts so much in
religion, it may help to pay particular attention to what function they
might serve. It has been suggested that one of the functions of metaphor is
to convey interconnections (Olds, 1992). Religion is often concerned to do
that; it places the particular in the context of the whole. The metaphorical
strand in religious thinking seems to be good at engendering a sense of
interconnection.

Actually, I think it is debatable whether “metaphor” is exactly the right
term here. It depends on assumptions about how metaphors arise.
Metaphors are often thought to arise from people taking terms with
a literal meaning and extending them so they take on a metaphorical
meaning. I am skeptical about whether that is the right account of how
metaphors arise. AsOwen Barfield (1973) has pointed out, if you trace the
meanings of words, you generally find that they get more metaphorical,
not less, as you go back in time. He suggests that language may have
started by being metaphorical, or perhaps “figurative” would be a better
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term. Language seems to have started with double-aspect terms that
referred to both observable and to psycho-spiritual realities, and then to
have thinned out to form more “literal” meanings.

Our present culture is so wedded to naturalistic assumptions that it is
easy to assume that naturalism must be correct. It is assumed that
language must have started as a description of the natural world, and
then been extended to capture religious and spiritual meanings. It seems to
me equally possible that language started with double-aspect terms
because they reflected the reality that people were then experiencing.
It adds credence to this view that the social psychologist Solomon Asch
(1958) has found that historically independent languages show the same
double-aspect concepts. That invites the conclusion that those linkages
occurred because they reflected how the world was experienced.

So, when religious people think, for example, of God as light, they are
perhaps not devising a metaphor, but returning to a more ancient, double-
aspect way of understanding reality. It could be a kind of regression to
a more ancient way of thinking, which may explain something of the
psychological impact that such thinking can have. The impact of
metaphorical or double-aspect concepts may not depend at all on being
able to explain them in abstract, analytical terms. That is a very different
psychological skill. It seems likely that in evolutionary terms as in personal
development, the ability to explain metaphors comes much later than the
ability to respond intuitively to their impact.

Cognitive Style

Some areas of human cognition are closer to religious thinking than
others, and religious and personal knowing may be quite similar to
religion, both people’s knowledge of themselves and their empathic
intuitive knowledge of other people. Since Michael Polanyi (1958),
interest has grown in religious knowing as personal knowing. What
psychology can add to this is careful empirical investigation of how
personal knowing works (Watts and Williams, 1988, chap. 5). This goes
back to the point made in Chapter 5 about brain processes that people’s
sense of relationship to God does not make use of novel or distinctive
neural structures but is based on the same kind of processes that allow us
to form relationships with other people.

For example, in both personal knowing and religious knowing, there
seems to be an important distinction between experiential and proposi-
tional knowledge. Psychotherapists have often commented on the
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distinction between intellectual and personal insight. People may reach
essentially correct insights at an early stage of therapy, but with no great
benefit. At a later stage, these insights may change in character and
become more personal and experiential, and it is then that they contribute
to personal change.

In the domain of religious beliefs, a somewhat similar distinction can be
drawn between private and public beliefs, in the sense that people can
distinguish between adherence to religious orthodoxy and their personal
religious beliefs. This can be pursued in relation to people’s concepts of
God by asking them separately about what they understand to be correct
religious belief and what is true for them in their own experience (Zahl
et al., 2013). It is an empirical approach to the distinction made in
colloquial terms between head and heart in religion (Watts and
Dumbreck, 2013).

People probably differ in the extent to which they rely on analytic or
intuitive modes of cognition, which provides a helpful way of exploring
the link between religion and cognitive style. Gervais and Norenzayan
(2012) have recently made a start on such research and have developed
questions that can be answered in different ways, and where the answers
indicate whether people were tackling the question analytically or intui-
tively. That gives a general indication of whether people are analytical or
intuitive thinkers. All people can be either analytical or intuitive thinkers
to some extent. Which people use on a particular occasion will be the
result of many subtle factors, including recent experience or “priming.”

The interesting fact is that people who showed themselves to be
analytical thinkers in the questions that Gervais and Norenzayan used in
their research were less likely to be religious. Indeed, on the basis of
interventions designed to shift people in an analytical direction, they
suggest that analytical thinking tends to weaken religious belief. That is
an intriguing finding and one that invites further research.

It should not be assumed that people who mainly use intuitive thinking
have no capacity for analytical thinking. It is unlikely that we are dealing
here with traits that manifest themselves across all situations. It is also
important to emphasize that there will be benefits in using intuitive
thinking. Neither mode of cognition will be best in all circumstances;
they both have their strengths and weaknesses. The challenge for people
is to use the one most appropriate in any particular situation, and religion
is an activity that may call for intuitive rather than analytical thinking.
People who rely on intuitive thinking will probably be good at a range of
things, including emotional empathy.
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Cognitive Simplicity vs. Complexity

Another way into these issues is to ask whether people adopt a style of
cognitive simplicity or complexity in thinking about religion. Again,
I want to be careful not to assume that people who have one style of
thinking will apply it in an invariant way across different situations.
The key question for present purposes is what cognitive style people use
in religious thinking. There are reasons to think that people may tend to
adopt a style of greater cognitive simplicity in thinking about religion than
about other things.

The notion of cognitive simplicity/complexity has quite a long history
in psychology and has been assessed in various ways. Recent research by
Sara Savage and her colleagues (Savage, 2013) on complexity in religious
cognition has made use of a method of assessing it developed by Peter
Suedfeld in political psychology, known as “integrative complexity” (IC)
(e.g., Suedfeld et al., 2003). It avoids the assumption that cognitive com-
plexity is a trait that shows itself equally across different situations and
looks at how complexity manifests itself in material people write about
a particular topic. IC has various levels. At the lowest level, people show
evidence of black-and-white thinking. Viewpoints are polarized: one is
right and others are wrong. With increasing IC, a recognition begins that
other perspectives might have some validity and, as IC increases even
further, people show evidence of an ability to synthesize different points
of view.

Savage has applied this approach to Islamic radicalization (Savage,
2013). Scoring speeches of Osama bin Laden over the period leading up
to 9/11 showed that his IC decreased as the date got closer (Savage and
Liht, 2009). Savage has also developed a program designed to raise IC in
young Muslims who might be vulnerable to radicalization and found
evidence of increasing IC on at least some measures. Part of the skill of
this approach is that the program is presented not as trying to bring about
changes in what people think, but in the cognitive style with which they
hold their views.

Attitudes to religious doubt may be one useful touchstone of cognitive
complexity in the religious domain. Religious doubt is often a source of
distress (see Hood et al., 2009, pp. 129–31). However, I suggest that will
only be the case in traditions that see doubt as reprehensible. Other
religious traditions see doubt as a potentially valuable adjunct to faith.
Negative attitudes to doubt are likely to be associated with low cognitive
complexity about religion, whereas a positive view of doubt requires high
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complexity about religion. Paul Pruyser in Between Belief and Unbelief
(Pruyser, 1974) has reflected from the perspective of object relations
psychology on the space for spiritual exploration that doubt opens up.

Idealization

An approach to religious thinking from a psychoanalytic perspective,
using the concept of “idealization,” has reached conclusions somewhat
similar to those reached in terms of cognitive complexity. The psycho-
analytic tradition fromwhich this work comes involves a different style of
cognitive psychology. However, useful work has been done in recent
decades on translating psychoanalytic cognitive psychology into the
framework of more mainstream cognitive psychology (e.g., Erdelyi,
1985). That has not yet been done on religious thinking specifically,
though I see no reason why it could not be. So, for those who care deeply
about the empirical verifiability of psychological theory, I also see no
reason in principle why these theoretical contributions from psychoana-
lysis could not be translated into empirically testable form.

Idealization is probably one of the most distinctive features of religious
thinking; nothing else lends itself to idealization as much as religion. It is
perhaps also idealization that can give religious thinking its particular
potency. However, it is a dangerous fuel that can easily ignite, with
destructive consequences.

Idealization is linked to a psychological process of “splitting,” in which
a sharp contrast is drawn between some people or ideas that are entirely
good and others that are entirely bad. This is another way of formulating
the black-and-white thinking that is a feature of integrative complexity.
James W. Jones (2002) has emphasized the narcissistic basis of idealiza-
tion, in which the person concerned places him- or herself within an
idealized inner group, which is contrasted with a denigrated outer
group. It is easy to see how that can lead to a terrorist crusade against
those who have been denigrated. Often these groups are defined in ways
that involve sociopolitical identity as well as religious identity, though in
many of the world’s religions those are closely intertwined.

William Meissner (1995) applies somewhat similar ideas to millenar-
ianism, in which a sharp contrast is drawn between the present world
order and the one that is imminently predicted. The coming new order is
idealized, and the present one is denigrated. Again, an inner group of
people understand and are preparing for the new order, and an outer
group will be swept away when it arrives. Meissner particularly
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emphasizes the role of paranoid processes in the formation of this mind-
set, and indeed he suggests that such processes are often involved in
religious cultic processes.

The extraordinary motivational power of this kind of religious mind-set
is seen in both Christian and Islamic fundamentalism. The challenging
question posed by Jones is whether there can be religion without idealiza-
tion. He suggests that there can, and that it will probably involve apophati-
cism, that is, learning the inadequacy of all human ideas about the divine,
and detaching oneself from them. That is no doubt a possible way forward.
One key question iswhether itwill have the transformative power associated
with simple forms of idealization.

Summary

• The most general religious belief – belief in God – occurs more
frequently than more specific beliefs, even belief in a personal God.
Religious beliefs have a cognitive basis, and how they arise can be
investigated psychologically. That is distinct from the philosophical
question of whether they are rationally justified.

• A distinctive pattern of religious attributions emerges most clearly
when examining attributions of real-life events. Positive outcomes are
attributed to religion much more often than negative ones, though
such attributions can be to a religious community or religious practice
as well as to God. Religious attributions often coexist with naturalistic
ones.

• Religious thinking often involves an intuitive, personalmode of knowing,
and evidence is emerging that a shift to analytical thinking can under-
mine religious belief. People can think about religious matters in either
a simple or complex cognitive style, though low levels of integrative
complexity in religion can be associated with fundamentalism.
Religious thinking also involves a degree of idealization; that partly
explains the psychological power of religion, though idealization can
have maladaptive consequences.
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