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Preface

D

Given psychology’s position as the “science of behavior and 
mental processes,” in any discussions of the relationship between 

psychology and Christian faith we should consider what can be learned 
from the other sciences. Fortunately, historians have documented the 
shi�ing relationship between religion and the various scienti�c dis-
ciplines across many centuries. Indeed, if one also takes into account 
science’s forerunner in the form of “natural philosophy,” it is possible 
to trace these changing relations over two millennia. �is historical 
research demonstrates that scientists and theologians have both made 
errors along the way, and there are lessons to be learned from those 
errors. For example:

▶ Scientists reached premature conclusions before all the relevant 
evidence was examined, or made sweeping claims that went beyond 
the evidence. 

▶ �eologians made re�exive reactions against new scienti�c discov-
eries that appeared to challenge familiar religious concepts. 

▶ Scientists and theologians both constructed “concordisms” that 
tried to harmonize current scientific theories and currently 
accepted interpretations of scripture. 

�e lessons learned by other sciences and from earlier generations 
of Christians should help us avoid making similar errors as we work 
to formulate a constructive relationship between psychological science 
and Christian faith. �e purpose of this book is to promote progress 



preface

[ x ]

toward that constructive relationship. �roughout this book we attempt 
to show the inadequacy and inaccuracy of the con�ict motif and the dan-
gers of premature concordism. We highlight examples of an alternative 
approach—o�en called complementary perspectives—that emphasizes 
the mutual insights and enrichments that can emerge from a cordial 
working relationship between psychology and theology.

Why did we choose to attempt this task? One of us (MAJ) has been 
privileged to be involved personally in some of the major scienti�c devel-
opments in psychology over more than half a century, including

▶ �e onset and development of the so- called cognitive revolution
▶ �e development of neuropsychology
▶ �e rapid advances in evolutionary psychology

�ese personal connections are described more fully in the paragraphs 
below—�rst for Malcolm Jeeves and then for �omas Ludwig. 

�e cognitive revolution. According to Howard Gardner (Gardner 
1985), the cognitive revolution began at a meeting held in Cambridge, 
England, in 1956, called by Sir Frederic Bartlett and jointly organized 
with Jerome Bruner of Harvard. Malcolm was privileged to be a par-
ticipant in, and the secretary of, this international conference. �us, he 
has been involved in cognitive psychology from the very beginning and 
has followed developments in this area ever since, as well as publish-
ing research on thinking and structural learning, which were central 
themes of the cognitive revolution (e.g., Dienes and Jeeves 1965; Dienes 
and Jeeves 1970; Jeeves and Greer 1983). As one indication of the impact 
of these publications, they have been translated into French, German, 
Hungarian, and Italian.

Neuropsychology. Malcolm has been active in research in neuropsy-
chology and cognitive neuroscience for more than ��y years (e.g., Jeeves 
1965; Jeeves and Baumgartner 1986; Lassonde and Jeeves 1994; Milner 
and Rugg 1995; Jeeves et al. 2001). For part of that time he served as edi-
tor in chief of Neuropsychologia, the major scienti�c journal reporting 
research in this area. �at alone ensured that he was consistently up-to-
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date as reports of the latest exciting developments worldwide crossed the 
editor’s desk seeking publication. 

Evolutionary psychology. As well as initiating and publishing work 
in comparative psychology and evolutionary psychology, including car-
rying out some of the �rst systematic studies of marsupial behavior (e.g., 
Rajalakshmi and Jeeves 1965; Jeeves and Wine�eld 1969), Malcolm has 
been privileged to be a member of a university department with an 
international reputation in evolutionary psychology. �is has provided 
regular opportunities to participate in seminars by world leaders in evo-
lutionary psychology and to keep up-to-date with new developments in 
the �eld. 

�omas Ludwig has been involved personally in research on a variety 
of topics in cognitive psychology and cognitive neuroscience, including 
hemispheric specialization for verbal and spatial skills, emotion process-
ing, and the physiology of forgiveness (e.g., Ludwig 1982; MacKay and 
Ludwig 1986; Ludwig and Jeeves 1996; Witvliet, Ludwig, and Vander 
Laan 2001). In addition, for four decades he has been at the forefront of 
developing computer- based experiments and simulations to facilitate the 
teaching of psychological science to college students (e.g., Ludwig [1986] 
2015; Ludwig 2002; Ludwig and Perdue 2005). His work has emphasized 
the ways in which psychological theories can and must be put to empir-
ical testing if the science is to move forward on a �rm foundation.

�us, we write about what we know �rsthand, as actors and partic-
ipants rather than as spectators. A�er examining the con�ict model, 
attempts at concordism, and attempts to integrate psychology and reli-
gion, we provide examples of complementary perspectives from the 
areas of psychological science in which the two of us have been directly 
involved for decades: neuropsychology, cognitive psychology, and evo-
lutionary psychology. 

�e book’s �nal chapters provide additional examples of complemen-
tarity (as well as examples of con�icts and concordisms) from other areas 
of psychology with which we have less direct contact, including social 
psychology and personality psychology. In order to be as comprehensive 
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as possible in our discussions of the relations of psychological science 
and Christian faith, we have invited one of today’s leading social psychol-
ogists, David Myers—who is also the author of the best-selling general 
psychology textbook—to contribute a chapter on social psychology in 
which he calls for “authentic dialogue—a dialogue between the emerging 
insights of science and biblical scholarship.” 

Each of the research specialties mentioned here has changed as it has 
developed over the decades, highlighting the danger of assuming that 
what science is revealing to us today is set in stone. �is progressive 
development of science is directly relevant to one of the main themes 
of this book, namely, the futility of constructing a concordism or har-
monization between today’s science and today’s most widely accepted 
interpretations of scripture. �us, on the basis of centuries of historical 
evidence in other sciences and a century of developments in psychol-
ogy, we shall argue that we need to move away from both con�icts and 
concordisms. We shall also argue that, although the attempt to integrate 
psychology and Christian faith has seemed a worthy goal, the time has 
come to minimize the use of that term. Instead, we should focus on the 
insights and enrichments biblical theology can provide for psychologi-
cal research and theory, as well as on the insights and enrichments that 
psychological science can o�er to theology, and to our understanding of 
scripture, of ourselves, and of the world in which we live. 

We should note that the general approach taken in this book resonates 
strongly with and develops further the approaches advocated recently 
by theologian and historian Alister McGrath and his wife, psychologist 
and Anglican priest Joanna Collicutt McGrath. �e potential for mutual 
enrichments (described by McGrath) and the relevance of academic psy-
chology to many science and faith issues (emphasized by Collicut) are 
central themes of this book, and we are indebted to them both. 
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c h a p te r  1

Resetting the Agenda

D

What Sort of Psychology Are We Seeking  
to Relate to Christian Faith? 

W hy Psychological Science and Christian Faith? Why not simply 
Psychology and Christian Faith? �ere is a substantial literature on 

the relationship between psychology and Christian faith that expresses 
a wide range of views about the nature and scope of contemporary psy-
chology. For example, two in�uential edited volumes on this topic are 
Psychology and the Christian Faith: An Introductory Reader (S. Jones 
1986) and Psychology and Christianity: Five Views (E. Johnson 2010). 
Although these two books were published almost twenty- �ve years 
apart, both have guided discussions of the relationship between psy-
chology and Christian faith in North America. What is striking about 
the content of these volumes is that they barely mention several areas 
of contemporary psychological research that have been among the most 
intensively researched, widely reported, and generously funded over the 
past six decades, including

▶ Cognitive psychology
▶ Neuropsychology and cognitive neuroscience
▶ Evolutionary psychology

Why are these omissions regrettable? Howard Gardner has document-
ed the crucial role of the cognitive revolution in modern psychology—as 
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the foundation for a large segment of contemporary research, as well as 
the entire �eld of arti�cial intelligence (Gardner 1985). �e importance of 
cognitive neuroscience was emphasized by the US government in its dec-
laration that the last decade of the twentieth century should be labeled 
the “Decade of the Brain.” Likewise, the �rst decade of the twenty- �rst 
century has been labeled the “Decade of the Mind.” �e impact of evo-
lutionary psychology is evident from the explosive growth in research 
funding and publications in this �eld. �e minimal coverage of these 
research areas in the two widely read volumes mentioned above demon-
strates a serious mismatch between what is happening at the cutting edge 
of psychology and what is included in the typical science-faith discus-
sions. We believe that any current and future discussions of psychology 
and Christian faith should take note of psychology as it is today and as 
it is taught to today’s college and university students. 

One way of �nding out what contemporary psychology looks like is 
to examine the contents of a current standard textbook. For the past 
three decades, the most widely read textbook of psychology in North 
America is the one written by David Myers, now in its twel�h edition 
(Myers and DeWall 2018). In this book, the prologue and chapter 1 deal 
with the story of psychology and research methodology. �e headings 
of the remaining chapters are as follows:

Chapter 2 �e Biology of Mind
Chapter 3 Consciousness and the Two- Track Mind
Chapter 4 Nature, Nurture, and Human Diversity
Chapter 5 Developing through the Lifespan
Chapter 6 Sensation and Perception
Chapter 7 Learning
Chapter 8 Memory
Chapter 9 �inking and Language
Chapter 10 Intelligence
Chapter 11 What Drives Us: Hunger, Sex, Friendship,  

and Achievement
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Chapter 12 Emotions, Stress, and Health
Chapter 13 Social Psychology
Chapter 14 Personality
Chapter 15 Psychological Disorders
Chapter 16 �erapy

Given this listing of major topics in contemporary psychology, it is 
interesting to examine the academic specializations of the contributors 
to the two edited volumes mentioned above. �e Stanton Jones (1986) 
volume contains chapters from eleven contributors—one distinguished 
brain scientist (Donald MacKay), three social psychologists, two psy-
chotherapists, and four philosophers or theologians. Even on the most 
generous assessment, that volume cannot claim to be covering the cur-
rent issues at the interface of contemporary psychology and Christianity. 
To put it bluntly, the book ignores more than three- quarters of contem-
porary psychology, in the sense that those topics are not represented 
by contributions from researchers or practitioners actively involved in 
these areas.

�e more recent book edited by Eric Johnson (2010) fares little  better. 
It has seven chapters; the �rst is a brief history of Christians in psy-
chology and the �nal chapter discusses the �ve views o�ered in the 
intervening chapters. �e �ve substantive chapters have a total of seven 
contributors—a social psychologist, a physiological psychologist (now 
studying personality and religious coping), a clinical psychologist, two 
counseling psychologists, a philosopher, and a theologian. Once again, if 
we compare the content of a general psychology textbook with the aca-
demic specializations and research areas of the contributors, it appears 
that about 80 percent of contemporary psychology is not represented. 
�is failure to engage with psychology as it is today is highlighted in 
David Myers’s response to the chapter titled “A Christian Psychology 
View” written by Robert C. Roberts and P. J. Watson. In that response, 
Myers lists some important �ndings of psychological science that are not 
addressed in scripture or the writings of Christian theologians, such as: 
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▶ �e functions of our two brain hemispheres
▶ �e quanti�ed heritability of a multitude of traits
▶ �e remarkable cognitive abilities of newborns
▶ �e extent to which peer in�uences trump parental nurture  

in shaping children’s language, smoking habits, and lifestyle 
choices

▶ �e e�ects of experience at di�erent ages on the brain’s neural 
networks 

▶ Changes in mental abilities with aging
▶ How eyewitnesses construct, and reconstruct, memories
▶ �e powers and perils of intuition
▶ �e components of intelligence
▶ �e e�ects of stress on the body’s immune system
▶ �e ways our self- concept guides our information processing
▶ �e e�ects of aerobic exercise on mild depression and anxiety
▶ �e things that do and don’t predict human happiness

Myers then adds, “If establishment psychology is indeed where sig-
ni�cant discoveries and new understandings are emerging, do we really 
want to run o� into the corner to create our own Christian psychol-
ogy? By doing so, do we not risk irrelevance?” (Myers 2010b, 180–81). To 
restate our rationale for the title of this book, we believe that discussions 
of psychology and Christian faith should engage psychology as it is today 
and as it is taught to today’s college and university students—considering 
the full range of topics within psychological science.

Changing Views of the Relationship between 
Psychology and Christian Faith 

One common response to the question, “What is the relation between 
psychology and Christian faith?” is to point to ongoing con�icts between 
the two. �is response is understandable, given the legacies of very in�u-
ential �gures in twentieth- century psychology—such as Sigmund Freud 
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and B. F. Skinner—who considered religion to be incompatible with 
science. In addition, the antireligious perspective of well- known contem-
porary scientists such as distinguished evolutionary biologist Richard 
Dawkins may suggest that there is a necessary and fundamental con�ict 
between psychological science and Christian belief. 

�e con�ict motif is not the only one being used today to describe 
relations between psychology and faith. Another motif might be called 
the concordism motif. �is takes a variety of forms, being described as 
a “harmonization” of psychology and religion, or even as an “incorpo-
ration” of psychology into Christian theology. �e basic goal of con-
cordists is to show that glimpses of human nature found in scripture “�t 
together” neatly with descriptions of human nature presented by some 
psychologists. �ere is nothing new in this. As we shall document in later 
chapters, more than a century ago some leading Christian thinkers were 
championing a brain-mind theory called phrenology because of the way 
it seemed to “�t together” with some Christian beliefs.

But there is another part of the psychology-religion story that is o�en 
overlooked. If we look back across the past decades, we �nd that some 
Christian psychologists managed to avoid the strident notes of con�ict 
while at the same time keeping well away from the comforting siren 
voices of concordism. �eir approach was characterized by a focus on 
the insights and enrichments to their faith from their science, and from 
their science to their faith. For example, David Myers wrote:

�e natural and biblical data are both viewed through human 
spectacles and are therefore subject to bias and distortion. We 
should consequently be open to insights that come through 
either nature or Scripture (recognizing God to be the com-
mon source of both), while remembering no one’s interpreta-
tion of nature or Scripture is �nal truth. �is being the case, 
we may view with some skepticism any attempt to subject 
theology to science—or science to theology. (Myers 1986, 218, 
emphasis added)
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In a later section, he makes this focus even clearer, tying the insights- 
enrichments model to a broader approach called complementarity or 
complementary perspectives: 

In this essay we will describe how some of the modern insights 
of social psychology (which are drawn from two research 
areas) illuminate the ancient biblical revelation of our human 
nature. Social psychologists have their own special insights 
into human nature. Other insights into human nature have 
been independently discerned by biblical scholars. How well 
do these two realms complement one another? My overall 
answer is that while there are points of tension which deserve 
our attention, the ancient biblical view of human nature comes 
home with renewed force as we review the relevant �ndings of 
social psychology. (Myers 1986, 218, emphasis added)

As the author of a general psychology textbook, Myers was well aware 
that textbooks must cover the whole range of psychology, not just a 
portion representing a few favorite areas of specialization. In the same 
way, although it might be possible to take one small area of psychology 
and �nd ways of harmonizing it with some aspects of Christian faith, 
that approach severely limits the impact and applicability to today’s 
psychological science in all its scope. For example, someone special-
izing in personality theory or the study of individual di�erences may 
well �nd that the language they use to describe their research �ndings 
is very similar to the ordinary descriptive language used in scripture 
passages about people’s behavior or about human nature. Because of 
the super�cial similarities in language, there would be a strong and 
understandable temptation to “harmonize” or “integrate” the concepts 
used in both domains. However, a researcher in neuropsychology, evo-
lutionary psychology, or neuropharmacology would likely use technical 
language with very clear, precise, and specialized meanings that are only 
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understood in the context of the scienti�c research being conducted. In 
that case, there would be little temptation to try to make �ndings from 
this kind of research “harmonize” with descriptions about cognition 
and behavior in everyday language, such as the kind used in scripture. 
Instead, it would be more natural to adopt an approach based on com-
plementarity or complementary perspectives. We describe that approach 
in detail in a later chapter, but here we merely remind the reader that the 
insights–enrichments motif is closely connected to complementarity.

To return to the insights-enrichments motif, the possibility of gaining 
theological insights from psychological research has been helpfully clar-
i�ed by Everett Worthington. In a pair of chapters titled “Psychological 
Science Strengthens �eological Claims” and “Psychological Science 
Adds New Ideas to �eology,” Worthington (2010) identi�es several 
areas in which psychological science a�ords new insights into theology 
and enriches our understanding of some traditional theological doc-
trines—such as the reality of human evil, the dangers of pride and anger, 
and the bene�ts of forgiveness. Another person who has supported the 
insights-enrichments model is Fraser Watts, who points out that enrich-
ment is not a one- way process. Summarizing Watts’s approach, Peter 
Harrison writes: 

Fraser Watts suggests that in the case of psychology and the-
ology a di�erent model is possible. �eology, he contends, can 
o�er special insights into the nature of the human person and 
can thus both critique and enrich psychology. It does so on the 
�rst count by contesting overly reductionist explanations of 
human persons, and on the second, by making contributions 
that arise out of its special familiarity with such features of 
human experience as guilt and forgiveness. Watts also demon-
strates ways in which psychology can make positive contribu-
tions to theology. Here the discussion extends to theological 
anthropology, biblical hermeneutics, religious experience and 
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glossolalia. �e general model he o�ers, then, is one in which 
theology and psychology can be mutually enriching. (Harrison 
2010, 10, emphasis added)

�ere is a wealth of literature on the relations between psychology 
and religion, and it comes as somewhat of a surprise to realize that this 
literature provides little support for the con�ict motif and rarely shows 
attempts at concordism. In the next section, we summarize some of the 
important developments. For additional details, see Jeeves (2013).

Learning from the Past:  
The Psychology of Religion

Converging In�uences
In the continuing story of the relationship between psychology and faith, 
the academic study of the psychology of religion stands out because it 
illustrates both the possibility of con�ict between psychology and faith 
and the possibility of friendly cooperation between psychology and 
religion as shared partners in a mutual endeavor. Broadly speaking, 
psychologists who study religion have concentrated their research on 
what might be called the “roots” of religion (how religious beliefs and 
behaviors emerge) and the “fruits” of religion (what impact religion has 
on cognition and behavior). 

What are the “roots” of the psychology of religion itself? Leslie Hearn-
shaw identi�ed four in�uences that converged at the end of the nineteenth 
century to provide the basis for this �eld of psychology (Hearnshaw 
1964). �ese were Sir Francis Galton’s studies of the manifestations of 
religion (e.g., prayer); studies by anthropologists, such as Sir James Fra-
ser, of comparative religion and the origins of religions; the writings of 
theologians, such as W. R. Inge, on mysticism and religious experience; 
and �nally, the beginnings of the systematic study of religious behaviors, 
best illustrated by Edwin Starbuck’s book �e Psychology of Religion 
(Starbuck 1899). 



reset ting the agenda

[ 11 ]

Positive Beginnings
�e lines of research mentioned by Hearnshaw laid the groundwork for 
the psychology of religion, but the �eld was popularized by the publica-
tion of William James’s classic work, �e Varieties of Religious Experience 
(James 1902). As the title suggests, this book draws attention to the wide 
range of human experiences of religion and of the life of faith. It reminds 
us that each person is unique. Any attempt to �t everyone’s experience 
and practice of faith into one mold fails to recognize the wide variety 
of religious behavior, and also fails to recognize the variety of spiritual 
experiences of the people described in scripture. 

One of James’s lasting contributions was his classi�cation of religion 
into “healthy minded” and “morbid minded” religion. �ese, he thought, 
were related to factors of temperament and personality. Paradoxically, 
the presence of religious faith could energize some individuals to per-
form acts of care and compassion, while in others the impact of religion 
could be more negative, producing guilt, depression, and hatred.

William James called attention to individual di�erences in religion 
and spirituality. In contrast, James Pratt focused on common themes 
across religious people and across religious traditions. Pratt’s book �e 
Religious Consciousness identi�ed stages of religious development from 
the primitive to the intellectual and the emotional, arguing that these 
stages were present in all religions (Pratt 1920). 

Cambridge psychologist Robert �ouless, a practicing Christian, 
broadly followed the example set by William James. As set out in An 
Introduction to the Psychology of Religion (�ouless 1923), �ouless’s 
views toward religion were entirely positive. �e book examines the 
factors involved in religious belief, including both unconscious and con-
scious processes, and devotes special attention to prayer, conversion, 
and mystical experiences. When the book was reissued in 1981, �ouless 
indicated that his interest was in religious consciousness rather than 
religious behavior, and he reiterated his con�dence in the reality of the 
ultimate mysteries lying behind religious faith. Although �ouless was 
fully aware of the critiques of religion presented by Freud and others, 
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he saw no necessary con�ict between psychology and religion, nor did 
he attempt to construct concordisms to bolster his own religious faith. 
Instead, his writings are full of deep insights from psychology into reli-
gious faith and experience. To read �ouless today is to be enriched in 
one’s own life journey.

Hostile Perspectives
In contrast to the views of James and �ouless, James Leuba’s A Psy-
chological Study of Religion (Leuba 1912) exempli�ed a much more crit-
ical perspective on religion. He approached religion from a naturalistic 
standpoint and contended that the religious life can be explained (or 
“explained away”) in terms of the fundamental principles of psychology. 
According to Leuba, humans use religion to search for ways of satisfying 
needs and desires for a better life. Unlike William James, who strongly 
a�rmed the reality of a “higher power” in life, Leuba declared that 
there is no objective transcendent agent or source connected with a 
person’s religious experience. According to his view, belief in a personal 
God will, over time, diminish and eventually disappear. Leuba’s work 
provides an early example of the con�ict motif to describe the relation 
between psychology and religion, and foreshadows later attempts by 
Freud and Skinner to marginalize religion as a relic from humanity’s 
primitive past.

�e in�uential views of Sigmund Freud on the topic of religion may 
be divided into those on “primitive religion” and those on “developed 
religion.” �roughout both sets of his writings, there is a pervasive 
theme of covert and, at times, overt criticism of religion, thus support-
ing the con�ict motif. For example, in Totem and Taboo (Freud 1919), 
he attributed the origins of religion to the psychological connection 
between the “Oedipus complex”—the unconscious hostility that young 
men supposedly hold toward their fathers—and the “totem” or symbol 
of group identity as it existed in small primitive groups. Freud suggested 
that, at one point in the history of a tribal group (a Darwinian “primal 
horde”), the young men had banded together to kill (and eat) their father 



reset ting the agenda

[ 13 ]

in order to possess his wives. According to Freud, this fearful deed was 
the source of human guilt (the “original sin”). “�e totem feast, which is 
perhaps mankind’s �rst celebration, would be the repetition and com-
memoration of this memorable, criminal act with which so many things 
began, social organization, moral restrictions and religion” (Freud 1919, 
236). Freud believed that his theory of psychoanalysis provided some 
clues to the way in which primitive religions developed, especially those 
that showed some forms of patriarchal totem. 

When Freud wrote Totem and Taboo, anthropological knowledge was 
limited. Today, it is clear that many of the so- called scienti�c facts upon 
which Freud based his theories were completely incorrect or seriously 
misleading. In Moses and Monotheism (Freud 1939b), he ventured yet 
further into his speculative theories about the origins of religion. But as 
anthropological research intensi�ed, Freud’s views fell more and more 
into disrepute. For example, Freud’s descriptions of primitive religion 
were criticized by Bronislaw Malinowski in Sex and Repression in Prim-
itive Society (Malinowski 1927) and �e Foundations of Faith and Morals 
(Malinowski 1936). In the context of this chapter, it is worth noting that 
the con�icts that Freud believed he had exposed between religion and 
science turned out to be false con�icts. Freud’s views were based on a 
particular set of anthropological theories that were subsequently revised 
or abandoned. Just as false concordisms become embarrassing to theo-
logians when the scienti�c �ndings move beyond them, so also do false 
con�icts that are built on shaky science.

Moving from primitive religion to developed religion, we �nd Freud’s 
views summarized in �e Future of an Illusion (Freud 1934) and in Civ-
ilization and Its Discontents (Freud 1939a). �ese books contain Freud’s 
most severe critiques of religion, adding fuel to the con�ict motif. For 
Freud, an “illusion” is any belief system that is based on human wishes 
and hopes rather than on objective reality. He was careful to point out 
that such a basis does not necessarily imply that the system is false, 
but as far as Christianity was concerned, he clearly believed that it was 
indeed false. He did not deny that religion serves a useful purpose in 
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providing a sense of security in a hostile environment and an impor-
tant repository and guardian for society’s ethical standards. In his view, 
however, ancient superstitious religions could no longer serve the needs 
of modern society, so they must be replaced by an alternative, rational 
foundation for living a civilized life. 

In the context of his theory of psychoanalysis, Freud concluded that 
religion was a temporary “universal obsessional neurosis” that o�ered a 
means of escape from the realities of life and a method for coping with 
the restraints imposed by an organized society. Freud considered reli-
gious deities to be “substitute ideal fathers.” �us, religion became the 
projection of the child’s relationships with its earthly father, and “gods” 
in all their di�erent guises were nothing more than magni�ed father 
�gures. Freud argued that modern humans must “grow out of” religion 
in order for society to progress (Freud 1934, 43).

Distinguished behavioral psychologist B. F. Skinner believed that his 
rigorous scienti�c approach set him completely apart from Freud and 
others who theorized about unconscious processes and mental states 
that could not be observed or measured. Ironically, Skinner’s hostile 
attitude toward religion put him very close to Freud’s position on the 
relationship between science and faith, and very high on the list of indi-
viduals responsible for the persistence of the con�ict model. Skinner, 
encouraged by earlier successes achieved using a wide variety of tech-
niques at modifying behavior, speculated about how similar processes 
could be harnessed to shape the future of society. In his book Beyond 
Freedom and Dignity (Skinner 1971), he proposed that his principles of 
learning, based on the application of rewards and punishments, o�ered 
a possible explanation as to how the practices of religion might function 
psychologically. �us, he contended, “a religious agency is a special form 
of government under which good and bad become pious and sinful. 
Contingencies involving positive and negative reinforcement, o�en of 
the most extreme sort, are codi�ed—for example as commandments—
and maintained by specialists, usually with the support of ceremonies, 
rituals and stories” (Skinner 1971, 116). According to Skinner, the good 
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things personi�ed in a god provide reinforcement for prosocial behav-
iors, whereas the threat of hell is an aversive stimulus used to shape and 
control “sinful” behavior. It is clear that a reductionist presupposition 
underlies Skinner’s approach, leaving no room for spiritual in�uences. 
Skinner’s writings about religion promoted a sense of inevitable con�ict 
between psychology and religion.

More Balanced Perspectives
Carl Jung worked closely with Freud for a while and developed his per-
sonality theory from within the psychoanalytic tradition. It is not sur-
prising that Jung initially agreed with Freud on the signi�cance of the 
father �gure in religion. However, his views eventually changed about 
both the origins of religion and the impact of religious faith. Jung pro-
posed that there is a “religious instinct” in all humans that leads them 
to desire a relationship with a higher force or transcendent being. Jung 
believed that all religions have their psychological roots in what he called 
the “collective unconscious” of the human race (Jung 1968). Summing up 
the di�erence between the Freudian and the Jungian views of religion, 
G. S. Spinks very aptly wrote that “for Freud religion was an obsessional 
neurosis, and at no time did he modify that judgment. For Jung, it was 
the absence of religion that was the chief cause of adult psychological dis-
orders. �ese two sentences indicate how great is the di�erence between 
their respective standpoints on religion” (Spinks 1963, 102). Jung saw 
no necessary con�ict between science and religion. In fact, he believed 
that science could never replace religion, because religious language 
and symbolism provide access to deep aspects of consciousness (“arche-
types”) that are not open to scienti�c investigation (Jung 1968, 63).

Although less well- known than either Freud or Jung, the distin-
guished social psychologist and personality theorist Gordon Allport 
also made a signi�cant contribution to the psychology of religion. His 
book �e Individual and His Religion (Allport 1950) has become a classic. 
In it, he traced the way in which religion develops from childhood and 
adolescence into maturity, thus underlining the way in which belief in 
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God functions di�erently for people at di�erent times in their lives. His 
account is one of the �rst to incorporate the results of empirical studies 
of religious beliefs and behavior. We may regard Allport’s book as full 
of deep insights from a psychological perspective into the role and the 
function of religion in the lives of individuals and groups. �ere is no 
con�ict motif here and no attempts at producing concordisms; it is a 
book full of deep insights into the relationship between psychology and 
religion.

A psychiatrist whose views received wide publicity in the mid– 
twentieth century was William Sargant, the author of Battle for the Mind 
(Sargant 1957) and �e Mind Possessed (Sargant 1974). While writers such 
as Michael Argyle evaluated di�erent psychological theories of religion 
against empirical data, William Sargant concentrated on the psycho-
physiology of religious behavior. Most noteworthy were his attempts to 
link psychological studies of brainwashing with accounts of religious 
conversion. He argued that hypnotic suggestion and brainwashing were 
at work in some large evangelistic campaigns, and identi�ed some of the 
e�ective ingredients in such campaigns: 

▶ An evangelist with wide publicity and a prestige buildup, 
▶ Speaking with great fervor, conviction, and authority 
▶ To a crowded meeting 
▶ Which began with repetitive singing of emotional hymns and 

choruses, 
▶ Perhaps accompanied by bright lights, large choirs, and stirring 

music, o�en with a rhythmic beat. 

In such circumstances, argued Sargant, physical and psychologi-
cal stresses are skillfully applied to produce dramatic changes in both 
behavior and beliefs. Although Sargant’s views are somewhat controver-
sial, we should recognize that he was highlighting important issues that 
must be considered in Christian outreach and evangelism to ensure that 
the physical and social environment does not manipulate emotions in 
a way that makes meaningful judgment and decision- making di�cult. 
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Conversion experiences under such circumstances, sadly, seldom last 
very long.

In the mid- 1980s, Laurence Brown edited an important volume under 
the title Advances in the Psychology of Religion (L. Brown 1985). �is book 
reported on a conference aimed at identifying new directions in the 
psychology of religion. Brown noted that most of the current research 
relied heavily upon correlational analysis, while the participants agreed 
that more experimental methods should be used in future psychological 
studies of religion. Around that time, developments in cognitive psy-
chology were beginning to produce new ways of studying how people 
think about God (Brown and Forgas 1980), as well as attempts to identify 
actual di�erences between the behaviors of religious and nonreligious 
people, especially in terms of ethical judgments and moral behavior. 
Brown’s book, and the underlying research it contained, demonstrated 
that real progress could be made by putting aside the con�ict model and 
focusing on what insights psychological science could shed on religious 
behavior.

In the context of this book, here is the message we have drawn from our 
historical review of the psychology of religion: While some researchers 
and theorists have promoted the con�ict motif in the relation between 
psychology and faith, many others have demonstrated that a cordial, 
productive relationship is possible. �us, although some prominent psy-
chologists (most notably, Freud and Skinner) have tried to use psycholog-
ical principles to “explain away” religious beliefs and behaviors, such a 
view is not universally accepted by psychologists. For example, Michael 
Argyle states quite categorically that “it does not follow that because a 
belief has psychological roots it is therefore false,” and that “there needs 
to be no relation between a psychological basis for belief and the truth 
of that belief” (Argyle, 1, 4). In short, well- designed psychological stud-
ies of religion should not presume the truth or falsehood of religious 
claims, but rather seek insights into the spiritual beliefs and the religious 
behaviors that are an important part of everyday life for two- thirds of 
the world’s population (Gallup Organization 2017).
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The Need for a Two- Way Dialogue

Cambridge psychologist Fraser Watts has written most helpfully about 
the dialogue between psychology and theology. He points out that the 
dialogue between theology and science has been, as he puts it, “noto-
riously one- sided,” in that the history of the science and faith debates 
has shown theology much more interested in science than science in 
theology (Watts 2012, 45). To correct this imbalance, Watts suggests 
that theologians can make a more intentional e�ort to engage in dia-
logue with research psychologists as well as counselors. What contri-
butions could theologians make? Watts argues that theologians can 
bring biblical insights about the human condition to enrich psycholog-
ical theories and help formulate new research questions. In this regard, 
Watts is echoing a pervasive theme of this book, namely, the possibility 
for mutual enrichment in the relations between psychology and faith. 
Watts explains, “�e general point is that theology and psychology o�er 
complementary perspectives and elucidate di�erent aspects of phenom-
ena such as forgiveness, each of them contributing to the other so that 
there is value in bringing them into creative dialogue” (Watts 2010, 194, 
emphasis added). We believe that this dialogue is itself an enriching 
process. Alister McGrath, in his 2014 Inaugural Lecture when taking 
up the Andreas Idreos Professorship of Science and Religion at Oxford 
University, a�rmed this point:

We should challenge the dominant narrative of our time—
the outdated “con�ict narrative,” sustained more by uncritical 
repetition than by historical evidence—and replace it with a 
narrative of enrichment. (McGrath 2015, 12)

Resisting Reductionism

In addition, Watts (2012) claims that theologians can support the 
attempts of philosophers to weed out pervasive reductionist tendencies 
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within some branches of psychology. Watts identi�es four main forms 
of reductionism in psychology. �rough the in�uence of neuroscience, 
there is a tendency to see humans as “nothing but a bundle of neurons.” 
From an evolutionary psychology perspective, there is a tendency to 
argue that humans are “nothing but survival machines for our genes.” 
�e arti�cial intelligence sub�eld within cognitive psychology views 
the human mind as “nothing but a sophisticated computer program.” 
From a social psychology perspective, there is a tendency to view human 
characteristics and aspirations as “nothing but social constructs.” We 
shall deal with some of these topics in greater detail elsewhere in the 
book, but here we note our agreement with Watts’s general point that 
theological perspectives can help counter the dangers of unthinking 
reductionism in psychology.

Looking Ahead at the Plan for This Book

What is the proper or most helpful way to view the relationship between 
psychological science and Christian faith? �roughout this book we 
attempt to show the inadequacy of the con�ict motif and the dangers 
of premature concordism. We will highlight examples of an alternative 
approach—o�en called complementary perspectives—that emphasizes 
the mutual insights and enrichments that can emerge from a cordial 
working relationship between psychology and theology. 

We follow this introductory chapter with four chapters providing 
detailed examinations of the three approaches that have dominated the 
relationship: the con�ict model, attempts at concordism, and attempts 
to integrate the two domains.

�e next four chapters provide examples of complementary perspec-
tives from the areas of psychological science in which the two of us have 
been direct participants: neuropsychology, cognitive psychology, and 
evolutionary psychology. 

�e �nal three chapters provide additional complementarity examples 
(as well as examples of con�icts and concordisms) from other areas of 
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psychology with which we have less direct contact, and then summarize 
what we have learned from this project—lessons to keep in mind as we 
try to connect what is revealed in scripture about how “wonderfully 
made” we indeed are (Psalm 139:14) to psychological principles that God 
has allowed us to discover by the dedicated use of the minds we have 
been given.
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c h a p te r  2

�e Con�ict Motif in Historical Perspective

D

Persistent Conflict between Science and  
Religion: Real or Myth?

This chapter explores the idea of a con�ict between science 
and religion, in which religion—speci�cally Christianity—is in a 

millennium- long retreat, losing ground to the forces of scienti�c prog-
ress. Where did the con�ict motif originate? What has sustained it across 
the years? What impact has it had? We begin with a famous quote from 
T. H. Huxley that depicts a �erce battle between science and religion:

Extinguished theologians lie about the cradle of every science 
as the strangled snakes beside that of Hercules; and history 
records that whenever science and orthodoxy have been fairly 
opposed, the latter has been forced to retire from the lists, 
bleeding and crushed if not annihilated; scorched, if not slain. 
(Huxley 1860, 556)

However, this battle�eld envisioned by Huxley never actually existed. 
Peter Harrison explains:

Much recent writing by historians of science has addressed 
itself, in various ways, to the popular assumption that through-
out history science and religion have been engaged in a 
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perennial battle. It is now generally accepted by historians that 
this erroneous view, known as “the con�ict myth,” was largely 
the invention of two nineteenth- century controversialists, John 
Draper and Andrew Dickson White. �e basic position is clear 
enough from the titles of their best- known works, respectively, 
History of the Con�ict between Religion and Science (1875) and 
A History of the Warfare of Science with �eology in Christen-
dom (1896). Invented or not, the con�ict model would not have 
endured had it not enjoyed at least a super�cial plausibility and 
if it did not play an important role in the self- understandings 
of those who perpetuate it. In fact, this model draws support 
from a number of sources: our present experience of religiously 
motivated anti- evolutionary sentiments and scientifically 
motivated atheism; well- known historical cases such as the 
Galileo a�air that seem to exemplify con�ict; and the assump-
tion that science and religion are forms of knowledge based 
upon mutually exclusive foundations—reason and experience 
in the case of science, and faith and authority in the case of 
religion. (Harrison 2010, 4; see also Draper 1875; White 1896)

Ronald Numbers (Numbers 2009) traces the beginnings of the con-
�ict motif to an 1845 article in a US newspaper that stated, “Every new 
conquest achieved by science involved the loss of a domain to religion.” 
But this idea was already in the intellectual milieu much earlier. For 
example, when Pablo de Felipe examined the early roots of the “�at earth 
error” (the false generalization that Christians before Columbus held 
that the earth was �at), he found that it was used by several authors in 
the eighteenth century to build early versions of the con�ict model. We 
believe that the con�ict model is an oversimpli�cation of history. We 
recently studied the history of science and faith relations and showed 
that a much more complex and richer story better �ts the facts (de Felipe 
and Jeeves 2017). We reviewed twelve historical episodes of these rela-
tionships across two thousand years, which have been used to give the 
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impression of a historical directionality—that is, Christians retreating 
under the steady forward march of science. However, we discovered 
that many of these stories take unexpected turns, revealing that the 
con�ict-retreat model is historically inaccurate. 

Historians tracing out various science- versus- faith scenarios have 
typically described four key illustrative episodes: (1) in the ancient/
patristic times, the debate over the shape of the earth; (2) in the medieval 
times, the denial of the existence of antipodeans; (3) in the modern era, 
the debate about the movement of the earth; and, �nally, (4) in contem-
porary times, the rejection of evolution. In all these cases, we are told 
that Christian theologians were forced to abandon their formerly held 
positions and retreat in defeat, recognizing the truth and authority of 
science over the disputed ground. �is uneasy truce presumably lasted 
only until a new con�ict broke out at a new science/faith border.

In the hands of a good narrator, the succession of historical controver-
sies about scienti�c discoveries is always depicted with two contesting 
sides, and always with the same side (Christianity) shown defending 
nonsense views that were later destroyed by scienti�c evidence. �is 
story is an irresistible and emotionally satisfying narrative about the 
victorious march of science pushing a defeated religious enemy aside—
eventually to fade away and disappear. However, a strong case can be 
made that more careful research of these o�en- repeated historical epi-
sodes shows a much more complex picture, one that resists these sim-
plistic and neat battleground realignments (de Felipe and Jeeves 2017).

A brief look at each of these four “classical” science- versus- faith 
clashes reveals lessons we should keep in mind as we seek to under-
stand how best to view relations today between psychological science 
and Christian faith (see de Felipe and Jeeves 2017 for further details).

The Ancient/Patristic Age: Christian Flat- Earthers

�ose who promote the con�ict motif o�en claim that ancient and medi-
eval Christians held the cosmological view of the sixth- century monk 
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Cosmas Indicopleustes (also known as Constantine of Antiochia), who 
described a �at earth located in a chest- shaped universe (Cosmas 1897). 
However, we can �nd criticisms of this view from Christians in that same 
era: the Alexandrian philosopher/scientist/theologian Philoponus (sixth 
century), the Armenian scientist/mathematician Anania Shirakatsi (also 
known as Anania of Shirak, seventh century), and Photius, the patriarch 
of Constantinople (ninth century). To support his position, Cosmas used 
quotations from several earlier Christian writers, but those individuals 
were mainly connected with the particular theology of the School of 
Antioch, which by Cosmas’s time had already turned into the strong-
hold of Nestorianism, well outside the mainstream of Christian thought 
(Wolska- Conus 1989). Moreover, Cosmas had few disciples. Even though 
his books survived in the Eastern Mediterranean into medieval times, 
they went largely unnoticed in the West until they were translated into 
Latin and printed in the eighteenth century. �us, it is a distortion of 
the evidence to claim that Cosmas was the source of commonly held 
�at- earth beliefs.

�e only ancient Christian �at- earth author who was well- known in 
the West was Lactantius, who in the fourth century mocked the sphe-
ricity of the earth, although, interestingly, not on theological grounds 
(Numbers 2009). Later, in the West, Augustine (fourth–��h centuries) 
and Isidore (sixth–seventh centuries) were not completely clear about 
the shape of the earth, but they never denied the sphericity of the earth 
explicitly as did Lactantius or Cosmas. Starting with Bede (seventh–
eighth centuries), a consistent exposition and defense of the sphericity of 
the earth emerged in Western Europe and made its way into university 
teaching (de Felipe 2012).

As we look across the ancient and medieval landscape of the West, the 
debate about the shape of the earth was not a con�ict between Christians 
and the forces of science, but rather a dispute within Christian thought, 
with the �at- earth viewpoint most strongly linked with heretical Nesto-
rianism rather than with mainstream theologians. Eventually, advances 
in science settled the issue and established the sphericity of the earth. �e 
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lesson learned: no service had been done to theology by claiming to �nd 
in scripture an answer to a scienti�c question—and today that includes 
questions asked by practitioners of scienti�c psychology.

The Medieval Age:  
Augustine against the Antipodes

Much more complicated problems were posed by claims about the pos-
sible existence of the antipodeans (humans who lived on the opposite 
side of the earth). While the �at- earth view ruled out the existence of 
antipodeans, a spherical earth opened the possibility of dry land on the 
other side of the earth that could contain a human population. �e most 
common model of a symmetrical continent on the other side of the earth 
can be traced to Crates of Mallus (second century BCE), who proposed 
the existence of four land masses, one in each of the quarters of the 
surface of the spherical earth. �ese ideas had no scienti�c or historical 
basis, and there were plenty of non- Christian writers who rejected them 
(e.g., Lucretius, Plutarch, and Lucian) or ignored them—as in the case 
of professional geographers such as the second- century Alexandrian 
Ptolemy, who concentrated his e�orts in describing the known world: 
the Euro-Asian-African landmass or “oikoumene” (Randles 1994).

�e earliest Christian mention of the antipodeans by Clement in the 
late �rst century seems to have accepted their existence. Later, when 
Augustine famously denied the existence of antipodeans, he did so not in 
association with a �at earth, as previously argued by Lactantius and later 
by Cosmas. Instead, Augustine rejected antipodeans on the basis of the 
lack of historical evidence, the speculative nature of the “symmetrical” 
argumentation for the antipodeans, and only later on the theological 
threat of having humans that were not descended from Adam or Noah. 
�e debate continued as Medieval Christian scholars pondered over the 
symmetrical view of the four land masses transmitted by late- antiquity 
authors such as the Neoplatonists Macrobius and Capella (fourth–��h 
centuries). �e issue was resolved on empirical grounds during the age 



chapter 2

[ 26 ]

of exploration by Portuguese and Spanish seafarers (��eenth–sixteenth 
centuries), proving that there were continents and inhabitants in all 
regions of a spherical earth, although not arranged in the symmetrical 
way Crates had expected (de Felipe 2012). 

Once again, we see that a contentious issue had theologians and phi-
losopher/scientists on both sides. Once again, we see that the issue was 
eventually resolved not by careful arguments but by empirical evidence—
in this instance, doing the experiment of sailing around the world

The Modern Age: Galileo and the Inquisition

Again, it is overly simplistic to speak of the famous case of Galileo ver-
sus the Inquisition as a con�ict between science and faith. In fact, in 
the 1616 condemnation of Copernicanism, all three of the condemned 
books were written by avowed Christians (Nicolaus Copernicus, Diego 
de Zuñiga, and Paolo Foscarini). Moreover, the publication of Coper-
nicus’s De Revolutionibus (Copernicus 1543) had been urged by several 
friends of the author, all clerics: Bishop Paul von Middelburg, future 
bishop Tiedemann Giese, and Cardinal Nikolaus von Schoenberg—and 
the publication was dedicated to Pope Paul III. Later, in the 1633 trial 
of Galileo, his judges rightly considered themselves supported by the 
mainstream science of their age and the previous millennia (McMul-
lin 2009). Galileo’s support came mainly from theologians and church 
leaders, including disciples of the Benedictine mathematician Benedetto 
Castelli, and a helpful friend like the archbishop of Sienna Ascanio Pic-
colomini, who hosted Galileo for several months at his palace right a�er 
the condemnation by the Inquisition (Drake 1980).

Galileo thought that he had proven the Copernican system beyond 
doubt with his particular theory of the tides, which was probably his 
worst scienti�c blunder. It took another generation, and Newtonian 
mechanics, to discard Tycho Brahe’s overcomplicated system (all other 
planets circled the sun while the sun circled the earth), and to establish 
the Copernican system beyond doubt. It is worth emphasizing that all 
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the people involved in this scienti�c controversy were Christians, so fram-
ing the issue as “science versus faith” does not help in understanding the 
situation (McMullin 2005). Instead, the controversy pitted Christians 
against Christians and scientists against scientists. �eological acumen 
was not useful in this situation; only further scienti�c research could 
resolve the issue. Perhaps it could be seen as a foretaste of some current 
debates among Christians—for example, dualism versus monism—
where insights from advances in neuroscience have the potential to help 
resolve some of these theological issues (Green 2008). 

The Contemporary Age:  
Darwin and Christianity

It is popularly assumed that the only response from Christians to Dar-
win’s On the Origin of Species (Darwin 1859) was bitter and vicious oppo-
sition based on theological prejudices. However, detailed study of the 
contemporary reactions shows us at least three important and o�en 
overlooked aspects that support the case we are making here. First, nota-
ble scientists Adam Sedgwick, Charles Lyell, George Mivart, Jean Louis 
Agassiz, and Richard Owen, although Christians themselves, opposed 
Darwin on real scienti�c grounds rather than from arguments based 
on theology.

Second, Christian responses to evolution were not always negative. 
As examples, we can point to Charles Babbage (1837), who proposed a 
sort of evolutionary theory long before Darwin, as well as to the writ-
ings of Charles Kingsley (1859) and Baden Powell (1860). John Henslow 
is also worth mentioning, as he served as Darwin’s mentor, defending 
Darwin during a public lecture in May 1860 a�er Sedgwick criticized 
Darwin (Barlow 1967). As with the previous two examples discussed in 
this section, this episode was not simply a battle between theologians 
and scientists. Contrary to the popularized account, scienti�c biologists 
did not immediately accept Darwin’s theory. 

Once again there were Christians on both sides of the heated debates. 
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Only later would the issues be resolved by more scienti�c research along-
side fresh biblical scholarship pointing to the necessary reappraisal 
of what the early chapters of the book of Genesis were and were not 
intended to convey (Walton 2009). Megaphone diplomacy had to be 
replaced by shared participation in both the scienti�c enterprise and a 
fuller awareness of advances in biblical scholarship. 

�ird, Darwin himself did not show an aggressive anti- Christian 
position, even though he had abandoned his Christian faith years before 
1859. During this period of controversy, Darwin was a deist, believing 
in a Creator that had ordered the world by laws that were discoverable 
by scienti�c inquiry. Near the end of his life, when Darwin considered 
himself an agnostic, he still dismissed the inevitability of a science- and- 
faith con�ict over evolution: “It seems to me absurd to doubt that a man 
may be an ardent �eist and an evolutionist” (Darwin 1879, 1).

The Reemergence of Conflict between  
Psychology and Religion

Christians studying psychology in North America could be forgiven for 
thinking that they must be continually on the alert to resist challenges to 
their basic beliefs, which will inevitably arise through their psychology 
courses. Indeed, the need for this alertness may well be reinforced by 
reading books such as the two edited volumes mentioned in the pre-
ceding chapter. In those books, students would be told that there is an 
ongoing con�ict between what psychologists are discovering and what 
their Christian faith encourages them to believe. 

By the mid- 1980s, the con�ict motif was already well established in 
discussions of psychology and religion. For example, a book edited by 
Stanton Jones titled Psychology and the Christian Faith shows clear evi-
dence of the con�ict motif from the opening pages. In the preface, Jones 
wrote, “But I was constantly troubled by the apparent and real con�icts 
between what I studied at the University and what I believed” (S. Jones 
1986, 11, emphasis added). A few pages later, referring to those he calls 
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“the limiters of science,” Jones claimed that their views do not help us 
to work out “the real con�icts that can emerge between psychological 
and religious views, such as the con�ict between the views of conversion 
as a mechanistic change in attitude on the one hand and as a responsi-
ble act of a repentant human being on the other” (S. Jones 1986, 19–20, 
emphasis added).

Similarly, Psychology and Christianity: Five Views (E. Johnson 2010) 
contains frequent references to con�ict, battles, hostility, and collision 
of views. �e con�ict motif is clearly alive and well. On the �rst page 
of the preface, Eric Johnson describes the struggle to de�ne the role of 
religion in modern life as a “conceptual and political battle” or “culture 
war.” He asks, “What has led to this particular con�ict?” and claims 
that psychology is “downright hostile to religion” (E. Johnson 2010, 7, 
emphasis added). �is language certainly frames the psychology–reli-
gion relationship as a con�ict between opposing forces. 

Some books are more balanced and comprehensive in their treatment 
of the relationship between psychology and religion. A comprehensive 
book by Paul Moes and Donald Tellinghuisen titled Exploring Psychology 
and Christian Faith (Moes and Tellinghuisen 2014) largely manages to 
avoid the con�ict motif. Nevertheless, the opening dedication page still 
reveals the persistence—perhaps subliminal—of the warfare motif. �ey 
wrote, “�is book is dedicated . . . to all students exploring the reconcil-
iation of faith and psychology.” But “reconciliation” suggests that there 
is a con�ict or battle going on with two sides that need to be reconciled.

Even an excellent book by Everett Worthington with the commend-
able subtitle What Christians Can Learn from Psychological Science sadly 
has as its main title Coming to Peace with Psychology—an expression 
that hints at warfare and con�ict. Despite this apparent concession to 
the con�ict motif, Worthington quickly corrects this impression. On 
the opening page of the introduction he writes: 

Some people believe that science is at war with religion and 
no civil dialogue can occur. I disagree. . . . In this book I will 
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claim that we can know people better, and even know God 
better, by heeding psychological science. In fact, I suggest that 
the relationship between psychological science and Christi-
anity is more like an emerging marriage than either war or a 
mere dialogue. (Worthington 2010, 11, emphasis added)

In the section headed “�e Relationship of Psychological Science to 
�eology,” Worthington notes that two of the most frequent ways of 
describing this relationship have been in terms of either a “�lter” model 
(scripture is the standard or �lter for evaluating the truth of psychol-
ogy) or a “perspectival” model (science and religion operate at di�er-
ent levels, both addressing the same aspects of reality from di�erent 
perspectives). Worthington attempts to “develop a way of looking at 
psychological science as being in relationship to Christianity that will 
serve as an alternative to �lter models and to perspectivalist models—a 
relational model.” Worthington’s relational model seems very similar to 
the theme of this book, namely, that we should seek to identify mutual 
insights and enrichments from the relationship of psychological science 
and Christian faith. Indeed, Worthington’s book is �lled with examples 
of how, in his own words, “I proposed several ways psychological science 
could add ideas to theology” (Worthington 2010, 214), much like the 
enrichments we are proposing here.

We do not deny that real con�icts between psychology and Chris-
tian faith do arise from time to time. �is was recognized more than 
��y years ago in an important volume on the relationship between psy-
chology and Christian faith that recent writers in this �eld have largely 
ignored. �e book was titled What �en Is Man? and was edited by one 
of the leading psychologists in America at that time, Paul Meehl. It was 
the result of a sustained consultation between Christian psychologists, 
theologians, and pastors all within the Lutheran tradition of the Chris-
tian church in the United States. �ey were very careful to avoid con-
centrating on the con�ict motif, but helpfully and realistically portrayed 
the tension, as indicated in these words:
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We have discussed some of the potentially removable sources 
of con�ict between secular psychology and the cognitive com-
ponents of Christianity. Persistent, rigorous, and creative 
e�orts along the indicated lines will do much to improve the 
relation between the disciplines. It must be frankly admitted, 
however, that even if the factors of mutual ignorance, seman-
tic confusion, dogmatism about open questions, incomplete 
empirical evidence, and philosophically unclear concepts were 
wholly eliminated, certain divergences would exist between 
the attitude and belief systems of most secular psychologists 
and the Christian orientation. (Meehl et al. 1958, 162)

Challenging the Conflict-Retreat Model

Notwithstanding such balanced assessments, repeated statements about 
con�ict and warfare by Christian psychologists look strangely out of 
tune with the stories told by the expert historians of science. Many 
books and journal articles on the history of the relations between sci-
ence and religion appeared in the second half of the twentieth century 
and the early part of twenty- �rst century, and these analyses largely 
demolished the myth of persistent, widespread con�ict in science and 
faith relations. 

It is di�cult to imagine how scholars like Eric Johnson (E. Johnson 
2010) could have overlooked articles such as one that appeared in 1989 in 
the new journal Science and Christian Belief. �e �rst article in the �rst 
issue of the journal was by Colin Russell, himself a chemist and historian 
of science and faith, with the title “�e Con�ict Metaphor and Its Social 
Origins.” In the opening pages of this article, Colin Russell writes:

�e subject of this paper is a generalization so obvious, so 
familiar, so pervasive, and so respectable that even to contem-
plate its refutation might be held to be folly, if not sacrilege. 
It is unlike many other myths in that it is a generalization 
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having almost the function of a Kuhnian paradigm, a concep-
tual framework into which all manner of isolated and curi-
ous incidents may be easily �tted. Yet the cumulative e�ect of 
twenty years’ historical scholarship has been to demonstrate 
its mythical character. We are concerned with the simple thesis 
that science and the Christian religion are at war, and have been 
so for a long time. �is is not an assertion in the philosophy 
of science but rather in the history of science, alleging what 
actually happened in the past and continues to the present 
day. (Russell 1989, 3–4, emphasis added):

Russell later continues,

�is view of the past has been variously described as a “war-
fare model,” a “con�ict thesis,” and a “military metaphor.” 
It is the intention of the present paper to suggest, not that 
Christian and scienti�c doctrines have never been at odds, 
but that to portray them as persistently in con�ict is not only 
historically inaccurate or actually a caricature so grotesque 
that what needs to be explained is how it could possibly have 
achieved any degree of respectability. (Russell 1989, 5)

Recent books by authors such as Ronald Numbers (Numbers 2009), 
John Brooke (Brooke 1991), and Peter Harrison (Harrison 2010) docu-
ment the varied interactions between science and faith over many cen-
turies. �ey provide a wealth of lessons to be learned about how properly 
and constructively to relate knowledge from the scienti�c enterprise 
with knowledge from other domains of knowledge, including religion. 
Harrison’s book argues that there are no easy answers to understanding 
the complexities of the issues involved. However, so important are the 
potential lessons to be learned from history that it is crucial that any new 
science, such as psychology, should be aware of the rich and complex 
history of these past interactions. Speci�cally, psychology needs to learn 
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from the past—looking for examples to follow or errors to avoid—as it 
seeks to work out its relations with religion. 

Is there something fundamentally di�erent about psychology as a 
science? If not, then why have psychologists not learned these lessons? 
Why has the con�ict motif persisted? Of course, it is possible to select 
historical examples on which to build a narrative in which science 
drives religion into permanent retreat. However, a closer examination of 
science- and- religion interactions spread over two millennia reveals that 
such a “con�ict-retreat” portrayal of science-religion relations tells only 
part of a story that is, as Harrison has documented, much more complex. 
Christian institutions and Christian scholars o�en directly supported 
and advanced the cause of science. At other times, Christianity, under 
the guise of a foe, did the work of a friend for science. With such exam-
ples in mind, we propose that there is a more constructive way forward. 

Discussions of the relations between science and religion typically 
refer to Ian Barbour’s book Where Science Meets Religion. �ey note Bar-
bour’s four- way classi�cation system of the possible relations between 
science and religion: con�ict, independence, dialogue, and integration. 
Barbour’s own sympathies are with dialogue and integration. �us, he 
writes at the end of his book, “In summary, I believe that dialogue and 
integration are more promising ways to bring scienti�c and religious 
insights together than either con�ict or independence” (Barbour 2000, 
179). It is interesting that he refers here to insights—a major theme of 
this book. He is, however, clearly aware of the dangers of some forms 
of integration that look suspiciously like concordism. He argues that 
problems will arise “if either scienti�c or religious ideas are distorted to 
�t a preconceived synthesis that claims to encompass all reality” (Barbour 
2000, 45, emphasis added).

Alister McGrath, in his 2014 Inaugural Lecture when taking up the 
Andreas Idreos Professorship of Science and Religion at Oxford Uni-
versity, asked, “So how did we get there, when historical evidence makes 
such a narrative [of con�ict] so problematic?” McGrath continued, “Yet 
to those in the know, this ‘science versus religion’ narrative is stale, 
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outdated and largely discredited. It is sustained not by the weight of 
evidence, but by endless uncritical repetition, which studiously avoids 
the new scholarship which has undermined its credibility” (McGrath 
2015, 7). Later McGrath said that “we should challenge the dominant 
narrative of our time—the outdated ‘con�ict narrative,’ sustained more 
by uncritical repetition than by historical evidence—and replace it with 
a narrative of enrichment” (McGrath 2015, 12). It is noteworthy that 
McGrath here uses the idea of enrichment as a useful way to move for-
ward, echoing the theme of this book.

In a seminal paper, David Lindberg and Ronald Numbers pointed to 
the need to contest the traditional examples, the causes célèbres, of the 
con�ict model throughout history:

Recent scholarship, however, has shown the “warfare” the-
sis to be a gross distortion—as this paper attempts to reveal, 
employing illustrations from the patristic and medieval peri-
ods and from the Copernican and Darwinian debates. (Lind-
berg and Numbers 1987, 140)

Although Lindberg and Numbers do refer to the patristic and medi-
eval periods, the thrust of their paper is devoted to the Copernican and 
Darwinian debates. Apart from debunking many false pseudohistorical 
details in the literature on con�icts, the main straightforward way to 
confront such biased historical reconstruction is to realize that these 
debates were hardly “science vs. religion.” As a host of historians have 
shown, in each of these confrontations there were Christians and fre-
quently even scientists (as well as persons who combined both trainings) 
on both sides of the argument, as illustrated in the particular case of 
Galileo:

�e Galileo a�air . . . was not a matter of Christianity wag-
ing war on science. All of the participants called themselves 
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Christians, and all acknowledged biblical authority. �is was a 
struggle between opposing theories of biblical interpretation: 
a conservative theory issuing from the Council of Trent versus 
Galileo’s more liberal alternative, both well precedented in 
the history of the church. (Lindberg and Numbers 1987, 145)

So, we see that some authors, by selecting particular historical exam-
ples, were able to weave a narrative about

▶ A persistent, widespread con�ict between science and religion, 
which leads inevitably to

▶ A continuous retreat from the positions of Christians who “got it 
wrong” on scienti�c principles. 

A di�erent set of historical examples, however, shows that this has not 
always been the case. �e founding father of the big bang cosmology, 
the priest and scientist Georges Lemaître, had “no con�ict to reconcile” 
between his faith and his scienti�c work (Aikman 1933, 18). In cases like 
this, there is no warfare, no battle lines are drawn, and no retreat is 
necessary. Other similar examples show that the history of science and 
faith relations is more complex than the con�ict model assumes.

Furthermore, as de Felipe and Jeeves (2017) have documented, we 
believe there is a third set of examples where a rather unexpected inter-
pretation can be made. Interestingly, in these cases the con�icts between 
science and faith have not arisen from a desire by Christians to �ght 
against science, but rather the opposite—from a desire to �nd some sort 
of concordism between science and faith. Indeed, most past concord-
isms between science and faith have ended up producing unnecessary 
con�icts when science has moved on and le� faith exposed, hanging 
on to a “god of the gaps” when there is no longer a gap to �ll. A com-
pelling example is the realization that, to a signi�cant extent, Galileo’s 
troubles were the consequence of centuries of an unhelpful synthesis or 
integration of Christian theology with the teachings of Aristotle. �us, 
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the con�icts of one era are frequently the catastrophic consequences of 
concordism from a previous era. 

�e take- home message from this brief and highly selective overview 
is that there is a robust historical basis for rejecting the con�ict-retreat 
model, and that this evidence is persuasive to leading historians of sci-
ence, as indicated in this conclusion from Peter Harrison:

When examined closely, however, the historical record simply 
does not bear out this model of enduring warfare. For a start, 
study of the historical relations between science and religion 
does not reveal any simple pattern at all. In so far as there is 
any general trend, it is that for much of the time religion has 
facilitated scienti�c endeavor and has done so in various ways. 
(Harrison 2010, 4)

We suggest that it is time to move beyond the con�ict-retreat par-
adigm, not only through a detailed clari�cation of these speci�c epi-
sodes, but also by broadening the discussion to consider other historical 
episodes that illustrate an even more complex and more representative 
account of science-faith relations. 

The Relevance of Advances in Biblical Scholarship 
to Discussions of Science and Faith

Proponents of the con�ict motif also tend to overlook the fact that bibli-
cal interpretation has changed across the centuries, and advances in bib-
lical scholarship have actually diminished some of the apparent con�icts 
between science and theology. An early example of a “science- friendly” 
scholar was Jonathan Edwards, one of North America’s greatest theo-
logians. Edwards had good friends who were distinguished scientists 
and Fellows of the Royal Society in London. His correspondence with 
those scientists shows that he was very interested in scienti�c discoveries 
that might have implications for traditional interpretations of the scrip-
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ture passages that refer to God’s creation. In a biography of Jonathan 
Edwards, George Marsden wrote, “Edwards regarded Scripture alone as 
truly authoritative, so earlier interpreters could be revised. �e project 
of understanding Scripture’s true meaning was an ongoing progressive 
enterprise to which Edwards hoped to contribute” (Marsden 2003, 474). 
Edwards’s emphasis on the dynamic nature of scripture interpretation 
is relevant to the case we are trying to build. It is scripture itself that 
is authoritative, not the interpretation given by a particular group of 
Christians at a particular time in history. Going one step further, as 
N. T. Wright does, we could say that it is God who is authoritative and 
who speaks through scripture (N. T. Wright 2011).

Many Christians see a fundamental di�erence between a scienti�c 
understanding of the world that changes with each new scienti�c discov-
ery and a theological understanding that is static and unchanging. We 
believe that this view is not realistic. As John Walton, a leading biblical 
scholar in the tradition of Jonathan Edwards, wrote:

�ough the Bible itself does not change, we realize that our 
interpretation of Scripture is much more dynamic and the 
resulting shape of theology consequently subject to constant 
reassessment (more on the perimeter than in the core). Two 
millennia of church history have witnessed some dramatic 
di�erences in hermeneutics, some deeply ingrained theolog-
ical controversies (some options cast o� as heretical, some 
bringing major splits and some being retained side- by- side) 
and some substantial disagreements about the interpreta-
tion of particular passages. . . . New insights and new infor-
mation can emerge at any time. Several hundred years ago, 
renewed access to the original languages had signi�cant 
impact on biblical interpretation. In recent decades, the avail-
ability of documents from the ancient world has provided 
a remarkable resource for our reading of the biblical text. 
We dare not neglect these tools when they can contribute so 
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signi�cantly to our interpretation. (Walton 2015, 11–12, emphasis  
added)

A similar case was made by Peter Enns, another leading biblical 
scholar, who urges us to keep three ideas in mind when approaching 
scripture:

Our knowledge of the cultures that surrounded ancient Israel 
greatly a�ects how we now understand the Old Testament—
not only here and there but also what the Old Testament as a 
whole is designed to do.

Because scripture is a collection of discrete writings from 
widely diverse times and places and written for diverse pur-
poses, the signi�cant theological diversity of scripture we �nd 
there should hardly be a surprise. 

How the New Testament authors interpret the Old Testa-
ment re�ects the Jewish thought world of the time and that 
accounts for their creative engagement of the Old Testament. 
It also helps Christians today understand how the New Testa-
ment authors brought together the Israel story and the Gospel. 
(Enns 2012, introduction, xi)

�us, biblical scholars remind us that proper interpretation requires 
careful study of the ancient biblical texts in the light of new archaeo-
logical evidence, new textual studies, and new social- cultural studies 
of life in biblical times. For example, in the study of Old Testament 
passages describing the events of creation, it is essential to understand 
the structure of Hebrew poetry and its use of powerful cultural images 
to convey a message. Similarly, New Testament scholars cannot under-
stand the message of the parables of Jesus without placing them in their 
cultural and historical context. God’s message always comes in a form 
that is incarnated in a speci�c ethnic, cultural, historical, and linguistic 
context. In the Bible, we have a written record of that revelation, wrapped 
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in literary forms that were in common use during biblical times. Of spe-
cial interest to psychologists are those passages of scripture that contain 
insights into our mysterious human nature—using terms such as mind, 
heart, soul, spirit, and �esh. We can so easily read them as if they address 
our post- Enlightenment scienti�c concerns, when in fact they do not. A 
notable recent example of how biblical scholarship can illuminate our 
understanding of these passages is a book by Joel Green titled Body, Soul, 
and Human Life: �e Nature of Humanity in the Bible (Green 2008).

Applying Lessons from History

�e contributing authors to one recent volume (E. Johnson 2010) engaged 
in a healthy debate, expressing diverse views about how to relate psychol-
ogy and the tenets of Christian faith. From our point of view, several 
of the chapters o�ered thinly veiled attempts at concordisms, revealing 
presuppositions about both the purpose of scripture and the nature of 
the scienti�c enterprise. For example, one essay (Roberts and Watson 
2010) described a “Christian psychology view.” In reading that chapter, 
it is di�cult to avoid the conclusion that the authors believe that all that 
we need to discover about psychology is somehow and somewhere buried 
within scripture. To make progress in discussions of the relation of psy-
chological science and Christian faith, we need to bring to light these 
presuppositions about the nature and purpose of scripture. �e chapter 
by Roberts and Watson evoked this response from David Myers, another 
contributor to the book:

I concur with Roberts and Watson’s esteem for the rich insights 
of the ancient philosophers, of Jesus and of theologians from 
Augustine to Kierkegaard, but I do so without con�ating 
them all as psychology. By nearly all de�nitions, psychology 
is today’s science of behavior and mental processes. So, while 
Roberts and Watson may dismiss today’s psychology—that of 
national psychology organizations, of leading universities, of 
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psychology exams and of psychology texts—as mere “estab-
lishment psychology” and instead advocate Christians to 
gather together on their own to create a di�erent psychology, 
that’s a bit like dismissing the American Medical Associa-
tion or the National Institutes of Health or university medical 
schools as o�ering “establishment medicine.” So they are, but 
Christians are ill- advised to scorn their achievements and to 
absent themselves from medicine’s practice and leadership. 
(Myers 2010b, 179–80)

In this same volume, Stanton Jones advocated an “integration view” 
of the relation between psychology and Christianity (S. Jones 2010). We 
examine this widely used notion of integration in later chapters, as not 
everyone writing about integration is as careful as Jones in making clear 
what it does and does not involve. However, on the speci�c issue of the 
use of scripture to settle arguments, we want to point to the response 
of David Myers to the chapter by Jones. Although �nding much with 
which he can agree, Myers suggests that Jones overstates the extent to 
which scriptural truths are “as stable and enduring—or more so—than 
any empirical generalization,” given that new work by biblical scholars 
and theologians can lead to signi�cant revisions in our understanding 
of biblical passages (Myers 2010c, 130). 

�is last point about the impact of new biblical scholarship was also 
highlighted by Everett Worthington:

�e validity of theology is not above suspicion. It roots its 
understanding of texts to a particular historical context. E�ort 
is made to understand the historical context, word usage and 
culture at the time the text was written with as much accuracy 
as possible. �en theology projects forward from the histor-
ical context of the present. Biblical interpretations are thus 
based on our understanding of context and on what can and 
cannot be generalized to the present. �e passages in Paul’s 
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letter to the Corinthians on women speaking in church, head 
coverings, slavery and other issues come to mind. �eologians 
either must dismiss some advice as irrelevant or try to discern 
the principle relevant for today. If our understanding of the 
historical context changes, then our interpretation of Scrip-
ture can change. (Worthington 2010, 203)

Summing Up

�is chapter has focused on the origins of the con�ict model and the 
historical examples that have been used to promote that model. We 
attempted to show that these examples do not actually support the con-
�ict model. Instead, a strong case can be made that the idea of persistent, 
inevitable con�ict between science and religion is a myth. We also argued 
that new developments in biblical scholarship have reduced some of the 
apparent con�icts between theology and science. 

We conclude by restating the need to be open- minded but not empty- 
minded about what these developments can teach us. We must re�ect on 
what implications the advances in biblical scholarship may have for some 
of our earlier formulations of what scripture does and does not teach 
about humans and our world. We must also re�ect on what implications 
new scienti�c discoveries, especially in neuroscience and evolutionary 
psychology, may have for our earlier theories about human nature. �ese 
issues are our focus in later chapters.
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c h a p te r  3

From Con�ict to Concordism

D

Alternatives to the Conflict Model

Historians of science have carefully traced the relationship 
between science and Christianity across the past two centuries, as 

well as the relationship between Christianity and natural philosophy in 
the centuries before modern science developed (e.g., Brooke 1991). Two 
recurring themes have emerged from this study:

▶ Repeated claims and counterclaims about the existence of con�icts 
between science and faith—what Peter Harrison calls the “con�ict 
myth” (Harrison 2015).

▶ Repeated attempts to develop concordisms between the scienti�c 
consensus about a particular issue at that point in history and the 
dominant interpretation of relevant biblical passages in that same 
period (Davis 2006).

We have seen that con�icts easily arise when statements about the 
physical environment or human nature that come from two distinct 
language domains are put alongside each other as if they are competitors. 
Is there a more appropriate way to relate claims about a set of events 
from the perspective of science with claims about those events from 
the perspective of theology? One example (mentioned in chapter 2) is 
provided by the founding father of big bang cosmology, the priest and 
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scientist Georges Lemaître. Recognizing that the claims and explana-
tions coming from within science and from within theology are based 
on di�erent assumptions and serve di�erent purposes, Lemaître argued 
there is “no con�ict to reconcile” between his faith and his scienti�c 
work (Aikman 1933, 18).

In recent years, some psychologists who see no necessary con�ict 
between their faith and their science have worked toward the “inte-
gration” of science and faith. �at is an understandable position to be 
taken by a Christian who believes that the same God “who upholds all 
things at all times by the word of his power” (Hebrews 1:3) is also the God 
whose world we are investigating as scientists. It would seem obvious 
that we should try to “integrate” the accounts given within scripture and 
the accounts we produce as scientists. Indeed, one of us (MAJ) has, in 
earlier years, made reference to integration as a worthy goal (see Jeeves 
[1997] 2006), without implying any kind of improper intermixing of the 
statements of science and the words of scripture. In retrospect, mindful 
now of the pitfalls associated with loose and ill- de�ned uses of the word 
“integration,” it is possible to see that di�erent terminology would have 
been preferable. Given these second thoughts, in a later chapter we shall 
put the uses of the word “integration” under the microscope to see what 
we can learn from both its proper use and its misuse.

The Allure of Concordism

Understanding Concordism
Scattered across the history of science are episodes in which a new sci-
enti�c development demolishes a previous alliance between science and 
religion, generating a new—and unnecessary—con�ict. Some religious 
people interpreted each episode as an opportunity to construct a new 
concordism to harmonize their theological beliefs and the latest scien-
ti�c theories. But that merely started the clock ticking again in a new 
countdown until the next presumed con�ict emerged. 

In a talk given at a Christians in Science Conference in Oxford, Pablo 



from conflict to concordism

[ 45 ]

de Felipe recounted the long history of concordism in Christian thought. 
He said:

Concordism was not invented by Philoponus or Basil. It was 
a constant in early church history. And in some ways, it was 
a positive move towards science. Far from trying to destroy 
science, the attitude of most early Christian leaders was to �nd 
integration. . . . �e way to achieve so was concordism. If the 
God of the Bible is the creator of the cosmos, the information 
conveyed by his Word revealed in the Bible has to agree with 
his creation activity as found in the cosmos. (de Felipe 2017)

As de Felipe noted, the logic behind concordism �ows from the belief 
that the same God who is the source of revealed Christianity is also the 
Creator of the world. Across the centuries, this view was o�en referred to 
using the “metaphor of two books.” Proponents held that the truth of our 
existence is contained both (and equally) within the “book of scripture” 
and the “book of nature” (Harrison 2006). �is perspective assumed that 
Christianity and science must ultimately be in concordance, as two truths 
cannot contradict one another. �e idea of a uni�ed truth that merges 
science and faith has been an important guiding principle in Christian 
theology. Consequently, Christians aligned themselves and their theol-
ogy with the great intellectual systems initiated by Plato, Aristotle, and 
other ancient philosophers, culminating in St. �omas Aquinas’s ambi-
tious synthesis of Christian theology and Aristotelianism (�omas 1912).

Accommodation �eory:  
Protecting Concordisms from Contradictions

However, problems arose when a clear contradiction between science 
and theology appeared to emerge—especially when the information 
derived from the natural world didn’t match the explanations derived 
from scripture. In the ancient church, the clearest example was the 
problem of the shape of the earth. One possible solution to the con�ict 



chapter 3

[ 46 ]

was to reject science, or rather to create an alternative “domesticated” 
science, as the sixth- century Alexandrian monk Cosmas Indicopleustes 
did when he proposed a scripture- based theory of a �at, rectangular 
earth (Cosmas 1897). 

A di�erent solution, already discussed during the patristic era and 
promoted in Western Christianity chie�y due to the in�uence of Augus-
tine, was the so- called accommodation principle. According to de Felipe:

Early Christians devised a solution, the accommodation prin-
ciple: if biblical texts were written in a particular place and 
time, it should be expected that the understanding of nature 
in those texts should be according to the knowledge at that 
place and time, as divine revelation should not be expected 
to be concerned with those issues. We can see a glimpse of 
that in Philoponus’s defense of Moses as writing a book not to 
teach astronomy, but to lead his people to God. (de Felipe 2017)

According to this view, the Holy Spirit accommodated to the cultural 
level of the ancient recipients of scripture. �erefore, when reading the 
Bible, one should not be surprised to encounter incorrect or incomplete 
statements about scienti�c topics. 

John Calvin, a leading proponent of accommodation, argued that 
“the Bible is primarily concerned with the knowledge of Jesus Christ. It 
is not a scienti�c textbook. God has to come down to our level to reveal 
himself, but has need to accommodate his language to meet our limited 
abilities and understandings” (Hawkes 2012, 9). In his commentary on 
Genesis, Calvin applied the accommodation principle to questions about 
the shape and movement of the earth:

For, to my mind, this is a certain principle, that nothing is 
here treated of but the visible form of the world. He who would 
learn astronomy, and other recondite arts, let him go else-
where. (Calvin 1847, vol. 1, 1.6, 79)
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Moses wrote in a popular style things which, without 
instruction, all ordinary persons, endued with common sense, 
are able to understand; but astronomers investigate with great 
labor whatever the sagacity of the human mind can compre-
hend. (Calvin 1847, vol. 1, 1.16, 86)

Calvin’s views were shared by several leading astronomers during 
the Copernican crisis. As one example, Danish astronomer Tycho 
Brahe described his position in a 1589 letter to astronomer Christoph 
Rothmann:

For although they [the sacred writings] adjusted themselves 
to the common method of understanding . . . yet let it be far 
from us to think of them as speaking in such a common man-
ner that we do not believe them to be speaking truth. �us 
Moses, even if he does not refer to the deep things of astron-
omy when treating the creation of the world in the �rst chap-
ter of Genesis, because he is writing for the common people, 
nevertheless he does introduce that which our astronomers 
can concede. . . . Although they [the prophets] did not treat of 
physics by profession, indeed this was not the nature of their 
gi�, nonetheless they mixed many physical propositions in 
with their prophecies. (Brahe 1913–29, vol. 6, 177–78)

Rothman himself went even further, claiming that the Bible has abso-
lutely nothing to say about scienti�c astronomy, because “God speaks, 
accommodating Himself to the capacity of the Hebrews” (Granada 2008, 
571). 

Accommodation Leads Back to Concordism
A radical form of accommodation theory allowed some Christians to 
avoid choosing between theological explanations and scienti�c explana-
tions—considering science and faith as two completely di�erent areas of 
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inquiry (“two books”) that could coexist without needing concordism. 
�is position remains viable in modern times, as demonstrated in the 
quotation from Georges Lemaître above, and by the widely publicized 
“nonoverlapping magisteria” approach proposed by Steven Jay Gould 
(Gould 1997).

However, accommodation theory o�en ended up leading back to con-
cordism again by considering that, although the Bible could be inter-
preted in simplistic ways that matched the “folk science” understanding 
of the common people, it could (and even should) be interpreted in 
sophisticated ways to be in concordance with “true natural philosophy” 
or “accurate science.” To achieve such concordism, its defenders chose 
either to distort the Bible, distort the scienti�c �ndings, or both. 

Once a concordism had been constructed—such as the harmonization 
of Ptolemy’s earth- centric cosmology and biblical descriptions of the 
heavens—Christians had a very hard time abandoning the concordism, 
even a�er science had moved on.

Concordist accommodation is still very common among some Chris-
tians today. Unfortunately for concordists, over time, as science moved 
on to new understandings, religious leaders were o�en le� alone defend-
ing an old, unsupportable concordism between their theology and an out- 
of- date science. As Brooke has described it:

A recurrent problem was that the harmonization could work 
too well—creating an embarrassing situation when the science 
moved on. . . . �e more successful the harmonization, the 
more trouble it caused when the science moved on. (Brooke 
2009, 94)

One special case of concordism is the “god- of- the- gaps” view, where 
science and faith are not really harmonized, but merely juxtaposed in 
such a way that religion �ts only into the spaces where scienti�c knowl-
edge is incomplete. �e problem with this approach is that, in due time, 
each gap is �lled with new scienti�c �ndings, making God increasingly 
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super�uous. In this way, the supposed scienti�c support for a theological 
principle becomes transformed into an embarrassing obstacle to faith. 
When religious people hold fast to out- of- date science, they make things 
worse for other believers. �at leads to a paradoxical conclusion: many of 
the apparent science and faith con�icts are the result of previous science 
and faith concordisms.

�e ideal of a perpetual alliance with a “true” and “static” science is 
in itself misguided, because the nature of science demands continuous 
progress to better understand the world. �is point was reinforced by 
Nobel laureate Venki Ramakrishnan, the current president of the Royal 
Society, who wrote: 

�e court of science never passes a �nal judgment, but con-
stantly re- evaluates the evidence to arrive at our current 
understanding. . . . �e evidence will win out in the end. 
Science . . . is not perfect, but science is still our best bet for 
understanding the world around us and for improving our 
lives. (Ramakrishnan 2016)

Failed Concordisms

As science progresses, forced harmonizations typically turn into failed 
concordisms. �e well- documented histories of science and faith already 
referred to several times (Brooke 1991; Numbers 2009; Harrison 2015) 
show that those resisting new scienti�c ideas o�en did so using not 
only religious grounds but also scienti�c ones, derived from the estab-
lished science of their time that had formerly been considered to be 
successfully harmonized with religion. �ese episodes then became 
classical examples of failed concordisms. For example, Cosmas used 
ancient Greek geographers to support his �at- earth theory against the 
“modern” scienti�c view of a spherical earth (Cosmas 1897). Augustine 
based his rejection of the antipodeans on classical geography that dis-
missed the possibility of communication between the Northern and the 
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Southern Hemispheres (de Felipe 2012). Copernicanism was condemned 
on philosophical and scienti�c grounds as well as on religious grounds 
(McMullin 2009). Critics of Darwin not only used theological arguments 
but also were con�dent that Darwinism was not su�ciently grounded in 
the scienti�c evidence (Brooke 1991). Of course, in these cases there was 
a religious agenda to defend, but the defenders did have real scienti�c 
support for their views at that point in history (Numbers 2009).

In the previous chapter on the ubiquity of the con�ict model in the 
history of science and faith relations, we argued that, although the pop-
ularizers of the con�ict model have habitually portrayed Christians as 
conspiring against science, the truth is frequently the opposite. �e pres-
tige, �rst of the natural philosophers and then of the scientists, has been 
so great that religious leaders o�en tried to mobilize their support—at 
times at the price of making intellectual concessions—to achieve a con-
cordism. But now we ask, were these concessions too great a price to pay? 
All too o�en, the carefully constructed concordisms of one age sowed the 
seeds of unnecessary con�icts in subsequent periods. �is has already 
happened in psychology’s short history.

Within the topic of psychology and religion, there are two examples of 
failed concordisms that are especially noteworthy. �ey provide lessons 
to be learned and applied to contemporary projects that relate psycho-
logical science and Christian faith. �e �rst is the attempt to harmonize 
biblical statements about human nature with a dualistic anthropology 
derived from Plato. �e second is the wide acceptance of phrenology by 
theologians, seeking a concordance between Christian doctrine and what 
was then the “modern” science of brain and behavior. We explore each of 
these historical examples and then consider whether additional failed 
concordisms have emerged in the past few decades from clinical and 
counseling psychology.

Dualistic Anthropology in the Early Church and Beyond
Contemporary biblical scholarship has challenged the dualistic view of 
the soul as separate from the body, urging us to return to a more bibli-
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cal model of personhood that embraces the psychobiological unity of a 
human being. However, some form of dualistic anthropology seems to 
have been widely considered as self- evident by theologians from the sec-
ond century onward. �is perspective of a nonmaterial soul controlling 
a physical body became part of mainstream Christian theology across 
many centuries. It is interesting that the dualistic view, not coming orig-
inally from the Bible, was nevertheless readily incorporated by the early 
Christians into their view of the person. Why did this happen? Appar-
ently, theologians deferred to the higher “scienti�c” status of the Greek 
philosophers. As John Cooper stated, “Given its authoritative position, 
the Platonic body-soul distinction was uncritically accepted for more 
than a millennium” (Cooper 2000, 26).

One of the reasons that dualism persisted for so many centuries is the 
perception that dualistic anthropology is necessary to defend the exis-
tence of the soul. �e importance of the concept of the soul for theology 
was described by New Testament scholar Joel Green:

�eologians ancient and contemporary have found in an 
anthropology of body–soul dualism either the necessary sup-
position or corollary of a number of theological loci, includ-
ing creation in the divine image, a theology of free will and 
moral responsibility, hope of life- a�er- death, and Christian 
ethics. . . . As early as the second century of the Christian era 
it was nonetheless clear to most theologians, as the Epistle to 
Diognetus (§6) puts it, that “the soul lives in the body, but it does 
not belong to the body”; indeed, “the soul, which is invisible, is 
put under guard in the visible body” and “the soul is impris-
oned in the body, but it sustains the body.” (Green 2008, 18–19)

�ese dualistic views quickly became widely held presuppositions in 
the early church. “Without the soul, we are nothing,” wrote Tertullian 
(On the Flesh of Christ 12). Lactantius defended dualism by claiming 
that the body, formed from the earth, is solid and mortal, “made up of 
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a ponderous and corruptible element,” but the soul “received its origin 
from the Spirit of God, which is eternal” (Divine Institutes 12). 

�us, we see the enduring, pervasive power and academic respectabil-
ity of Platonic dualism continuing to be felt long a�er the death of Plato 
in 347 BCE. A�er the early Christian church le� the Jewish context of 
its early development during the �rst century, it found itself immersed 
in a Neoplatonic milieu. �e admiration of Plato in the early church was 
so great that some theologians believed that Plato was to some degree 
inspired by the Holy Ghost, and others believed that the dualist philos-
ophers had stolen their ideas from the Bible (see Augustine, City of God 
VIII.11). Paradoxically, they did not realize that it was in fact the other 
way around: theologians had adjusted Christian teachings in order to 
conform to Platonism.

�e in�uence of Platonic dualism became solidi�ed in Christian 
theology a�er Augustine blended it with biblical teachings in an early 
example of concordism. Although Augustine had profound di�erences 
with Tertullian, both shared a dualistic approach that incorporated what 
they considered the best science available at the time. According to Rob-
ert Brennan,

Augustine follows Tertullian at one point where Tertullian 
reverses his normal rhetoric to base his understanding of 
anthropology and in particular of the origin and nature of 
the soul upon contemporary scientia rather than his usual 
practice of beginning with Scripture. (Brennan 2015a, 85)

Augustine engaged with the best of contemporary phi-
losophy regarding nature and medicine. . . . Augustine, like 
Tertullian, utilizes and trusts references to contemporary 
medical terminology, albeit with further centuries of schol-
arship behind him. (Brennan 2015b, 76)

Platonic anthropology remained deeply entrenched in Western cul-
ture and Christian tradition. When the thirteenth- century theologian–
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philosopher �omas Aquinas adopted Aristotle as his philosophical 
guide in building up a new concordism to replace the old Platonic one, 
dualism was retained—in clear opposition to the monistic- materialistic 
view of Aristotle, who had challenged the dualism of his teacher Plato. 
On this contradictory situation, William Hasker has written:

Unfortunately, �omistic dualism su�ers from a fundamental 
incoherence. �e key idea, taken from Aristotle, is that the 
soul is “the form of the body.” On the face of it, this seems to 
say that the soul is a sort of pattern or structure. . . . So under-
stood, this view would really be a kind of materialism. . . . 
However, this is not what the �omistic dualists really want 
to say. According to them, there are certain mental activities, 
involving abstract reasoning, that are performed only by the 
soul, with no assistance from the body or brain. Clearly this 
would not be possible if the soul were understood merely as a 
pattern or structure of the body. (Hasker 2010, 94–95)

During the twentieth century, theologians began to question Platonic 
body–soul dualism and work toward the recovery of a more holistic 
“Hebrew view” of human beings. For example, Old Testament scholar 
Bill T. Arnold has written, “Recent studies have admitted the Hebrew 
Bible’s purely physical perception on human personhood, acknowledg-
ing the impossibility of developing a Christian dualist anthropology on 
the basis of these data” (Arnold 2004, 83).

Interestingly, this shi� in biblical interpretation happened around the 
time that discoveries in neuroscience began to emphasize the funda-
mental mind-brain or mind-body unity of the human person. Today, as 
neuroscience continues to demonstrate the essential connection between 
mind and brain, Christians are o�en criticized for supporting an anti-
scienti�c dualistic view of humans—providing a clear example of an 
ancient science- driven concordism being �nally exposed. In response, 
contemporary theologians face an almost irresistible temptation to claim 
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a new concordism between today’s “more accurate” science and the “more 
appropriate” biblical view of persons, once again using science to “prove” 
the truth of religion. But scienti�c progress will continue, and biblical 
scholars will continue to surprise us with their �ndings and challenge us 
to new and deeper understandings of what God has revealed. Scripture 
was never intended to be used to build scienti�c models of persons or 
any other part of creation. To do so invites adding to the long list of 
failed concordisms.

Phrenology and Neurotheology 
�roughout the medieval period, philosophers and theologians assumed 
that the mind was composed of distinct “faculties” or modules, with 
each module performing a speci�c mental task. Perhaps the �rst serious 
attempt to link this “faculty psychology” view of the mind to the physical 
brain was made by Viennese physician Franz Joseph Gall, who began 
his work in the 1790s by collecting more than three hundred skulls and 
brains. Gall proposed that the brain’s cerebral cortex is made up of indi-
vidual organs, each of which controls a particular mental faculty (Gall 
1835b). Gall’s collaborator, the German physician Johann Spurzheim, 
popularized the term phrenology to describe Gall’s theory. Phrenology 
involved reading someone’s character, personality, and abilities from 
the shape of the skull. It was based on the idea that the mind (and its 
components) was ultimately and intimately related to the physical brain. 
Phrenology implied some kind of localization of the functions of the 
brain. Enlarged areas of the brain, signi�ed by bumps or protrusions 
on the skull, were thought to indicate the locations of character traits 
or mental abilities (Spurzheim 1840).

Contemporary neuropsychology looks back at phrenology with puz-
zled condescension, regarding it as a primitive e�ort to understand the 
brain-mind relation. In the context of this book, the relevant issue is 
the fact that some leading Christian thinkers of that era embraced the 
“new science” of phrenology with enthusiasm. It was a short- lived con-
cordism that proved to be a serious mistake, not because Christianity 
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rejected science, but because these Christians accepted uncritically a set 
of speculative scienti�c principles that were later discredited.

It is possible to distinguish between two groups of early phrenologists 
who held di�ering religious beliefs, although the dividing lines between 
these groups is at times fuzzy. One group, including Gall, Spurzheim, 
and George Combe (who founded the �rst phrenological society), were 
deists. �ey believed that religious beliefs should be founded on human 
reason and on the observation of nature. �eir attempts at concordism 
were skewed in the direction of giving primacy to the new science, in 
the sense that revealed truths from scripture could not possibly con-
�ict with observed truths from nature (Combe 1824). �e second group 
could be labeled “Christian phrenologists,” because they all subscribed 
to the basic tenets of Christianity and attempted to construct detailed 
concordisms between Christian theology and “scienti�c” phrenology. It 
is interesting to see how these two distinct groups of religious thinkers 
could each mobilize the new science of phrenology and harmonize it 
with their distinctive religious views. 

A brief look at some of these Christian phrenologists demonstrates 
the way in which they made use of phrenology to support their Christian 
beliefs, producing concordisms that were not able to stand the test of time 
(see Norman and Jeeves 2010). Henry Clarke, a Scottish theologian who 
wrote Christian Phrenology, regarded phrenology as a friend and help-
mate to Christianity, especially as it explained some aspects of a person’s 
moral nature (H. Clarke 1835). His contemporary, British medical doctor 
Charles Cowan, wrote Phrenology Consistent with Science and Religion 
to explicitly advocate a “harmony” between scriptural Christianity and 
the principles of phrenology. For him, since God is the source of both 
nature and revelation, such harmony must necessarily exist (Cowan 
1841). Another attempt at concordism came from William Scott, who 
wrote �e Harmony of Phrenology with Scripture to argue that philoso-
phy and phrenology must be considered subordinate to enlightened faith 
(Scott 1837). Later, William Easton wrote a book titled �e Harmony of 
Phrenology and Scripture on the Doctrine of the Soul. Similar to the deist 
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phrenologists, Easton gave greater importance to the truths of nature 
as revealed in phrenology research, arguing that the truths of scripture 
must be modi�ed to match the �ndings of phrenology (Easton 1867). 
In North America, the most proli�c of the Christian phrenologists was 
Orson Fowler. In his book Religion: Natural and Revealed, he promoted 
a form of phrenology that provided a scienti�c basis for a “puri�ed” type 
of religion, claiming that spirituality is built into the organization of the 
brain; within the brain, humans have an organ of spirituality in the same 
sense that we have organs designed for vision and hearing (Fowler 1844).

A review of these champions of phrenology summarizes the situation:

By considering the views of this small sample of nineteenth- 
century Christians and deists seeking to relate the nineteenth- 
century “brain science” of phrenology with their religious 
beliefs, we �nd a wide variety of pro�ered solutions. Some 
wanted to replace religion with science (Combe), some to 
purify religion (Fowler), some to �nd in science a friend 
and helpmate (Clarke), some to harmonize science and faith 
(Cowan and Scott). (Jeeves and Brown 2009, 36)

Apparently, those claiming to be Christian phrenologists found ways 
to accommodate the materialistic “brain controls mind” approach of 
phrenology while still maintaining their Christian faith. But it was a 
wasted e�ort. Phrenology was abandoned by brain scientists in the twen-
tieth century as a mistaken approach to the study of the mind-brain 
relationship. As phrenology was forgotten, the concordisms between 
religion and phrenology also disappeared. 

In this context, it is interesting to observe the enthusiasm with which 
some contemporary Christian leaders have embraced neurotheology—
which is, in some respects, a modern- day phrenology. Are there speci�c 
areas in the brain that are involved in, or even dedicated to, religion or 
spiritual experiences? �ere is certainly some evidence pointing in that 
direction. For example, at a meeting of the Society for Neuroscience in 
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the United States, the well- regarded neuroscientist Vilayanur Ramach-
andran described two patients with temporal lobe epilepsy who, when 
they were presented with religious stimuli, showed an unusually strong 
galvanic skin response, which is a sign of emotional arousal (Ramachan-
dran et al. 1997). It didn’t take long for provocative labels such as the “God 
spot” to be applied to regions in the temporal lobe associated with this 
condition, or to an area of the parietal lobe that becomes especially active 
during religious meditation. For some, the temptation to enlist neuro-
theology to “prove” the existence of God has become irresistible, leading 
to the publication of books with eye- catching titles such as Where God 
Lives in the Human Brain (Albright and Ashbrook 2001). �e back cover 
of the book provocatively asked, “Are we ‘hardwired’ to seek God?” �at 
may have helped to sell the book to those seeking scienti�c evidence to 
prove the existence of God, but it certainly does not do justice to the 
careful treatment of the topic within the book. 

In a recent book, Peter Clarke wisely commented, “�us neurosci-
enti�c studies of religious experience may tell us which parts of the 
brain are involved, but they leave entirely open the question of whether 
the experiences re�ect a spiritual reality” (P. Clarke 2015, 191). Lesson 
learned: it is unnecessary and unwise to treat weak evidence for a “God 
spot” in the brain as showing “proof” of the existence of God or a new 
concordance between science and faith.

Counseling Psychology and Psychotherapy
Of all of the sub�elds of psychology, the areas of clinical and counseling 
psychology have received the most attention from Christians, perhaps 
because they see natural connections between psychological concepts 
such as “anxiety” and “depression” and theological concepts such as 
“sin,” “evil,” and “forgiveness.” We have already referred several times to 
a book by Everett Worthington titled Coming to Peace with Psychology: 
What Christians Can Learn from Psychological Science (Worthington 
2010). Worthington, who describes himself as both a counselor and a 
psychological scientist, provided a careful, thorough, and sympathetic 
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account of the challenges in seeking properly to relate a biblically based 
Christian faith with these specialist areas of psychology. As he pointed 
out, it can be a demanding task for Christian counselors and psycho-
therapists, but their clients were demanding it:

�e Christian community cried out for explicitly Christian 
counseling that was centered on biblically consistent beliefs 
and values—traditional theology that one could count on—
and on counselors who took Jesus Christ seriously, prayed in 
sessions, spoke openly about spiritual concerns and assigned 
homework centered in stable truth, the Bible. . . . �ese clin-
ical psychologists became the early integrationists. (Worth-
ington 2010, 34)

What is meant by “integrationist” here, and what does it look like in 
practice? According to Worthington, some of the early leaders in the 
�eld (such as Clyde Narramore) “adapted the secular psychotherapy the-
ory in which they had received their training” (Worthington 2010, 35). In 
the case of Narramore, Freud’s theories became the basis for integration. 
At this time, detailed scrutiny and testing of Freud’s theories were still 
taking place, and Narramore could perhaps be forgiven for integrating 
his Christianity with psychological theories largely discredited today. Is 
this another example of a failed concordism?

On the views of Narramore and others, Worthington wrote, “�e 
religious tradition was the mold, and the secular theory of psychother-
apy was �t into it” (Worthington 2010, 35). We suggest that any attempt 
to �t a particular psychological theory into a particular religious tradi-
tion is to totally misunderstand both psychological theory and religious 
tradition. Worthington provided another metaphor for thinking about 
this type of integration when he said, “[In Christian counseling,] the 
secular counseling theory is essentially poured through a theological 
�lter” (Worthington 2010, 35), which presumably would exclude any 
troublesome psychological details that did not �t well with the counsel-
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or’s religious beliefs. Worthington listed a number of pioneers in Chris-
tian counseling, including Gary Collins, James Beck, James Dobson, 
and Larry Crabb, and described how they tried to build an explicitly 
Christian approach to counseling upon the foundation of the particular 
secular theory of psychotherapy in which they had been trained. In e�ect, 
they were all trying to integrate Christian faith and psychotherapy, but 
the result produced yet another concordism.

As one example, Worthington referred to a recent integration model 
proposed by Eric Johnson which “insists that Christian theological world -
views be put forth to understand the data of psychology.” Worthington 
responded: 

While I believe this approach will be wonderful for journals 
like the Journal of Psychology and Christianity and the Journal 
of Psychology and �eology, which accept Christianity, I fear 
that his proposal will have no hearing in mainstream psy-
chology—either clinical or psychological science. It would, I 
believe, be �atly rejected. And even if it were to be accepted, it 
would marginalize Christian psychology, taking it out of the 
mainstream and creating Christian psychology backwaters in 
which it would �oat inertly. (Worthington 2010, 40)

We fully agree with Worthington’s assessment. Johnson’s approach 
risks producing fuzzy concordisms that will not do justice either to psy-
chological science or to Christian faith—and are doomed to be outdated 
as psychological science advances further and as biblical scholars o�er 
us new insights into the meaning of scripture. Worthington perceptively 
put it this way: 

When incongruities arise in the conversation between psy-
chological science and Christian theology—as they inev-
itably must—we can resolve some simply by checking for 
discord against Scripture as we understand it. But for some 
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disagreements arising from di�erent �ndings in theology 
and psychological science, we must pursue two- sided con-
versations to try to resolve the discord. We are going to have 
uncertainties as we try to decide whether to believe a theolo-
gian who says one thing or a scientist who says its opposite. 
(Worthington 2010, 46, emphasis added)

And there’s the rub: “Scripture as we understand it.” Di�erent eccle-
siastical traditions have di�erent understandings of scripture. Advances 
in biblical scholarship continue to prompt us to revisit some of our tra-
ditional interpretations of scripture. Worthington helpfully reminded us 
of how some strongly held views within certain Christian traditions have 
changed in recent years when he wrote, “�e passages in Paul’s letters to 
the Corinthians on women speaking in church, head coverings, slavery 
and other issues come to mind. . . . If our understanding of the histor-
ical context changes, then our interpretation of Scripture can change” 
(Worthington 2010, 203). Lesson learned: stop treating the Bible like a 
textbook of science, including psychological science.

We understand the desire by well- meaning Christians to add fur-
ther credence to what scripture teaches by demonstrating that scripture 
agrees—is “in concordance with”—what a particular specialized area 
of contemporary science is currently teaching, whether it be geology, 
astronomy, evolutionary biology, or psychology. Unfortunately, this 
approach has repeatedly turned out to be a mistaken path. Advances in 
biblical scholarship and advances in science will uncover new evidence, 
and in the light of that evidence the old concordism will unravel. �e 
failure of the concordism e�orts gave rise to the integration approach, 
which we describe in the next two chapters.
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c h a p te r  4

Integration under the Microscope
Historical Perspective

D

The Wider Context:  
Integration as a Response to Past Failures

Any meaningful discussion of the relationship between psycho- 
 logical science and Christian faith should not be treated as a stand- 

alone topic. With such a long and well- documented history of attempts 
to relate the knowledge given through scripture to that gained through 
the scienti�c enterprise, it is necessary to place our own discussions 
within the context of this wider canvas. �ere are many lessons to be 
learned from the past. In earlier chapters, we identi�ed the dangers of 
contrived con�icts and concocted concordisms as ways of describing 
the relationship between science and faith. Such attempts, we believe, 
re�ect a failure to grasp the fact that the Bible is not a scienti�c textbook 
of astronomy or geology or psychology. �ese attempts also remind us 
that scienti�c explanations of events are not necessarily substitutes for, 
or competitors with, theological explanations. 

It is the failure of past attempts at characterizing the relations between 
psychology and Christian faith that led to the various formulations of 
the “integration” of psychology and religion that are considered in this 
chapter. In particular, the desire for an integrative approach �ows from 
the perception that a deep chasm separates psychology and religion. 
As mentioned in chapter 2, the hostility toward religion expressed by 
well- known theorists such as Sigmund Freud and B. F. Skinner gave 
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credibility to the existence of this chasm. But, as also noted, not everyone 
shared this perception.

Hints of a Positive, Cordial Relationship

In the century since making its appearance as a scienti�c discipline, psy-
chology has become one of the most popular undergraduate courses, and 
psychology books are among the best-selling textbooks. In April 1946 
Norman Munn published a book with the title Psychology: �e Funda-
mentals of Human Adjustment (Munn 1946). It quickly became a stan-
dard textbook for college and university students studying psychology.

Soon a�er the appearance of Munn’s book, another basic textbook of 
psychology for college and university students was published under the 
shared authorship of Edwin Boring, Herbert Langfeld, and Harry Weld 
(Boring, Langfeld, and Weld 1948). �is, together with Munn’s, were the 
recommended textbooks for those studying experimental psychology at 
the University of Cambridge in the early 1950s. �us, they shaped the 
way that one of us (MAJ) understood the �eld of psychology.

What was the attitude of these textbook authors toward religion? 
Munn’s autobiography recounts memories of his early life in South Aus-
tralia and of “going to Sunday school in the Croydon Congregational 
church and the joy in singing and knowing that Jesus loved me, because 
the Bible said so” (Munn 1980, 3). It is clear from reading Munn’s auto-
biography, and from MAJ’s personal friendship with him (detailed and 
documented in this autobiography), that he remained a practicing Chris-
tian throughout his life. In addition, one of us (MAJ), during a year spent 
as a researcher at Harvard, had the privilege of meeting Edwin Boring, 
professor of psychology at that institution. Knowing of MAJ’s interest 
in the relation of psychology and Christian faith, Boring volunteered 
during the conversation that he had just written a positive endorsement 
of a book on science and religion that included a section on psychology.

We could add to this list other leading �gures in psychology at that 
time whose lives and work demonstrated the complete absence of what 
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we earlier described as the con�ict motif to characterize the relations 
between psychology and religion. For example, Gordon Allport, also a 
professor of psychology at Harvard, published a book titled �e Individ-
ual and His Religion: A Psychological Interpretation (Allport 1950) that 
exhibited an entirely positive attitude toward religion. One of us (MAJ) 
was well aware of Allport’s personal faith because we both attended 
the same church in Harvard Square. Finally, we should add that MAJ’s 
mentor at Cambridge, Sir Frederic Bartlett, professor of experimental 
psychology, made clear his favorable attitude toward religion in his 
1950 Riddell Memorial Lectures, published as Psychology as Experience, 
Action, Belief (Bartlett 1950). 

Given the very positive attitudes toward religion shown by many 
leading psychologists on both sides of the Atlantic in the middle of the 
twentieth century, it seems puzzling that the con�ict motif became so 
widespread within academic psychology, especially in the United States. 
Why did the con�ict motif reemerge? What happened to the earlier 
amicable relationship? Why did psychology not learn from the mistakes 
made in applying the con�ict model to science-religion discussions in 
earlier centuries? 

�ese questions are interesting, but the focus of this chapter is not 
on the con�ict motif but rather on the recurring theme of integration 
so prominent in recent discussions. We turn now to a description of 
the integration approach and our concerns about that approach to the 
relationship between psychology and Christian faith.

Defining Integration

�e Language of “Integration”
According to Henrika Vande Kemp, a leading historian of the psychol-
ogy of religion, psychologist Fritz Künkel was probably the �rst person 
to use the word “integration” with respect to psychology and theology 
(Vande Kemp 1996). Künkel, who was an early advocate of Christian 
counseling, used the term initially in a 1953 letter to a colleague, and 
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then in a 1954 journal article titled “�e Integration of Religion and 
Psychology” (Künkel 1954). Within a few years, the language of “integra-
tion” became the dominant way that Christians, especially evangelical 
Christians in the United States, described the attempts to relate the two 
domains, and that continues to be the case today.

Although Fritz Künkel is given credit for coining the phrase “inte-
gration of psychology and religion,” others had expressed a similar idea 
decades earlier. For example, Olaf Norlie applied the term “Christian 
psychology” to his e�orts to “supplement the science of psychology with 
the fundamental concepts of the Bible.” Norlie claimed that this could be 
done in a neutral way, “without prejudice to either the scienti�c or the 
Christian theological point of view” (Norlie 1924, 25). However noble his 
attempts to treat psychological science and theology with equal respect, 
in practice his view of a Christian psychology clearly gave scriptural 
teachings priority over the results of psychological research:

�is book employs the method and material of philosophy 
and science wherever these do not con�ict with the clear 
teachings of the Bible, the revealed, inspired, authoritative 
and infallible Word of God. While the Bible is not a textbook 
of psychology, it is, on many points, the best and last source: 
It is an inexhaustible gold mine of psychological information. 
(Norlie 1924, 25)

Norlie’s book foreshadowed an issue that we believe has become a 
major problem with the integration approach: the attempts at integration 
are typically one- sided, in that theological principles take precedence over 
psychological principles. Only those aspects of psychology that conform 
to scripture—as interpreted by the person doing the integration—are 
allowed into the new, “integrated” model of knowledge about human 
character and human behavior. �is issue comes through strongly in 
the way that integration is described by three in�uential �gures in this 
discussion: John Carter, Gary Collins, and Stanton Jones.
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John Carter
In the 1970s, Carter described his view of integration in two articles 
published in the Journal of Psychology and �eology (Carter and Mohline 
1976; Carter 1977). He followed these articles with a book coauthored 
with Bruce Narramore titled �e Integration of Psychology and �eology: 
An Introduction (Carter and Narramore 1979). Carter’s approach began 
with the assumption that there is a “unity of truth”:

If we believe that God is the source of all truth, we assume 
that there is no inherent con�ict between the facts of psychol-
ogy and the data of Scripture. All con�icts between theology 
and psychology must, therefore, be con�icts between either 
the facts of Scripture and the theories of psychology, the facts 
of psychology and our (mis)interpretation of Scripture, or 
between the theories of psychology and our (mis)interpreta-
tions of Scripture. (Carter and Narramore 1979, 22)

From Carter’s perspective, given the unity of truth, there must be a 
set of shared concepts or principles that are true for both psychology 
and theology. If and when psychology claims an exclusive right to the 
truth, integration with theology is required as a corrective step. �us, 
Carter said: 

Integration . . . is an attempt to relate Christian thought to the 
challenge of contemporary culture’s attempt to de�ne man 
according to a secular psychology. �is does not imply that 
psychology is wrong in principle but only that psychology 
must be integrated with a Christian view of man, his nature, 
and his destiny. (Carter and Mohline 1976, 4)

A�er examining twelve books on systematic theology and sixty- �ve 
general psychology textbooks, Carter and his colleague Richard Mohline 
proposed a model that contains what they called the “intrinsic common 
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structure of both psychology and theology” (Carter and Mohline 1976, 
4). �ey claimed that, with the exception of the distinctive methodology 
used by each discipline, “the basic principles and content of psychol-
ogy are integratable into their equivalent theological area” (Carter and 
Mohline 1976, 6).

�us, Carter’s view called for a full and complete incorporation of 
psychology into theology. All psychological truths can be integrated 
with the corresponding theological truths, because ultimately, they are 
the same truths. Interestingly, Carter (1977) contrasted his integration 
model with three other approaches to the relationship between psy-
chology and religion: setting religion against psychology (psychology is 
super�uous, because all truth is contained within theology); placing psy-
chology above religion (psychology has discovered a clear, detailed view 
of human nature, while theology has a less useful, partial view); and 
holding psychology and religion in parallel (reason and revelation both 
lead to valid truths, but in di�erent, nonoverlapping spheres).

Gary Collins
Collins described his view of integration in �e Rebuilding of Psychol-
ogy: An Integration of Psychology and Christianity (Collins 1977) and 
Psychology and �eology: Prospects for Integration (Collins 1981). His 
approach became known more widely as a result of his defense of the 
“integration view” in the dialogue captured in the book Psychology and 
Christianity: Four Views (Johnson and Jones 2000). Like Carter, Collins 
held a uni�ed view of truth: God’s truth as revealed in scripture is dis-
coverable by psychological research, and truths about human nature that 
have been established by scienti�c investigations cannot be contradicted 
by scripture—any apparent contradictions will eventually be resolved 
(Collins 2000, 103).

Collins emphatically supported the importance of integration. How-
ever, he did not provide a clear de�nition of “integration” nor a detailed 
model for how integration should take place. Instead, he stated:
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Even a�er several decades we still cannot de�ne integration 
in a way that is generally accepted . . . [because] there is no 
agreement about what we are integrating. To this point I have 
written mostly about psychology and Christianity, but in ear-
lier writings I have discussed the integration of psychology 
and the Bible, and the integration of psychology and theology 
as if these are the same. �ey are not. . . . Even as psychol-
ogy is diverse and complex, so are de�nitions of Christianity, 
interpretations of the Bible, and Christian theologies. All of 
this adds to the complexity of trying to de�ne integration. 
(Collins 2000, 112)

Collins did not see “integration” as merging psychology and theology, 
or even breaking down the boundaries between them. He wrote:

Do we really want the two �elds to become one? For me, the 
answer is no. . . . Integration implies two separate but unique 
�elds shedding light on our understanding of similar issues. 
Integration does not imply the disappearance of theology, the 
elimination of psychology, or the swallowing up of one �eld 
by the other. (Collins 1981, 18)

Collins also recognized the dynamic and constantly changing nature 
of both psychology and theology, as well as the diversity of backgrounds 
within the group of Christian psychologists. He wrote, “We talk about 
psychology and theology as if these were two neutral and objective hunks 
of information that we will somehow, someday, put together. In reality, 
every e�ort at integration is a re�ection of the integrators” (Collins 2000, 
115). In the end, Collins saw integration more as a style of living rather 
than an intellectual activity: “At its core, integration is a Spirit- led activ-
ity and a way of life that starts and ultimately takes place in the mind 
and soul of the integrator” (Collins 2000, 126).
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Stanton Jones
Jones contributed to the psychology–faith discussion by collecting di-
verse perspectives on the topics for his edited volume Psychology and 
the Christian Faith: An Introductory Reader (S. Jones 1986). He gained 
wide attention for an article in the American Psychologist that proposed 
a “constructive relationship” between psychology and religion (S. Jones 
1994), and was the representative of the “integration view” in the second 
edition of Psychology and Christianity: Five Views (E. Johnson 2010). 
In contrast to Gary Collins’s claim that “integration is unde�nable” 
(Collins 2000, 112), Jones had a clear working de�nition of “integration”:

Integration of Christianity and psychology (or any area of 
“secular thought”) is our living out—in this particular area—
of the lordship of Christ over all of existence by our giving his 
special revelation—God’s true Word—its appropriate place of 
authority in determining our fundamental beliefs about and 
practices toward all of reality and toward our academic subject 
matter in particular. (S. Jones 2010, 102)

�us, Jones agreed with the other integrationists in rejecting the idea 
of psychology and religion as separate, unrelated domains. He stated, 
“We believe that Jesus Christ is Savior and Lord of all life. We believe 
that no aspect of life is outside of the scope of his sovereignty.” Compared 
with some of the other advocates of integration, Jones was more open to 
knowledge derived from psychological research: 

�e integrationist also surmises that Scripture does not pro-
vide us all that we need in order to understand human beings 
fully, and that there is a legitimate and strategic role for psy-
chology as a science and as a profession in giving us intellec-
tual and practical tools for understanding and improving the 
human condition. (S. Jones 2010, 101–2)
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�is view still gives priority to scriptural principles about human 
nature. Where there are gaps in the theological explanations, we can 
�ll in the missing information by using the �ndings from psychologi-
cal research. But where scripture has spoken, there is no real need for 
psychology. Even Heath Lambert, an advocate of the “biblical counsel-
ing” approach and a frequent critic of Jones, acknowledges that inte-
grationists “have a strong desire to think carefully and biblically about 
how to �lter out secular visions of life,” and states, “we should admit 
that we all are trying to place the Bible in authority over psychology” 
(Lambert 2016, 28, emphasis added). Filtering out secular viewpoints 
can a�ect not only the interpretation of research results, but also the 
areas of study. In�uenced by philosopher Nicholas Wolterstor�, Jones 
suggested that a psychologist’s Christian commitment will shape his or 
her “control beliefs,” which then may in�uence which particular areas of 
psychology the psychologist investigates (Wolterstor� 1984). For exam-
ple, control beliefs about the importance of helping others may lead one 
psychologist to study the developmental problems of children or older 
adults, while beliefs about the importance of understanding God’s cre-
ation may lead another to study the neural mechanisms that underlie  
behavior. 

�e ideas and frameworks that de�ne the integration approach were 
mainly constructed during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. During this 
period, in addition to Carter, Collins, and Jones, other psychologists 
supported the goal of integrating psychology and theology, including 
Paul Tournier, Clyde and Bruce Narramore, James Dobson, Ronald 
Koteskey, Hendrika Vande Kemp, Larry Crabb, James Beck, and Bruce 
Demarest. Although there was considerable variation among these indi-
viduals, they shared a set of beliefs: (1) integration is necessary because 
there is a wall between psychology and theology; (2) some psychological 
theories or research �ndings con�ict with, and threaten, theological 
principles; and (3) where there are con�icts, theological explanations 
should take precedence. 
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Challenges to the Integration Approach

A Philosopher’s Perspective
In his seminal book Preserving the Person, philosopher C. Stephen Evans 
provided a broader view of attempts to link psychology with Chris-
tian faith (Evans 1977). Evans began with the idea of human persons 
as conscious agents with freedom to act according to their values, and 
responsible for their own choices. Evans proposed that some theories 
and research �ndings in psychology, sociology, and neuroscience—such 
as the ideas of Freud and Skinner mentioned in chapter 2—pose a threat 
to the idea of personhood, and identi�ed several di�erent approaches 
that Christians have taken in response to that depersonalizing threat. 
He labeled those approaches as

▶ Reinterpreters who concede the truth of the scienti�c view. Some 
Reinterpreters (the Capitulators) believe that personhood is false 
and must be abandoned, while others (the Compatibilists) believe 
that personhood, properly understood, is compatible with the sci-
enti�c view.

▶ Limiters of Science who try to maintain personhood by placing 
boundaries on science. Some Limiters of Science (the Territorialists) 
mark certain topics as “o�-limits” for scienti�c investigations, while 
others (the Perspectivalists) believe that science may legitimately 
study everything, but is limited to only one dimension or level of 
reality.

▶ Humanizers of Science who attack the underlying philosophy of 
science. Some Humanizers of Science (the Generalists) reject the 
scienti�c method as the only source of truth, while others (the Par-
ticularists) accept the validity of the scienti�c method in the natural 
sciences, but not in the sciences that deal with humans.

Several aspects of Evans’s analysis are of particular interest here. Of 
the Reinterpreters, he wrote:
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Time a�er time, it seems, Christians have opposed new sci-
enti�c theories because they have unwittingly misunderstood 
the essential content of their faith. . . . Basically, the position 
of a Reinterpreter is that the universe is indeed mechanistic 
and that there is no reason to think that human behavior is 
any exception. �e idea that there are “gaps” in the scienti�c 
chain of causes in which “spiritual” or “mental” activity might 
reside is a weak foundation for a Christian understanding of 
man. (Evans 1977, 94, emphasis added)

Evans noted that the Compatibilist Reinterpreter position with regard 
to scienti�c determinism (people are free because they could have made 
di�erent choices if the prior causes were di�erent than they actually 
were) is similar to the view held by some Calvinist theologians about 
theological determinism (people are free because they could have made 
di�erent choices if God’s intention would have been di�erent). On bal-
ance, Evans found neither the views of the Capitulators nor the Com-
patibilists entirely satisfactory. He concluded, “I do not myself regard 
the Reinterpreter view as a promising option for either the Christian or 
the non- Christian humanist” (Evans 1977, 100).

Moving on to the Limiters of Science, Evans wrote: 

Limiters of Science believe that the con�ict between the image 
of the personal and the scienti�c picture of man is generated 
by scientism. �e origin of the problem, they say, lies in the 
failure to re�ect realistically and critically on the nature and 
limits of science and the scienti�c method. (Evans 1977, 101, 
emphasis added)

In this group, he included those he labeled as Territorialists—those 
who conceive the limits of science in terms of the speci�c aspects of 
reality that science is capable of engaging. Evans wrote, “�e classic case 
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of Territorialism is Descartes’s mind-body dualism” (Evans 1977, 102), 
because dualists hold that science can study the physical body, but not 
the nonphysical mind or soul. Evans continued: 

In contrast to the dualist, the “Perspectivalist” may stress the 
unity of man. He may admit that to some extent it is true 
to say that a man is a body, or that he is a complex of socio- 
cultural relationships. However, the perspectivalist stresses that 
this unitary reality can be seen from di�erent viewpoints, and, 
when seen from these multiple viewpoints, di�erent aspects 
appear. Science is limited not by what sorts of objects can be 
studied, but by what can be said about the objects it studies. 
(Evans 1977, 106, emphasis added) 

Later in this chapter Evans has a section headed, “Two Perspectiv-
alists: Jeeves and MacKay.” Evans referred to the writings of Donald 
MacKay, and included a quotation (Evans 1977, 110) from a book that 
one of us (MAJ) wrote in 1976:

I shall argue that there is no necessary con�ict between 
the assured results of psychological researches into reli-
gious behavior and experience, and much of what has been 
expressed in other ways, using categories variously described 
as religious, theological, or spiritual about the same behavior 
and experience. I believe it is making a category mistake to 
oppose what is asserted in two distinct language domains. 
(Jeeves 1976, 18)

Moving on �nally to the Humanizers of Science, Evans saw this 
approach occurring frequently in discussions of the human person, 
especially the Generalist Humanizers who are opposed in principle to 
“positivist” assumptions in science, arguing that scienti�c knowledge is 
inherently �awed. On the other hand, Particularist Humanizers would 
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like to separate so- called hard science from human science, accepting 
scienti�c investigations of the natural world but rejecting the legitimacy 
of the scienti�c method for studying the human person. In the past 
few decades, however, much of the human science in psychology has 
become hard science with the emergence of cognitive science, neuro-
science, and evolutionary psychology. A�er re�ecting on these three 
approaches, Evans concluded that some sort of perspectivalist model was, 
in his view, the most helpful and most faithful to reality. 

Perspectivalism as a Challenge to the Integration Model
As the formative decades for the integration view were drawing to a close, 
another important book was published in 1986 that serves as a summary 
and capstone for that era. Pursuing his explorations of how properly to 
relate scienti�c psychology and Christian belief, Stanton Jones helpfully 
gathered together eleven psychologists, theologians, and philosophers 
to discuss their views on psychology and Christian faith (S. Jones 1986). 
Following up on the work of Stephen Evans, Jones noted that, in addition 
to the traditional “integrationists,” the �eld still contained Limiters of 
Science, including both “territorialists” and “perspectivalists”—such as 
Donald MacKay and David Myers—who emphasize the need to recog-
nize di�erent “levels of explanation.” He quoted one of us (MAJ) as a 
typical example of a perspectivalist: 

On closer scrutiny, however, sometimes it turns out that sup-
posed con�icts between what psychologists have discovered 
and what Christians believe have arisen through not pausing 
long enough to establish precisely what the psychologist is and 
is not asserting, and what a biblical faith does and does not 
encourage us to believe. One of the main aims of this book, 
therefore, is to show how Christian beliefs and the statements 
of behavioral scientists concerning the same set of events may 
be related, so that neither is abused and both are given full 
weight. (Jeeves 1976, 7)



chapter 4

[ 74 ]

�e perspectivalist or levels- of- explanation viewpoint thus repre-
sented one type of challenge to the integrationist approach. Rather than 
putting theology in a position of authority over psychology, perspectiv-
alists see both domains as contributing valuable, even essential, infor-
mation about human nature.

Another type of challenge to integration came from Jay Adams, 
founder of the “biblical counseling” view (Adams 1970), and from Robert 
Roberts and P. J. Watson, who advocated a “Christian psychology” (Rob-
erts and Watson 2010). Both of these approaches see the gap between 
secular psychology and theology as too wide for any bridge to bring them 
together. �erefore, “establishment” psychology must be abandoned in 
favor of a completely new approach based strictly on the Bible. Integra-
tion is not needed, and would be counterproductive, as it would give 
legitimacy to secular psychology, which has little to o�er to Christian 
faith or to our understanding of human persons and their problems.

�e Multiple Meanings of Integration
Vague and confusing language emerged as another challenge to the inte-
gration movement—highlighting a lack of clarity about the de�nition 
of “integration” and the speci�cation of what is to be integrated. Steve 
Bouma- Prediger reviewed the literature on integration as of 1990, listing 
a mind- boggling array of di�erent meanings for “integration” and di�er-
ent characterizations of the domains to be brought together. He asked:

What exactly is involved in integration? Does one integrate 
psy chology with faith, or the Bible, or revelation, or theology, 
or a Christian worldview, or Christian belief, or Christianity, 
or religion? Does one integrate theology (or faith, Christian-
ity, etc.) with psychology, or science, or therapy, or counseling? 
Does one integrate theory with practice, or faith with practice, 
or faith with learning, or faith with vocation, or religious expe-
rience with therapy? . . . What exactly does the term “integrate” 
mean? Does it mean merely to relate, or does it mean, more 
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speci�cally, to combine, to harmonize, to unify, or some other 
possibility? As stated previously, the issue is: what integrates 
with what, and what is the precise character of that integrative 
relationship? (Bouma- Prediger 1990, 23)

In an attempt to add clarity to the integration discussion, Bouma- 
Prediger provided a helpful typology of four basic kinds of integration:

Interdisciplinary integration is integration between di�erent 
disciplines. In this type, foundational issues are examined with 
the aim of achieving some degree of unity between the two 
disciplines. Intradisciplinary integration is integration of the-
ory and practice within a given discipline or profession. Here 
an e�ort is made to direct a speci�c practice according to a 
particular theoretical perspective. Faith-praxis integration is 
integration of faith commitment with way of life. In this case, 
life praxis is guided by religious commitment and world view. 
Finally, experiential integration is integration within the self 
and between the self and God. Here healing occurs as a result 
of a religious encounter—for the Christian, an experience of 
grace. (Bouma- Prediger 1990, 29–30)

Even though the term “integration” applies to all four of these situ-
ations, the usage that is most relevant to our discussion is “interdisci-
plinary integration”—bringing together psychology and theology. In the 
next chapter, we examine the continuing evolution of the “integration 
movement” in the twenty- �rst century. We also describe our objections 
to the integration approach and lay the foundation for an alternative 
view of the relationship between psychology and theology.
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c h a p te r  5

Integration
Contemporary Views

D

Differences between the US and UK  
Approaches to Integration

In the United States, active members of the Christian Association 
for Psychological Studies (CAPS) are found mainly in small Christian 

colleges and universities, less connected to mainstream psychological 
science. �e situation in the United Kingdom was historically di�erent. 
�e formal association of psychologists who are Christians in the United 
Kingdom started less than twenty years ago as the Network of Christians 
in Psychology, now called the British Association of Christians in Psy-
chology. On the initiative of Fraser Watts, a psychologist working at the 
Applied Psychology Unit of the Medical Research Council in Cambridge 
and a past president of the British Psychological Society, a small initial 
meeting was held in Oxford. �e keynote speaker (MAJ) was a British 
psychologist who, at the time, was editor in chief of the international 
journal Neuropsychologia and a member of the United Kingdom’s main 
science research funding body, the Science and Engineering Research 
Council of Great Britain. We mention these professional associations to 
make clear that both the initiator and the speaker were center stage in 
mainline developments in psychological science both in teaching and 
research. �is di�erence in origins and associations, as we shall see later, 
continues to be re�ected in the di�ering views about integration held by 
the members of the two bodies.
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Special Journal Issues on Integration

�e year 1956 witnessed the formation of the Christian Association for 
Psychological Studies (CAPS) in the United States. To mark the ��y- year 
anniversary of CAPS in 2006, a special issue of the Journal of Psychol-
ogy and Christianity was devoted to the topic of integration. In 2012, to 
mark forty years since the establishment of the Journal of Psychology and 
�eology, a special issue of that journal was also devoted to integration. 
Not surprisingly, there was some overlap in authors who contributed to 
these two special issues. 

We shall review the approach taken by these two journals, both in 
these special issues and in other representative articles published in these 
journals over recent decades. Although our review does not claim to 
be comprehensive, we believe it gives a faithful representation of the 
recurring views of integration expressed in these journals. �e �rst 
thing we note is that, despite the 140 years of psychology as a scienti�c 
discipline, there are very few references in these journals to the work 
of historians on the relationship between science and faith, such as Ian 
Barbour (2000) or John Brooke (1991). �is is an important omission, 
because there are lessons to be learned from other disciplines which, at 
the time, struggled to establish a clear claim to being a science. Attention 
to this extensive literature would have given historical depth and helped 
to avoid some of the errors in the use of the concept of integration (de 
Felipe and Jeeves 2017). 

However, in fairness, it could be argued that there were reasons for the 
narrow focus of most contributions to these journals. First and foremost, 
most of the members of CAPS—and most of the subscribers to these two 
journals—are Christian psychologists specializing in pastoral psychol-
ogy, counseling, and psychotherapy. Moreover, most of the authors of 
articles in these journals hold academic positions at Christian colleges 
and universities, Bible schools, or theological seminaries. Representation 
from psychologists working in mainline American universities is very 
meager indeed. �is, we believe, is a worrying feature if one wishes one’s 
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writings to help Christian students studying at secular institutions and 
struggling with some of the apparent challenges to their faith from the 
content of their psychology courses. 

�e Journal of Psychology and Christianity
As previously mentioned, the Journal of Psychology and Christianity 
published a special issue in 2006 on the theme of integration. �e “table 
was set” in an article by Yangarber- Hicks et al. (2006), which described 
several features of the current scene that are especially relevant to this 
book (highlighted with our emphasis added throughout the quotations 
below). In the opening section of that article, Natalia Yangarber- Hicks 
wrote:

▶ “�e pursuit of integration between Christian faith and psychology 
in the last 50 years has produced much fruit despite the lingering 
lack of consensus regarding de�nitions of the integration enterprise, 
criteria for determining truth, and future directions.” 

▶ �at “those committed to integration have much work le� to do.”
▶ “Even a cursory survey of literature in the �eld suggests that impor-

tant voices and perspectives on Christian psychology have either not 
made their way to or have been infrequent guests at the integration 
table.” (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 2006, 338) 

Continuing her analysis of the current scene, she helpfully reminded 
us:

▶ “An examination of existing literature on integration suggested 
that clinical and counseling branches of psychology have received 
a disproportionate degree of attention.”

▶ �at this �rst point was previously underlined by Hendrika Vande 
Kemp (Vandekemp, 1988, 202), who noted that “one of the biggest 
weaknesses of contemporary Protestant Christian psychology is its 
nearly exclusive emphasis on psychotherapy and the concomitant 
disinterest in general psychology.”
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▶ �at we need to take account of “the challenge posed to all subdis-
ciplines of psychology by the recent explosion of neuroscienti�c 
research [which] will require signi�cant re�ections and responses 
from Christians working in these areas”—a point repeatedly made 
in this book. (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 2006, 339)

�e second section was contributed by Charles Behensky, who wrote 
from the viewpoint of a specialist in cognitive neuroscience. He empha-
sized the importance of paying equal attention to “bottom- up” processes 
(neural activity that gradually gives rise to conscious experience) and 
“top- down” e�ects (conscious expectations and goals that guide the 
activity of lower- level neural networks). It is noteworthy that at the end 
of his contribution he repeatedly referred to enrichments and insights. 
For example, at the beginning of his �nal paragraph he wrote:

Ultimately, cognitive neuroscience provides a richer under-
standing of our human experience. It is necessary, but not 
su�cient as an explanation. We gain an insight into the devel-
opment of problematic behaviors and can view treatment as 
a way of altering our neural connections, without necessarily 
specifying the best approach. (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 2006, 
341)

It is also interesting that in his �nal sentence he used words that sug-
gest what we have elsewhere described as a perspectivalist or levels- of- 
explanation approach when he wrote, “�ere is value to be found in 
several perspectives, and our task is to identify the points of commonality 
and determine how the �ndings of one �eld can complement and inform 
those of another” (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 2006, 341).

Another important contribution to this discussion was the section by 
Nicholas Gibson on UK perspectives on the integration of psychology 
and Christianity. Gibson noted that: 
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�e dominant approach to the integration of psychology and 
theology in the U.K. has much in common with dialogical work 
on the interface of science and faith. Rather than trying to sub-
sume one discipline within another or merge them to create 
a “Christian psychology,” the approach has been to set up a 
dialogue between theology and psychology at multiple points 
of interface. (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 2006, 346)

He went on, “Besides the obvious interface between Christian pastoral 
care and mental health, each discipline can o�er complementary perspec-
tives to the other regarding non- clinical concerns” (Yangarber- Hicks et 
al. 2006, 346). As one example, he referred to Fraser Watts’ book �eology 
and Psychology (Watts 2002): 

Here Watts considers how theological re�ection on topics such 
as evolutionary psychology, consciousness, arti�cial intelli-
gence, and the self can enrich psychological understandings of 
human nature and how psychological perspectives on doctrinal 
topics such as divine action, salvation history, and eschatol-
ogy can enrich systematic theology. (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 
2006, 346)

A �nal very important point was emphasized by Gibson: 

�is distinctive of British integration work reminds us of the 
importance of integrating the full scope of basic psychological 
theory and research with theology in all its breadth. While 
many people may �rst approach integrative issues from an 
applied perspective, there is no good reason why integration 
as a �eld should maintain its current lopsided focus on clinical 
and pastoral issues. (Yangarber- Hicks et al. 2006, 346)
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Sadly, our analysis of recent writings on integration in the United States 
suggests that Gibson’s plea remains “a voice crying in the wilderness.”

Another relevant paper in this special issue provided a wide- ranging 
scholarly review of views on integration in the intellectual marketplace 
at that time. �is conversation was moderated by Elizabeth Lewis Hall 
(Lewis Hall et al. 2006). It is noteworthy that several of the contributors 
expressed their unease with the use of the word “integration,” given its 
multiple and diverse understandings by di�erent people in di�erent con-
texts. For example, Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen opened the conversation 
with a blunt statement: “My biggest challenge has been trying to get rid 
of the word integration. I don’t like it because I prefer to talk about the 
unity of faith and learning” (Lewis Hall et al. 2006, 332). She continued:

I don’t like the word integration because everyone reasons 
within the bounds of religion, to borrow Nicholas Wolter-
stor�’s (1984) book title. And the very fact that we use the 
term integration is, as far as I can see, an indication of how 
much we are a�ected by the enlightenment mindset that the 
world consists of brute facts . . . and values only appear on 
the scene when a human being appears to have them. (Lewis 
Hall et al. 2006, 332)

Another contributor to the conversation, Bruce Narramore, expressed 
similar unease with the term “integration” when he said, “I don’t feel 
comfortable, I actually never have, with the word integration, for some 
of the reasons that Mary enunciates” (Lewis Hall et al. 2006, 333).

In her short postscript to the conversation, Elizabeth Lewis Hall 
wrote, “�e challenge to integration is to remain in conversation, not 
to endlessly rehash old issues, but to reformulate them in increasingly 
sophisticated ways that re�ect developments in our �eld and our under-
standing of faith” (Lewis Hall et al. 2006, 336). Regrettably, Lewis Hall’s 
high expectations have yet to be realized. In fact, we �nd, especially 
among psychologists interested in counseling, pastoral psychology, 
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and clinical psychology, a constant rehashing of the same old issues. By 
focusing only on these areas, those who write about them have failed to 
follow Lewis Hall’s exhortation to reformulate these issues in increas-
ingly sophisticated ways—ways that are faithful both to psychological 
science and to our understanding of scripture.

As a result, large areas of contemporary psychology as studied by 
students at colleges and universities are seldom discussed by those inter-
ested in the integration issues. Moreover, seldom do we �nd references 
to the relevance of advances in biblical scholarship in the attempts to 
relate what we learn of creation—including about ourselves—from psy-
chological science and what is revealed to us in scripture. James Beck 
lamented both aspects of this situation in an article looking ahead to 
the next ��y years of integration attempts (Beck 2006). He predicted 
that, in the future: 

Christian psychology will display an increased need for 
sophisticated empirical research to undergird its efforts 
to deliver quality services. . . . Without this research base, 
the Christian integration movement runs the risk of being 
crowded out of the academic world and of being relegated 
to history’s dustbin of ine�ective treatment regimens. . . . 
Integrators must likewise upgrade the sophistication of the 
biblical and theological materials they utilize in their work. A 
weakness of the integration movement to date is that we have 
not extensively involved biblical and theological scholars in 
our enterprise. (Beck 2006, 328)

�e Journal of Psychology and �eology
As previously mentioned, in 2012 the Journal of Psychology and �eology 
published a special issue devoted to the topic of integration. �e editorial 
introduction to this issue, written by Everett Worthington and Todd 
Hall, emphasized the extent to which psychology has evolved, forcing 
an evolution in approaches to relating psychology and theology. �ey 



chapter 5

[ 84 ]

wrote, “�e world has changed. Integration also has changed. In fact, 
integration is much more diverse now than the virtual mono- approach 
of 40 years ago” (Worthington and Hall 2012, 3). �ese authors also 
noted the diversity of views present in this special issue. 

�e issue included contributions from two Baylor University philoso-
phers, Stephen Evans and Robert Roberts. �ese papers remind us that 
philosophers have been re�ecting upon human nature for centuries, 
and that philosophers contributed to the development of the discipline 
of psychology. For example, although Roberts focused his discussion 
on the ideas of psychologist Paul Vitz, he nevertheless pointed out the 
important contribution made by Aristotle in his writings on the nature 
of human �ourishing, human upbringing, human action, and human 
friendship—topics still of major interest to twenty- �rst- century psychol-
ogists (Roberts 2012). In a similar vein, Evans (2012) encouraged us to 
draw upon the contributions of thinkers such as Augustine, Aquinas, 
and Kierkegaard. However, we should keep in mind how di�cult it must 
be for a philosopher, peering in from the outside, to properly understand 
what psychologists are doing. Psychology is not a spectator sport. It is a 
science that requires deep immersion in the details; within even a small 
research topic there is a vast literature and there are many specialized 
skills to be learned and applied. �is may help to explain an occasional 
lack of understanding between psychological scientists and the philos-
ophers commenting on the research �ndings. 

Roberts (2012) urged us to face the challenges to integrate science and 
religion across time as well as across disciplinary content. �is was why, 
in earlier chapters, we reviewed the lessons to be learned from the past 
about the dangers of generating pseudocon�icts and false concordisms 
in the relations between science and faith. However, it is not clear that 
Roberts has learned from the errors of past attempts at integration—for 
example, attempts to derive principles of astronomy from scripture sim-
ply because biblical authors refer frequently to the stars, the moon, and 
the earth. �ere is no “Christian astronomy,” and, contrary to Roberts’s 
position, we would argue that neither is there a “Christian psychology.” 
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In a di�erent context, Everett Worthington, one of the coeditors of this 
special issue, urged caution about the use of the word “integration” when 
he wrote: 

Indeed, there are times when I think integration is appro-
priate. But I must admit that there are many areas that theo-
logians address that psychological science cannot. I cannot 
study eschatology by conducting psychological experiments. 
I cannot address history scienti�cally but have to rely on peo-
ple’s memory of history. (Worthington 2010, 104)

Evans voiced a similar thought:

With all due respect to the Journal of Psychology and �eology, 
I think much harm is done if we think of integration primarily 
as an attempt to integrate the two disciplines of psychology 
and theology. . . . Obviously, this does not allow Christianity 
to play much of a substantive role within psychology. . . . In 
reality, Christian faith has much to o�er the psychologist as a 
psychologist. (Evans 2012, 32–33)

It is signi�cant that Fraser Watts, psychologist and theologian, deter-
minedly avoided talk of integration in his contribution to this special 
issue. Instead he wrote, “�ough the claims of the two disciplines are 
o�en seen as alternatives, it is argued that they are better seen as com-
plementary perspectives” (Watts 2012, 45). Not only did he see them 
as complementary, but he also saw the possibility of mutual enrich-
ment between the two disciplines. �is, he believed, can be brought 
about by greater dialogue. For example, he wrote, “�ere is also too 
much generalization about human nature, and neglect of di�erences 
between people. If theological anthropology was more interdisciplinary, 
and conducted in dialogue with an empirical discipline like psychol-
ogy, the result would be more satisfactory” (Watts 2012, 47). Dialogue, 
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complementarity, and enrichment are the key notions for Watts, and 
with this we would agree. 

Australian psychologists Maureen Miner and Martin Dowson, a�er 
brie�y reviewing the possibilities of how to relate psychology and Chris-
tian faith, made it clear that their choice was complementarity. �ey 
wrote: 

A third approach, complementarity, moves away from the 
integration of disciplines to the integration of explanatory 
accounts of particular phenomena. . . . �is present paper will 
use the method of complementarity to generate this form of 
integration of psychology and theology. . . . �e limitations of 
psychology and theology alone in explaining spiritual experi-
ences suggest that both are needed in order to provide a more 
complete account of experiences of relationship with God. . . . 
Complementarity allows for each discipline to contribute to 
an inclusive explanatory synthesis without violating either 
discipline. (Miner and Dowson 2012, 56, 58)

We support the complementarity approach referred to here, in that 
the statements made from the two complementary perspectives of psy-
chology and theology may together give a fuller account of what is being 
studied and therefore may be mutually enriching. 

Most of the remaining contributions to this special issue on integra-
tion are autobiographical. It is, of course, interesting and informative 
to hear of the pilgrimage that individual Christians have taken in their 
psychology careers. What is perhaps regrettable is that this special issue 
contained so few critical, analytical contributions that take apart and 
examine in detail the whole concept of integration. 

It is noteworthy once again that the majority of contributors have 
a psychological specialization in clinical psychology, family psychol-
ogy, and psychotherapy. Why were there no authors who have made 
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signi�cant contributions in the literature of, for example, evolutionary 
psychology, neuropsychology, the psychology of perception, or evidence- 
based psychopathology? In our opinion, restricting the discussion of 
integration to only a few areas of psychology is one of the major obsta-
cles to progress in the relationship between psychology and religion. 
Surprisingly, none of the contributions to this special issue addressed 
this concern directly. 

One contributor, Alan Tjeltveit, did brie�y touch upon this question 
when he reminded us of the sustained scholarly work of Paul Meehl, a 
former president of the American Psychological Association, and his 
colleagues in their comprehensive 1958 volume What �en Is Man? Tjelt-
veit wrote: 

Meehl et al. (1958) eschewed easy answers to integrative ques-
tions. “�ere is a need for hard- headed, rigorous analysis of 
the conceptual relations involved,” they asserted. “Psychol-
ogy and psychiatry are complex (and primitively developed) 
sciences; theology is complex and, by its very nature, full of 
obscurity and mystery. It can be assumed that the conceptual 
relations that arise when those two are brought together will 
have a high order of complexity.” (Tjeltveit 2012, 302)

An article by Keri Barnett and her colleagues in the very next issue of 
this journal called attention to the fact that the contributors to the special 
integration issue are relatively isolated from the main body of psycholo-
gists, and noted that this applies generally to contributors to the Journal 
of Psychology and �eology, who tend to come from the same “club” 
with similar institutional a�liations. Barnett and her colleagues wrote:

One puzzling �nding was the lack of change in the institu-
tional a�liations of most authors for the most cited integra-
tion articles over the last quarter of a century. On one hand, 
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one would assume that integrationists would want psychol-
ogy in general to have an increasing interest in integration, as 
evidenced by greater authorship from their secular counter-
parts, as well as having more secular institutions employing 
explicitly Christian integrationists. On the other hand, it is 
also reasonable to expect that integrationists a�liated with 
Christian institutions should be stepping up to the plate and 
contributing at least as much as their secular counterparts. 
Although there are more secular institutions in comparison to 
Christian institutions, the faith integration emphasis inherent 
to most Christian institutions makes it especially important 
that religiously a�liated faculty members are contributing to 
the integration literature. However, neither of these is clearly 
happening, which begs the question: How much does the 
discipline want to be internally versus externally driven and 
focused? �e direction of future growth in the integration 
�eld will partially depend on how this question is answered. 
(Barnett et al. 2012, 98) 

Integration’s “Walled Garden” Problem
Sadly, the pattern of articles over the years since that special issue does 
not appear to re�ect an expanded, more inclusive perspective—an 
attempt to break out of the “walled garden” of counseling and psycho-
therapy. �is is worrying and brings to mind David Myers’s response to 
two chapters in the second edition of Psychology and Christianity: Five 
Views (E. Johnson 2010): a chapter by Robert Roberts and P. J. Watson, 
who advocate a “Christian psychology” (Roberts and Watson 2010), 
and David Powlison’s chapter outlining a “biblical counseling” view 
(Powlison 2010). Both of these chapters advocate an outright rejection 
of mainstream (secular) psychology. In response to Powlison, Myers 
wrote, “�is leaves me little to say, other than that when he and I use the 
word psychology, we are not talking about the same thing” (Myers 2010d, 
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275). In response to the “Christian psychology” view, Myers makes clear 
that he is deeply unhappy with such an approach. He writes:

Rather than replacing psychological science with the sages of 
the ages, why not respect both as valuable and limited? . . . I 
�nd myself intrigued by psychological science’s discoveries, 
which the sages of the ages seem not to have anticipated. 
(Myers 2010b, 180)

He then, by way of illustrating psychological science’s usefulness, 
listed some �ndings from dedicated empirical research in psychology 
over the last half- century. He wrote, “If establishment psychology is 
indeed where signi�cant discoveries and new understandings are emerg-
ing, do we really want to run o� into the corner to create our own Chris-
tian psychology? By doing so, do we not risk irrelevance?” (Myers 2010b, 
181). He quotes C. S. Lewis, who once declared, “We do not need more 
Christian books; we need more books by Christians about everything 
with Christian values built- in” (Myers 2010b, 181).

Myers continues, “Or as Stanton Jones says in his chapter, ‘Christians 
should be in the thick of psychology, contributing their ideas, submitting 
their hypotheses and theories to the test’” (Myers 2010b, 181). Myers’s 
response raises an issue that crops up repeatedly in the contributions to 
both of the special issues on integration: How can the integrationists at 
Christian colleges, universities, and seminaries be encouraged to engage 
all of psychology—not just counseling, clinical, and pastoral psychol-
ogy—including up- to- date �ndings of psychological science? 

On this point, Everett Worthington, with his skills both as both a 
counselor and a psychological scientist, comments on the problem of 
outdated science. He writes: 

Another reason for the weaknesses in the integration by 
clinician-theologians is that clinicians, looking for ways to 
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harmonize their psychological theory and theological presup-
positions, sometimes adopt theories of therapy that are not 
current. Presuppositions may trump data on the e�ectiveness 
of the theory. (Worthington 2010, 127)

�e past decades of integration work demonstrate the temptation 
to “harmonize” psychological theory and theological presuppositions. 
Apparently, given the prestige and authority of science in the twenty- �rst 
century, some Christians believe that, if they can show their theology 
“harmonizes with” or “�ts with” science, it makes their theology more 
believable. But, even if such a concordism seems persuasive today, those 
same theological explanations will be discounted later when the science 
that it “�ts” today has been superseded. 

Diverse Views of Integration 

Our brief review has revealed considerable diversity in the use of the 
term “integration” when discussing the relationship between psycho-
logical science and Christian faith. We have observed this diversity in 
two journals speci�cally devoted to the psychology-Christianity rela-
tionship, as well as in books written or edited by leading proponents of 
integration. We identi�ed views ranging from advocating total inter-
mixing of psychology and theology to an explicit rejection of the whole 
idea of integration, seeing it as a misguided endeavor. 

We summarize this diversity of views in the following categories: 

▶ Total integration—a complete intermixing of psychology and 
Christianity, producing an amalgam that can be labeled “Christian 
psychology.” Eric Johnson (2011) is a proponent of this view. 

▶ Selective integration—to be sought where the subject matter makes 
it appropriate, especially on topics for which scripture provides 
very little information. Stanton Jones (2010) is a good example here. 
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Nevertheless, on close examination this approach o�en leads to 
some form of an amalgam. 

▶ Limited integration—to be sought where the structure of the theo-
logical principle and the psychological theory are similar, but only 
justi�ed following “a hardheaded rigorous analysis of the concep-
tual relations involved” (Meehl et al. 1958, 302; Tjeltveit 2012). Ste-
phen Evans (2012) seems to be a champion of this view, although 
it is evident that he himself is all too aware of the dangers at hand 
when integration gets out of control.

▶ No integration. We should avoid attempts at integration altogether 
because integration is totally inappropriate. �is position is advo-
cated by those who believe that secular psychology has nothing to 
o�er, such as followers of the “biblical counseling” approach of Jay 
Adams (Adams 1970). Interestingly, the term “integration” is also 
rejected by some individuals who accept the relevance of psycho-
logical research. As noted above, both Mary Stuart van Leeuwen 
and Bruce Narramore have stated their reservations about the word 
“integration.”

Given this range of views, the question must be raised, “Is there a 
better way of thinking about how to relate the knowledge gained from 
psychological science with that which comes from our Christian faith?” 
It seems clear that many of the confusions and misunderstandings about 
integration could be avoided if all discussions on this topic could begin 
with some common starting points, agreed upon in advance. Two such 
points come to mind:

▶ �e authors or discussants should set out clearly their perspective 
of what is and is not included under the rubric of psychology. One 
way of doing this would be to take the chapter headings in a stan-
dard textbook of psychology and indicate which of the subareas of 
contemporary psychology will be considered in their discussions 
of the integration of psychology and Christian faith. 
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▶ �e authors or discussants should then state explicitly the reasons 
for choosing to talk about certain areas of contemporary psychol-
ogy and to exclude others. In this way, the reader will be aware of 
the limited applicability of any conclusions drawn. 

Where Next?

As we have mentioned before, any attempts to integrate psychology and 
Christian belief must deal with psychological science (including neu-
roscience) as it actually exists today. �e temptation has always been 
to assume that the state of psychological research and theory at any 
particular time is the �nal word. �e way that such an assumption can 
lead one astray is vividly illustrated by a quotation from Gary Collins in 
a 1972 review of a book about Abraham Maslow. He stated, “We need a 
psychology with new dimensions—a psychology which is developed and 
tested against the truths that are proclaimed in the divine Word of God” 
(Collins 1972). One wonders how Collins’s views would sound today in 
the ears of Virginia Holeman, associate dean of the School of �eology 
and professor of counseling at Asbury �eological Seminary. In a chap-
ter titled “�e Neuroscience of Christian Counseling,” she discussed 
in detail what contemporary neuroscience can contribute to Christian 
counseling. Holeman concluded that 

by taking the neuroscienti�c tightening of the mind/brain 
connection to heart, one can emphasize the enhancement 
of clients’ relational capacities within a therapeutic setting, 
superintended and enabled by the agency of the triune God, 
and embodied in counselors’ and clients’ relationships with 
God and through the therapeutic relationship itself. (Holeman 
2004, 157)

Given the importance that Holeman establishes of the relevance 
of developments in neuroscience to counseling, the question must be 
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asked, with Gary Collins’s review in mind, Which bits of psychology and 
neuroscience are to be tested against “the truths that are proclaimed in 
the divine Word of God?” �e scriptures, we would argue, were never 
intended to teach psychology or neuroscience. �erefore, it is mean-
ingless to claim that you can test the truth of these disciplines against 
scripture, and perhaps even worse, it is demeaning of the purpose of 
scripture itself. 

Psychology also draws heavily on mathematics. For example, some 
of the most powerful explanatory psychological models of visual per-
ception are expressed in terms of mathematical equations. It is di�cult 
to see how we would “integrate” Christian beliefs with mathematical 
equations. It’s not likely that anyone has ever suggested that Christians 
who are studying psychophysics should add another constant to Weber’s 
Law to make it more compatible with scripture. �e take- home message 
is clear: let scripture speak what it is given to reveal. Don’t pretend that 
hidden within scripture, if only we could discern them, are modern 
scienti�c theories of human nature. 

�is reminds us that one of the commitments a Christian takes on 
is a commitment to truth. To us, this means telling the story about the 
world—including ourselves and our brains—as it really is. In discus-
sions of integrating psychology and Christianity, more attention needs 
to be paid to evaluating the evidence for each position, in light of the 
ever- changing �ndings of psychological science and the evolving inter-
pretations of scripture. 

Taking Stock: Lessons Learned

When thinking about how best to characterize a constructive relation-
ship between psychology and Christian faith, we admit that the widely 
used concept of integration has de�nite appeal. In fact, when care-
fully de�ned, it seems to have served us well. Nevertheless, as Stephen 
Evans (Evans 1977) and Everett Worthington (Worthington 2010) have 
reminded us, the concept of integration is not without its problems.
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In our review of both journals’ special issues on integration, as well as 
a selected sample of papers in the Journal of Psychology and �eology and 
the Journal of Psychology and Christianity over several decades, we found 
that the range of views of the concept of integration represented in, and 
typical of, contributions to these journals is so great that no brief treat-
ment could hope to capture all its richness and diversity. However, our 
examination of recent relevant articles reveals some common themes. 

First, there is a strong and recurring theme of contributions par-
ticularly focused on counseling and psychotherapy. Eric Johnson is a 
high- pro�le example of this genre. For example, in one of his papers 
on integration he writes, “In this essay we will consider three of the 
most important kinds of integration practiced among Christians in 
psychology, psychotherapy and counseling” (E. Johnson 2011, 339). �is 
represents a “restricted view” of the relationship between psychology 
and religious faith; the paper makes almost no reference to 90 percent 
of the psychology taught in a typical undergraduate college or univer-
sity course. Hence a Christian student taking psychology courses will 
get little help in connecting psychological science and Christian beliefs 
from articles like this one.

A second theme, also involving a “restricted view,” is the danger of 
unexamined assumptions about scripture, psychology, and the nature of 
integration. For example, this issue was noted in a paper by Brad Strawn, 
Ronald Wright, and Paul Jones. �ese authors make the important point 
that we all come to the integration table deeply steeped in our own eccle-
siastical traditions with their o�en- undeclared presuppositions (Strawn, 
Wright, and Jones 2014).

A third theme and recurring problem is a general lack of historical 
perspective. For example, it is unfortunate that even a paper speci�cally 
focused on integration (Beck 2006) makes no reference at all to the very 
important and enduring contribution by Evans (1977), which provided 
a detailed review and analysis of how the concept of integration was 
being used by various authors in the formative era of the integration 
movement. An exception to this trend, noted earlier, was an article by 
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Lewis Hall et al. (2006), which contained a scholarly analysis of a wide 
range of views on integration. 

Time to Retire the Term “Integration”?

We conclude that, while the concept of integration has at times served 
us well, perhaps the time has come to drop the word “integration” alto-
gether in favor of language that more clearly and precisely describes 
what we are trying to accomplish. It will not surprise the reader to learn 
that we lean toward the approach that Evans (1977) has called perspec-
tivalism and that others label the levels- of- explanation view. Although 
we acknowledge the need to develop a crisper, catchier term for this 
approach, we believe that the approach itself is sound and o�ers the best 
foundation for moving forward in a productive way. We discovered (with 
some satisfaction) that support for the perspectivalist position shows up 
frequently in the special issues of the journals mentioned above, and in 
books written from an integrationist point of view. Even an author like 
Gary Collins, a well- known advocate of the integration approach, at 
times seems to echo the perspectivalist view:

What, then, is the purpose of integration? First, theology and 
psychology together can ask questions of each other and share 
perspectives that can stimulate research and lead to a greater, 
clearer discovery and comprehension of God’s truth (espe-
cially about people). Second, the task of integration keeps the 
channels of communications open between theologians and 
psychologists so that respective conclusions are used to help all 
of us more fully understand human beings. (Collins 1981, 18)

Perhaps Christian psychologists could adopt a less defensive posture 
and a more positive attitude by focusing less on attempts to build a 
complete, integrated system of “psychology-theology” or “Christian 
psychology,” and more on looking for points of contact between the 



chapter 5

[ 96 ]

two disciplines that can provide mutual insights and enrichments from 
these di�erent perspectives. 

Looking Ahead to the Second Half of This Book

In the second half of this book, we provide examples of the perspectiv-
alist approach as it is actually practiced by psychological scientists who 
are committed Christians. Most of those examples involve psychologists 
applying research �ndings to illuminate theological concepts. However, 
we believe that theologians can also gain something from applying psy-
chological science to their work. In this regard, Joanna Collicutt, psy-
chologist and Anglican priest, has recently spelled out in detail, with full 
documentation, what “academic psychology”—her term for mainstream 
psychological science—could contribute to the study of the Bible. She 
wrote:

Academic psychology concerns itself with the scienti�c study 
of behavior and mental processes of human beings in inter-
action with the environment, or to put it less technically, the 
study of people. It aims to give a rigorous account of how 
people come to feel, think, and act as they do. In this it clearly 
interacts, and may at points overlap, with several other human 
sciences such as anthropology and sociology. While these 
other human sciences have been readily utilized by biblical 
scholars, the literature on biblical studies indicates a marked 
avoidance of psychology, and the occasional expression of an 
outright aversion to it. (Collicutt 2012, 1–2)

She found this surprising, given that psychological principles seem 
directly relevant to the behaviors described in the Bible: 

�is [avoidance of psychology] is odd, for at �rst glance psy-
chology appears to be an academic discipline whose applica-
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tion to the study of sacred texts, including the Bible is both 
appropriate and potentially highly productive. . . . Secondly, 
the content of most sacred texts, especially sacred narra-
tives, can be said to be dominated by psychological themes. 
�ese texts contain accounts of human behavior and divine 
behavior described in anthropomorphic terms that proceed 
according to certain rules. Motives are attributed to the pro-
tagonist, and inner thought processes are sometimes made 
explicit. . . . �irdly, sacred texts and human psychological 
processes seem, at least on the face of it, to be intimately 
related to each other. Sacred texts are written (if not authored) 
by human beings and read by human beings. (Collicutt  
2012, 2–3)

Collicutt pointed out that the limited use of psychology in the biblical 
studies literature comes almost entirely from the “depth psychologies” 
of Freud, Jung, and Erikson. From our perspective, there is a remarkable 
parallel between the way biblical scholars have tended to focus on depth 
psychologies and the fact that so many of the leaders of the “integration 
movement” are counseling psychologists at Christian colleges, some 
of whom still depend upon these depth psychologies. Collicutt noted, 
“�us the psychologies that have been of primary interest to biblical 
scholars are generally not the psychologies studied by present- day psy-
chologists and vice versa” (Collicutt 2012, 6). �is echoes what we have 
said several times: the primary interests of psychologists contributing 
to the “integrationist” journals and books are generally focused in areas 
that are rarely studied by present- day psychological science.

Collicutt (2012, 7) argued that biblical scholars need to tap into the 
full range of mainstream psychologies that include

▶ Cognitive psychology: the study of human thought processes 
[including memory], using models based on information process-
ing theory.
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▶ Social psychology: the study of how human beings relate to each 
other in groups of varying sizes, o�en using systems theory.

▶ Developmental psychology: the study of human change and conti-
nuity over the lifespan.

▶ Personality psychology: the study of di�erences between individu-
als, which may include di�erences in aptitude.

▶ Evolutionary psychology: the study of evolutionary origins and sur-
vival value of human behaviors.

▶ Biological psychology: the study of the relationship between brain 
and behavior (neuropsychology), and between bodily states and 
behavior.

Collicutt concluded:

It has been argued that psychology is fundamentally about 
people and how they actually behave—how they think and 
remember, make and conserve meaning, attempt to commu-
nicate, process and express emotion, and exist in relation to 
others. Any approach to the Bible that does not pay due atten-
tion to the human factors, doing them the respect of applying 
rigorous methods to their study, is likely to be impoverished. 
(Collicutt 2012, 48)

We go on to provide examples of how approaches like Collicutt’s, 
which engage psychology as it is actually practiced by psychological 
scientists today, have the potential to o�er a remarkable range of new 
insights into human nature, enriching our understanding of what it 
means to live as a Christian in the community of the church. 
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c h a p te r  6

Insights from Neuropsychology
An Overview

D

W e believe that much of the confusion about properly relating 
psychological science and Christian faith stems from a failure to 

recognize the importance of the recent advances in neuroscience for 
both research and practice in psychology. �is accumulated neurosci-
ence evidence is relevant to the work not only of neuropsychologists 
and cognitive scientists but also of counselors, clinical psychologists, 
child psychologists, and psychotherapists. As we have seen, this last 
group of specializations is very well represented in the membership of 
the Christian Association for Psychological Studies (CAPS) and �gures 
prominently in many discussions of psychology and faith relations. 

�e interest in the topic of this chapter was underlined recently by 
the Wellcome Trust, the largest supporter of medical research in Britain, 
which organizes regular displays at its London headquarters on issues 
deemed to be of popular and widespread interest. In 2016, they presented 
an exhibition titled Mind and Body, introduced with these paragraphs:

Why do we talk about mind and body rather than brain and 
body? Perhaps because we see the brain as a physical entity, 
controlling the nervous system and bodily functions while 
the mind holds memory, emotion and personality. In the past, 
society might have considered the essence of what makes an 
individual the “soul,” and the seat of the soul hasn’t always 
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been considered to be the brain. �e Babylonians thought that 
human emotion and spirit resided in the liver; the Egyptians, 
that the soul (or ka) was located in the heart. �e Mesopota-
mians hedged their bets with the theory that intellect lay in 
the heart, emotions in the liver and cunning in the stomach. 

Are the mind and the body separate? Western medicine 
seems to have come full circle, beginning and ending with an 
approach that recognises the interdependency of mind and 
body, bracketing several hundred years when the two were 
approached as distinct entities. “It’s all in the head” seems to 
have faded from popular parlance over recent decades as we 
come to understand that the vast majority of a�ictions have 
both mental and physical aspects. (Wellcome Collection 2016)

While that quotation re�ects a view widely shared among profession-
als treating psychological disorders, we suspect that the extent of this 
interdependency of mind and body—in our conscious thoughts, our 
emotional reactions, our ethical and moral decisions, and our religious 
behavior—is not so widely understood. In this chapter, we present some 
evidence from neuropsychology and neurology that demonstrates our 
psychobiological unity as persons. 

An Explosion of Neuroscience Research

Given the volume and intensity of research in neuroscience over the past 
half- century, it is perfectly understandable that those not specializing 
in neuroscience simply cannot stay up-to-date with what has been hap-
pening. It is therefore necessary to highlight some important develop-
ments and discoveries in research at the interface of neuroscience and 
psychology in recent decades. 

In the seventy years since David Hubel and Torsten Wiesel received 
the Nobel Prize for their work in neuroscience, the �eld has experienced 
a quite breathtaking expansion of knowledge about our remarkable  
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human nature. �e speed of expansion of the �eld is well illustrated by 
the fact that at the inaugural meeting of the Society for Neuroscience in 
1969 there were a hundred participants, while today at similar meetings 
there are more than thirty thousand. Funding of research in this area by 
governments and charities has expanded at a rate paralleling the increase 
in the number of researchers. As another indication of the importance of 
this area of science, the US Congress designated the 1990s as “�e Decade 
of the Brain.” Others have called the �rst decade of this century “�e 
Decade of the Mind.” More recently, we have the “Brain Initiative” in 
the United States announced by President Barack Obama in 2013 and the 
“Human Brain Project” approved by the European Union in the same year. 

�ese rapid developments and their wider implications underline the 
wisdom of David Hubel’s 1979 statement that “fundamental changes in 
our view of the human brain cannot but have profound e�ects on our 
view of ourselves and the world” (Hubel 1979, 52). As an example of the 
prophetic nature of this comment, Francis Crick, another Nobel lau-
reate and codiscoverer of the structure of DNA, gained wide attention 
when he published a book speculating about the implications of devel-
opments in neuroscience for traditional and widely accepted religious 
beliefs about the human person—such as whether humans possess an 
immaterial and immortal soul (Crick 1994). �e publicity surrounding 
this book served to revive the science and religion con�ict motif in a 
new generation. 

For the bene�t of the nonspecialist, we review some major features 
of the contemporary neuroscience landscape, noting especially those 
�ndings that seem to have wider implications for some Christian beliefs, 
such as

▶ Whether evidence of the intimate interdependence of brain and 
mind reopens earlier debates about dualism and monism.

▶ Whether neuroscience �ndings have invalidated some central 
aspects of theology, as Crick (1994) claimed: “�e idea that man 
has a disembodied soul is as unnecessary as the old idea that there 
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was a Life Force. �is is in head- on contradiction to the religious 
beliefs of billions of human beings alive today.” 

▶ Whether there are limits to our capacity to act freely, whether brain 
activity can be monitored to discover an individual’s intentions 
before an action occurs, and whether these �ndings reduce a per-
son’s culpability for immoral actions.

▶ Whether �ndings about the progression of Alzheimer’s disease as it 
systematically destroys aspects of life (including spiritual life) may 
provide clues about the way that other forms of brain damage can 
undermine moral reasoning and moral behavior. 

Some Historical Perspective 

�e landscape of neuroscience is so vast that the challenge is to highlight 
the salient features without distorting the overall picture. In his paper on 
the legacy of Franz Joseph Gall, neuropsychologist Stuart Zola- Morgan 
divided the history of ideas about localization of brain function into 
three eras (Zola- Morgan 1995). �e �rst era, from antiquity to the second 
century, was focused on debates about where the soul was located. �e 
soul here referred to the essence of a person’s being and was the source 
of all mental life. Early Greeks thought the soul was contained in several 
parts of the body, including the heart and the liver, but that part of the 
soul that controlled mental functions was generally thought to be located 
in the head. It was Galen, an anatomist of Greek origin, who did the most 
to advance a scienti�c understanding of the soul’s mental functions. He 
performed experiments on animals as well as treating gladiators who 
had su�ered head injuries, and made a strong case for connecting mental 
functions speci�cally with the brain.

Zola- Morgan’s second era runs from the second century to the eigh-
teenth century. During these years, the debate centered on whether cog-
nitive functions were localized in the “gaps in the brain” (the �uid- �lled 
ventricular system) or in the brain tissue itself. �e medieval church 
exerted a strong in�uence on this debate by taking the position that 
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ethereal spirits and ideas �owed through the empty spaces of the brain. 
By the ��eenth and sixteenth centuries, some researchers, including 
Vesalius, began to question this idea. In the following century, �omas 
Willis, who coined the term “neurology,” paved the way for the study of 
brain tissue. In his �e Anatomy of the Brain (Willis 1664), he argued for 
a distinction between the immortal “rational soul” that was unique to 
humans and the “corporeal soul” shared by humans and other animals. 
�is distinction allowed Willis to avoid clashing with contemporary 
ecclesiastical authority. Having publicly acknowledged the distinctly 
human “immortal soul,” he was free to adopt a psychophysiological 
approach to the “animal soul” embodied in the brain tissue. As Paul 
Crane�eld wrote, “�e soul of brutes, in the hands of Willis, really seems 
to be simply a handy name for the assemblage of anatomical and physio-
logical mechanisms which underlie psychological processes” (Crane�eld 
1961, 306).

�e principal concern of this chapter lies with Zola- Morgan’s third 
era, from the nineteenth century to the present. During this period the 
debate has centered on how mental activities are organized in the brain. 
One early view claimed that particular mental functions were carried 
out by speci�c parts of the brain. An alternative view argued that large 
parts of the brain were equally involved in all mental activities—with 
no speci�c functions located within particular parts of the brain. If con-
sciousness is an indivisible whole, the bulk of the brain must function as 
a single “cerebral organ” controlling all the mental processes.

Gradually the view that there were specialized mental faculties, each 
with a material substrate in a particular region of the brain, became 
dominant. �e brain was regarded as an aggregate of many organs, 
each of which embodied one particular faculty (Zola- Morgan 1995). 
(We mentioned this brie�y in an earlier chapter in our discussions of 
phrenology.) Although the relationship between mental faculties and 
brain areas was not well understood, researchers began to realize the 
value of studying this relationship from two directions—the so- called 
bottom- up approach beginning with neural activity that gradually gives 
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rise to conscious experience, and the top- down approach that begins 
with conscious experience and expectations that guide and control the 
activity of speci�c neural networks.

The Bottom- Up Approach to the Brain-Mind Issue

Historically the bottom- up approach contributed much of the early 
knowledge of brain-mind links, because the techniques then available 
made it the most scienti�cally feasible. Only with the remarkable recent 
increases in the diversity and sophistication of techniques for imaging 
and monitoring brain activity online have the top- down approaches 
begun to bear so much fruit. 

With the advent of more scienti�c approaches to the study of mind-
body relations, it gradually became clear that the mind was not a separate 
entity that was contained within the brain, but rather was a functional 
property of the brain itself. �is was most clearly demonstrated in 
research on language, perception, and movement.

In the early 1800s French physiologist Jean- Pierre Flourens found that 
removing an animal’s cerebral hemispheres completely erased that ani-
mal’s perception of the outside world (Flourens 1824). Soon a�erward, 
Marc Dax argued that human speech disorders were linked to damage 
in the le� hemisphere of the brain (Dax 1865). �is view was reinforced 
by Paul Broca, who reported the case of a patient who stopped speak-
ing when pressure was applied to the le� frontal lobe of his brain, and 
of another patient who lost the ability to speak a�er damage to the le� 
hemisphere (Broca 1861a, 1861b). �e localization of language function 
was further clari�ed by Carl Wernicke’s evidence that di�erent aspects 
of language and speech were associated with di�erent parts of the brain’s 
le� hemisphere (Wernicke 1874). As an interesting side note, at no time 
did the phrenologists Franz Gall (1835a) and Johann Spurzheim (1827) 
discuss the possibility that each cerebral hemisphere might have spe-
cialized functions, and this despite their preoccupation with localized 
brain centers. 
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During the 1870s, a period that Ivan Pavlov described as “an out-
standing period in the physiology of the nervous system” (Pavlov 1951, 
202), anatomist Gustav Fritsch and psychiatrist Eduard Hitzig carried 
out an important series of experiments. �ey demonstrated for the 
�rst time that applying electric current to stimulate certain areas of a 
dog’s cerebral cortex—which they called “motor centers”—produced 
contractions of speci�c muscles in the dog’s body (Fritsch and Hitzig 
1870). Next, they damaged small areas in the rear portion of a dog’s 
brain and found that, while the dog could still “see,” it could no longer 
recognize objects. 

Over the next half- century, careful research on animals, together with 
astute clinical observations of humans by neurologists, gradually built 
up a picture con�rming localization of speci�c functions within the 
brain. For example, David Ferrier explored the cortex of the brains of 
monkeys by carefully stimulating and destroying small areas of brain 
tissue. He showed that the sense of smell depends on a region at the tip of 
the temporal lobe, the so- called uncinate gyrus (Ferrier 1876). �is �nd-
ing connected with Hughlings Jackson’s observations that, in humans, 
hallucinations of smell o�en accompanied epileptic seizures that arose 
from tumors in this part of the brain (Jackson 1899). 

Opposing schools of thought continued the debate about the local-
ization of mental functions well into the twentieth century. One group, 
led by Karl Lashley (1929), promoted the earlier view that mental activity 
is a single, indivisible phenomenon—the function of the whole brain 
working as a single entity, under principles Lashley called “mass action” 
and “equipotentiality.” Another group sought to relate each mental pro-
cess to a particular area within the brain, thus regarding the brain as an 
aggregate of separate organs. As evidence gradually accumulated about 
very speci�c links between mind and brain, this second approach won 
the day. But in a more general sense, the debate continues. �e research 
of some neuroscientists focuses on exploring examples of tightly con-
strained localization of function within tiny areas of the brain, while 
others focus on neural networks, studying the almost unbelievably 
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complex interconnections and interactions between distant parts of the 
brain, working in unison to perceive the world and act on it. 

It is quite remarkable that, in the space of less than a hundred years, 
the assumption that brain events and mind events were not related had 
changed to a recognition of clear links between brain areas and language, 
as well as other mental functions. Although not yet as clear, there were 
also hints of links between speci�c areas of the brain and personality, 
social behavior, and ethical decision- making (see Jeeves 2017).

The Accelerating Pace of Neuroscience Research

�e rapid development of cognitive neuroscience in recent years is gen-
erally attributed to the convergence of three previously unrelated areas 
of scienti�c endeavor: experimental psychology, comparative neuropsy-
chology, and brain- imaging techniques. �e cognitive revolution within 
experimental psychology freed it from earlier narrowly circumscribed 
behaviorist approaches to the understanding of mind and behavior. 
Now psychologists could talk freely about mental events and not simply 
about stimulus-response contingencies. Also, the development of new 
experimental techniques enabled cognitive psychologists to divide psy-
chological processes into their component parts. For example, the idea 
of memory as a single process gave way to multiple memory processes 
such as short- term memory, working memory, and long- term memory. 

In comparative neuropsychology, techniques found useful in studying 
human cognition were adapted and applied to the study of nonhuman 
animals. Exciting new �ndings came from studies of memory and visual 
perception. For example, the pioneering experiments of David Hubel 
and Torsten Wiesel—for which they won a Nobel Prize—showed how 
individual neurons in a cat’s visual system are organized in a way that 
allowed the perception of complex objects (Hubel and Wiesel 1962). 
Other researchers used single- cell recording techniques to study the 
neural underpinnings of perception in awake and alert monkeys (Per-
rett et al. 1984). At the same time, there were exciting developments 
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in brain- imaging techniques, notably positron emission tomography 
(PET scans), nuclear magnetic resonance (MRI scans), and functional 
nuclear magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). �ese new methods made 
possible the monitoring of brain activity while people with intact brains 
performed speci�c mental tasks. 

Tightening the Links between Mind and Brain

While the contribution from neurophysiology to neuropsychology 
remains important, a clear distinction can be made between the pri-
mary question for the physiologist of “How does the nervous system 
work?” and that of the neuropsychologist, “How does the working of the 
nervous system produce behavior, including cognitive processes?” Ana-
tomical and physiological work related to neuropsychology have both 
thus contributed to intense interest in di�erences among the cerebral 
lobes, among the various distinct regions within each lobe, and between 
the two cerebral hemispheres. 

In the mid– twentieth century, research on brain- damaged humans 
was combined with brain lesioning studies on animals and generally 
interpreted in a behaviorist framework dominant in North American 
psychology at the time. �is gave rise to what Roger Sperry described 
as “the traditional micro- determinism of the materialist-behaviorist 
era emphasizing causal control from below upward” (Sperry 1987, 165). 
Data from the bottom- up approach, which supported localization and 
speci�city of function, could readily be �tted into such a materialist- 
behaviorist interpretation. However, more recent evidence became prob-
lematic because it raised the possibility of plasticity (changes in brain 
function as a result of experience) and suggested a major causal role for 
top- down cognitive processes. 

According to Roger Sperry, this new evidence produced a shi� in 
the scienti�c status and treatment of conscious experience—a shi� 
that would have far- ranging philosophic and scienti�c implications. 
He argued, “�e mind has been restored to the brain of experimental 
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science” (Sperry 1987, 166), and claimed that mental events are “di�erent 
from, more than, and not reducible to” the brain events from which they 
emerge (Sperry 1987, 164). However, recognizing that cognitive processes 
cannot be “reduced to” brain activity does not entail any restriction on 
neuropsychological research aimed at localizing functions such as mem-
ory, speech, and decision- making to speci�c regions or systems within 
the brain. �e question of whether and to what extent speci�c mental 
functions can be localized in particular parts of the brain remains an 
enduring issue in neuropsychology. 

Sperry’s experiments with the so- called split- brain patients gave 
the greatest impetus to the research on the distinctive roles of the two 
cerebral hemispheres. �is led to rapid advances in understanding how 
cognitive functions were localized di�erently in the two cerebral hemi-
spheres and how speci�c mental processes or even component parts of 
those processes were tightly linked to a single region or system in the 
brain. Within those regions, moreover, there o�en emerged a further 
speci�city, indicating that certain columns of cells or small clusters of 
neurons are involved when a particular aspect of a task is being per-
formed. We give some illustrative examples below. 

Some Examples of Localization of Function

Localizing Mechanisms of Perception and Cognition:  
What’s in a Face? 

Over the past ��y years there were occasional reports in the neurolog-
ical literature of patients who, having su�ered strokes, said that they 
could no longer recognize individual human faces, including their own. 
�ey could recognize objects, animals, or houses, but not faces. With 
the advent of brain- scanning techniques, it became possible to identify 
the speci�c areas of the brain that, when damaged, seemed to result in 
problems with face processing. 

�ere was already ample evidence of how visual signals arising from 
the face provided an abundance of social information about an indi-
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vidual’s gender, age, familiarity, emotional state, and potentially their 
intentions and their mental state. Neuroethologists, having studied the 
information gained by interpersonal face perception across many spe-
cies, pointed out that the primate face has evolved an elaborate system of 
facial musculature that helps in producing expressive facial movements. 
What soon became clear was that the eyes and the direction of gaze 
were especially important. �e eyes had, of course, long held a special 
interest to humans. �ey were said to be “the window of the soul,” and 
normally are one of the �rst points of contact between infants and their  
mothers. 

Our fascination with the face, especially the eyes, was nicely demon-
strated by researchers at Newcastle University in the United Kingdom. 
In a sta� room where people made their co�ee, the researchers put up an 
image of a pair of eyes next to the “honesty box” in which co�ee drinkers 
were expected to contribute toward the cost of co�ee supplies. Although 
none of the forty- eight sta� members were aware that an experiment 
was being conducted, the results showed that the amount contributed 
to the honesty box increased during weeks when the watching eyes were 
present, as compared to a di�erent image of �owers (Bateson, Nettle, 
and Roberts 2006).

Following up an observation by Charles Gross (Bruce, Desimone, and 
Gross 1981), David Perrett used single- cell recording techniques to show 
that certain cells in the temporal lobe of monkeys’ brains responded 
selectively to the sight of human faces (Perrett, Rolls, and Caan 1982). 
Even more surprising, the neuronal response was not a�ected by chang-
ing the size or orientation of the human faces. However, if the individual 
features of the faces were scrambled—making the image less “facelike”—
the responses of the cells diminished. 

�is �nding of a “domain- speci�c” neural mechanism dedicated to 
face perception was then replicated by Nancy Kanwisher at MIT (Kan-
wisher 2000). Extending the evidence from single- cell recording such 
as used in Perrett’s initial studies, Kanwisher used functional magnetic 
resonance imaging (fMRI) to identify the fusiform face area (FFA) of 
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the brain as the place where the speci�c facial recognition mechanisms 
are located. 

Although there is clear localization of face perception in the brain, 
Kanwisher also noted that that does not rule out the need for plasticity. 
She referred to evidence for the development of face perception in stud-
ies of children born with dense bilateral cataracts. �ese children have 
no pattern vision until their cataracts are surgically corrected, which 
usually happens between two and six months a�er birth. Successful sur-
gery typically allows pattern vision to develop, but even as adults, these 
individuals have impaired face perception. Pattern vision in the �rst few 
months of life appears necessary for the development of face processing 
as an adult. Kanwisher concluded an extensive review of the literature 
with these words: “Evidence indicates important roles for both genetic 
factors and speci�c early experience in the construction of the Fusiform 
Face Area” (Kanwisher and Yovel 2006, 2123, emphasis added). Clearly, 
understanding the nature and extent of localization of function in the 
brain is a complex and ongoing enterprise—something that must be kept 
in mind when reading media reports giving overly simplistic accounts 
of localization of speci�c mental processes within the brain. 

�us, a large amount of evidence has accumulated that demonstrates 
incontrovertibly the existence of a small region in the primate brain spe-
cialized for face perception. But we don’t want to leave a false impression 
that all mental functions are localized to this degree in the “hardware” of 
brain tissue. Humans and other primates have brains that are powerful 
general- purpose computers and can be put to work in new ways on novel 
problems. For example, Christine Keysers and David Perrett make the 
point that most primates are social creatures who need to understand 
the actions of others in order to survive. �ey propose a model of how 
the monkey brain can recruit three small brain regions specialized for 
perceiving body motions (such as grasping or dropping an object), and 
combine their outputs to understand the actions of others by associating 
them with self- produced actions. �ey note that this system appears also 
to exist in humans, and thus their model can provide a framework for 
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understanding the development of human social perception (Keysers 
and Perrett 2004).

Most of the evidence we have just described comes from neurosci-
ence research investigating how damage to speci�c brain regions a�ects 
face perception. But as was emphasized in the book Mind Fields (Jeeves 
1994), research on mind-brain links can take several di�erent forms. �e 
contributions of cognitive psychologists to the study of face perception 
by modeling face recognition processes in terms of modules and dual 
processing routes represent a di�erent level of analysis that supplements 
and complements the neuroscience �ndings. 

A recent special issue of the Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psy-
chology, devoted to developmental prosopagnosia (sometimes called 
“face- blindness”), beautifully illustrates how diverse approaches may 
converge to give a better understanding of the neural bases and psycho-
logical processes involved in face perception. �e special issue opened 
with this paragraph:

Over the last 20 years much attention in the �eld of face per-
ception had been directed towards the study of developmen-
tal prosopagnosia (DP), with some authors investigating the 
behavioral characteristics of the condition, and many others 
using these individuals to further our theoretical understand-
ing of the typical face processing system. It is broadly agreed 
that the term “DP” refers to people who have failed to develop 
the ability to recognize faces in the absence of neurological 
illness or injury, yet more precise terminology in relation to 
potential subtypes of the population are yet to be con�rmed. 
(Bate and Tree 2017, 193)

�is is a reminder that di�culties in face perception may occur in the 
absence of speci�c brain damage, perhaps as a result of the slowing of 
developmental processes and/or of reduced e�ciency in links between 
di�erent brain regions. 
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�e speed of ongoing research into face perception over the last 
twenty- �ve years provides an excellent example of the point made by 
Nobel laureate Venki Ramakrishnan, the current president of the Royal 
Society, which we mentioned earlier: 

�e court of science never passes a �nal judgment but con-
stantly re- evaluates the evidence to arrive at our current 
understanding. . . . �e evidence will win out in the end. 
Science . . . is not perfect, but science is still our best bet for 
understanding the world around us and for improving our 
lives. (Ramakrishnan 2016, 26)

�is recognition of the steady advancement of science, including 
psychology, reminds us of the dangers highlighted in a previous chap-
ter of seeking for concordisms between today’s science and the current 
understanding of scripture by the best biblical scholars. Both realms of 
knowledge continue to advance, and these advances must be given due 
recognition. We cannot stop the clock.

�ese advances in one specialized topic in neuropsychology serve 
further to underline how misguided it would have been to seek to “inte-
grate” in Jeeves (1994) what was then known about face perception stud-
ies with some accounts of human social perception supposedly derived 
from our Christian beliefs. �is would have been as misguided as it 
would have been to try to demonstrate a concordism between a biblical 
account of “knowing Jesus” and a psychological model of recognizing 
the face of Jesus.

Localizing Changes in Behavior and Personality

In the year 2000, a male schoolteacher began visiting pornographic web-
sites that featured images of children and adolescents. In his own words, 
“he could not stop himself doing this.” When he started making sexual 
advances to his stepdaughter, his wife called the police. He was arrested 
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for child molestation. He was convicted and underwent a twelve- step 
rehabilitation program for sexual addicts. �e day before his sentenc-
ing, he voluntarily went to the hospital emergency room with a severe 
headache. He was distraught and contemplating suicide. �e medical 
sta� who examined him said that “he was totally unable to control his 
impulses” and “he had propositioned the nurses.” 

An MRI scan was taken of his brain and revealed an egg- sized 
tumor pressing on his right frontal lobe. A�er the frontal lobe tumor 
was removed, his lewd behavior and pedophilia faded away (Burns and 
Swerdlow 2003). A year later the tumor partially grew back, and the 
man started once again to collect pornography. A further operation 
was undertaken to remove the regrowing tumor, and his urges again 
subsided. 

�ere was widespread comment on this case. A neurologist said that 
“he saw people with brain tumors who would lie, damage property, 
and in extreme rare cases, commit murder.” He further commented, 
“�e individuals simply lose the ability to control impulses or anticipate 
the consequences of choices.” A psychiatrist specializing in behavioral 
changes associated with brain disorders and who had studied the way 
in which brain tumors can a�ect a person’s behavior commented, “�is 
tells us something about being human, doesn’t it? . . . If one’s actions are 
governed by how well the brain is working, does it mean we have less 
free will than we think?” (Kahn 2003).

�ese specialists know that human behavior is governed by complex 
interactions in the brain. Many neuroscientists believe that so- called 
executive functions—that is, higher- level decisions with major conse-
quences—are dependent upon the intact functioning of systems within 
or linked to the frontal lobes, which are regarded as the most highly 
evolved area of the brain. Tumors in this area can squeeze enough blood 
from the region to e�ectively put it to sleep, thus dulling someone’s 
judgment in a way similar to drinking too much alcohol. However, 
only in very rare cases will the tumor turn the person to violence or 
deviant behavior. 
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�e dramatic changes and then reversal in the behavior of the school-
teacher described above provide a vivid illustration of how our moral 
behavior is embodied in our physical makeup. Similar dramatic e�ects 
have been on record for a long time. Every student of neurology and neu-
ropsychology has heard about Phineas Gage, the railroad worker who 
damaged his frontal lobe in an accident and whose behavior changed for 
the worse—from a reliable, industrious pillar of society to an irritable, 
profane, dishonest man—at least for a period of time a�er his injury 
(Van Horn et al. 2012). As Frans de Waal, when commenting on two 
similar patients studied by Antonio Damasio, wrote:

It’s as if the moral compass of these people has been demag-
netized, causing it to spin out of control. What this incident 
teaches us is that conscience is not some disembodied concept 
that can be understood only on the basis of culture and reli-
gion. (de Waal 1996, 217)

Morality, de Waal claimed, is as �rmly grounded in neurobiology as 
anything else we are or do. However, Alexander McCall Smith, former 
professor of medical law and expert in bioethics, writing on the impact 
of neuroscience and insights that it provides, cautioned that 

from both the moral and legal point of view, the fact that a 
person has acted in a particular way because of a character-
istic of the brain or of the genotype, may not exculpate but 
may then lead us to mitigate blameworthiness to some extent. 
Returning to the psychopath, or indeed to the pedophile, such 
persons may behave anti- socially, and may be held responsible 
for what they do, but they still deserve some pity at least on 
the grounds that the starting point for their choices is so much 
more di�cult than it is for those who are not a�ected by such 
conditions. (McCall Smith 2004, 121)
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A recent article titled “How Responsible Are Killers with Brain Dam-
age?” raises a similar question. A�er examining seventeen cases in which 
law- abiding citizens had developed a brain lesion and then engaged in 
criminal behavior, the author wondered, “If their actions were caused by 
brain damage and a disrupted neural network, were they acting under 
their own free will? Should they be held morally responsible for their 
actions and found guilty in a court of law?” (Micah Johnson 2018).

�e more we discover about the genetic and neural underpinnings 
of behavior, the more it should generate compassion, which according 
to scripture is a Christian hallmark. Here then is another example of 
advances in science that give new insights into how we may seek to show 
compassion in all our relationships. 

Before we leave this reminder of the close links between the intactness 
of our brains and our capacity for moral behavior, we should perhaps 
pause and re�ect on the results of a recent study reported by Gesch and 
his colleagues showing that physical changes that a�ect behavior may 
be very small and subtle and not dependent upon widespread damage 
to neural structures. �ey reported that boosting the dietary intake of 
certain vitamins, minerals, and fatty acids reduced the occurrence of 
antisocial behavior (Gesch et al. 2002). In contrast, reducing the amounts 
of these supplements led to an increase in antisocial behavior. 

Top- Down Effects: The Accumulating Evidence

Clues from Neurochemistry
Every aspect of our behavior—our decisions, actions, and subjective 
experiences—is linked with and dependent upon neurobiological pro-
cesses. Changes in what we experience and how we feel about those 
experiences are fundamentally tied to alterations in brain activity—the 
workings of billions of nerve cells and trillions of ever- changing con-
nections between the cells as they are modulated by the release of tiny 
packets of chemical messengers called neurotransmitters. While we do 
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not fully understand the nature of the relationship between subjective 
mental phenomena and observable brain processes, advances in neuro-
science have made clear an intimate link between the two. For example, 
one area of neuroscience where the relationship between mental state 
and neural activity has been studied extensively is that of bodily pain. 
It is now beyond doubt that one’s mental attitude and what one expects 
to experience has a robust and measurable e�ect on the degree of pain 
reported when the body is stimulated. �e so- called placebo analgesic 
e�ect is a well- known example of this. 

A typical pain/placebo experiment might train a participant to block 
the pain with an infusion of morphine, and then later switch to an infu-
sion of an inert solution such as salt water. If the participant believes 
the solution is morphine, the experienced pain is dramatically reduced 
(Petrovic et al. 2002). When brain imaging is also carried out on par-
ticipants who show this robust placebo analgesia e�ect, the images con-
�rm their subjective reports by showing reduced activity in brain areas 
normally activated by painful stimuli, while other brain areas activated 
by the powerful painkiller morphine tend to show increased activity. A 
further discovery is that the placebo analgesic e�ect can be reversed by 
a molecule that blocks the brain’s receptor for opioids. 

It is not surprising that placebo analgesia has become an important 
component in pain management, even though the basic mechanisms are 
still poorly understood. From what we do understand, it appears that 
placebo analgesia involves endogenous opioid systems in the brain as 
well as higher- order cognitive networks. It has been shown that brain 
regions called the rostral anterior cingulate cortex and the brainstem are 
involved in opioid analgesia, and it is likely that these structures play 
a similar role in placebo analgesia. A study using positron emission 
tomography (PET) to study the brain has con�rmed that both opioid 
and placebo analgesia are associated with increased activity in the rostral 
anterior cingulate cortex (Petrovic et al. 2002). �e point to remember: 
what we believe and what we think modify the activity of our brain. �e 
mind-brain connection �ows in both directions.
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Clues about Mental Causation
Any practicing clinical neurologist can give you examples of how 
patients su�ering from epileptic seizures may, in some cases, develop 
psychological tricks that enable them to avert a seizure. One patient 
described how, when she felt a seizure was about to start, she would ask 
someone to read to her so that she could avert the seizure. Listening 
intently to music apparently had a similar result. Amazingly, an ordinary 
perceptual experience combined with the determination to resist the 
seizure are, as one neurologist has written, “plainly doing business with a 
rebellious brain.” Such deliberate, conscious attempts to in�uence brain 
activity would be examples of what the late Nobel laureate neuroscien-
tist Roger Sperry called “emergent top- down control” (Sperry 1987, 165). 
�ese he contrasted with the so- called bottom- up e�ects (brain activity 
in�uencing mental events) that we described earlier. 

In a dramatic illustration of the rate of progress in cognitive neurosci-
ence, �omas Grabowski and Antonio Damasio wrote in 1996 that “the 
imaging of the neural correlates of single and discrete mental events, 
such as one image or one word, remains the most desirable dream” 
(Grabowski and Damasio 1996, 14303). A mere four years later, this “neu-
roscience dream” became reality in research by Kathleen O’Craven and 
Nancy Kanwisher. �eir study (O’Craven and Kanwisher 2000) beauti-
fully illustrated how top- down mental processes can selectively mobilize 
speci�c areas and systems in the brain. �ey asked their subjects either 
to look at pictures of famous faces or familiar places, or to imagine them 
(i.e., form a visual image of each face or geographical location). �ey 
showed that imagining faces selectively activated the same area of the 
brain (the fusiform face area) as when the subjects were seeing the actual 
pictures of those faces. In contrast, imagining familiar places or looking 
at pictures of those places both activated the parahippocampal area. 
�e experimenters demonstrated that they could, in a sense, “read the 
minds” of their subjects by observing their brain activity. �ey could tell 
whether the subjects were thinking about faces or places by measuring 
activity in the respective brain areas. Going back to the wistful quotation 
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from Grabowski and Damasio, we note the danger of Christians react-
ing to perceived threats against traditional models of human nature by 
proposing things that science “will never” be able to accomplish. It’s not 
wise to bet against scienti�c progress powered by God- given human 
intelligence. 

Neural Plasticity

Plasticity in Sensory Processing
Recent research using newly developed brain- imaging techniques adds 
to our con�dence in the plasticity of the brain—the idea that brain activ-
ity can be shaped or “rewired” as a result of environmental experiences. 
Norihiro Sadato and his colleagues studied people who had been born 
blind and had been trained to become extremely e�cient in the use of 
Braille. �e researchers discovered that some areas of the participants’ 
brains normally devoted to vision had been taken over by touch (Sadato 
et al. 1996). �ese reports from the studies of humans were subsequently 
replicated in monkeys using single- cell recording techniques. 

Another dramatic and widely reported example of plasticity was 
found by Eleanor Maguire and her colleagues, who used modern brain- 
imaging techniques to study the brains of London taxi drivers. It is 
well known that licensed London taxi drivers are renowned for their 
extensive and detailed navigation experience and skills. Maguire stud-
ied structural MRIs of their brains and compared them with those of 
matched control participants who did not drive taxis. �ey reported 
that the posterior hippocampus of the London taxi drivers was sig-
ni�cantly larger than those of control participants. �e hippocampal 
volume also correlated with the amount of time spent as a taxi driver. 
�e researchers concluded, “It seems that there is a capacity for local 
plastic changes in the structure of the healthy adult human brain in 
response to environmental demands” (Maguire et al. 2000, 4398). When 
the hippocampus is used extensively, there are measurable changes in 
its shape and size, suggesting that a hippocampus capable of good nav-
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igational skills is not predetermined exclusively by genes. Even more 
persuasive was the fact that some of these same taxi drivers showed 
a reduction in hippocampal size a�er retirement, when they were no 
longer exercising their navigational skills to the same extent (Woollett, 
Spiers, and Maguire 2009).

Plasticity in Brain Development and Face Perception
At a 1997 meeting convened by US president Bill Clinton and his wife, 
Hillary, it was suggested that a valuable investment in the future would 
be to provide “enriched” environments for infants and young children 
(Clinton and Clinton 1997). In the context of the ongoing nature-nurture 
debate about whether the mental capacities of young children are innate 
or learned, this initiative drew support from the nurture side of the 
debate. Today, however, most researchers in the �eld have moved beyond 
such a simple dichotomy. �e debate today is much more sophisticated, 
focusing on issues such as the e�ects of experience on the way that 
infants perceive and process objects. Also, recently some have argued 
for what they call a “constructivist” point of view. �is view argues that 
development is not merely the implementation of a genetic blueprint 
nor that the infant’s brain is a passive slate written on by experience. 
Instead, it claims that genes and environment interact at multiple levels 
in a constructive manner (Karmilo�- Smith 2009).

Some of the newest developmental research depends on a recently 
perfected safe and easy method to study the workings of a baby’s brain 
by recording “high- density event- related potentials.” Researchers such 
as Mark Johnson (Johnson et al. 2001) believe that this approach will 
revolutionize the study of the baby’s brain at work. �e method involves 
gently placing a “geodesic” net made up of large number of passive sen-
sors (electrodes) on the baby’s head. �ese sensors on the scalp pick up 
the natural electrical changes as groups of neurons are activated within 
the brain. �e output from these sensors is processed by a computer to 
produce a map of active regions across the baby’s head. 

While most of the neurons of the brain are in place at birth, dramatic 
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increases in axon branches (the conducting �bers emerging from the 
neuron cell bodies) and in the number of synapses (the special junctions 
between neurons that pass signals from one neuron to the next) occur 
during the �rst few months of life. Many of the axons are gradually cov-
ered with myelin—a fatty sheath rather like the plastic covering around 
household electric wires—that helps to ensure good conduction along 
the �bers. In most of the regions of the cerebral cortex that have so far 
been studied, the density of the synapses increases in infants to a point 
about half again as much as in adults. Following this there is a “neural 
pruning” phase during which many of the synapses die and disappear, 
reducing the overall level to the number we observe in adults. 

�ese changes make it clear that brain development is not the pas-
sive unfolding of a genetic plan, but very much a dynamic, activity- 
dependent process. To give an example of this, we can refer once again 
to research on face processing. It has been known for some time that 
newborn infants, only a few hours old, tend to turn their head and eyes 
to look at faces more o�en than to any other complex pattern that has 
so far been studied. Mark Johnson (2000) has suggested that this new-
born behavior is a re�exlike response controlled by some of the older 
subcortical parts of the brain. Using the geodesic device described ear-
lier, Johnson and his colleagues have discovered that when you present 
a face image to an infant, the image o�en elicits more widespread brain 
activity in infants than in adults. �is suggests that the brains of young 
infants have “surplus” connections among neurons that are pruned over 
time, or at least become progressively more focused in their activity. For 
example, adult brains show di�erent response patterns to pictures of 
human faces compared to monkey faces. �is di�erence does not occur 
in babies. �us, parts of infants’ brains seemed to be less �nely tuned 
than the same regions in adults. 

Why did early developmental theorists believe that babies’ brains were 
passively shaped by environment experiences? One reason is that, in the 
�rst few months of life, infants cannot walk or even reach accurately. But 
appearances can be deceptive. Johnson and his colleagues have shown 
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that newborn infants are quite capable of directing their eyes toward 
things that interest them—such as faces. Even their very limited motor 
control does not prevent them from actively searching out their preferred 
visual stimulation, and in turn, that stimulation generates and modi-
�es brain circuits in the cerebral cortex. By four months, babies have 
already made over 3 million eye movements. �us, Johnson concludes 
that infants actively contribute to their own subsequent brain development 
(Mark Johnson 2000). �e malleability of the infant brain may also turn 
out to be its salvation. If the specializations of regions of the brain can be 
modi�ed by experience, there is some hope of �nding ways of ensuring 
that the brain receives the appropriate inputs for optimal development. 
Plasticity is the name of the game. 

A study by Christy Marshuetz and her colleagues (Payer et al. 2006) 
further demonstrated the plasticity of the adult brain. It built upon the 
previously mentioned work of O’Craven and Kanwisher (2000), who 
demonstrated that di�erent areas of the brain become active depending 
on whether a person is looking at a face or a place. �ese researchers 
asked two groups of people, one ages eighteen to twenty- seven years 
and the other sixty- one to eighty years, to remember three images of 
faces, and then asked them to decide if another face image was from the 
original set. Next, they asked the participants to remember three images 
of houses (geographical scenes) and then decide whether another house 
image was from the original set. �ey tracked the neural changes in 
the participants’ brains using functional magnetic resonance imaging 
(fMRI). In reporting the results, they made the point that it has been 
known for some time that, as we get older, our neural and cognitive 
functions become less di�erentiated. �e results of this study indicated 
that the older adults did indeed show decreased specialization in the 
“face area” of the brain and in the “place area” of the brain when com-
pared with the younger adults. �ey also found that older adults showed 
more activity in the frontal cortex, which the researchers believed was 
compensation for less di�erentiation in the visual areas at the back of 
the brain. �ey concluded, “Our �ndings are the �rst to demonstrate 
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decreased neural specialization in the ventral visual cortex in older 
adults, along with increased activation in the prefrontal cortex. . . . �is 
underscores the importance of taking into account the connected and 
network nature of the brain and its function in understanding human 
neural aging” (Payer et al. 2006, 491). �is research provides yet another 
example of plasticity alongside �xed specialization in the functions of 
the human brain. 

Making Sense of It All

It is one thing to demonstrate the tight interaction between what is hap-
pening at the conscious mental level and what is happening at the physi-
ological level of the brain and the body, but the unanswered question is, 
how can we most accurately characterize this intimate relationship with-
out making claims or assumptions that have not yet been demonstrated? 
What is clear is that there is a remarkable interdependence between what 
is occurring at the cognitive level and what is occurring at the physi-
cal level. We could perhaps describe this as a relationship of intrinsic 
interdependence, using the word “intrinsic” to mean the natural way 
the world operates (Concise Oxford Dictionary: “intrinsic” = belonging 
naturally, inherent). Could we perhaps go further than this and say that, 
based on our present knowledge, it is an irreducible intrinsic interdepen-
dence (Jeeves 2013, 40), meaning that we cannot reduce the mental to the 
physical any more than we can reduce the physical to the mental? In this 
sense, there is an important duality to be recognized, but it is a duality 
without dualism (MacKay 1978; Ludwig 1997).

On this point, there has fortunately been somewhat of a convergence 
of views between neurologists and psychiatrists. �is is illustrated by two 
quotes. �e distinguished neurologist Antonio Damasio wrote: 

�e distinction between diseases of brain and mind, and 
between neurological problems and psychological/psychiatric 
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ones, is an unfortunate cultural inheritance that permeates 
society and medicine. It re�ects a basic ignorance of the rela-
tion between brain and mind. (Damasio 1994, 40)

�ese comments were echoed by a recent past president of the Royal 
College of Psychiatrists in Britain, Robert Kendell, when he wrote: 

Not only is the distinction between mental and physical ill- 
founded and incompatible with contemporary understanding 
of disease, it is also damaging for the long- term interests of 
patients themselves. (Kendell 2001, 492)

In light of recent neuroscience advances, perhaps the mind-brain 
issue, once thought to raise deep theological questions sparking con-
�ict between science and religion, may become less of a problem for 
knowledgeable Christians in the future. 

Concluding Cautionary Comments

In the concluding chapter to the book �e New Brain Sciences: Perils and 
Prospects, Sir Dai Rees and Barbro Westerholm emphasized:

�ese insights [from neuroscience] can only heighten the 
sense of mystery at the workings of the human mind rather 
than encourage any idea that the remorseless march of the 
new brain sciences will soon arrive at a “total explanation” or 
“�nal synthesis” of them. On the contrary, the picture seems 
to expand and become ever more elaborate. (Rees and Wester-
holm 2004, 267)

If we believe that all truth comes from God, we can, as Christians who 
are scientists, be quite relaxed about the wonders uncovered every day 
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by research on human nature. What we already know will seem so small 
in comparison to what will be revealed in the coming decades. �e new 
discoveries will add even further to our conviction that we are indeed 
“fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14). In the meantime, we 
are le� with many fascinating and challenging issues at the interfaces 
of our disciplines. 
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c h a p te r  7

Insights from Neuropsychology 
about Spirituality

D

In this chapter and the next, we provide examples that illustrate 
how, by bringing together advances in neuropsychology with advances 

in biblical scholarship, we may discover new insights into our faith—
insights that may enrich the quality of Christian life for individuals 
and groups. �e focus of this chapter is on how neuropsychology and 
biblical scholarship mutually enrich our understanding of spirituality. 
Speci�cally, we shall consider

▶ Embodied spirituality
▶ Embedded spirituality
▶ Impaired spirituality

Some Historical Perspective

Despite what some Christian books and television programs assert, 
living the Christian life is not a bed of roses. Only someone totally 
ignorant of the history of the Christian church could take such a view. 
Careful historical research has documented in detail the struggles of 
some great men and women of the faith, revealing a close connection 
between psychological experiences and faith. As psychiatrist Gaius 
Davies has written:
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�e question of how temperament and faith are connected 
is, of course, brought to the fore in every conversion experi-
ence. We cannot understand Methodism without knowing 
something of how John and Charles Wesley found faith and 
assurance in 1738. Both found Martin Luther a great catalyst: 
John through Luther’s work on Romans, Charles through 
Luther’s commentary on St Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 
(Davies 2001, 11)

Gaius Davies’s detailed studies of well- known Christian �gures such 
as Martin Luther, John Bunyan, John Wesley, William Cowper, Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, Lord Sha�esbury, and Christina Rossetti made clear 
that these outstanding leaders who contributed so much also su�ered a 
great deal from anxiety and depression. As John Stott wrote in a fore-
word, “What I especially admire about Gaius Davies’ book is his honesty 
and realism. He o�ers no glib remedies. It tells us the truth, that some of 
God’s heroes and heroines have been eccentric and neurotic, and have 
su�ered repeated breakdowns” (Davies 2001, 6). What is particularly 
relevant in the present context is Davies’s argument—based on recent 
discoveries about the biological roots of behavior and the impact of psy-
chotropic drugs—that the stories of some of these heroes and heroines 
of the faith may have been quite di�erent had they lived today. Consider 
a few examples by way of illustration.

Writing of Martin Luther, Davies said, “I believe there was a marked 
physical and constitutional element in Luther’s tendency to depression. 
I do not see clear evidence that he was ever manic, elated or ill because 
of an upward mood swing. However, he might now be diagnosed as a 
cyclothymic personality, with many mood swings which, though signif-
icant, were never such as to cause psychosis” (Davies 2001, 45). Davies 
documents the evidence that in 1527 Luther was su�ering both physically 
and with depression. Although only age forty- four, he collapsed phys-
ically and was expected to die. Luther himself later saw this episode of 
illness as partly physical and partly psychological (Luther 1955, 115–17).
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Of John Bunyan, Davies wrote:

In Grace Abounding, Bunyan describes his severe anxiety, and 
how it o�en drove him to despair. However, he was not a monk 
with hours to spend in the confessional. Unlike Luther, he was 
much more alone with the Bible, and struggled with di�cult 
texts with little help, even allowing for John Gi�ord and the 
few books he could obtain. (Davies 2001, 65)

Davies went on to say about Bunyan, “�ere could be no clearer exam-
ple of the severe obsessive- compulsive disorder at work. �ere are other 
examples of the same urge to blaspheme. He would want to hold his hand 
over his mouth, or plunge his head into a dung heap rather than give in 
to the impulse” (Davies 2001, 65–66). Later he continued, “Bunyan was 
remarkable because he su�ered so severely from obsessions; he would 
nowadays be diagnosed as being in need of treatment” (Davies 2001, 
66). Davies not only described the symptoms Bunyan su�ered and the 
way Bunyan obtained relief, but he also showed that great strength may 
result from overcoming a serious psychological disorder. One can only 
speculate how much John Bunyan would have bene�ted by the judicious 
use of some of today’s e�ective psychotropic drugs.

Writing of William Cowper, Davies said:

Cowper wanted to break the conspiracy of silence about 
depression. . . . Cowper was depressed �rst at the age of 
twenty- one, and from time to time therea�er for the next ten 
years. At thirty- one he had his �rst catastrophic psychotic 
breakdown, and at the time of his recovery from it he became 
a Christian. He was to have four more depressive illnesses 
before he died at sixty- eight: in between these times he was 
o�en amazingly productive as a letter writer and poet. (Davies 
2001, 93–94)
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Near the end of his chapter on William Cowper, Davies wrote, “Why 
was he not healed? Why should he have su�ered six serious depressive 
breakdowns, several suicide attempts and endured so much mental pain? 
It is part of the larger mystery of su�ering, and there cannot be a �nal 
answer. But good came out of the apparent evil of his distress” (Davies 
2001, 118). Again, in the instance of William Cowper we can but speculate 
what a di�erence it might have made had some of today’s antidepressant 
medicines been available.

Biblical scholar J. B. Phillips was described by Davies as someone 
who had “a special genius for translating and communicating.” Despite 
all that Phillips achieved, it is clear from his autobiography �e Price of 
Success that he su�ered from recurrent depression. In his sympathetic 
description of Phillips’s many struggles, Davies wrote:

I �nd it sad that he was not helped by medication. Nowadays 
such non- psychiatric forms of treatment as the use of beta- 
blockers may alleviate the anxiety by stopping the excessive 
e�ects of adrenaline on the body: they do this without sedation 
and without any risk of dependence. By the same token, there 
are nowadays many forms of antidepressant which might help 
someone who su�ered as much as Phillips. (Davies 2001, 320)

In the �nal pages of his book, Davies drew together these threads 
under the heading “Personality and Temperament,” writing:

My aim in the previous studies in this book has been not only to 
avoid speculation, but also to draw some conclusions from the 
facts reviewed. I have tried to show how Martin Luther and John 
Bunyan were perfectionists who su�ered a good deal in their 
youth from obsessional symptoms. �e careful reader will have 
noted a number of the others—J. B. Phillips, Christina Rossetti, 
Amy Carmichael and Gerard Manley Hopkins were also people 
with marked traits of obsessionality. (Davies 2001, 372)
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Davies concluded with some profound advice:

A kind of miracle happens when our heroes �nd that the water 
of life, as Christ’s gospel has become for them, is turned into a 
heady wine of doctrinal delight. As C. S. Lewis put it, the heart 
sings unbidden not with the devotional book but in reading 
some Christian treatise which speaks to the mind. �is may 
of course become addictive, and systematic theology may be 
taken as a substitute for the real thing, life in Christ. Perhaps 
we live today in a time when we �y from the mind, to urge 
Christians to seek experience, ecstatic phenomena and have 
their feelings stirred up. Bunyan saw it all with the Ranters 
and the early Quakers; Luther with the ecstatic prophets of his 
day. �ere are, however, hopeful signs of a return to a more 
balanced life where heart and head act together in a better 
balance. (Davies 2001, 382)

�e take- home message from Gaius Davies is that our spirituality is 
related to and in�uenced by the functioning of our brains and bodies—a 
message that is underlined by the neuroscience research described in 
this chapter. 

What Is “Spirituality”?

In an extensive and detailed review of the varied ways in which the word 
“spirituality” is used today, Victor Copan has helpfully and concisely 
summarized the contemporary situation: 

For more than two decades now, there has been an increasing 
fascination about all things spiritual in the Western world—
and it is everywhere. �e term spirituality is a buzz- word in 
popular culture. . . . But what do we mean when we use the 
word “spirituality”? . . . What is a biblical understanding of 
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spirituality and spiritual formation? . . . It is one of the aston-
ishing developments of the last decades that spirituality has 
made a strong comeback a�er years of being out of vogue. Do 
a Google search on the term spirituality, and you’ll get over 
141,000,000 hits. (Copan 2016, 1)

As yet another example of the widespread fascination with “spiritual 
experiences,” a recent article on psychedelic drugs in �e Psychologist, 
the professional journal of the British Psychological Society, stated:

Is there anything psychedelic drugs can’t do? A recent wave 
of scienti�c scrutiny has revealed that they can elicit “spiri-
tual” experiences, alleviate end-of-life angst, and perhaps treat 
depression—and they might achieve at least some of all this 
by “heightening consciousness.” (Young 2017, 17)

Others have voiced concerns with and misunderstandings about 
“spirituality.” For example, Donald Carson wrote:

“Spirituality” has become such an ill- de�ned, amorphous 
entity that it covers all kinds of phenomena that an earlier 
generation of Christians . . . would have dismissed as error, 
or even as “paganism” or “heathenism.” . . . It is becoming 
exceedingly di�cult to exclude absolutely anything from the 
purview [domain] of spirituality, provided that there is some 
sort of experiential component in the mix. (Carson 1994, 381, 
384)

In contrast, for N. T. Wright, the central aspects of Christian spiritu-
ality are anything but vague. For him, they include formative spiritual 
experiences such as new birth and baptism, prayer, reading of scripture, 
participation in the Eucharist, and the capacity to give and respond 
to love. �e concrete, substantive nature of true spirituality has been 
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further underlined by Miroslav Volf: “Some people like to keep their 
spirituality and theology neatly separated, the way someone may want 
to have the main dish and the salad served separately during a meal. 
I don’t. Spirituality that’s not theological will grope in the darkness, 
and theology that is not spiritual will be emptied of its most important 
content” (Volf 2005, 236). 

Understanding Spirituality: Dualism vs. Monism 

Listening to Biblical Scholars, �eologians,  
and Neuropsychologists

We believe that spirituality is not, as was contended for centuries, some-
thing to be located “in an immaterial immortal soul,” hidden somewhere 
in our heads. Nor is it something securely protected from the experiences 
of living in the world, which can include the e�ects of brain damage, 
psychological disorders, or the illnesses of old age. More than a decade 
ago, N. T. Wright wrote, “Despite what many people think, the Bible does 
not envisage human beings as split- level creatures (with, say, a distinct 
body and soul) but as complex, integrated wholes” (N. T. Wright 2004). 
In a similar vein, Anthony �iselton, another leading contemporary 
theologian, has written, “Paul believes in what today we call the psycho-
somatic unity of the whole person” (�iselton 2009, 69).

It is true that for centuries, traditional Christian thought saw the 
body as frail and �nite, but the soul as immortal and impervious to 
damage. Was this dualistic body-soul distinction caused by relying too 
much on a Platonic “Greek” view of persons rather than a more biblical 
“Hebrew” view? Today, biblical scholars recognize it as an oversimpli�-
cation to claim that there was a dramatic gap between Hebrew thought 
(which a�rms some form of psychosomatic unity—what today we call 
our psychobiological unity) and Greek thought (which a�rms some form 
of dualism—a separate soul and body). Greek thought was in fact much 
more varied on the nature of the soul than Plato’s views would suggest. 
As one scholar has put it, “�ere was no singular conception of the 
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soul among the Greeks, and the body-soul relationship was variously 
assessed among philosophers and physicians in the Hellenistic period” 
(Green 2008, 53). 

As noted by N. T. Wright (2004), the controversy across the centuries 
about the relative merits of dualism and monism has not yet reached a 
de�nitive conclusion. At present, there is no consensus on the issues 
surrounding dualism and the soul, as is demonstrated by the 2016 book 
Neuroscience and the Soul: �e Human Person in Philosophy, Science, 
and �eology (Crisp, Porter, and Ten Elshof 2016). In this book, a group 
of distinguished philosophers and theologians debate the issues and 
unfortunately reach no agreement. In our view, this issue is at the heart 
of many contemporary debates about the human person. We turn to that 
issue now and attempt to show that our “spirituality” is �rmly embodied 
in our physical makeup. 

Our approach here is to examine how the new evidence from scienti�c 
research may provide fresh insights about spirituality, while avoiding 
the danger of being so dazzled by discoveries in neuroscience that if an 
explanation can be given which refers to neuroscience, then that expla-
nation is accorded more weight and validity than other explanations 
(Fernandez- Duque et al. 2015). As active researchers, we are very careful 
never to forget the ever- changing scienti�c landscape to which we are 
contributing, while noting those areas of knowledge where converging 
evidence leads us to have increasing con�dence in the results—espe-
cially when the relevant advances in biblical scholarship point to the 
same conclusions. As scientists, it would be impertinent of us to claim 
any special competence to participate in the ongoing biblical/theolog-
ical debate about the scriptural view of personhood. However, because 
what one believes about the soul is relevant to discussions of embodied 
spirituality, we o�er our current understanding of what theologians and 
biblical scholars are saying. 

Within mainline Catholic and Protestant traditions there are strong 
a�rmations of belief in an immaterial and immortal soul as distinct 
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from the physical body. For example, the o�cial Catechism of the Catho-
lic Church states, “�e Church teaches that every spiritual soul is created 
immediately by God—it is not ‘produced’ by the parents—and also that it 
is immortal: it does not perish when it separates from the body at death, 
and it will be reunited with the body at the �nal Resurrection” (Catholic 
Church 2012, 1.2.1.6.366). John Calvin wrote something similar: 

Moreover, there can be no question that man consists of 
a body and a soul; meaning by soul, an immortal though 
created essence, which is his nobler part. Sometimes he is 
called a spirit. . . . And Christ, in commending his spirit to 
the Father (Luke 23:46), and Stephen his to Christ (Acts 7:59), 
simply mean, that when the soul is freed from the prison- 
house of the body, God becomes its perpetual keeper. (Calvin 
1960, 1.15.2)

Body-soul dualism is a widely held belief not only among Christians 
but also in most other religious traditions. It is so deeply rooted in 
human culture that some, including developmental psychologist Paul 
Bloom, believe that young children are “natural- born dualists,” biologi-
cally predisposed to perceive the world in dualistic terms (Bloom 2004). 
In spite of the popularity of dualism, we believe that the evidence from 
neuroscience and contemporary biblical scholarship o�ers fresh insights 
that encourage us to consider reinterpreting some of the ancient texts 
and returning to a more holistic view of the human person. 

For centuries, the words “soul” and “mind” were used interchange-
ably. Within the Christian context, the traditional proof text for the 
existence and importance of the soul is found at the beginning of the 
Bible in Genesis 2:7: “And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the 
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became 
a living soul” (KJV). �is, for centuries, led to the view that the soul 
departs the body at death, lives in the spiritual domain, and is reunited 
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with the body at the resurrection of the dead on the last day. Because the 
soul was thought to be the most important and most distinctive part of 
the person, it became vital to defend the status of the soul when de�ning 
what it means to be human. 

However, such a view is widely challenged today by biblical schol-
ars, who see human uniqueness arising not from our possession of an 
immortal soul representing the “image of God,” but rather from our 
calling to enter into the personal relationship o�ered to us by our Cre-
ator. �us, Vladimir Lossky writes, “Creation in the image and likeness 
of God implies the idea of participation in the divine Being, of com-
munion with God” (Lossky 1991, 118). Anthony �iselton, one of today’s 
leading biblical scholars and an expert on hermeneutics, claims that “to 
be made in, or called to, the image of God is to represent God” (�is-
elton 2015, 477). Another biblical scholar, N. T. Wright, has written, “I 
have been arguing for some time: that image of God was not in Genesis 
1 intended to refer to some characteristic or special ability or trait of 
humans but rather a vocation. �e vocation in question is that humans 
were designed by the Creator to have a special role in his governance of 
the world. Eventually it comes round to using the royal priesthood lan-
guage which I think is absolutely central” (N. T. Wright 2011, personal 
communication).

Contemporary biblical scholarship is challenging the traditional dual-
istic view of the soul as separate from the body. Referring to the Hebrew 
word nephesh, which is frequently translated as “soul” in older versions 
of the Bible, Old Testament scholar Lawson Stone wrote:

We are not to imagine Adam’s reception of some intangible 
personal essence makes him human, distinct from the ani-
mals, and eligible for everlasting life. �e nephesh is not a pos-
session, nor is it a component of Adam’s nature. . . . �e pile of 
dust, upon being inspirited by divine breath actually became 
a living nephesh. �e term “living nephesh” then denotes the 
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totality of Adam’s being. Adam does not “have” a nephesh, he 
is a “living nephesh.” (Stone 2004, 49)

Writing about the use of the word “soul” in Genesis, New Testament 
scholar Joel Green stated, “�e term in question, nephesh, is used only a 
few verses earlier with reference to ‘every beast of the earth,’ ‘every bird in 
the air’ and ‘everything that creeps on the earth’—that is, to everything 
‘in which there is life.’ . . . �is demonstrates that the ‘soul’ is not for the 
Genesis story a unique characteristic of the human person” (Green 2008, 
64). Moreover, cognizant of the rapid advances in genetics, evolution-
ary theory, and neuroscience, Green commented, “�e neuroscienti�c 
tightening of the mind-brain link renders more and more improbable 
the need for a soul as an ontologically separate entity, and the reality that 
human self- consciousness is neurobiologically generated is becoming 
an inescapable datum for Christian anthropology” (Green 2004, 179). 

Rod Scott and Raymond Phinney have written about the relationship 
between body and soul on the basis of insights drawn from human devel-
opment and neurobiology. In a section headed “Insights from Scripture,” 
they write:

We wish to demonstrate that the Bible does not provide an 
explicit anthropology that supports a dualistic perspective. 
We agree with theologian Joel Green who has written in 
support of a monistic perspective of personhood. (Scott and 
Phinney 2012, 91)

However, in order to avoid the impression of selectively citing antidu-
alist authors, Scott and Phinney refer to the writings of theologian John 
Cooper, who holds a position he calls “holistic dualism.” Even Cooper 
concedes that in biblical word studies, “the variety and interchangeabil-
ity of terminology simply do not provide a footing for a clearly dualistic 
reading” (Scott and Phinney 2012, 91). 
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Embodied Spirituality

Neurotheology
Anyone unfamiliar with neurological observations over more than a 
century may be forgiven for thinking that what is today labeled “neuro-
theology” is something recent. But awareness of a link between religion 
and the brain is not new. �e link between spirituality and brain pro-
cesses has a long, well- documented history. �ere are, for example, both 
ancient and modern accounts of mystical experiences associated with 
the use of hallucinogenic drugs, as well as the long- standing association 
in clinical neurology between certain forms of epilepsy and exceptional 
religiosity, which we describe later.

As in the case of the top- down studies described in the previous chap-
ter, it has been the rapid sophistication in brain- imaging techniques 
applied to the study of religious behavior that is responsible for progress 
in this �eld, sometimes described variously as neurotheology or theoneu-
rology. �ere are potential bene�ts from good research in neurotheology, 
such as giving a better understanding of some bizarre manifestations 
of religiosity and the possibility of bringing relief to those individuals 
through tailored and targeted psychotropic drugs. But in the context of 
this book, research in neurotheology is relevant because it supports the 
idea that spirituality is �rmly embodied in our biological makeup.

Recent neuroscience research using functional brain- imaging is 
making it increasingly clear that our religious and spiritual experi-
ences, like all our experiences, are grounded in neural networks within 
our brains. We shall consider a few examples that illustrate this theme 
and provide fresh insights into how “wonderfully made” we are (Psalm 
139:14). However, these situations also highlight the di�culty of clas-
sifying any particular period of strong emotion as a “spiritual experi-
ence” rather than an ordinary mood swing. For example, Lewis Smedes, 
formerly of Fuller Seminary, wrote in very personal terms about his 
Christian pilgrimage and the way in which modern brain- altering drugs 
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transformed and restored his experienced “spirituality,” as indicated in 
this passage:

�en God came back. He broke through my terror and said: 
“I will never let you fall. I will always hold you up.” I felt as if I 
had been li�ed from a black pit straight up into joy. . . . I have 
not been neurotically depressed since that day, though I must, 
to be honest, tell you that God also comes to me each morning 
and o�ers me a 20 mg. capsule of Prozac. . . . I swallow every 
capsule with gratitude to God. (Smedes 2003, 133)

Hallucinogenic Drugs and Religious Experience
In the previous chapter, we referred to what we called “clues from neu-
rochemistry” in our review of so- called top- down e�ects. As a concrete 
example in the religious domain, some ancient religious rituals used 
plants to facilitate ecstatic and mystical states: mushrooms (used by the 
Aztecs), peyote cactus (used by the Huichol of Mexico), and ayahuasca 
(used by native groups in the Amazon basin), as well as substances 
derived from water lilies, mandrake, opium poppies, morning glories, 
and marijuana plants. Since these drugs produce their e�ects by altering 
brain activity, research on these drugs can reveal brain mechanisms 
relevant to the experiences that people o�en describe as religious.

Chemicals that create the hallucinogenic experience have been found 
to activate the serotonin network of the brain via the 5- HT2A receptor, 
which in turn a�ects many complex brain systems. Although the rela-
tionship between the sites and mechanisms of action and the subjective 
experiences elicited by the drugs is not fully understood, here is what 
we know at present (D. Johnson 2017):

▶ �ese drugs increase the release of glutamate, the main excitatory 
neurotransmitter. �is increases neural activity across the entire 
cerebral cortex.
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▶ Neurons in a midbrain area called the raphé nucleus have been 
found to reduce their �ring rate under the in�uence of these drugs. 
�is change in the activity of raphé neurons also occurs in dream-
ing (REM) sleep, and is thought to be related to diminished vigi-
lance and diminished awareness of external stimuli.

▶ �e thalamus also has many 5- HT2A receptors. Drug- related changes 
in thalamic activity appear to alter the �ow of sensory informa-
tion to the cerebral cortex, creating more sensory noise in cortical 
information processing, perhaps giving rise to hallucinations (false 
sensations not related to external events).

▶ �e locus coeruleus in the midbrain is also a�ected by hallucino-
genic drugs. �is area is involved in the detection of novelty and 
important external stimuli. Changes in the activity of this nucleus 
could cause stimuli normally not considered noteworthy to be per-
ceived as signi�cant. 

▶ Hallucinogens also a�ect the ventral tegmental area of the midbrain 
that projects dopamine- releasing axons to the cortical and subcor-
tical structures. �e result of dopamine increase is to mark events 
as biologically signi�cant, causing memory systems to be activated 
(T. Lewis 2016).

Religious Experiences Are Embodied and “Embrained”
�us, it appears that the objective, measurable changes in the brain’s 
serotonin and dopamine systems produced by hallucinogenic drugs 
in�uence the subjective qualities of psychedelic or religious experiences. 
Based on what is known about the neurotransmitter systems and the 
changes produced by the drugs, it is likely that such drugs

perturb the key brain structures that inform us about our 
world, tell us when to pay attention, and interpret what is 
real. Psychedelic drugs activate ancient brain systems that 
project to all of the forebrain structures that are involved in 
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memory and feeling; they sensitize systems that tell us when 
something is novel and when to remember it. (Nichols and 
Chemel 2006, 26)

�e common subjective experiences elicited by these drug- related 
changes in brain systems include “altered perception of reality and self; 
intensi�cation of mood; visual and auditory hallucinations, including 
vivid eidetic imagery and synesthesia; distorted sense of time and space; 
enhanced profundity and meaningfulness; and a ubiquitous sense of 
novelty” (Nichols and Chemel 2006, 3). 

Whether these experiences are interpreted as a psychedelic “trip” or as 
a deep spiritual awakening may be in�uenced by one’s experience- based 
expectations, the setting in which the drugs are taken, and the cognitive/
theological network out of which one provides a post hoc interpretation 
of the experience. �ese insights from neuropsychology and neurochem-
istry need to be considered when evaluating any claims of privileged 
religious knowledge based primarily on such experiences.

An extreme example of brain- related spiritual events is the so- called 
out- of- body experience—a brief episode in which a person’s conscious 
self seems to leave the body and observe the body and the situation 
from a di�erent spatial perspective. Within some Christian groups such 
experiences are looked upon as extremely valuable and desirable. For 
example, the members of one religious group in the United States (in 
Oregon) combine Christian and indigenous Brazilian religious beliefs. 
�ey recently won the right to import and brew a hallucinogenic tea 
for their religious services. �e tea is brewed with the ayahuasca plant, 
which contains trace amounts of the chemical dimethyltriptimine 
(DMT), known to cause psychedelic phenomena including visual and 
audio sensations characteristic of an out- of- body experience (Siegel 
2015). �e resulting paradox: even “out- of- body” experiences are “embod-
ied” and “embrained” in the altered activity of brain networks.
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Does Neurotheology Have Value?
As can be seen from these examples, research in neurotheology has pro-
duced some interesting results showing the tight link between spiritual 
experiences and the physical and physiological state of the brain. How-
ever, not everyone is impressed by these �ndings. Jeremy Groopman, a 
distinguished Jewish physician, wrote, “Why do we have this strange 
attempt, clothed in the rubric of ‘neurotheology,’ to objectify faith with 
the bells and whistles of technology? Man is a proper subject for study 
in the world of science. . . . God is not” (Groopman 2001, 165). 

Similar views were echoed by Mario Beauregard, who works in the 
departments of radiology and psychology at the Université de Montréal. 
As reported by Christopher Stawski, Beauregard stated, “Obviously, the 
external reality of God can be neither con�rmed nor discon�rmed by 
delineating neural correlates of religious/spiritual/mystical experiences. 
In other words, the neuroscienti�c study of what happens to the brain 
during these experiences does not tell us anything new about God” 
(Stawski 2004). Perhaps Beauregard is correct. Perhaps neuroscience 
cannot tell us anything about God. But in our view, it can tell us some-
thing about the way humans experience God and feel God’s presence 
in their lives.

Embedded Spirituality

Spirituality Is Embedded in the Context of Life
Except in very rare instances such as the lonely hermit, the spiritual 
dimensions to life and experience are lived out in community—fully 
embedded in our physical, cultural, and social environments. To under-
stand the di�erent spiritual and religious choices that each person makes, 
we must recognize that spirituality is embedded within a speci�c life 
context that includes the person’s developmental history and friendship 
networks, as well as the broader cultural environment. 

�at raises a practical issue: How can churches best recognize and 
respond to the spiritual needs of persons who are physically embod-
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ied and socially embedded? In other words, what new insights can the 
advances in neuropsychology and social psychology provide about how 
churches should be organized and how worship should be conducted? 
Brown and Strawn argue that the embeddedness of spirituality requires 
that churches take seriously the need to combine faith with action: 

Remember, it is not just that what is thought or experienced 
occurs in the brain and is expressed in the body, but the 
impact goes the other direction as well: actions in�uence 
thought. . . . What we do with our bodies has a profound 
in�uence on what we think. . . . �us, to participate in the 
Eucharist during worship (an extended form of gesture) is for 
this bodily activity to have a deep in�uence on our thoughts, 
feelings, beliefs, and future behavior quite beyond what is said. 
So, our argument for the role of participation and action in 
worship is an argument based on the profound embodiment 
of all thought. Without concurrent action, thought and belief 
is likely to degenerate into nothing but intellectualism, and 
worship into mere feelings. Formation of persons will be min-
imal. (Brown and Strawn 2012, 152)

�is line of thought leads Brown and Strawn to propose that the com-
monly held assumption of body-soul dualism actually undermines the 
message of Jesus that calls Christians to action in the world for the sake 
of God’s kingdom. �ey write:

Our premise has been that viewing persons as bodies, not 
souls inhabiting bodies, is truer to Scripture, as well as more 
resonant with modern neuroscience and psychology. Most 
Christians believe that humans are souls that have bodies, 
not that we are bodies. �ey presume that the “real me” is 
not their body or even their behavior, but is something inside 
them, in their head or heart—in their mind or soul. �us, it is 
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possible to be spiritual inside, without being religious in what 
we do—without participating in the communal religious life 
of the church. However, Christian life has a very di�erent feel 
if the essence of the human person is not a ghostly, immate-
rial soul or spirit that is temporarily trapped in a �eshly body 
and hidden from view, but is the indivisible composite of the 
behavior, habits, thoughts, emotions, and personality of the 
physical body itself. (Brown and Strawn 2012, 159)

Spirituality Is Both Embodied and Embedded

While we have treated our discussions of embodied and embedded spir-
ituality in separate sections of this chapter, Warren Brown and Brad 
Strawn claimed that embodied and embedded spirituality are in practice 
intimately interrelated. In a review article describing recent advances in 
what is known as “extended cognition,” they wrote:

While mind is embodied more than just “embrained,” it is also 
extended beyond the body in varying times and manners. . . . 
�us, it is not simply that persons are embedded within cul-
tural and social contexts, the contents and implications of 
which become internalized in ways that shape the nature of 
mental processes. Rather, the claim of situated and extended 
cognition is that important aspects of mental processing take 
place in reciprocally interactive exchanges with certain arti-
facts or persons within the current context, such that mind 
cannot be understood as simply internal. (Brown and Strawn 
2017, 415) 

Applying these views to the topic of spirituality, they write:

Within Christian discussions about human nature, the biggest 
problem with crediting the claims of non- reductive physical-
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ism and embodiment is not so much about the nature of mind 
as it is about the nature of spirituality. Does spirituality not 
require the existence of a nonmaterial, spiritual soul within 
each person? We have explored elsewhere the nature of Chris-
tian life when viewed from the point of view of the embod-
iment of personhood. We argued that “spirituality” should 
be reckoned as an awareness of the presence of God’s spirit, 
rather than the cultivation of an inner non- material spirit or 
soul that is, by de�nition, private—separated from the exter-
nal and social world. From the point of view of physicalism 
and embodiment, the world of spirituality moves outward by 
means of actions and interactions of the entire person with 
the world in a manner that encompasses the spirit of God. 
(Brown and Strawn 2017, 417) 

Spirituality Is Embedded in Communal Space
Because spirituality is embedded in the physical and social context of 
the person, “when persons are involved in congregational worship or 
corporate prayer, it becomes unclear who owns the spirituality in play” 
(Brown and Strawn 2017, 418). �is raises some interesting questions 
about congregational life: 

What would be the implications for the life of the church if we 
took into account the possibility that spirituality can exist in 
extra- personal extended interactions? What if what we refer 
to as “spiritual” is not just embodied within the individuals? 
If spirituality is a property that emerges and exists in inter- 
individual space, at least during times of reciprocal and cor-
porate activity such as worship, prayer, study, conversation, 
and work, then we may need to think di�erently about eccle-
siology. (Brown and Strawn 2017, 418) 

�is account of “corporate spirituality” or extended spirituality 
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permeating the shared worship space sounds a lot like the communal 
worship of the earliest Christians. However, contemporary Christians 
seem to be moving in the opposite direction, as Brown and Strawn note: 

However, as society and the church become ever more indi-
vidualistic in their understanding of spirituality and faith (for 
example, the current movement toward ascetic spirituality), 
many parishioners have a di�cult time giving an account of 
why the corporate activity of the church is important and what 
role it plays in Christian life. It may be seen as a “spiritual 
refueling stop,” or as an institution for religious education, 
or simply as a source of accountability for one’s individual 
spiritual quest. (Brown and Strawn 2017, 418) 

�ere is much to digest in these provocative suggestions from two 
well- informed Christians at the cutting edge of both neuropsychology 
and practical theology. �eir thinking is another illustration of how, by 
re�ecting on the wider implications of developments in psychological 
science, we may discover new insights into how to live e�ectively as 
Christians in an ever- changing world.

Impaired Spirituality

Alzheimer’s Disease
What happens to spirituality when the brain goes awry? Some of the 
most important and relevant insights from neuropsychology come from 
research on how Alzheimer’s disease in�uences spirituality. Any belief 
that our spirituality is securely protected within a nonphysical part of 
us (the soul) is challenged by the experiences of individuals who have 
developed Alzheimer’s disease. Some deeply religious people have suf-
fered agonizing distress as they experienced the fragmentation and loss 
of precious aspects of their religious life. Such distress is equally painful 
for their loved ones and caregivers.
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Glenn Weaver, who developed a large research program studying 
spirituality in Alzheimer’s patients, has described some of the changes 
in these people’s experiences of spirituality, religious faith, and mean-
ing in life (Weaver 2004). �e spiritual consequences of Alzheimer’s 
dementia may vary widely across individuals. For some, the loss of 
independence and control leads to a greater dependence on God. For 
others, the gradual deterioration of cognitive abilities reduces spiritual 
interest. Weaver described in detail the experiences of Robert Davis, a 
Presbyterian minister who was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s dementia 
when he was ��y- three and at the height of his ministerial career. With 
the help of his wife, he wrote a remarkable account of his experiences 
well into the middle stages of the disease. How his progressive brain 
disease a�ected his spirituality is graphically illustrated in his own 
words. He wrote: 

My spiritual life was miserable. I could not read the Bible. I 
could not pray as I wanted to because my emotions were dead 
and cut o�. �ere was no feedback from God the Holy Spirit. 
My mind could not rest and grow calm but raced relentlessly, 
thinking dreadful thoughts of despair. . . . I can no longer be 
spiritually fed by sermons. I can get the �rst point of the ser-
mon and then am lost. �e rest of it sends my mind whirling in 
a jumble of twisted unconnected ideas. Coughing, headache 
and great discomfort have attended my attempts to be fed in 
all the ways I am accustomed to, meeting God through his 
Word. . . . My mind also raced about, grasping for the comfort 
of the Savior whom I knew and loved and the emotional peace 
that He could give me, but �nding nothing. I concluded that 
the only reason for such darkness must be spiritual. Unnamed 
guilt �lled me. Yet the only guilt I could put a name on was 
failure to read my Bible. But I could not read, and would God 
condemn me for this? I could only lie there and cry “Oh God, 
why? Why?” (Weaver 2004, 89)
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�is account should open our eyes to the important role of brain 
function for spirituality and religious behavior. It is di�cult to see how 
a dualist perspective can accommodate the experiences of patients like 
Robert Davis. A “soul” or “mind” that is completely separate from the 
brain and not dependent upon neural functioning should not change 
(becoming more spiritual or less spiritual) as neurons die and brain 
tissue deteriorates.

Parkinson’s Disease and Religion
At Boston University School of Medicine, Patrick McNamara and his 
colleagues have conducted a series of pioneering studies that have pro-
vided new insights into religiosity in patients su�ering from Parkinson’s 
disease. With the increase in longevity in the general population pro-
ducing a corresponding rise in the incidence of late- onset Parkinson’s 
disease, it is important from a pastoral point of view to be aware of any 
changes in a person’s religiosity and spirituality that may accompany 
the development of Parkinson’s disease.

Parkinson’s disease is a condition with a clearly de�ned pathology of 
the brain involving changes in the activity of dopaminergic neurons. 
Patrick McNamara, Raymon Durso, and Ariel Brown (2006) examined 
the role that prefrontal dopaminergic networks play in maintaining reli-
gious beliefs and behaviors. �ey found that, compared to age- matched 
controls, individuals with Parkinson’s disease scored lower on mea-
sures of religious behaviors and expressed less interest in spiritual or 
philosophical issues. �ese �ndings raise the possibility that normal 
dopamine levels are important for maintaining religious motivation and 
goal- directed behavior based on religious beliefs and values. Follow- up 
studies revealed di�erences in religiosity between Parkinson’s patients 
whose disease symptoms had appeared �rst on the le� side of the body 
and those who showed earlier onset on the right side, suggesting that 
the two hemispheres of the brain play slightly di�erent roles in religious 
behaviors (Butler, McNamara, and Durso 2011). 

However, in a careful review of this area of research, Clare Redfern 
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and Alasdair Coles (2015) have pointed out that interpreting the results 
of such studies is not a straightforward matter. Parkinson’s disease 
produces a wide range of physical, cognitive, and emotional changes, 
and these symptoms vary in unpredictable ways as the disease pro-
gresses and as new treatments are introduced. �is makes it di�cult to 
claim that Parkinson’s disease itself has a speci�c negative impact on 
spirituality.

Take a very simple example. With the progression of Parkinson’s 
disease, mobility is severely limited. �erefore, it is not surprising if a 
person with Parkinson’s shows reduced attendance at worship services. 
�e e�ort of getting dressed and getting into the worship space may be 
overwhelming. �us, a decline in religious behaviors by a Parkinson’s 
patient would not necessarily imply any loss of spirituality or religious 
belief. 

In addition, some research has found a more positive pattern of 
changes. At least some Parkinson’s patients report a strengthened rela-
tionship with God and a more intentional search for religious meaning 
as a way of coping with their disease (Redfern and Coles 2015). �ese con-
tradictory �ndings demonstrate the need for rigorous, well- controlled 
studies mobilizing all the combined skills of neurologists, psychologists, 
and theologians. 

�ere is clearly much work to be done, but the existing research has 
already provided new insights into how spirituality may be a�ected in 
patients with Parkinson’s disease. With a better understanding of what 
is happening in and to such persons, pastoral care may be improved. 

Peak Religious Experiences and Temporal Lobe Epilepsy 
�ere is a signi�cant literature in clinical neurology suggesting that 
some individuals with temporal lobe epileptic seizures experience 
intense religious states as a part of the “aura” preceding a seizure. �ese 
episodes of intense religious awe, ecstasy, or ominous presence appear to 
be a product of the abnormal electrical activity of the brain produced by 
their seizures. Although such cases are rare, they happen o�en enough 
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to suggest something about the physical processes that may be associated 
with ordinary religious experiences.

�ere are a number of literary allusions to this phenomenon. Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky (who himself had a seizure disorder) gave a particularly 
graphic literary description of this sort of seizure in his account of the 
experiences of Prince Miskin in �e Idiot. In this passage, Dostoyevsky 
describes (in the thoughts of Miskin) the sort of religious experiences 
that are sometimes associated with temporal lobe seizures:

He fell to thinking that in his attacks of epilepsy there was 
a pause just before the �t itself . . . when it seemed his brain 
was on �re, and in an extraordinary surge all his vital forces 
would be intensi�ed. �e sense of life, the consciousness of 
self were multiplied tenfold in these moments. . . . His mind 
and heart were �ooded with extraordinary light; all torment, 
all doubt, all anxieties were relieved at once, resolved in a 
kind of lo�y calm, full of serene, harmonious joy and hope, 
full of understanding and the knowledge of the ultimate 
cause of things. . . . If in that second—that is, in the last lucid 
moment before the �t—he had time to say to himself clearly 
and consciously: “Yes, one might give one’s whole life for 
this moment!” then that moment by itself would certainly be 
worth the whole of life. (Dostoyevsky 1969, 243)

A recent literary reference to this phenomenon can be found in Mark 
Salzman’s modern novel Lying Awake. Salzman writes about a nun with 
religious visions associated with temporal lobe seizures (Salzman 2001). 
Accounts of religiouslike experiences associated with a temporal lobe 
seizure can also be found in the modern neurological literature. For 
example, this is the way one patient described the aura preceding a 
seizure: “Triple halos appeared around the sun. Suddenly the sunlight 
became intense. I experienced a revelation of God and of all creation 
glittering under the sun. �e sun became bigger and engulfed me. My 
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mind, my whole being was pervaded by a feeling of delight” (Naito and 
Matsui 1988, 123–24). 

�ese clinical reports have led neuroscientists such as V. S. Ramach-
andran to speculate about the possible existence of a “God Module” in 
the brain—that is, “dedicated neural machinery in the temporal lobes 
concerned with religion” (Ramachandran and Blakeslee 1998, 187–88). 
However, Je�rey Saver and John Rabin provide a more cautious view of 
the “temporolimbic hypothesis” of religious experiences, claiming that 
temporal lobe activity by itself is not enough to generate the sense of spir-
itual ecstasy. �ey hypothesize that increased activity within the limbic 
system (the major emotion center of the brain) tags certain encounters 
as “crucially important, harmonious, and/or joyous, prompting com-
prehension of these experiences within a religious framework” and pro-
viding “the sense of having touched the ultimate ground of reality and 
the sense of the unutterability of incommunicability of the experience” 
(Saver and Rabin 1997, 507). Whatever the most appropriate explana-
tion of the meaning of this phenomenon, it is clear that certain patterns 
of electrical activity involving the temporal lobes and the limbic system 
(sometimes occurring during a seizure) can cause intense, personally sig-
ni�cant experiences that some persons describe as religious.

A Pause for Reflection

Psychiatrist Gaius Davies, a�er having discussed some of the e�ects of 
Alzheimer’s disease on spirituality, continued:

Many other illnesses where body and mind are a�ected 
together or reciprocally show quite vividly to many that the 
soul and spirit are embodied, and we cannot consider one 
aspect of the things of the spirit without bearing in mind 
always how much such things are a�ected by physical well- 
being. What used to be called “the cure of souls” was a 
phrase . . . which covered a wide spectrum of care—centuries 
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before any speci�c remedies were available such as antibiotics, 
anticonvulsants or antidepressants. �e whole person had to 
be cared for by those called to the task. Now there are medical 
advances, and the technologies of surgery, anesthetics, and 
organ replacement, that have made a world of di�erence. . . . 
�e care and cure of souls thus seeks to make a comeback as 
holistic medicine. At its best, such an approach has important 
components from medicine and from spiritual sources, as well 
as from complementary methods, o�en of ancient lineage but 
now o�ered in modern guise. (Davies 2004, 137)

It would be all too easy for Christians, a�er hearing about the lat-
est discoveries by neuropsychologists, to wonder whether some of their 
most treasured beliefs and experiences have now been eroded and 
“explained away” or shown to be “nothing but” this or that aspect of 
human brain functioning. One natural response to such a situation 
would be to embrace a warfare/con�ict view of the relations of science 
and Christian faith and to seek to defend traditional views of spirituality 
(and the existence of the “soul”) against these latest attacks. Instead, we 
have suggested that a more constructive view sees the e�orts of scien-
tists as a�ording new insights into ancient truths that potentially have 
the capacity to enrich our understanding and experience of living as 
Christians in today’s world. 

But there is another danger we need to be aware of, namely, seeking 
to produce a concordism between the current science of spirituality and 
scriptural descriptions of the spiritual aspects of the Christian life. It 
would be unwise to believe that today’s science and today’s biblical inter-
pretations are carved in stone. It would be even more unwise to produce 
a convincing concordism between the two that can then be appealed to, 
relying on the high status of science to bolster Christian beliefs. To take 
that path would be to misunderstand both the nature of the scienti�c 
enterprise and the nature of developing biblical scholarship. 
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c h a p te r  8

Insights about Conversion, 
Morality, Wisdom, and Memory

D

Religious conversion has, for more than a century, been among  
 the topics most frequently discussed and energetically studied by 

psychologists interested in the psychology of religion. With the devel-
opment of improved noninvasive techniques for studying brain activity, 
religious conversion has also attracted the attention of neuroscientists. 
In this chapter, we discuss religious conversion as another area in which 
scienti�c research has provided fresh insights that have the potential to 
enrich our understanding of an important aspect of Christian faith and 
life. But remember that the enrichments can �ow in both directions. 
Recent biblical scholarship has also provided new insights that could 
in�uence how psychologists approach the topic of conversion.

�ese new methods for studying the brain have also shed new light 
on moral decision- making, especially the changes in moral reasoning 
that occur a�er selective brain damage. We will point out the relevance 
of psychology and neuroscience in a�ording a deeper, more sympathetic 
understanding of what might be happening when individuals suddenly 
act “out of character,” violating the expectations of Christian living. 

Moral reasoning is closely related to another aspect of cognition that 
scripture describes as wisdom. We highlight here some insights from 
psychological research on wisdom that have a bearing on living a Chris-
tian life in the modern world. Finally, wisdom is also related to remem-
bering the past and learning from it. We conclude this chapter with a 
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discussion of the extensive research on human memory. Because the 
Bible contains many episodes that involve the testimony of eyewitnesses, 
we believe that the evidence from psychological science is directly rel-
evant to biblical scholarship and faith a�rmations about the reliability 
of scripture.

Understanding Religious Conversion

Resistance to Studying Conversion
When those outside the Christian community look at the phenomenon 
of religious conversion—either in terms of a nonbeliever coming to faith, 
or a nominal believer becoming a deeply committed believer—they o�en 
dismiss the event with statements such as, “Conversion is just emotion-
alism,” or “Conversion is all psychological.” Understandably, this reac-
tion upsets Christians who attach great importance to the experience 
of conversion as the starting point, or perhaps the turning point, in a 
person’s religious journey. Any suggestion that our understanding of any 
religious behavior, including conversion, might be enhanced by psycho-
logical research evokes a negative response. “Such experiences are too 
sacred to be investigated by psychologists! �e very act of studying the 
religious event would undermine or destroy the experience.” While one 
may sympathize with this view, we do not agree with it. 

One reason for apprehension about scienti�c research on religious 
experience and behavior is the assumption that to produce a psycho-
logical explanation of some aspect of religious behavior is to “explain 
it away.” By implication, this suggests that a psychological explanation 
removes any necessity to take seriously the religious beliefs of the person 
being studied. �e fallacy behind such an attitude is illuminated by a 
story reported by Gordon Allport: A student, a�er hearing Archbishop 
William Temple give an address at Oxford, opened the discussion by 
commenting, “Well, of course, Archbishop, the point is that you believe 
what you believe because of the way you were brought up” (knowing 
that he was the son of an Anglican clergyman). �e archbishop quietly 
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and coolly replied, “�at is as it may be. But the fact remains that you 
believe that I believe what I believe because of the way I was brought 
up, because of the way you were brought up” (Allport 1950, 124). Rather 
than accepting the student’s criticism as “explaining away” his beliefs, 
the archbishop pointed out that the student’s comment is the entry to 
an in�nite logical regression—intended to avoid taking seriously the 
views of the other person.

�e Importance of Studying Conversion
One important reason for taking conversion seriously is that, accord-
ing to the founder of the Christian faith, conversion is not an optional 
“extra.” Rather, it is part of the essence of being a Christian. Jesus said, 
“Unless you are converted . . . you will not enter the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matthew 18:3 MEV). Other translations of this passage use “turn” or 
“change” in the place of “convert,” to emphasize the need to move in a 
new direction. As we shall see later, New Testament scholar Joel Green 
demonstrates convincingly that, according to scripture, conversion is 
not just a one- time event, but a lifelong journey that completely trans-
forms the person (Green 2015).

A review of the literature on the psychology of religion shows that 
conversion is a common topic, but the depth of coverage varies widely. 
In some books and articles, such as Koteskey (1980), Myers and Jeeves 
([1987] 2003), Jeeves (1988), or Moes and Tellinghuisen (2014), religious 
conversion is mentioned only brie�y in discussing other topics. Some 
books devote a chapter to conversion, as in Psychology and Christianity: 
�e View Both Ways (Jeeves 1976) and �e Psychology of Religion and 
Spirituality (Sizemore 2016). In other books, such as �e Oxford Hand-
book of Religious Conversion (Rambo and Farhadian 2014), the topic 
of conversion takes center stage. In Battle for the Mind: A Physiology 
of Conversion and Brain- Washing, psychiatrist William Sargant (1957) 
focused on sudden conversions in a range of North American religious 
sects, such as the snake handling sects. He speculated about some of 
the possible brain mechanisms involved when dramatic conversions 
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occurred, basing his theorizing on the work of the Russian physiologist 
Ivan Pavlov. David Wells’ book Turning to God: Biblical Conversion in 
the Modern World (Wells 1989) leaves no doubt about the centrality of 
this topic for Christians and believers in other religious faiths, as well 
as the relevance of studying the psychological mechanisms that are at 
work during conversion experiences.

We should point out that the early research on the psychology of reli-
gion—and particularly the research on conversion—occurred before or 
in the initial stages of the so- called “cognitive revolution” which trans-
formed psychology. Linked with this cognitive revolution were rapid 
advances in understanding the relationship between psychological pro-
cesses and brain mechanisms (which were reviewed in chapter 6). Also, 
because conversion o�en occurs within a social group, an understanding 
of the psychological processes of social behavior, along with recent work 
in the �eld of “social neuroscience,” is clearly relevant. For example, the 
chapter headings in the book Social Neuroscience (Cacioppo and Ber-
nston 2005), such as “�e Brain Determines Social Behavior,” “Neural 
Mechanisms of Empathy in Humans,” and “Exploring the Neurolog-
ical Substrate of Emotional and Social Intelligence,” indicate poten-
tial connections to the experience of religious conversion in a social 
environment.

�us, it is important to look again at conversion as an example of an 
aspect of religious behavior and spiritual life for which new insights 
from cognitive science, neuropsychology, and social neuroscience are 
now available, providing enrichments to our understanding of the life 
journey of a believer.

Insights about Conversion from Modern Biblical Scholarship
In this book, we try to give attention both to advances in psychologi-
cal science and advances in biblical scholarship. We are fortunate that 
Joel Green, a leading New Testament scholar who is also remarkably 
well- informed and familiar with the literature in psychology and neu-
roscience, has shared with us his views on conversion in the Gospel of 
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Luke and in the book of the Acts of the Apostles (Green 2015). Green 
recognized that, while we should value the groundbreaking work by 
William James in his Varieties of Religious Experience (James 1902), we 
should nevertheless recognize that an uncritical acceptance of his views 
may actually prevent us from bene�ting from the new insights coming 
from both ongoing scienti�c research and dedicated biblical scholarship. 
A�er referring to developments in cognitive science, neuropsychology, 
and neuroscience, Green wrote: 

James articulates his view that religious experience is pri-
mary for human nature and gives rise to myriad theologies, 
philosophies, and religious institutions. Primary, then, are 
“the feelings, acts and experiences of individual men in their 
solitude, so far as they pretend themselves to stand in relation 
to whatever they may consider the divine.” Given this dual 
emphasis on individuality and interiority, James’s de�nition 
of “conversion” is as unsurprising as it may be familiar, at least 
in its broad strokes. (Green 2015, 6)

In James’ view, what is the process of conversion? He wrote:

To be converted, to be regenerated, to receive grace, to experi-
ence religion, to gain an assurance, are so many phrases which 
denote the process, gradual or sudden, by which a self hith-
erto divided, and consciously wrong, inferior and unhappy, 
becomes uni�ed and consciously right, superior and happy, 
in consequence of its �rmer hold upon religious realities. �is 
at least is what conversion signi�es in general terms, whether 
or not we believe that a direct divine operation is needed to 
bring such a moral change about. (James 1902, 189)

Green noted that James had a view of conversion that was rooted 
in a Western individualism. He wrote, “James articulates well what is 
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axiomatic for many, namely, this stress on individual oriented, feeling 
based, interior religion” (Green 2015, 8). Green then invited us, taking 
note of a century of advances in psychology and biblical scholarship, to 
be ready to question James’s understanding of conversion even though 
“it seems right at an intuitive level” (Green 2015, 8). Green urged us to 
re�ect that 

James’s psychological description of conversion �nds a ready 
home in this understanding of the human person, so it is criti-
cal to recognize that this “modern self” is not only modern but 
non- Eastern—or, to put it more succinctly, this description of 
the “self” is neither trans- historical nor transcultural. Nor is 
it particularly biblical. (Green 2015, 9)

According to Robert Di Vito, this modern self contrasts sharply with 
the Old Testament view of a human who 

(1) is deeply embedded, or engaged in social identity; (2) is 
comparatively decentered and unde�ned with respect to per-
sonal boundaries; (3) is relatively transparent, socialized, and 
embedded (in other words, is altogether lacking in a sense 
of “inner depths”); and (4) is “authentic” precisely in its het-
eronomy, in its obedience to another and dependence upon 
another. (Di Vito 1999, 221)

Klaus Berger painted a similar portrait of New Testament anthro-
pology, in which a human’s personal identity or self is “outer- directed,” 
embedded in the social interactions within one’s community (Berger 
2003). Re�ecting on these recent contributions, Green concluded that 
“with such emphases as these, we have moved a country mile away from 
the mainstay of James’s de�nition of conversion: a ‘self ’ experiencing 
subjective crisis and inner resolution” (Green 2015, 10).
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Insights about Conversion from Recent  
Scientific Investigations

Given the vast di�erences between the modern world and the world of 
the Bible, do the methods and assumptions of the modern social sciences 
have any relevance for biblical scholarship? Joel Green recognized the 
importance of sociology when he wrote:

I take it as axiomatic that sociological work has much to o�er 
our understanding of conversion in the NT materials, and 
that the work of Peter Berger (which synthesizes earlier work 
in the sociology of religion) in particular has much to o�er, 
with its emphasis on the religious ordering and reordering of 
reality. (Green 2015, 11) 

Green, however, was also aware of the limitations of sociological 
analysis: “However fully human beings can be understood in sociolog-
ical terms, there is always more to the human story than sociology can 
recount” (Green 2015, 11). Green continued:

Nor can psychology be so easily set aside, even if one might 
wish to set aside a particular psychological approach to con-
version articulated by William James. . . . Psychology will not 
go away. Human beings and their experiences in the world, 
even their religious experiences in the world, are not part cere-
bral and part social but fully integrated in their embodiment. 
(Green 2015, 12)

Green next takes up the question of how cognitive science can illu-
minate the description of conversion in the narrative of Luke-Acts. In 
defending his reliance on cognitive science, Green writes:
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�e essential characteristic of a cognitive approach is its non-
negotiable emphasis on embodiment—that is, “the role of an 
agent’s own body in its everyday, situated cognition,” its irre-
ducible emphasis on somatic existence as the basis and means 
of human existence, including religious experience and the 
exercise of the mind. . . . �e capacities that allow humans to 
experience God are themselves embodied and subject to study 
by means of the cognitive sciences. (Green 2015, 19)

However, Green noted the importance of proceeding cautiously:

Our agenda, then, is not to transform the narrator of Luke–
Acts into a cognitive scientist. Nor do we assume that Luke 
was an “anonymous cognitive scientist,” as though he were 
working with cognitive categories unknowingly. Instead, a 
cognitive approach functions as a place to stand in order to 
survey the landscape of the Lukan narrative, a viewing point 
that allows vistas unavailable to those whose starting point 
has been determined by William James. (Green 2015, 21)

Green described a series of studies in contemporary psychology, 
sociology, and cognitive science that allow a di�erent, non- Jamesian 
view of conversion to emerge—one that is more faithful to the conver-
sion narratives in the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles (Green 
2015, 22–37). As examples, Green referred to

▶ Work by Antonio Damasio in interpreting the e�ects of selec-
tive brain damage, beginning with the description of the well- 
documented case of Phineas Gage, whose personality changed a�er 
damage to the frontal lobes.

▶ Neuroscience research on the role played by environmental factors 
in brain development during infancy and childhood.

▶ Studies by Eleanor Maguire and her colleagues on how the brains 
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of London taxi drivers selectively change as a result of memorizing 
the location of streets and buildings throughout London.

▶ Research on the Capgras syndrome (in which familiar people are 
judged as “impostors”) and “alien hand syndrome” (in which peo-
ple fail to recognize a body part as belonging to them).

▶ Studies by Andrew Newberg on blood �ow to speci�c areas of the 
brain during glossolalia, as well as his research on other neural 
correlates of spiritual experiences.

A�er assembling support for the relevance of developments in psy-
chology and neuroscience for our understanding of conversion, Green 
concluded:

Converts are those who, enabled by God, have undergone a 
redirectional shi� and now persist along the Way with the 
community of those faithfully serving God’s eschatological 
purpose as this is evident in the life, death, and exaltation of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and whose lives are continually being 
formed through the Spirit at work in and through practices 
constitutive of this community. (Green 2015, 164)

According to Green, the evidence of scripture—together with fresh 
understandings from psychology, sociology, and cognitive science—
suggests that true conversion is manifest not in a single event but in a 
life walking what the New Testament narratives describe as “�e Way” 
in community with fellow Christians—a life that exalts the Lord Jesus 
Christ and that is characterized by participation in an active, Spirit- �lled 
community.

Understanding the Neuroscience of Moral Behavior

It is widely presumed that moral behavior stems from one’s worldview 
and religious perspectives; thus, religion and morality go hand in hand. 
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If you hold a body-soul dualism view of the person, processes of moral 
decision- making should happen primarily in the domain of the soul, not 
the body. In contrast, a monist view of the person would presume that 
it is the brain/body (or better, the whole “person”) doing the deciding. 
What light can psychological science throw on this issue? What does 
recent research tell us about the brain systems and processes that con-
tribute to the moral regulation of behavior?

�e Frontal Lobes and Moral Behavior
Arguably the most famous single case in all of neurology is Phineas 
Gage. �e brain injury that Gage su�ered did not kill him, but it did 
change his behavior, including his moral decision- making and impulse 
control. �e outcome of his case illustrates the important role of the 
frontal lobe of the brain, particularly the lower- middle portion of the 
frontal lobe known as the orbitofrontal cortex, in moral behavior.

Gage received major damage to his frontal lobes when an iron bar that 
he was using to tamp an explosive charge blasted through his eye socket 
and out of the top of his head. While Gage never lost consciousness, and 
seemed to have recovered physically within days, he was never the same 
person. Prior to the accident, he was an intelligent person, a capable and 
e�cient worker, an excellent manager, a responsible family man, and an 
upstanding citizen. While he maintained his general intelligence a�er 
the accident, damage to his frontal cortex resulted in an interpersonal 
style best described as unreliable and capricious, socially inappropriate, 
and amoral (Larner and Leach 2002; Macmillan and Lena 2010).

Studies of other patients with this form of brain damage show that 
they typically have di�culty regulating their behavior in order to abide 
by norms of socially acceptable or moral behavior. Such individuals may, 
capriciously and without malicious intent, violate social conventions, 
laws, ethical standards, or the rules of courtesy, civility, and regard for 
the bene�t of others. 

Antonio Damasio has carried out extensive studies of individuals 
with injury to the orbitofrontal cortex and has proposed his “theory 
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of somatic markers” as an explanation of what goes wrong in this sort 
of brain injury (Damasio 1994). According to this theory, our experi-
ences with the contingencies of life cause us to develop anticipatory 
emotional responses in certain situations. �e responses are largely 
unconscious, but they produce physiological changes, such as increased 
heart rate, muscle tension, or sweaty palms. �ese bodily emotional 
responses emerge into consciousness in the form of subtle feelings and 
intuitions, such as a feeling of suspicion toward a person, or the feeling 
that a planned action might not be the right thing to do. �ese anticipa-
tory responses guide our behavior, particularly when we lack conscious 
knowledge and experience that is relevant to the situation.

Damasio believes that damage to the orbitofrontal cortex decou-
ples conscious processes from this autonomic response system. In 
these patients, the process of mentally considering an action that they 
know (unconsciously, based on prior experiences) is wrong does not 
evoke negative autonomic responses. Without these evaluative emo-
tional responses, behavior loses its anchor in previous experiences and 
becomes capricious. �e implication of Damasio’s theory is that part 
of what we “know” about the world is only available to our conscious 
decision- making by way of our emotions.

Dynamic Brain Activity during Moral Decision- Making 
A rapidly developing sub�eld within neuroscience involves mapping the 
brain areas involved in di�erent forms of interpersonal, economic, and 
moral decision- making. �e general approach in this form of research is 
to have persons engage in decision- making tasks while their brains are 
being scanned using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). 
For example, a number of studies have demonstrated the activation of 
the limbic (emotional) areas of the brain during what one would presume 
to be tasks requiring merely the “cold” calculation of the likelihood of 
�nancial gains and losses (Basten et al. 2010). Limbic involvement is par-
ticularly intense when the �nancial decision also involves interpersonal 
variables such as trust.
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Joshua Greene and his collaborators have studied moral decision- 
making using similar techniques (Greene et al. 2001). First, they merely 
observed the enhancement of activity in di�erent brain areas as the 
moral dilemmas that were presented became progressively more di�-
cult. �ey found that the lateral frontal lobes and limbic areas became 
more active as moral decisions became more di�cult. A follow- up study 
involved moral dilemmas that required one to imagine either directly 
in�icting harm on one person in order to save the lives of many other 
persons, or indirectly allowing harm to come to one person in order to 
save the others (Greene et al. 2004). Functional brain imaging indicated 
that having to choose to directly harm another person in order to save 
many others was correlated with activation of a di�erent network of 
brain areas (including the medial frontal cortex and parietal lobes) from 
those activated by imagining a decision involving indirectly allowing 
harm. �e additional brain areas activated by decisions about directly 
harming someone are areas typically involved in modulation of social 
action and representations of the self.

�e general �nding from this kind of research is that moral regulation 
of behavior is an embodied process, and that di�erent forms of moral 
decision- making involve di�erent patterns of brain activity. �e somatic 
marker theory (Damasio 1994) suggests that one important contribution 
to moral behavior comes from the feelings elicited during interpersonal 
encounters—both feelings toward others (e.g., empathy, compassion, 
or trust) or feelings about the interpersonal nature of a situation (e.g., 
unfairness or social isolation). 

Brain Activity during Social Interactions
Since trust and interrelatedness are salient features of the religious life, 
it is noteworthy that these also are �rmly embodied in the activity of 
brain networks. For example, Capgras syndrome is a disorder of the 
experience of familiarity when encountering close friends and family 
(Sinkman 2008). In these rare cases, damage to parts of the temporal 
lobe produces a disorder characterized by the individual’s conviction 
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that close friends or family members are actually “doubles” or impostors. 
For example, someone su�ering from Capgras syndrome may visually 
recognize a family member but say, “�at person looks like my wife.” 
Because of the damage to the temporal lobes, the person with Capgras 
syndrome does not experience the accompanying feelings of familiarity 
and deep personal regard typically associated with the visual perception 
of a loved one. �erefore, the patient presumes that the family member 
or friend in question must be an impostor. Capgras syndrome demon-
strates that feelings of familiarity and love can be dissociated from the 
visual recognition of the identity of the person by a dysfunction of the 
brain’s temporal lobes.

Another important aspect of social interaction is the experience of 
being socially included or excluded from a group. Naomi Eisenberger 
and her colleagues have done functional brain scanning as individuals 
are being either included in, or excluded from, a game being played in a 
virtual reality group setting. �e fMRI images show that the experience 
of social exclusion is accompanied by greater activation in the cingulate 
cortex (typically associated with negative emotions and anxiety) and the 
right frontal cortex (involving future planning and evaluation of cost/
bene�t ratio) (Eisenberger, Lieberman, and Williams 2003).

Understanding the Neuroscience of Wisdom

Biblical Views of Wisdom
In the Bible, morality and wisdom have a strong connection. Ecclesiastes 
10:2 (GNT) claims, “It is natural for the wise to do the right thing and for 
fools to do the wrong thing,” while James 3:17 (NRSV) reports, “But the 
wisdom from above is �rst pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, 
full of mercy and good fruits, without a trace of partiality or hypocrisy.”

�e Hebrew scriptural canon contains several books that belong to 
the genre called “wisdom literature”—Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, 
along with the Song of Songs (Song of Solomon) and a few of the psalms 
(Penchansky 2012). Song of Songs contains poems celebrating romantic 
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love. Proverbs is a collection of wise sayings about living life in com-
munity, and several psalms have a similar style. According to Old Tes-
tament scholar Ronald Clements (Clements 2000), the other two books 
have highly distinctive features. Job is an extensive poem dealing with 
the problems of theodicy—justifying the ways of God to human beings 
and how to face the reality of undeserved human su�ering. Ecclesiastes 
is unusual because it is the work of a single author giving his personal 
perspective, even though it is heavily steeped in the ancient language 
and traditions of wisdom. 

As Christians, we all aim at manifesting wisdom—which Clements 
claimed is an approach to life rather than a set of pithy proverbs. He 
wrote, “Overall, wisdom sought rules that were directed towards shap-
ing character and attitude, rather than o�ering anything akin to a law 
code. �e goal is to create a wise person rather than to de�ne the rules 
of what wisdom dictates should be done on particular occasions” (Cle-
ments 2000, 27). 

Wisdom Requires an Intact Brain
What possible insights into the development of wisdom, as described 
in scripture, could come from research in psychology? Neuropsychol-
ogist Warren Brown had some provocative thoughts on this topic, 
which he de�ned as “that aspect of intelligent activity that allows for 
successful problem- solving in widely di�erent domains, but is particu-
larly evidenced in negotiating psychosocial exigencies of everyday life” 
(W. Brown 2000, 195). Evolutionary biologist Je�rey Schloss o�ered a 
similar de�nition that emphasized the connection to the realities of life:

Wisdom is living in a way that corresponds to how things are. 
It is not mere knowledge, nor is it mere moral admonition, but 
it involves deep insight into the functioning, meaning, and 
purposes of existence, along with the ability to discern how 
to live correspondingly, that is, in accordance with the way 
things are. (Schloss 2000, 157)
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Brown notes that most discussions of wisdom assume that persons being 
discussed have typical neuropsychological functioning. But what if the 
brain is not intact? �ere is considerable evidence that brain dysfunction 
reduces a person’s capacity for demonstrating wisdom.

Brown pursued this question in depth, looking �rst at people who 
were born without the corpus callosum, a thick band of neurons that 
passes information between the le� and right hemispheres of the brain. 
Persons who are missing this structure o�en have other brain abnormal-
ities that lead to moderate to severe cognitive disabilities (Lassonde and 
Jeeves 1994). However, the absence of the corpus callosum can also occur 
without other brain abnormalities—in which case the individual’s intel-
ligence may be within the normal range (Brown and Paul 2000). But the 
inability to share information between the hemispheres leads to subtle 
de�cits in complex problem- solving, including the interpersonal prob-
lems of daily life. Brown concluded that, in patients without a corpus 
callosum, “failure to adequately understand complex social dynamics 
leads to poor social judgment, which can be understood as diminished 
or absent wisdom” (W. Brown 2000, 203). Ironically, this de�cit includes 
impaired understanding of proverbs about wisdom. 

Brown also examined research on patients with damage to the brain’s 
orbitofrontal cortex, including the case of Phineas Gage and the indi-
viduals studied by Antonio Damasio. �ese patients tend to show poor 
management of their time and their money, �awed decision- making, and 
erratic, impulsive, socially inappropriate behavior. Interestingly, some of 
these patients performed well in laboratory tests of moral judgment and 
social problem- solving, but failed dismally in applying those principles 
to situations in their daily lives. As Brown wrote, “Wisdom is more than 
what a person says; it must also involve the ability to regulate behav-
ioral choices in everyday situations” (Brown 2000, 209). �is evokes 
the message of James 1:22 (NRSV): “But be doers of the word, and not 
merely hearers who deceive themselves.” Based on this neuroscienti�c 
evidence, Brown concluded:
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Wisdom is a concerted function of the entire brain (and body). 
It involves judging truly what is right or �tting and being 
disposed to act accordingly. �e impact of speci�c forms of 
brain damage or abnormal brain development on judging and 
acting helps to enlighten us as to the various neural systems 
and cognitive abilities that contribute to the wisdom of per-
sons. (W. Brown 2000, 210–11)

Wisdom Develops across the Life Span
In addition to neuropsychology, other areas of specialization in psychol-
ogy, such as developmental psychology (speci�cally the study of adoles-
cence and adulthood), can also contribute to our understanding of the 
biblical concept of wisdom and of the factors that enable wisdom to be 
expressed in the lives of Christians at di�erent points in their life cycle. 
Such insights have the potential to be helpful to anyone ministering to 
adolescents and young people in the local church. For example, James 
Furrow and Linda Wagener drew upon well- grounded research in psy-
chology to examine the role of religion in the development of wisdom in 
adolescence (Furrow and Wagener 2000). �us, once again, new insights 
into this pervasive biblical concept are made available through careful 
research by psychological scientists.

Memory Research and the Reliability of Scripture

�e Biblical Narrative Contains Eyewitness Accounts
�e reliability of scripture is a cornerstone of Christian doctrine. �e 
main Christian denominations include in their a�rmation of beliefs a 
statement about the authority of the Bible. On what do we base our trust 
in the reliability of the words of scripture? Some of the evidence about 
the origins of Christianity, as contained in the Gospels and Epistles of 
the New Testament, comes from eyewitness accounts of events in the 
lives of Jesus and his apostles. �us, honest Christian students who are 
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familiar with the psychological research on memory are faced with a 
dilemma: their faith is based on events recalled from human memory, 
yet there is considerable research demonstrating that memory is unre-
liable (e.g., Lo�us and Palmer 1974). It remains a puzzle why, in books 
and articles relating psychology and Christian faith, one �nds scarcely 
any attempt to help students think their way through this dilemma. For-
tunately, biblical theologians have addressed this topic, demonstrating 
again that biblical scholarship and psychological science can provide 
mutual insights.

Richard Bauckham’s widely acclaimed book Jesus and the Eyewit-
nesses dug deeply into the vast psychological literature on memory, care-
fully summarizing the attempts, past and present, to understand the 
processes of memory (Bauckham 2006). Bauckham drew heavily upon 
pioneering work by F. C. Bartlett on memory schemas (Bartlett 1932) and 
Alan Baddeley on working memory (Baddeley 1992), as well as research 
by Jerome Bruner and Carol Feldman on group narrative (Bruner and 
Feldman 1996). Bauckham’s description of this psychological literature 
provides rich insights for anyone wishing to understand the part played 
by di�erent types of memory in the reporting of eyewitness accounts 
and as used in producing the Gospel records. Interestingly, we �nd no 
hint of con�ict or concordism in Bauckham’s discussions. 

Can We Trust the Memory of the Biblical Eyewitnesses?
Bauckham used psychological research on memory to support the idea 
that the New Testament documents can be viewed as historical records 
supported by contemporary eyewitness accounts. His book has been 
criticized by biblical scholars who believe that the New Testament doc-
uments provide little historical evidence, because they were written and 
edited within religious communities more interested in promoting their 
theological perspective than in transmitting the “facts” about the life of 
Jesus (see Redman 2010 for a summary of the criticisms).

In a recent chapter, Bauckham acknowledged that the trustworthiness 
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and accuracy of the biblical record is an area of very lively debate among 
biblical scholars and theologians. He writes:

Some historical Jesus scholars have concluded, from an 
acquaintance with the literature on memory research, that 
memory is generally rather unreliable, grossly distorted by 
present concerns, and unstable. However, while this impres-
sion may be given by some of the research, the reason is that 
the psychologists o�en focus on memory’s failings. �ey do 
so because understanding when and how memory sometimes 
fails may assist understanding of how it manages to be usually 
very reliable. (Bauckham 2015, 65)

Responding to his critics, Bauckham provided a review of the relevant 
research on memory, highlighting �ndings that address the reliability 
of biblical accounts of historical events. He reminds us that cognitive 
psychologists have studied several distinct types of memory, including 
short- term memory, working memory, and long- term memory, as well as 
procedural memory, semantic memory, and episodic memory, and notes 
that di�erent views about the reliability of biblical eyewitness accounts 
sometimes arise because of a failure to distinguish among the di�erent 
types of memory.

Research on memory is continuing to make progress on issues that 
are relevant to the biblical record. For example, a recent study challenged 
the perception that eyewitness memory is inherently fallible, �nding that 
eyewitness con�dence can reliably indicate the accuracy of an identi�ca-
tion in some cases (Wixted and Wells 2017, 55). �is �nding is important 
in view of the extremely high level of con�dence that early Christians 
showed in their memory of the events in Jesus’s life, sometimes choosing 
a martyr’s death rather than renounce what they believed to be the truth. 
�e take- home message: keep up-to-date with psychological science, 
because it can provide insights into important topics in Christian faith 
and life.
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Implications and Insights

Mental Events Are Embodied in Brain Activity
�e research we have just surveyed suggests that a better understanding 
of typical brain function, as well as the impact of brain damage, can 
illuminate religious experiences and behaviors, including religious con-
version, moral reasoning, and spiritual wisdom. In other words, these 
spiritually focused mental events and cognitive processes are embodied 
in the activity of neurons within the lump of tissue we call the brain.

Such a view challenges the beliefs of many religious people who hold 
that spiritual experiences and moral decisions are manifestations of 
nonmaterial human minds or souls. Even though these people might 
rationally agree that our brains and bodies are somehow involved in 
those experiences, they feel strongly that religious experiences are not 
physical, and thus could not be the products of our physical bodies, or 
be in�uenced by the ordinary physiological processes of the brain.

�is brings us back to one of the central issues in biblical anthropol-
ogy: dualism versus monism. Wol¡art Pannenberg (1944, 182) framed 
the question this way: “When the life of the soul is conditioned in every 
detail by bodily organs and processes, how can it be detached from the 
body and survive it?” Pannenberg believed that the consequences of neu-
rological damage and disease, as well as the evidence that speci�c brain 
functions are associated with every aspect of human behavior (including 
our moral decisions and spiritual experiences), point to the necessity of 
abandoning dualism. We believe that the subsequent decades of mind-
brain research have further reinforced Pannenberg’s conclusion.

How can moral responsibility and the value of religious experiences be 
preserved in the face of the scienti�c research we have just reviewed? �e 
answer, we believe, is to return to a Hebrew-Christian view of the person 
advocated increasingly over the past century by biblical scholars—a view 
that sees religious experiences and moral thoughts as embodied in physical 
brain activity and communicated to the world through the actions of a 
physical body (Brown, Murphy, and Malony 1998; Green 2008).
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Mental Events Are Embedded in the Social Context
We have argued that spirituality, along with all other mental activity, is 
�rmly embodied in the physical reality of our cells and organ systems, 
and especially in the activity of the nervous system. In addition, we 
believe that religious experiences and behaviors are �rmly embedded 
in a particular context, in�uenced both by the individual’s internal 
personal beliefs at that time and by the external physical and social 
environment. 

What evidence has emerged about the social embeddedness of spiri-
tuality? David Myers highlighted some of the evidence in a review of the 
literature on the link between social support and health (Myers 1998). 
�is research suggests that environments—such as religious communi-
ties—that support our need to belong also foster stronger immune func-
tioning. Social support improves health by reducing the level of stress 
hormones, thus boosting resistance to cold viruses, as well as calming 
the cardiovascular system and lowering blood pressure. 

Myers pointed out that throughout history the two di�erent healing 
traditions—religion and medicine—have joined hands in caring for 
su�ering humans. At times those hands belonged to the same person. 
Maimonides, for example, was a twel�h- century rabbi and a renowned 
physician (Myers 1998). However, as medical science developed, medical 
healing and religious healing tended to diverge. No longer did people 
ask God to spare their children from smallpox, but instead took them 
to be vaccinated. Rather than seeking a spiritual healer in the face of 
bacterial fever, they administered antibiotics. 

Surprisingly, this long- term trend of separating medicine from reli-
gion has been reversed somewhat in recent decades. In his review, Myers 
noted that more than one thousand studies have tried to correlate reli-
gious faith and religious practices with general health and the healing 
of speci�c illnesses. One of the most important of the studies compared 
the death rates of thirty- nine hundred Israelis living in two types of 
kibbutzim. Some lived in eleven religiously orthodox communities, and 
others in eleven matched nonreligious communities (Kark et al. 1996). 



insights abou t conversion,  moralit y,  wisd om,  and memory

[ 171 ]

�e results indicated that belonging to a religious community was asso-
ciated with a strong protective e�ect against poor health. 

How should we interpret these results, especially in light of the fact 
that members of both types of collectives enjoyed a high level of social 
support? Perhaps the religious beliefs of the religious kibbutzim mem-
bers boosted the bene�cial e�ects of social support for coping with illness 
and disease above and beyond that experienced within a nonreligious 
kibbutz. For the members of the religious collectives, there also appeared 
to be some protective e�ect of the enhanced well- being associated with 
a coherent worldview, a sense of hope for the long- term future, feelings 
of ultimate acceptance from God, and the relaxed meditation of prayer 
or Sabbath observance. Each of these may be seen as part of the spiritual 
dimension at work in healing, embedded in the social environment of 
the community of believers.

Mutual Insights
We believe that the examples given in this chapter, along with others 
noted in Jeeves (2004; 2011; 2015b), further illustrate the bene�ts to be 
gained when psychologists, biblical scholars, and theologians come 
together to share their respective insights into what we know about 
human nature. �ere are new insights into Christian conversion, fur-
ther emphasizing that it is whole persons who are being transformed by 
the call of God, not just one part of them that we could label the “soul.” 
Advances in neuropsychology should help all of us feel greater sympathy 
for individuals whose moral reasoning has been diminished by brain 
dysfunction. New developments in neuroscience illuminate the biblical 
concept of wisdom and its role in our daily lives. Finally, there is new 
information from memory research to help biblical scholars consider 
the reliability of the eyewitness accounts of events documented in the 
scriptures.
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c h a p te r  9

Insights from Evolutionary Psychology

D

The Background

The question could be asked, why devote a chapter to insights from 
evolutionary psychology when examination of the index to Psychol-

ogy and Christianity: Five Views (E. Johnson 2010) shows no reference 
at all to evolutionary psychology? �e answer is that the Five Views 
book and similar volumes mentioned in earlier chapters have tended to 
be very narrowly focused, dealing almost exclusively with a restricted 
set of areas, such as clinical psychology, counseling psychology, and 
pastoral psychology. In so doing, we have argued, they fail to provide 
the help needed by serious Christian students being taught evolutionary 
psychology and neuropsychology in university courses in psychology.

In the years since Charles Darwin wrote �e Descent of Man (Dar-
win 1871), the relevance of evolutionary biology to psychology has been 
clearly demonstrated. Unfortunately, in spite of the fact that psychology 
had taken root more strongly in the United States than anywhere else in 
the world, this relationship was muddied by prolonged battles about the 
implications of evolutionary theory for what were claimed to be funda-
mental Christian beliefs about the nature and origin of humans. �is, of 
course, is a topic that still features prominently in the headlines today, 
as illustrated by the attention being given to a book by Dennis Venema 
and Scot McKnight (2017) titled Adam and the Genome. In commenting 
on the publication of this book, Denis Alexander, former director of 
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the Faraday Centre for Science and Religion at Cambridge University, 
highlighted the importance of cultural context when he wrote:

�e book also acts as a reminder to non- American readers, 
should one be needed, of the very di�erent cultural and theo-
logical context in many Christian communities in other parts 
of the world. It is not that creationism does not exist outside 
North America—for it surely does—but rather the topic does 
not seem quite so fraught nor, in many cases, even a topic 
that attracts much attention. I was brought up in an evangel-
ical home in Britain, but I cannot remember a time, at least 
since studying biology in high school, that I did not believe 
in human evolution. (Alexander 2017)

What is also surprising for some people is that some of the pioneers in 
the development of evolutionary psychology were themselves committed 
and practicing Christians. For example, William �orpe, professor of 
zoology at Cambridge University in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, published a book titled Learning and Instinct in Animals (�orpe 
1956), which was in e�ect a book on evolutionary psychology. �orpe, 
himself a practicing Christian of Quaker persuasion, later gave the Gif-
ford lectures at the University of St. Andrews under the title Animal 
Nature and Human Nature (�orpe 1974). Nowhere in his writings is 
there any suggestion that he believed that there was warfare or con�ict 
between evolutionary psychology and Christian faith, nor any attempts 
at constructing false concordisms.

Understanding Evolutionary Psychology

What Is Evolutionary Psychology?
Evolutionary psychology refers to the study of the evolution of behavior 
and the mind using principles of natural selection. Our ancestors lived 
in a harsh environment. Genes that improved the chances of survival 
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and reproduction were more likely to be passed on to future genera-
tions, while genes that interfered with survival and reproduction grad-
ually disappeared from the human gene pool. �us, natural selection 
in�uenced the development of the physical characteristics, behavioral 
tendencies, and information- processing systems that we see in humans 
today. We are the descendants of people who successfully solved the 
problems of survival and reproduction. �e losers in the “game of life” 
le� no legacy. 

What is today called evolutionary psychology used to be called com-
parative psychology. It has an illustrious history in psychology’s develop-
ment. �e focus of much earlier research in comparative psychology was 
the search for a way to link changes in sensory processes and capacity 
for learning to an animal’s position on the phylogenetic scale. For exam-
ple, in two earlier papers, one of us (MAJ) suggested a new metric for 
making meaningful cross- species comparisons (Rajalakshmi and Jeeves 
1965; Rumbaugh and Jeeves 1966). �is in turn led to attempts to link 
the increasing complexity of the brain and central nervous system with 
more elaborate behaviors and learning capacities. However, the �nd-
ings of ethologists such as Konrad Lorenz and Nikolaas Tinbergen (see 
Burkhardt 2005) alerted us to the fallacy of believing that only with the 
increased complexity of the nervous system could there be an increase 
in learning capacities and the complexity of social behaviors. Some of 
the animals with the simplest nervous systems—such as ants and bees—
showed remarkably complex forms of social behavior. �ese �nding are 
completely uncontroversial within the scienti�c community, but some 
within the general population fear that these discoveries undermine tra-
ditional theological accounts of what makes humans special, including 
the idea that humans are made “in the image of God.”

Does Comparing Humans with Animals Demean  
the Nature of Humanity?

An endorsement of the book Good Natured (1996) by Frans de Waal, a 
leader in the �eld of evolutionary psychology, began: 
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From the beginning, philosophers have agonised over the 
question of what makes us human. Is there a di�erence in 
kind or merely a di�erence in degree between ourselves and 
other animals? . . . Direct comparisons between people and 
animals are o�en seen as demeaning, even o�ensive. 

But such comparisons are not new, even within theological circles. 
Pascal wrote:

It is dangerous to show a man too clearly how much he resem-
bles the beast, without at the same time showing him his 
greatness. It is also dangerous to allow him too clear a vision 
of his greatness without his baseness. It is even more danger-
ous to leave him in ignorance of both. (Pascal [1670] 1958, 418)

Evolutionary psychology can certainly help to reduce that ignorance. 
Today, some psychologists are so enthused by evolutionary psychology 
that they see it as mounting a takeover bid for the whole of psychol-
ogy. For example, when David Buss published his book Evolutionary 
Psychology, he added the subtitle �e New Science of the Mind. He then 
proceeded to reorganize the whole of psychology within an overall 
framework of evolutionary psychology (Buss 1998). Others are more 
modest in their claims. For example, courses in the Open University in 
Britain are content simply to note that “evolutionary psychology focuses 
on how human beings came to be the apparently special animal we are 
today.” 

But What about Human Uniqueness?
Each phylum has properties and abilities none others do. Birds �y, but 
humans cannot. Humans can write poetry, but birds cannot. Is there 
anything in evolutionary psychology that seeks to deny the uniqueness 
of humans, which, as Christians claim, comes from God’s gracious invi-
tation to form a personal relationship? We believe not. Evolutionary 
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psychology has no interest in such a question. �at is not to say that 
individual psychologists will not have personal beliefs about such issues. 
As we shall see later, they will and they do. One intensively researched 
topic in contemporary evolutionary psychology, “theory of mind,” helps 
to illustrate the point.

Theory of Mind and Human Uniqueness

What Is a “�eory of Mind”?
John Tooby and Leda Cosmides have de�ned evolutionary psychology 
as “psychology informed by the fact that the inherited architecture of 
the human mind is the product of the evolutionary process” (Tooby and 
Cosmides 1992, 7, emphasis added). �us, the focus of research in evo-
lutionary psychology is the question of how humans came to possess 
the characteristics and capabilities that we see in the human population 
today. One of those characteristics is the ability to make inferences about 
what is going on in another person’s mind (Byrne and Whiten 1988).

As far back as 1978, David Premack and Gary Woodru� had described 
animals that seemed to have the ability to understand what another ani-
mal was thinking. �ey claimed these animals had a “theory of mind” 
(Premack and Woodru� 1978). According to two acknowledged leaders 
in the �eld, Andrew Whiten and Richard Byrne:

If an individual is able to respond di�erentially, according 
to the beliefs and desires of another individual (rather than 
according only to the other’s overt behavior), then it possesses 
a theory of mind. (Whiten and Byrne 1997, 8)

Is Mind- Reading a Unique Human Ability?
Humans gain a theory of mind by the time they reach four years of age, 
although this ability may be diminished in people with autism spectrum 
disorder and related disorders. �ere is considerable controversy about 
whether nonhuman animals, even those species that display complex 
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social behavior, have a genuine theory of mind. If the existence of a 
theory of mind can be predicted from brain size or brain/body ratio, 
the nonhuman primates should be the most likely animals to have a true 
theory of mind. However, as Richard Byrne points out:

Quite what bene�ts a large neo- cortex brings—the underlying 
cognitive basis of monkey and ape social sophistication—is 
not straightforward to answer. . . . Researchers have to be very 
cautious, then, in attributing to non- human primates the abil-
ity to understand social behavior or how things work in the 
mechanistic way of adult humans. Rapid learning in social 
circumstances, a good memory for individuals and their dif-
ferent characteristics, and some simple genetic tendencies are 
capable of explaining much that has impressed observers as 
intelligent in simian primates. (Byrne 2006, 99)

Many Christians believe that God created humans to be distinct from, 
and superior to, other animals. �ey may be tempted, in a search for 
proof of human uniqueness, to seize upon mind- reading as a way of 
uniquely separating humans from nonhumans, thus creating a concord-
ism between their theological assumptions and scienti�c research on 
mind- reading behavior. �e danger is that, if researchers someday are 
able to establish conclusively that fully developed mind- reading occurs 
in nonhumans, this concordism will collapse. If that happens, some 
will argue that humans are therefore “nothing but” unusually complex 
primates, thus ignoring the genuine distinctiveness of the ethical, moral, 
and religious aspects of human cognition and behavior.

Frans de Waal, in his book Good Natured, cautioned against this type 
of naïve reductionism:

Even if animals other than ourselves act in ways tantamount 
to moral behavior, their behavior does not necessarily rest on 
deliberations of the kind we engage in. It is hard to believe 
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that animals weigh their own interests against the rights of 
others, that they develop a view of the greater good of society 
or that they feel lifelong guilt about something they should 
not have done. . . . To communicate intentions and feelings 
is one thing; and to clarify what is right, and why, and what 
is wrong, and why, is quite something else. Animals are no 
moral philosophers. (de Waal 1996, 209)

In a similar vein, Richard Byrne warns against excessive attempts to 
attribute human characteristics to nonhuman primates: 

�ese [behaviors] are not carefully thought out by beasts; and 
nor are any genes really sel�sh or altruistic, they are no more 
than pieces of DNA molecules; nor is an understanding of 
kinship likely to be remotely similar to our own. . . . �ese are 
human- applied labels based on the super�cial appearance of 
the actions of individual animals whose behavior is partially 
governed by genes. . . . Human social behavior is in�uenced 
by our culture and our extensive information transmission by 
spoken and written language in ways not well described by 
biology. (Byrne 2006, 96)

On the other hand, the views held by evolutionary psychologists 
can change rapidly. Prior to 2000, Michael Tomasello was one of the 
researchers who argued that only humans have a “theory of mind” 
(Tomasello 2000). Later, Tomasello’s own laboratory studies convinced 
him that his earlier views needed to be revised. In 2003 he wrote:

In our 1997 book Primate Cognition we reviewed all the 
available evidence and concluded that nonhuman primates 
understand much about the behavior of conspeci�cs but noth-
ing about their psychological states, [but] . . . in the last �ve 
years new data have emerged that require modi�cation of this 
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hypothesis. . . . We are now convinced that at least some non-
human primates—the research is mainly on chimpanzees—
do understand at least some psychological states in others. . . . 
For the moment, we feel safe in asserting that chimpanzees 
can understand some psychological states in others, the ques-
tion is only which ones and to what extent. (Tomasello, Call, 
and Hare 2003, 153, 155–56)

�us, it would have been foolish in 2000 to concoct a concordism 
between the current �ndings of evolutionary psychology and particular 
interpretations of scripture, because the concordism would have been 
invalidated by the shi�ing research results.

Does Research on Mind- Reading �reaten Christian Faith?
Despite the concern that some Christians may have about the apparent 
narrowing of the gap between humans and some nonhuman primates, 
we believe that there are no great issues at stake in evolutionary psychol-
ogy research on any topic, including theory of mind. A Christian can 
be enthusiastically open- minded about developments in evolutionary 
psychology, seeing in some of its developments new insights into what 
does and does not make us uniquely human and made “in the image of 
God.” Christians who are discerning may glimpse fresh pointers to the 
greatness of the Creator in the wonders of the creation. 

To summarize what we have been trying to convey about evolutionary 
psychology, we o�er these points:

�e study of animal behavior and animal cognition has a long his-
tory within psychology. Comparative psychologists and evolutionary 
psychologists have studied how learning, memory, and problem- solving 
in various animal species are related to the complexity of their nervous 
systems. Identifying the similarities and di�erences between the nervous 
systems of animals and humans was, and is, an important scienti�c 
topic in its own right, and has within it no special stakes for a Christian.

�ere were occasional attempts to identify di�erences between ani-
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mals and humans that would uniquely set humans apart from non-
humans. In the past, frequent candidates for these di�erences were 
language and symbolic processes. More recently, some researchers have 
claimed that a sophisticated aspect of social cognition called “mind- 
reading” is found only in humans, while other researchers believe that 
it can be observed in nonhuman primates. 

We suggest that there are no theological stakes here, only some very 
interesting science.

The Neural Basis of Mind- Reading

�ere are interesting links between neuropsychology and aspects of con-
temporary evolutionary psychology with respect to theory of mind. Two 
speci�c research �ndings illustrate this: the discovery of mirror neurons 
and von Economo neurons. �ese neuroscience discoveries are directly 
relevant to a better understanding of the evolutionary development of 
mind- reading (involving mirror neurons) and of some forms of animal 
and human social behavior (involving von Economo neurons). 

Mirror Neurons
In the late 1980s Giacomo Rizzolatti and his colleagues at the University 
of Parma discovered what have become labeled as mirror neurons (di 
Pellegrino et al. 1992). Initially, this discovery attracted little attention. 
However, it was thrust into the limelight when the high- pro�le neuro-
scientist Vilayanur Ramachandran wrote: 

I predict that mirror neurons will do for psychology what 
DNA did for biology: they will provide a unifying framework 
and help explain a host of mental abilities that have hitherto 
remained mysterious and inaccessible to experiments. . . . 
�us I regard Rizzolatti’s discovery . . . as the most important 
unreported story of the last decade. (Ramachandran 2000)
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Mirror neurons are located in an area known as F5 in the premotor 
cortex of the monkey brain—an area involved in controlling complex 
hand movements, and analogous to Broca’s area in humans (which 
is involved in spoken language). Mirror neurons in a monkey’s brain 
become active when the monkey performs a goal- directed hand motion, 
such as picking up a peanut and bringing it to the mouth. What makes 
these neurons unusual is that they become equally active when that 
monkey simply watches another individual (a di�erent monkey or even a 
human) perform a similar action (Kilner and Lemon 2013). For this rea-
son, they were labeled by some as “monkey- see, monkey- do” cells. Vitto-
rio Gallese, one of the coauthors of Rizzolatti’s original paper, speculated 
that these mirror neurons may underlie the process of mind- reading, or 
are at least a precursor to such a process (Gallese and Goldman 1998).

As a reminder, mind- reading refers to the activity of representing to 
oneself the speci�c mental state of others, including their goals, their 
perceptions, their beliefs, and their expectations. According to Gallese 
and Goldman (1998), this type of mind- reading develops automatically in 
humans—with no special training needed. Other researchers have spec-
ulated that mirror neurons provide a neural foundation for the develop-
ment of social relationships in both humans and nonhuman primates. 

To return to the connection between neuroscience and evolutionary 
psychology, we note that evolutionary psychology argues against a sharp 
separation between cognitive and social capacities. �e unprecedented 
complexity of human beings as compared to monkeys and great apes 
has come about precisely because cognitive and social domains are inte-
grated in mutually reinforcing ways. �erefore, Christians are on thin 
ice if they claim mind- reading as a God- given, uniquely human ability, 
or to claim that humans have a unique capacity for social relationships 
based on being made in the image of God.

Von Economo Neurons
�e capacity for social relationships is, according to evolutionary the-
ory, an evolved capacity. Is there evidence that human social skills may 
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have taken a quantum leap when combined with new cognitive abili-
ties—equipping Homo sapiens with capacities and achievements clearly 
di�erent from those of our nearest primate relatives?

In Neuroscience, Psychology, and Religion (Jeeves and Brown 2009), 
we noted the recent interest in von Economo neurons (VENs), which are 
very large neurons that have unusually long axons projecting throughout 
much of the cerebral cortex. �ere is speculation that the proliferation 
of von Economo neurons in humans might be the critical element for 
the development of a “deep social mind” (Whiten 2006; Brown and 
Strawn 2012). 

Some background may be helpful. In humans, VENs originate in the 
limbic system within the anterior cingulate gyrus and insula. �e insular 
cortex receives information about the state of the body from the internal 
organs, including information about body responses to emotions. �e 
anterior cingulate cortex consistently shows activity when an individual 
is making decisions in the social and moral domain or is experiencing 
social emotions. For example, brain scans reveal that the anterior cin-
gulate cortex and the insula show enhanced activity during states of 
empathy, shame, trust, and humor, as well as while interpreting the 
mental and emotional states of other people, or while pondering moral 
decisions that involve others.

According to a theory proposed by neuroscientists John Allman and 
Patrick Hof, feedback about bodily emotions converges on the anterior 
cingulate and insular cortex, which then distribute this information 
throughout the cortex by way of the VENs. �is process triggers cognitive 
reactions to these emotional states. �e integration of bodily states with 
higher cognition allows the human brain to interpret the emotion and 
understand its social signi�cance (Allman et al. 2010). �us, VENs are 
important in any discussion about the “deep social mind” of humanity. 

Are Von Economo Neurons Unique to Humans? 
Other studies from Allman’s research group have reported VENs in 
other animals with exceptionally large brains: the great apes, several 
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types of whales, and elephants. �e location of VENs is similar in all 
the species that have them. �ey are most abundant in the frontoinsular 
cortex (area FI) and are also present at lower density in the anterior cin-
gulate cortex. Additionally, they are found in a dorsolateral prefrontal 
area and less abundantly in the region of the frontal pole. �e VEN 
morphology appears to have arisen independently in hominids, whales, 
and elephants, and may re�ect a specialization for the rapid transmission 
of crucial social information in very large brains (Hakeem et al. 2009).

Clearly, the mere presence of von Economo neurons does not make 
humans unique, although the exceptionally large number of VENs in 
humans certainly boosts the computational power of the human brain. 
Remember that evolutionary psychology has tended to reject any the-
oretical e�orts to separate cognitive capacities from social skills and 
experiences, because it views these two domains as integrated in mutu-
ally reinforcing ways. As we mentioned earlier, perhaps it is the com-
bination of the two domains that allowed the complexity of human 
behavior to reach unprecedented levels compared to monkeys and great 
apes. Extensive social interactions may have been crucial in shaping 
the human nervous system and priming the appearance of the highest 
and most complex cognitive skills, including language. �e discovery 
of von Economo neurons provides a further insight into how this may 
have occurred.

Wisdom, Moral Behavior, and Von Economo Neurons
As we mentioned in chapter 8, Warren Brown and Lynn Paul have 
described ways in which wisdom and other aspects of moral and social 
behavior are compromised by brain dysfunction (Brown and Paul 2015). 
Given that much of the practical problem- solving associated with wis-
dom occurs in a social context, anything that would impair our percep-
tion and interpretation of the behavior of other people should diminish 
wisdom. Brown and Paul note that von Economo neurons are involved 
in detecting the emotional states of other people and analyzing the social 
signi�cance of our own actions and emotions. VENs then integrate that 
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information and pass it on to multiple cognitive networks, allowing 
the person to make a wise decision in that particular social setting. 
We see this as another example of the relevance of neuroscience and 
evolutionary psychology to a better understanding of central aspects of 
human behavior.

Evolutionary Psychology and the Imago Dei

Human Distinctiveness as Seen by Biblical Scholars  
and �eologians

�e central issue underlying this chapter is human uniqueness, as inves-
tigated through scienti�c research that compares humans to other ani-
mals. Can what God has allowed us to discover about human-animal 
similarities and di�erences through research in evolutionary psychology 
o�er any guidance or new insights into what does and does not make 
humans di�erent? Can it help eliminate untenable claims about speci�c 
mental abilities that make humans di�erent? As we continue to pursue 
that issue, in this section, we also consider evidence from biblical schol-
arship about what makes humans special. 

For centuries, the traditional way of de�ning “humanness” was to seek 
particular criteria allegedly unique to the human condition: bipedal-
ism, opposable thumbs, tool- making, learning ability, abstract thought, 
shame, play, artistic sense. In the past ��y years, biblical scholars and 
theologians have proposed that the Bible’s distinction between humans 
and all other animals is based on a di�erent criterion known as imago 
Dei—that humans are made “in the image and likeness of God” (Genesis 
1:26). But what does that mean? 

To illustrate the lively debate among biblical scholars on this topic, 
consider the perspectives described by James Barr (1993, 157), who iden-
ti�ed �ve ways in which imago Dei has been interpreted in the past:

▶ As the capacity for rational thought—proposed by Augustine and 
Aquinas and accepted by Luther and many of the Reformers.
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▶ As the possession of a “soul.”
▶ As the possession of physically distinctive characteristics, such as 

bipedalism.
▶ In terms of agency or dominion over the world. According to Ger-

hard von Rad, imago Dei is not what we are but what we are called 
to do (von Rad 1961, 57).

▶ As the capacity for relationship—with God and with other crea-
tures. According to Karl Barth, imago Dei is not just an ability for 
relationship, but the relationship itself, a relationship with God 
and with each other, most clearly exempli�ed in Jesus, who alone 
is fully the image of God (Barth 1960, 220).

Imago Dei: Something We Possess, or Something We Are?
What becomes clear from the views of these and other scholars is that 
there is now a general agreement that the imago Dei is not anatomical, 
genetic, neurological, or behavioral, and that it combines functional and 
structural elements (Blocher 1984; Middleton 2005). Chris Wright put 
it well: 

We should not think of the image of God as an independent 
“thing” that we somehow possess. God did not give to human 
beings the image of God. Rather it is a dimension of our very 
creation. �e expression “in our image” is adverbial (that is, 
it describes the way God made us), not adjectival (that is, as 
if it simply described a quality we possess). �e image of God 
is not so much something we possess, as what we are. To be 
human is to be the image of God. (C. Wright 2004, 119)

�us, while evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology assert 
that we are descended from apes, nevertheless scripture a�rms that we 
di�er substantively from them in “being made in God’s image” through 
a divine and sovereign act of the Creator.
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Imago Dei as a Covenantal Relationship
Imago Dei as the capacity for a unique relationship with God is empha-
sized by Joel Green, who wrote, “Genesis does not de�ne humanity in 
essentialist terms but in relational—more speci�cally, identifying the 
human person as Yahweh’s partner” (Green 2004, 196). Anthony �is-
elton agreed, identifying the capacity for a relationship with our creator 
God as one of the aspects of what it means to be made “in the image of 
God” (�iselton 2015, 477). Claus Westermann argued for the centrality 
of this relationship in de�ning what it means to be a person: “�e rela-
tionship to God is not something which is added to human existence; 
humans are created in such a way that their very existence is intended 
to be their relationship to God.” As an example of this intentional rela-
tionship, in the Genesis account (Genesis 1:28), only humans, not the 
other animals, are addressed directly by God (Westermann 1984, 158). 

�eologians Jürgen Moltmann and Wol¡art Pannenberg added an 
eschatological dimension to the relationship idea. A key word for Pan-
nenberg is exocentricity, emphasizing that we are constantly reaching 
beyond our experiences of the present world in a search for ful�llment 
and meaning. Together with Moltmann, he believed that there is a fun-
damental self- transcendence that will ultimately �nd its proper identity 
only in Jesus Christ, who ful�lls the image of God in its entirety. 

Unfortunately, there is no consensus among biblical scholars about:

▶ Whether God created humans de novo (“brand new” and quickly), 
with no continuity with the rest of creation.

▶ Whether imago Dei appeared naturally as an emergent property 
during human development.

▶ Whether imago Dei was “implanted” at a speci�c time in history, 
as a direct action of God. 

Insights from Evolutionary Psychology
Given these perspectives from the book of Genesis, does studying the 
“book of creation” through evolutionary psychology a�ord any checks 



chapter 9

[ 188 ]

and balances to our theological thinking about these issues? Does it 
provide any fresh insights into what should be the focus of our attempts 
to understand in what sense humans are “wonderfully made” (Psalm 
139:14)? 

We have seen that biblical scholars have identi�ed the capacity for 
relationship with God and God’s creation as the cornerstone of human 
uniqueness. Interestingly, the idea that a deep form of relationality is 
a distinctive feature of the human species has been proposed within 
scienti�c discussions of human nature. For example, Andrew Whiten, 
a leader in evolutionary psychology who studies the social behavior of 
monkeys, has theorized that what distinguishes humankind from the 
rest of the animal world is a “deep social mind.” His claim is that 

humans are more social—more deeply social—than any other 
species on earth, our closest primate relatives not excepted. . . . 
By “deep” I am referring to a special degree of cognitive and 
mental penetration between individuals. (Whiten 2006, 212)

Whiten also argues that these deep and rich forms of human interper-
sonal relatedness are dependent on a basic set of human mental capac-
ities. �ese capacities include language, the ability to understand the 
mental life of other persons (a theory of mind), forethought (contem-
plating the social consequences of behavior), and deeper forms of emo-
tional attunement to other persons. While chimpanzees can be shown to 
possess at least rudimentary forms of these capacities, each is markedly 
enhanced in human beings (Whiten 2006).

Insights from the Cognitive Science of Religion
In a book titled Cognitive Science, Religion and �eology (Barrett 2011), 
Justin Barrett made a strong case for the potential relevance of a new 
academic specialization, called the “cognitive science of religion (CSR),” 
to the work of theologians. In answer to a question once posed to him 
by a theologian colleague, he wrote:
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What does cognitive science have to tell me that I desperately 
need to know as a theologian? My short answer is this: cog-
nitive science is rapidly gaining prominence in shaping how 
people think about themselves and the world, and a theolo-
gian who ignores it voluntarily surrenders a useful tool for the 
scholarly or pastoral vocation, and risks limiting her relevance 
to the contemporary world. (Barrett 2011, 146)

Barrett has worked with Matthew Jarvinen on what cognitive science 
can add to our understanding of what it means to speak of humans being 
made in the image of God. �ey began with the theological assumption 
that imago Dei has something to do with the human “capacity for receiv-
ing, experiencing, and being formed through God’s love” (Barrett and 
Jarvinen 2015, 169). �is relational capacity requires that humans be able 
to understand the desires and intentions of the other—that is, have a the-
ory of mind. Barrett and Jarvinen proposed that nonhuman primates and 
human infants have a simplistic, lower- order theory of mind. What makes 
adult humans distinctive is the fact that they have developed a higher- 
order theory of mind that allows a deeper, richer relational bond with 
other humans and with God. According to Barrett and Jarvinen, this new 
cognitive capacity is what marks humans as containing the image of God.

Concluding Cautionary Comments

We �nd this CSR analysis by Barrett and Jarvinen to be interesting and 
insightful. But we are concerned by the speculative nature of their bold 
claim about human uniqueness being dependent upon a “higher- order 
theory of mind.” We saw earlier how the views held by researchers can 
change rapidly, as, for example, in the dramatic turnaround by Michael 
Tomasello concerning theory of mind in nonhuman primates. A similar 
fate could await Barrett and Jarvinen. �us, to restate one of our themes, 
it may be unwise to tie the interpretation of imago Dei so tightly to one 
aspect of contemporary cognitive science.
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Indeed, Justin Barrett has already come forward with an alternative 
hypothesis. In a chapter headed “Imago Dei and Animal Domestication,” 
Barrett and his colleague Tyler Greenway wrote:

Drawing on insights from cognitive and evolutionary psychol-
ogy, we propose that animal domestication in particular may 
have been a critical point in human religious evolution, and 
may even be central to an understanding of the role humans 
play as beings created in the image of God, or imago Dei, as 
articulated in Genesis. (Barrett and Greenway 2017, 65)

Referring to Barrett’s earlier claim that a “higher- order theory of 
mind” is the critical component of imago Dei, they continued:

We place these two hypotheses side- by- side not because we 
are convinced that either one is clearly superior to the other 
in terms of available scienti�c evidence or theological consid-
erations—indeed, we regard them as potentially complemen-
tary—but because they jointly illustrate the productivity in 
bringing cognitive and evolutionary perspectives on religion 
together with theology. (Barrett and Greenway 2017, 65)

�is quotation illustrates two important points we have emphasized 
throughout. First, that it is unwise to seize upon a particular develop-
ment in science and attempt to use it to support one interpretation of 
scripture, and second, that there are potential bene�ts to be gained from 
“bringing cognitive and evolutionary perspectives on religion together 
with theology”—uncovering mutual insights and enrichments.

In this chapter we have tried to show that evolutionary psychology 
has substantial explanatory power that must be taken into account as 
we consider the relationship between science and faith. However, we 
also recognize that there are pitfalls within some evolutionary reason-
ing—for example, insisting that there must be some selective genetic 
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pressure behind every behavior. �is fails to consider the enormous 
power of the human brain to adapt to unique environmental situations 
by developing a novel form of emergent behavior that confers no long- 
term advantage for survival or reproduction in the general population. 
Also, much of the theorizing in evolutionary psychology assumes that 
we know with certainty about the details of early human social structure 
during the period in which key aspects of cognitive and social tendencies 
supposedly evolved. �is of course leaves room for making evolution-
ary claims based on “just- so” stories that conveniently propose an early 
human social environment that matches the speci�c characteristics one 
is studying.
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c h a p te r  1 0

Insights about Human Needs and Motivation

D

In chapter 5 we noted how, in journals such as the Journal of Psychol-
ogy and �eology and the Journal of Psychology and Christianity, the 

science-faith discussion has focused on the areas of counseling and clin-
ical psychology. We mentioned our concern that this approach ignores 
issues that might arise when relating other major areas of contemporary 
psychology such as neuropsychology, evolutionary psychology, cogni-
tive psychology, and social psychology to Christian faith. For that rea-
son, we have devoted �ve chapters to those major topics, which �gure 
prominently in typical university courses of psychology. �e research 
we surveyed in those chapters provided evidence that brain function 
(and dysfunction)—shaped by genetic factors that were honed through 
natural selection and in�uenced by the immediate physical and social 
environment stimulation—must be taken into account as we consider 
our moral, religious, and interpersonal experiences and behaviors. 

In this chapter we look brie�y at human needs and human motiva-
tion. Although neither of us claims expertise on these topics, we hope 
that our reading of the literature is not seriously wide of the mark. In 
guiding our own thinking, we are indebted to Kenneth Boa for his 
extended treatment of this topic in his Oxford University thesis “�eo-
logical and Psychological Accounts of Human Needs: A Comparative 
Study” (Boa 1994). Human needs and motivations are topics of concern 
both to psychological scientists and biblical scholars, as well as to ordi-
nary thoughtful Christians. What is di�erent about these topics is that 
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they have received more attention from Christian psychotherapists and 
pastoral counselors—the groups that have traditionally been the most 
interested in attempting an integration of psychology and faith. Because 
these topics have been covered thoroughly in some of the publications 
mentioned in chapters 1, 4, and 5, there is perhaps less reason for us to 
address them here. However, we include them to demonstrate that the 
theme of our book also applies to these topics: by avoiding concordisms, 
it is possible to identify mutual insights and enrichments for both psy-
chologists and theologians. 

Some Cautions about Language

�e Bible has many things to say about human nature and human moti-
vation. Psalm 8, for example, reminds us of the theocentric context of 
scriptural statements, in that they deal primarily with humans in relation 
to God as Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer. �is is a timely reminder 
that the kinds of questions posed by twenty- �rst- century scientists were 
not even considered by the biblical authors, let alone answered by them. 
In order to understand some of the key features of the biblical portraits 
of humans in relation to portraits from contemporary science, we need 
to remind ourselves of the timely advice given by John Stott in his com-
mentary on Paul’s letter to the Romans. Commenting on the seventh 
chapter of Romans, Stott wrote: 

It is never wise to bring to a passage of Scripture our own 
ready- made agenda, insisting that it answers our questions 
and addresses our concerns. For that is to dictate to Scripture 
instead of listening to it. We must lay aside our presupposi-
tions, so that we can consciously think ourselves back into the 
historical and cultural settings of the text. �en we shall be 
in a better position to let the author say what he does say and 
not force him to say what we want him to say. (Stott 1994, 189)
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Insights into human nature are found within the world’s literature, 
portrayed in its art, and proclaimed by di�erent religions. �ese insights 
long predate any research �ndings o�ered by scientists. We must be 
careful not to be too critical about some of the earlier interpreters of 
scripture, who did not have access to the full textual material and the 
relevant historical context, and thus had no doubt that it was proper 
to interpret certain passages literally. For example, early theologians 
believed that the earth

▶ Rests on pillars (1 Samuel 2:8)
▶ Does not move, but is stationary (1 Chronicles 16:30)
▶ Has ends and edges (Job 37:3)
▶ Has four corners (Isaiah 11:12; Revelation 7:1)

�e key point here is that improved geological and astronomical knowl-
edge about the earth and the universe has dramatically altered the way 
that contemporary theologians interpret passages such as the ones listed 
above. �eologians today do not see any con�ict between the Bible’s 
poetic descriptions of the “pillars of the earth” and scienti�c descriptions 
of the earth’s position in the solar system.

�is principle should apply just as strongly to the interpretation of 
scriptural passages about human nature in the light of psychological 
science. �e biblical statements about human nature and personality 
are embedded in the forms of thought and cultural assumptions of the 
time in which they were written. We must avoid the danger of directly 
comparing biblical statements about human nature with descriptions of 
human characteristics derived from psychological science. �ose direct 
comparisons would likely generate false con�icts—thereby repeating 
the mistakes of those who, in the time of Galileo, wrongly applied the 
emerging evidence from astronomy to biblical statements about the 
earth and the stars. 

�e temptation to do such direct comparisons is greater in psychology 
than in the physical sciences. �e language used in the two contexts—
biblical and psychological—at times looks highly similar, especially 
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when talking about human needs, relationships, fears, and aspirations. 
�e pronouncements of some psychotherapists, for example, sound 
remarkably similar to statements we �nd about human motivation and 
human nature in the Bible. It is not always clear that the scriptural lan-
guage may have meant something quite di�erent from the meaning of 
the words used by psychologists today. As Gordon Allport noted many 
years ago: 

�e religious vocabulary seems digni�ed but archaic; our sci-
enti�c vocabulary, persuasive but barbaric. “His id and super-
ego have not learned to cooperate,” writes the modern mental 
hygienist; “�e �esh lusted against the Spirit, and the Spirit 
against the �esh,” writes Paul. “Feelings of guilt suggest poor 
personality teamwork,” says the twentieth- century special-
ist; “Purify your hearts, you double minded,” exhorts James. 
“�e capacity of the ego to ward o� anxiety is enlarged if the 
ego has considerable a�ection for his fellows and a positive 
goal to help them.” Correspondingly, St. John writes, “Perfect 
love casts out fear.” It would be di�cult, I suspect, to �nd 
any proposition in modern mental hygiene that has not been 
expressed with venerable symbols in some portions of the 
world’s religious literature. (Allport 1950, 86)

By contrast, the language found in today’s specialist journals in cog-
nitive science, neuropsychology, and evolutionary psychology is com-
pletely di�erent from anything we might �nd in scripture—almost as 
foreign as the language of nuclear physics or genetics or molecular biol-
ogy. So the temptation to �nd science-faith con�icts within these areas 
or to seek concordisms is not so strong as in the case of personality 
theory and counseling.

It is important to keep these concerns about language in mind as we 
turn to some topics within psychology that have direct bearing on issues 
central to Christian belief and Christian living. 
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Psychological Perspectives on Human Needs  
and Motives

Why do people do the things that they do? What drives them to commit 
acts of hatred and violence, or acts of compassion and love? What needs 
are they seeking to meet? �eologians and philosophers have pondered 
these questions for centuries, and for the past century psychologists have 
joined in the discussion. 

�eories of personality contain basic assumptions and claims about 
human nature. Each theory presents a model composed of various hypo-
thetical constructs or entities that are said to interact in speci�ed ways, 
both within the individual and with the environment. �e outcome of 
such interactions guides our thoughts, feelings, and behavior. All such 
models aim at increasing our understanding of optimal, as well as dys-
functional, behavior and mental processes. Not surprisingly, since all 
these models attempt to explain the same events, they do possess certain 
common features and share certain pervasive themes. One such theme 
involves identifying common human needs, locating their roots, and 
investigating what goes wrong when such needs are unful�lled. �e path 
to satisfying those needs might be blocked by other forces within the 
personality (according to the intra- psychic models), or by the demands 
of the external social and cultural environment (according to the psy-
chosocial models). Our aim here is to consider how we might relate the 
descriptions of human nature proposed by �ve prominent personality 
theorists to those derived by theologians from scripture. 

Freud (1856–1939) and Erikson (1902–1994)
Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory proposed that the personality 
consists of three components—id, ego, and superego—along with a small 
number of basic psychic processes whose mutual interactions shaped the 
personality and mental health of an individual. Freud wrote, “�e forces 
which we assumed to exist behind the tensions caused by the needs of 
the id are called instincts” (Freud 1949, 5). He saw the strident demands 
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of the id as arising from innate drives for survival and reproduction. 
�ese sexual and aggressive drives are opposed by the superego’s moral 
standards, derived from expectations of parents and society. �e ego, 
as the executive part of the personality, must somehow reconcile those 
opposing forces—satisfying the id’s drives without o�ending the super-
ego—in order to accomplish the tasks of daily life in the real world. 
Freud claimed that the way those internal, unconscious con�icts were 
handled would determine the mental life and interpersonal relationships 
of that individual. 

Several decades later, Freud’s model was extended by one of his dis-
ciples, Erik Erikson, a very in�uential �gure in the history of psycho-
analysis, as Freud’s theory came to be called. Erikson originally worked 
within the standard Freudian framework, which emphasized the uncon-
scious con�icts within an individual’s personality, o�en entangled in the 
childhood relationship with the parents. However, Erikson gradually 
moved toward a “life cycle” view of personality as developing across 
eight chronological periods in a person’s life (Erikson 1950). Within each 
period, Erikson identi�ed a speci�c need or challenge that must be mas-
tered at each stage. �e �rst four stages cover infancy and childhood, as 
the infant �rst forms a special bond with the parents (developing trust), 
then spends the childhood years gradually disengaging from the parents 
(developing autonomy and initiative), then building a sense of individual 
competence, to prepare for an independent life in adulthood. 

During adolescence, the person struggles to achieve a sense of iden-
tity. Who am I? What is important to me? Where am I headed in life? 
In many cases, career choice �ows out of identity formation (Erikson 
1968). �e related question of intimacy soon arises. With whom do I 
want to share my life? �e choice of a mate is built on the successful 
resolution of earlier challenges, meeting the earlier needs. Speci�cally, 
a mature capacity for intimacy is built on the foundation of a secure 
sense of identity. 

What is the next step for the adult who has achieved identity and 
intimacy? Erikson claims that mature adults struggle to express their 
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generativity—a concern for the next generation and for the future of 
society. �ose who focus on their own needs and achievements will 
eventually stagnate, while those who turn outward to make a di�erence 
in other people’s lives will �nd their own lives renewed with vigor and 
a new sense of purpose. Finally, in late adulthood, Erikson saw a �nal 
challenge: a need to develop a sense of ego integrity—to be able to look 
back on life and see that the various events actually �t together to form 
a meaningful and worthwhile whole. 

Maslow (1908–1970) and Rogers (1902–1987)
Two other well- known twentieth- century personality theorists were 
Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers. �ey’ve o�en been described as the 
architects of the “humanistic movement” in modern psychology. Unlike 
Freud, who emphasized the antisocial, “evil” aspects of human moti-
vation, Maslow believed that human nature is essentially good. Le� to 
themselves, individuals will naturally move in the direction of reaching 
their full potential—which Maslow called self- actualization (Maslow 
1968). He proposed that humanity shares certain basic motives that 
can be arranged into a “hierarchy of needs.” �e needs at lower levels 
(physiological needs and safety needs) must be addressed and satis�ed 
before those at higher levels (a�liation needs and achievement needs) 
begin to dominate a person’s motivation. Maslow explicitly considered 
the relationship between religion and his theory (as part of the broader 
humanistic psychology movement that he founded). He proposed that 
humanistic psychology could serve as a secular surrogate for religion. 
He wrote: 

�e human being needs a framework of values, a philosophy of 
life, religion or a religion- surrogate to live by and understand 
by, in about the same sense that he needs sunlight, calcium 
or love. Without the transcendent and the transpersonal, we 
get sick, violent, and nihilistic, or else hopeless and apathetic. 
We need something “bigger than we are” to be awed by and to 
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commit ourselves to in the new, naturalistic, empirical, non- 
churchly sense. (Maslow 1968, iv)

Carl Rogers incorporated Maslow’s ideas—about the positive poten-
tial of humans and the movement toward self- actualization—as the basis 
for his new method of psychotherapy, which he called “client- centered 
therapy” to distinguish it from other therapeutic approaches (Rogers 
1951). According to Rogers, the goal of therapy was to create the neces-
sary conditions to enable an individual to utilize and express the inner 
growth- directed tendency that every person possesses. �us, a client 
voluntarily seeks help for a problem, but does not relinquish responsi-
bility for the overall situation, because clients possess within themselves 
the power to overcome their own psychological problems (Rogers 1957). 
Like Maslow, Rogers progressed from presenting a psychological model 
to developing a philosophy of life. In his book A Way of Being, he wrote: 

I am no longer talking simply about psychotherapy, but about 
a point of view, a philosophy, an approach to life, a way of 
being, which �ts any situation in which growth—of a person, 
a group, or a community—is part of the goal. (Rogers 1980, ix)

Like Maslow, Rogers believed that there was no evil within a person, 
and therefore no genuine guilt. External judgments or criticisms are 
not valid or helpful, so a therapist should strive to maintain a nonjudg-
mental “unconditional positive regard” toward the client. A key point 
to notice here is how a psychological model can, at �rst imperceptibly, 
and then explicitly, develop into a philosophy of life with moral and 
ethical overtones.

Fromm (1900–1980)
Our �nal example is Erich Fromm, who was strongly in�uenced by 
Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx, as well as by ideas from the Orthodox 
Judaism of his childhood. He took Freud’s intrapersonal dynamics and 
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sought to apply them to a deeper psychological understanding of groups 
and societies. He believed that human personality can be understood as 
the coexistence of animal qualities and human characteristics. While 
the animal aspect of human nature produced physiological drives such 
as hunger, thirst, and sex, other uniquely human needs also must be sat-
is�ed to achieve true happiness. �ese needs, Fromm believed, included 
caring relationships; a sense of identity, freedom, and independence; and 
actively striving for and accomplishing worthwhile goals (Fromm 1964). 
In the modern world, human nature is being shaped by the economic 
and social structures in which people live, but is still constrained by 
these basic psychological needs. �e important point here is that Fromm 
made the presence and the ful�llment of human needs a crucial part of 
his psychological theory.

Psychological Needs: Taking Stock
Our very brief survey makes it obvious that the list of psychological 
needs suggested by these di�erent personality theorists contain common 
themes, such as the idea that human motivation goes well beyond the 
drives based on individual survival, that a sense of identity is important, 
and that optimal functioning requires both a sense of social connec-
tion and the freedom to make independent choices. But these theories 
contain remarkably divergent perspectives on issues such as whether 
people are basically good or evil, whether human motivation is primarily 
conscious or unconscious, and whether tension within the personality 
helps or hinders personal growth. How are we to decide which, if any, 
of these lists of needs to accept? �e di�culty in deciding among them 
should certainly trouble anyone claiming a scienti�c basis for these the-
ories. If personality psychologists want to attach the label “scienti�c” to 
their models, they would need to provide evidence showing how well 
the models �t the established research �ndings about typical patterns 
of adaptive and dysfunctional behavior. 

Given that all of these theories attempt to explain the same reality, 
how can we explain their diverging assessments of human nature? For 
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example, Freud believed that human nature is essentially negative; he 
was distrustful of people and pessimistic about their intentions. In con-
trast, Maslow and Rogers believed that human nature is primarily pos-
itive and tends toward self- actualization and ful�llment; they thought 
Freud’s perspective was biased as a result of concentrating on individuals 
with psychopathology. As we will see, theologians and biblical schol-
ars across many centuries have also taken positions on human nature 
and human needs. How should theologians’ accounts relate to those of 
psychologists?

Theological Perspectives on Human  
Needs and Motives

We select four examples, spanning a millennium and a half of church 
history, to illustrate how leading theologians have written about human 
needs. 

St. Augustine (354–430): God Alone Can Satisfy
St. Augustine, widely regarded as the greatest of the Latin church fathers, 
believed that every human being’s predicament before a holy God 
resulted in universal basic needs that only God could satisfy. Augustine 
contrasted the depths to which humanity has fallen through sin with the 
heights to which it can be raised by the redemptive grace of God. �is 
theme permeated much of Augustine’s writings and has been described 
as “the cornerstone of Augustinian anthropology” (Sullivan 1963). For 
example, in his Confessions we read about his own struggles that still 
resonate with life in the twenty- �rst century. Augustine had no doubt 
that without the direct intervention of God’s grace, humans had no hope 
of redemption. Obviously, Augustine’s perspective was very di�erent 
from that of the “self- actualization” or “self- ful�llment” humanistic 
psychologists mentioned above. �is is underlined when one reads of 
Augustine’s profound analysis of the impossibility of any human being 
ever attaining happiness apart from God. He wrote:
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�e simple truth is that the bond of a common nature makes 
all human beings one. Nevertheless, each individual in this 
community is driven by his passions to pursue his private 
purposes. Unfortunately, the objects of these purposes are 
such that no one person (let alone the world community) can 
ever be wholly satis�ed. �e reason for this is that nothing but 
Absolute Being can satisfy human nature. (Augustine, City 
of God 18.2) 

Not that Augustine was advocating an ascetic mentality toward the 
things of this world. According to him, enjoying the blessings of this 
world is �ne, as long as they do not lure the heart away from the highest 
calling of eternal blessings. 

�omas Aquinas (circa 1225–1274):  
Seek God’s Comfort

Our second example is another major �gure who exerted an enduring 
in�uence on Western Christendom, namely �omas Aquinas. He sought 
to systematize aspects of Aristotelian philosophy with Christian theol-
ogy. Aquinas frequently referred to the notion of human needs giving 
rise to motivation for actions, with an overarching goal of achieving 
“happiness” (in the form of ful�llment or well- being). Following Augus-
tine, Aquinas believed that humans were not capable of achieving com-
plete happiness without the presence of God in their life. 

According to �omas, because we all have an inherited tendency to 
sin, humans are basically evil, in the sense that we are constantly in 
opposition to God’s will. �us, as Étienne Gilson has observed, “At the 
basis of Aquinas’s philosophy, as at the basis of all Christian philosophy, 
there is a deep awareness of wretchedness and need for a comforter who 
can only be God” (Gilson 1957, 375). We need God’s comfort to relieve 
our fears and anxieties, and we need God’s grace to restore the good 
within us so that we can live according to God’s will.
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Jonathan Edwards (1703–1758):  
Restore a Broken Relationship

Our third example moves to a di�erent era, a di�erent tradition, and a 
very di�erent theological position. �e writings of Jonathan Edwards 
were largely shaped by his religious experiences. In his view, the themes 
of God’s sovereignty, holiness, and grace stand alongside those of human 
sinfulness and the need for redemption. Steeped in the older Puritan 
authors, his views illustrate key features of the Reformed (Calvinist) tra-
dition with regard to human needs. He certainly recognized and taught 
the need for a basic change in the condition of the human heart by the 
power of the Spirit of God. Indeed, the transformation that he saw as 
necessary was as radical as that which takes place in going from death 
to life. He wrote: 

A�ections that are truly spiritual and gracious, do arise from 
those in�uences and operations on the heart, which are spir-
itual, supernatural, and divine. . . . And the in�uences of the 
Spirit of God in this . . . [to] communicate himself, and make 
the creature partaker of the divine nature, this is what I mean 
when I say that “truly gracious a�ections do arise from those 
in�uences that are spiritual and divine.” . . . And natural men 
are represented in the sacred writings as having no spiritual 
life, no spiritual being; and therefore conversion is o�en com-
pared to opening of the eyes of the blind, raising the dead, 
and a work of creation. . . . It is grace that is the seed of glory 
and dawning of glory in the heart, and therefore it is grace 
that is the earnest of the future inheritance. (Edwards 1821, 
128, 135, 136, 175)

�us, the human needs of which Edwards wrote were the fundamen-
tal need for the restoration of the broken relationship with God and the 
need to place all one’s a�ections and hopes in God’s promises of a future 
inheritance in Christ.
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Karl Rahner (1904–1984):  
Embark on a Transcendent Relationship

Our �nal example of prominent theologians’ views on human needs 
comes from the twentieth century and yet another theological tradition, 
the Catholic Church. Karl Rahner, who has been called “the father of 
the Catholic Church in the twentieth century,” set forth an approach 
that has been described as transcendental-existential. He saw the basic 
freedom of a person as the ability to move toward the love of God or 
away from it. Humans do have biological needs, but because humans are 
more than biological, they have needs that transcend the physical—needs 
that human e�ort cannot satisfy.

For Rahner, a person is “always exiled in the world and is always 
beyond it” (Rahner 1990, 406–7). Paradoxically, for Rahner, a person 
“does not possess within himself what he essentially needs in order to 
be himself,” because at a fundamental level the universal human need 
is to have a relationship with God. 

Rahner stressed that the approach to God must be for God’s own 
sake; God cannot be shaped to �t our needs (Rahner 1990, 2). As British 
theologian John Stott wrote, “We cheapen the gospel if we represent it 
as a deliverance only from unhappiness, fear, guilt and other felt needs” 
(Stott 1994, 88). According to Rahner, the attempt to reduce God to a 
mere ful�llment of human needs is “the unique heresy of our time” 
(Rahner 1990, 27). �e di�erence between Rahner’s concept of human 
needs and the way that personality psychologists de�ne the concept 
should certainly warn us against any attempt to integrate the two within 
a single theoretical formulation.

Relating Theological and Psychological Accounts 

Recognizing Complementarity of Purpose
�e four theologians mentioned above represent a wide range of his-
torical periods, theological traditions, and philosophical perspectives. 
�ey di�ered in signi�cant ways from one another. All, however, in 
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their own ways have profound things to say about the deepest human 
needs. Each perspective underlines and expands the New Testament 
accounts of the universal need for forgiveness and grace, for love of God 
and neighbor, and for that eternal sense of purpose and sure hope that 
only God can give.

�e psychologist who is also Christian knows that telling the whole 
story about human nature and about our deepest needs must go beyond 
the various psychological accounts of human needs, whether those 
o�ered by Freud, Maslow, Rogers, or Fromm. �ese only tell the psycho-
logical “immanent” story and must be complemented by the theological 
“transcendent” story given by revelation. But that does not mean trying 
cleverly to harmonize the two stories or mixing bits of one with bits of 
the other. Such an attempt misunderstands the nature of psychological 
theories while simultaneously abusing scripture.

�us, to take �omas Aquinas as one example, while he undoubtedly 
provides many rich and profound insights into human nature, these 
insights are not organized in the categories of modern personality theo-
ries. Led astray perhaps by the use of similar words, by similar references 
to desires and needs, it would be all too easy to try to integrate or incor-
porate Aquinas’s wisdom into psychological theories, or vice versa. �e 
outcome of any such attempt is likely to be a muddle that does justice to 
neither and hence reduces rather than increases our overall understand-
ing of human nature and human needs. Rather, we should gratefully and 
thoughtfully accept the enrichment that insights from the theological, 
transcendental perspectives can provide to those from a psychological, 
immanent perspective, and vice versa. Each has something to o�er to 
the other, as long as both groups respect the work of the other, and both 
groups recognize the di�erences in purpose and audience between the 
two types of perspectives. To assume congruence between the accounts 
of the theologians and the psychologists because of some surface sim-
ilarities in the language is a prescription for confusion. It is one thing 
to recognize that analysis in terms of psychological models may enrich 
a theological understanding of human nature, and vice versa. But it is 
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quite another thing to try to interweave and integrate the psychological 
and theological insights into a composite model that amounts to mixing 
up the two in a quite uncritical and unjusti�ed way.

Explaining vs. Explaining Away
Karl Rahner perceptively identi�ed important issues in relating theo-
logical and psychological accounts of human nature. He noted that psy-
chology may indeed o�er many insights on what it is to be human, but 
it cannot de�ne the human person, nor can the mystery of what it is to 
be a person be reduced to psychological concepts, however sophisticated 
and re�ned (Rahner 1990). For that reason, he criticized psychological 
attempts to “explain away” guilt. While he acknowledged that some 
forms of psychotherapy may relieve a measure of su�ering, it is only 
through God that people can be delivered from real guilt. 

Psychologist Paul Vitz exposed clearly how some psychologists shi� 
from the scienti�c to the philosophical and move, without justi�cation, 
to theories of moral obligation. He argued that in doing so, they blur 
the conceptual boundaries between science and the broader views of 
humankind already richly found in literature, philosophy, and religion 
down through the centuries (Vitz 1977). On the other hand, some psy-
chologists are either unaware or unwilling to expose their own meta-
physical and moral presuppositions. �is can be a problem, especially 
when they seek to invoke what they believe is the authority of science to 
authenticate their opinions. 

Models of Intellectual Partnership
We now return to our earlier central question of how properly to relate 
the psychological and theological accounts of human needs so that the 
bene�ts of a potentially enriched partnership can be realized. Should 
it be, as Stanton Jones has argued, by “incorporation” of psychological 
�ndings into a theological worldview? Should it be “closer integration” 
of psychotherapeutic theory and religious beliefs? What would incor-
poration or integration look like in this context?
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For example, in the case of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, would 
we add a component labeled “God” to id, ego, superego, and the other 
hypothetical constructs? Or, in the case of Erikson, would we add a reli-
gious component at each of the eight developmental stages he identi�ed? 
Would we build upon Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and add another level 
that included religious needs? We believe that this approach to integra-
tion would be laughable, and we think Jones would agree. Jones warns 
against intermixing language from di�erent domains and points out 
that it can lead to nothing but confusion. To insert religious aspects into 
a psychological theory as an “a�erthought” would be the type of error 
Austin Farrer warned against—invoking the Holy Spirit as an explana-
tory concept to �t into a psychological account we have constructed. He 
wrote, “�e Holy Spirit is God. He is not to be �tted into any psycholog-
ical, or for that matter personal, explanation we choose to give” (Farrer 
1964, 12). For a believer, God is not a hypothetical construct, but instead 
is the one who upholds and sustains all things at all times (Hebrews 1:3). 
�is must never be forgotten as we think about the relationship between 
scienti�c, psychological accounts of behavior and therapy and those held 
in the religious domain. We believe that in seeking to understand human 
nature, we can thankfully acknowledge how the psychological accounts 
provide fresh insights to enrich those from theology as each makes its 
distinctive contribution, albeit from di�erent perspectives.
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c h a p te r  1 1

Social Psychology and Faith
Stories of Con�ict, Concordism, and Authentic Congruence

D

David G. Myers

In this book, my friends Malcolm Jeeves and �omas Ludwig 
o�er a timely message: in the space between science–religion con-

�ict (mutual disparagement) and concordisms (�ndings that seemingly 
con�rm cherry- picked biblical texts), there is a place for authentic dia-
logue—a dialogue between the emerging insights of science and biblical 
scholarship.

Our mandate for such free- spirited, truth- seeking science-religion 
dialogue follows from our theism, which assumes:

�ere is a God.
It’s not us.

As Christians, we assume that humans have dignity but not deity—
that we are �nite, fallible creatures. If that is so, then our surest belief can 
be that some of our beliefs are not correct. Said di�erently, we presume 
that we are the �nite creatures of an in�nite God. �is theism mandates 
humility. It compels us to hold our untested beliefs tentatively. It frees us 
to assess others’ beliefs with open- minded skepticism. And, for matters 
that are amenable to scienti�c exploration, it encourages us to winnow 
truth from error through careful observation and experimentation. 

Such faith- based humility and skepticism fed the roots of modern 
science. Even today, my own “Reformed and ever- reforming” Christian 
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heritage encourages our participation in free- spirited scienti�c inquiry. 
�us, we submit our tentative ideas to the test. If they survive, our con�-
dence grows. If they collide with a wall of evidence, we rethink or revise 
them. �at’s the empirical spirit occasionally commended by scripture:

▶ Moses (Deuteronomy 18:22 NRV): “If a prophet speaks in the name 
of the Lord but the thing does not take place or prove true, it is a 
word that the Lord has not spoken.”

▶ Jeremiah (28:9 NRSV): “As for the prophet who prophesies peace, 
when the word of that prophet comes true, then it will be known 
that the Lord has truly sent the prophet.”

▶ St. Paul: (1 �essalonians 5:21 NRSV): “Test everything; hold fast 
to what is good.”

As I explain in a chapter in Eric Priest’s Reason and Wonder: Why 
Science and Faith Need Each Other (Priest 2015): 

Such ever- reforming empiricism has many times changed my 
mind, leading me now to conclude that parenting practices 
have but modest e�ects on children’s later personalities and 
intelligence; that crude- seeming electroconvulsive therapy 
can o�en relieve intractable depression; that the automatic 
unconscious mind dwarfs the conscious mind; that traumatic 
experiences rarely get repressed; and that sexual orientation is 
a natural, enduring disposition (not a moral choice).

Faith- supported scienti�c inquiry also has led me to disbe-
lieve certain spiritualist claims ranging from aura readings to 
out- of- body “frequent �yer programs.” If, for example, aura- 
readers really can detect auras above a person’s head, then 
they should be able to guess the person’s location while seated 
behind a screen. If they can do so, then so much the better for 
their claims. If not (as seems the case), let’s consider the claim 
discounted. (Myers 2015, 127)
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For Christians, the consistent failures to con�rm such paranormal 
claims con�rm the distinction between deity and humanity. We assume 
we are not little gods with powers of omniscience (reading minds, fore-
telling the future), omnipresence (traveling out of body), and omnipotence 
(levitating objects or eradicating tumors with our mental powers). As 
Isaiah 46:9 KJV records, “I am God; there is none like me.”

Ergo, many of us Christians in psychology seek to explore God’s 
human creation with a spirit of curiosity and humility. Was John Calvin 
right to suppose that “in everything we deal with God” (Calvin 1960, 
1.17.2)? If so, we should worship God with our minds as we search the 
natural world through scienti�c inquiry, seeking to discern its truths. 
And as we pursue an authentic convergence of scienti�c and religious 
wisdom, we can tolerate seeming con�icts, without resorting to over-
simpli�ed concordisms.

Prayer Research: An Episode of Conflict?

�e Power of Intercessory Prayer 
When Christians o�er prayers to God on behalf of someone who is 
su�ering, they may expect that God will hear those prayers and will 
intervene to reduce the person’s su�ering. A�er all, according to James 
5:15 (NIV), “�e prayer o�ered in faith will make the sick person well.” 
Back in the 1800s, Charles Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton (1872) was 
one of the �rst to consider testing the e�ect of intercessory prayer on the 
length of a person’s life. Do prayed- for people live longer? As an indirect 
answer to that question, he collected age- of- death data on people who 
were the objects of much prayer (such as clergy and royalty). Alas, they 
lived no longer than average. 

A Concordism: Prayer Works 
Galton’s longevity study was not the last word on the subject. A hun-
dred years later, Randolph Byrd tested prayer directly in a famous study, 
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“Positive �erapeutic E�ects of Intercessory Prayer in a Coronary Care 
Unit Population” (Byrd 1988). �is study found that hospitalized heart 
patients whose �rst names and diagnoses were randomly assigned to 
three “born- again” intercessors did better than other patients on six 
outcome measures, including the need for antibiotics and the likelihood 
of experiencing congestive heart failure or a heart attack. 

Believing in the power of intercessory prayer, Christians welcomed 
these results as evidence that seemingly supported their favorite prayer 
proof text: “Ask and it will be given to you” (Matthew 7:7 NIV). �e 
Byrd study was featured in a 1997 Christianity Today cover article that 
described “how physicians and scientists are discovering the healing 
power of prayer” (�omas 1997). �e article quoted physician and prayer 
researcher Dale Matthews: “Prayer is good for you. �e medical e�ects 
of faith on health are not a matter of faith, but of science.” Intercessory 
prayer works, the article assured us—as a treatment seemingly compa-
rable to an e�ective drug. �is claim would come as no surprise to the 
more than 80 percent of American believers who, when surveyed, agreed 
that “God answers prayers” (Woodward 1997; J. Jones 2010).

A Discord: Prayer Doesn’t Work 
�is seeming concord between biblical statements about the power of 
prayer and con�rming medical evidence triggered a new series of exper-
iments that asked: Do prayers, indeed, produce cures (beyond a placebo 
e�ect)? Do prayed- for people recover faster? Are they less likely to die 
a�er a heart attack or a risky surgical procedure?

So, these experiments put prayer to the test, again and again. �e 
results showed a consistent pattern, which I summarized in A Friendly 
Letter to Skeptics and Atheists (Myers 2008):

▶ �e 1988 coronary care study—mentioned previously as showing 
a “prayer e�ect” for six outcome measures—found no di�erence 
between prayer and no- prayer groups for twenty other outcome 
measures, including length of hospital stay and likelihood of dying.
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▶ A 1997 experiment, “Intercessory Prayer in the Treatment of Alco-
hol Abuse and Dependence,” found no measurable e�ect of inter-
cessory prayer.

▶ A 1998 experiment with arthritis patients found no signi�cant e�ect 
of prayers o�ered by people praying from a distance. 

▶ A 1999 study of 990 coronary care patients—who were unaware of 
the study—reported about 10 percent fewer complications overall 
for the half who received prayers “for a speedy recovery with no 
complications.” But for major complications such as cardiac arrest, 
hypertension, and pneumonia, there was no di�erence between 
the prayer and no- prayer groups. �e median hospital stay was the 
same 4.0 days for both groups. 

▶ A 2001 Mayo Clinic study of 799 coronary care patients o�ered a 
simple result: “As delivered in this study, intercessory prayer had 
no signi�cant e�ect on medical outcomes.” 

▶ A 2005 Duke University study of 848 coronary patients found no 
signi�cant di�erence in clinical outcomes between those prayed 
for and those not. 

▶ And then in 2006 came the likely coup de grâce for intercessory 
prayer as a “medical treatment,” with the published result of the 
mother of all prayer experiments—a $1.4 million Templeton Foun-
dation–funded comparison of more than 1,800 consenting coro-
nary bypass patients (Benson et al. 2006). �e patients had been 
assigned to one of three groups: one that knew that it was being 
prayed for by volunteer intercessors, one that did not know whether 
it was being prayed for (but was), and a third group that did not 
know whether it was being prayed for (and wasn’t). �e simple 
result: intercessory prayer per se had no e�ect on recovery.

A Christian Perspective on Prayer
As Jeeves and Ludwig have emphasized, prematurely attaching faith 
claims to an early scienti�c result may later back�re. In this case, some 
of us (including Malcolm Jeeves)—as Templeton advisers who had 
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cautioned against this study—were unsurprised. Before the experiment 
began, I �led a notarized statement, “Why People of Faith Can Expect 
Null E�ects in the Harvard Prayer Experiment” (available at david 
myers.org). It suggested why “my understanding of God and God’s rela-
tion to the created world would be more challenged by positive than 
negative results”:

1. �e prayer concept being tested is more akin to magic than to a bib-
lical understanding of prayer to an omniscient and sovereign God. In the 
biblical view, God underlies the whole creation. God is not some little 
spiritual factor that occasionally de�ects nature’s course, but the ground 
of all being. God works not in the gaps of what we don’t yet understand, 
but in and through nature, including the healing ministries that led 
people of faith to spread medicine and hospitals worldwide. �us, while 
our Lord’s model prayer welcomes acknowledging our dependence on 
God for our basic necessities (“our daily bread”), it does not view God 
as a celestial vending machine, whose levers we pull with our prayers. 
Indeed, would the all- wise, all- knowing, all- loving God of the Bible be 
uninformed or uncaring apart from our prayers? Does presuming that 
we creatures can “pull God’s strings” not violate biblical admonitions to 
humbly recognize our place as �nite creatures of the in�nite God? No 
wonder we are counseled to o�er prayers of adoration, praise, confession, 
thanksgiving, dedication, and meditation, as well as to ask for what shall 
(spiritually, if not materially) be given.

2. Even for those who believe that God intervenes in response to our 
prayers, there are practical reasons for expecting null e�ects.

�e “noise” factor. Given that 95 percent of Americans express belief 
in God, most patients undergoing cardiac bypass surgery will already be 
receiving prayer—by spouses, children, siblings, friends, colleagues, and 
fellow believers and/or congregants—if not o�ering prayer themselves. 
Are these fervent prayers a mere “noise factor” above which the signal 
of additional prayers may rouse God? Does God follow a dose-response 
curve—more prayers, more response? Does God count votes? Are the 
pleading, earnest prayers of patients and those who love them not suf-
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�ciently persuasive (if God needs to be informed or persuaded of our 
needs)? Are the distant prayers of strangers participating in an experi-
ment additionally needed?

�e doubt factor. To be sure, some Christians believe that prayers, 
uttered in believing faith, are potent. But are there any people of faith 
who also believe that prayers called forth by a doubting (open- minded, 
testing) scientist will be similarly e�ective?

“God is not mocked.” As Christians recalled during the 1872 British 
prayer test controversy, Jesus declared in response to one of his tempta-
tions that we ought not put “God to the test.” Re�ecting on a proposal to 
test prayers for randomly selected preterm babies, Keith Stewart �om-
son questioned “whether all such experiments come close to blasphemy. 
If the health outcomes of the prayed- for subjects turn out to be signi�-
cantly better than for the others, the experimenter will have set up a 
situation in which God has, as it were, been made to show his (or her) 
hand” (�omson 1996, 534). C. S. Lewis observed, regarding any e�ort 
to prove prayer, that the “impossibility of empirical proof is a spiritual 
necessity” lest a person begin to “feel like a magician” (C. S. Lewis 1947, 
215). Indeed, if a prayer experiment were to show that the number of peo-
ple praying or the total number of prayers matter—that distant strangers’ 
prayers boost recovery chances—might rich people not want, in hopes 
of gaining God’s attention, to pay others who will pray for them?

3. �e evidence of history suggests that the prayers of �nite humans 
do not manipulate an in�nite God. If they could and did, how many 
droughts, �oods, hurricanes, and plagues would have been averted? How 
many stillborn infants or children with disabilities would have been 
born healthy? And consider the Bible’s own evidence: How should the 
unanswered prayers of Job, Paul, and even Jesus inform our theology 
of prayer? If the rain falls on my picnic, does it mean I pray with too 
little faith, or that the rain falls both on those who believe and those 
who don’t? Should we pray to God as manipulative adolescents—or as 
dependent preschoolers, whose loving parents, already knowing their 
children’s needs, welcome the intimacy?
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In the biblical view, God is not a magical genie or a celestial Santa 
Claus whom we call forth with our prayers. God is rather the creator 
and sustainer of all that is. �e Lord’s Prayer, which I pray daily, does 
not attempt to cajole a reluctant God. Rather, by a�rming God’s nature 
and our human dependence even for daily bread, it prepares us to receive 
what God is already providing. I can approach God as a small child 
might approach a loving parent who already knows the child’s needs. 
�rough such prayer, Christians express their praise and gratitude, con-
fess their sin, voice their concerns and desires, open themselves to the 
Spirit, and seek the peace and grace to live as God’s own people. 

New Experiments on a Real Power of Prayer
Although the seeming concordism between “Ask and it will be given” 
and an early prayer experiment imploded, a di�erent set of prayer exper-
iments substantiated some remarkable bene�ts of prayer, at least for 
the one who prays. In eighteen published articles, Florida State Univer-
sity psychologist Frank Fincham described experiments that randomly 
assigned religious believers either (a) to pray for someone they cared 
about or (b) to engage in some other speci�ed activity, such as thinking 
positive thoughts about the person. 

Here is a sample prayer instruction from these experiments:

Please read the example prayer below to get an idea of the type 
of prayer we would like you to pray on behalf of your partner:

Dear Lord, thank you for all the things that are going well 
in my life and in my relationship. Please continue to protect 
and guide my partner, providing strength and direction every 
day. I know you are the source of all good things. Please bring 
those good things to my partner and make me a blessing in 
my partner’s life. Amen.

Now, please generate your own prayer in your own words 
on behalf of the well- being of your partner and in the space 
below write a short description about what you prayed for.
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Fincham, who is a proli�c, award- winning research psychologist (win-
ner of the British Psychological Society’s President’s Award), reported 
that, compared to those in a control condition, those engaged in sus-
tained, partner- focused petitionary prayer became signi�cantly

▶ More forgiving
▶ Healthier, with lower heart rate and blood pressure
▶ Improved in their cardiovascular functioning
▶ Less alcohol consuming
▶ More cooperative
▶ Less likely to cheat on their partner
▶ Happier in their marriages

As one female participant explained, “We speci�cally pray about mat-
ters that a�ect our marriage. What I �nd is that when I sense a disagree-
ment brewing, I ask for guidance up front rather than a�erwards. �at 
is the measure of my growth in using prayer in my marriage.” “At the 
time we were in the program, we were separated and facing divorce,” 
explained a male participant. “Hesitantly, we started with little hope 
of any reconciliation. . . . I started to use the prayer cards and begin to 
evaluate myself and where our marriage went wrong. I can now report 
that we are not getting a divorce but we are planning to renew our vows. 
Prayer de�nitely works even if the other partner isn’t praying for the 
marriage” (Fincham 2013, 347–48).

To what should we attribute these bene�ts of praying for a partner? 
�rough prayer, said Fincham, we become one with our partner “vis- à- 
vis Deity” (Fincham, Lambert, and Beach 2010, 650). Prayer connects us 
to something bigger than ourselves. Prayer moderates emotion. Prayer 
o�ers social support (“knee- mail”). Prayer highlights the importance 
of the other. Prayer changes our intentions: it primes “caretaking” and 
motivates us to act benevolently.

Fincham’s bottom line: “Guided prayer can be powerful,” especially 
when focused on a�rmation, when practiced regularly, and when used 
both “in con�ict AND when things are going well.” 
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Deep Truths—and Half- Truths— 
about Human Nature

Half Truth: Attitudes In�uence Behavior ≃  
Faith Inspires Action

Until about a half century ago, there was a happy concord between the 
social psychological and Christian perspectives on the importance of our 
inner attitudes and of the transformative power of a change of heart. My 
subdiscipline, social psychology, o�ers other substantial �ndings that 
have seemed in close harmony with scripture. Scienti�c studies of per-
suasion dating back to World War II have explored how what’s inside us 
sways our actions—how character prompts conduct, how words induce 
deeds, how opinions inform voting. And if our inner attitudes—our 
beliefs and feelings about something—determine our outer behaviors, 
then, to change people’s actions, we will want to change their hearts and 
minds. �at’s the idea underlying so much of our preaching, teaching, 
and counseling. 

History con�rms that attitudes in�uence behavior. Morality fosters 
virtue. Prejudice produces discrimination. Hate spawns terrorism. 
Social psychologists have, moreover, shown that our attitudes are espe-
cially in�uential when we are reminded of them—when, before we act, 
something causes us to stop and remember who we are. Attitudes are 
also potent when external in�uences are minimal, and when the attitude 
is unambiguously speci�c to the situation. 

In such situations, persuasion works. In one experiment, some Cauca-
sian people were exposed to a persuasive message that tanning increases 
skin cancer risk. A month later, 72 percent of the participants (but only 
16 percent of those in a control condition) had lighter skin (McClendon 
and Prentice- Dunn 2001). Persuasion changed a speci�c attitude, which 
changed behavior.

Such �ndings correlate with Christian axioms: “For it is out of the 
abundance of the heart that the mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45 NRSV). 
Blessed are the meek, the merciful, the peacemakers, the pure of heart. 
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�e heart—and the mind—matter. We are to be “transformed by the 
renewing” of our minds (Romans 12:2). So it was for Paul a�er his 
Damascus Road conversion. Elijah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Jeremiah like-
wise experienced an inner transformation. For each of them, a new spir-
itual consciousness produced new behaviors.

Complementary Truth: Attitudes Follow Behavior ⋍  
Actions Feed Faith

�e conclusion seemed clear. Our inner attitudes in�uence our external 
behaviors. �en came a new wave of research in social psychology show-
ing that the opposite was also true: our actions in�uence our attitudes. 

Indeed, we are about as likely to act ourselves into a way of thinking 
as to think ourselves into action. We not only stand up for what we 
believe, we believe in what we have stood up for. Our attitudes follow 
our behavior. Such self- persuasion enables religious believers, political 
advocates, and even future terrorists to believe more strongly in that for 
which they have witnessed or su�ered. 

As I explain in Psychology (12th edition):

To get people to agree to something big, start small and build. 
A trivial act makes the next act easier. Succumb to a tempta-
tion and you will �nd the next temptation harder to resist. In 
dozens of experiments, researchers have coaxed people into 
acting against their attitudes or violating their moral stan-
dards, with the same result: Doing becomes believing. A�er 
giving in to a request to harm an innocent victim—by making 
nasty comments or delivering presumed electric shocks—peo-
ple begin to disparage their victim. A�er speaking or writing 
on behalf of a position they have qualms about, they begin to 
believe their own words. (Myers and DeWall 2018, 481)

But this psychological truth also has its counterpart in the language 
of faith, for faith is also a consequence of action. �roughout the Bible, 
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faith is nurtured by obedient action. �e Hebrew word for “know” is 
typically an action verb. To know love, for example, we must not only 
know about love, we must act lovingly. “�ose who do what is true come 
to the light,” said Jesus (John 3:21 NRSV).

�eologians have noted how faith grows as people act on what little 
faith they have. 

▶ “Faith . . . is born of obedience,” said John Calvin (1960, 1.6.2). 
▶ “�e proof of Christianity really consists in ‘following,’” wrote 

Søren Kierkegaard (1944, 88).
▶ “Only the doer of the word is its real hearer,” wrote Karl Barth (1956, 

1.2, 792)
▶ To attain faith, argued Pascal ([1670] 1958, 233), “follow the way by 

which [the committed] began; by acting as if they believed, taking 
the holy water, having masses said, etc. Even this will naturally 
make you believe.” 

▶ C. S. Lewis agreed: “No conviction, religious or irreligious, will, 
of itself, end once and for all [these doubts] in the soul. Only the 
practice of Faith resulting in the habit of Faith will gradually do 
that” (C. S. Lewis 1981, 61).

Rather than insist that people believe before they pray, Talmudic 
scholars would urge rabbis to pray and their belief would follow.

Deep Truth
�e two conclusions—that attitudes in�uence behavior and that atti-
tudes follow behavior—are both true. But like the Christian assumptions 
that faith feeds action, and that actions feed faith, they are half- truths. In 
both realms, the deeper truth—and the authentic convergence of social 
psychology and faith—lies in the reciprocal in�uence of the attitudes 
of the heart and the actions of the person. In �e Cost of Discipleship, 
Dietrich Bonhoe�er captured this dialectic: “Only he who believes is 
obedient, and only he who is obedient believes” (Bonhoe�er 1959, 63).
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Half Truth: Self- Serving Bias ≃ �e Sin of Pride
It is commonly believed that most people su�er low self- esteem—the 
problem that comedian Groucho Marx portrayed when declaring, “I 
wouldn’t want to belong to any club that would have me as a member.” 
But a mountain of psychological research reveals that most people see 
and present themselves favorably—with what social psychologists call 
a “self- serving bias.” On self- esteem inventories, people tend to score 
at the high end of possible scores. Moreover, on subjective and socially 
desirable dimensions, most see themselves as relatively superior. 

�is “better than average” phenomenon appears in countless sur-
veys. Most people see themselves as less prejudiced, more ethical, more 
intelligent, and healthier than their average neighbor or peer. In several 
surveys, 90 percent or more of drivers rated themselves as better than 
the average driver. And in “ability to get along with others” nearly all 
American high school seniors believed themselves above average, with 
60 percent rating themselves among the top 10 percent. “How do I love 
me? Let me count the ways.”

Self- serving bias also appears in people’s explanations for good and 
bad outcomes. Most folks readily accept responsibility for their good 
deeds and successes, while attributing bad deeds and failures to factors 
beyond their control. �is phenomenon of self- serving “attributions” has 
been evident in laboratory experiments (a�er people experience success 
or failure). And it appears in everyday life, as drivers explain accidents, as 
married partners explain con�icts, as athletes explain victory or defeat, 
and as students explain good or bad exam grades. 

Self- serving bias appears not only in better- than- average self- 
perceptions and self- serving attributions but also in other well- 
documented ways. People tend to self- justify their past actions. �ey 
display an in�ated con�dence (not humility) in their judgments. �ey 
more readily accept �attering than un�attering descriptions of them-
selves. And they project their long- term future with Pollyannaish opti-
mism—believing themselves less likely than their peers to su�er cancer, 
car accidents, or just about any adversity. 
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Self- disparagement also happens, especially when people are feeling 
depressed. But on balance, self- serving bias is far more common than 
low self- esteem. What is more, the human tendency to feel relatively 
superior can be socially toxic, as people claim greater- than- average 
credit when their team or work group does well and less- than- average 
blame when it does not. For the 90- plus percent of college faculty who 
have thought themselves superior to their average colleague, there surely 
is a risk of envy and disharmony when merit raises are announced and 
half receive an average raise or less. Racism and nationalism are collec-
tive forms of self- serving bias, as one population views itself as more 
capable, moral, or deserving than another. �e Nazi atrocities were 
rooted in Aryan pride. 

Samuel Johnson recognized the peril of self- serving bias: “He that 
overvalues himself will undervalue others, and he that undervalues 
others will oppress them” (S. Johnson 1825, Sermon VI, 344). Dale Car-
negie had the same idea: “Each nation feels superior to other nations. 
�at breeds patriotism—and wars” (Carnegie 1993, 122).

For Christians, the newly demonstrated powers and perils of self- 
serving bias con�rm ancient biblical wisdom: “Pride goes before destruc-
tion, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18 NRSV). Indeed, 
theologians have long argued that pride is the original sin, the funda-
mental sin, the deadliest and most foundational of the seven deadly sins. 

�e pervasiveness of pride appears in other scriptures: “Who can 
detect their errors?” asks the psalmist (19:12 NRSV). �e Pharisee could 
thank God that “I am not like other people” (much as we can thank 
God that we are not like the Pharisee). And St. Paul admonished us to 
reverse our self- serving pride—to “in humility regard others as better 
than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3 NRSV).

Complementary Truth: Self- Esteem Pays Dividends ⋍  
Grace Enables Flourishing

Social psychology and biblical wisdom are in harmony: self- serving 
pride is commonplace and perilous. But again, we see that a familiar 
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truth is only half the truth, for the new �eld of “positive psychology” also 
documents the bene�ts of a secure self- esteem and the power of positive 
thinking. People who express positive self- esteem and self- worth tend to 
be freer of depression, less prone to substance abuse, less conforming, and 
higher achieving. De�ate self- esteem, as has been done in experiments 
(by temporarily being told that others judged them negatively, or they 
failed on a task), and people will express heightened hostility, including 
prejudice. Other studies increase people’s perceived self- control, as when 
at- risk youth are given a “growth mindset”—encouraging them to see 
self- control as a “muscle” that strengthens with exercise. �e typical 
result is increased achievement. 

Other studies of “self- e�cacy,” “intrinsic motivation,” and hopeful 
optimism con�rm the bene�ts of a positive self- view. Believe that your 
future is beyond your control, and likely it will be. Believe that your 
initiative can make a di�erence, and maybe it will. Although there are 
limits to where self- a�rming thinking can take us, self- con�dence is 
adaptive. �e Christian counterpart to this further truth is its good news 
message: compared to enduring others’ vacillating opinions about us, 
the experience of grace—God’s acceptance—is a more durable basis for 
self- acceptance. If a therapist’s nonjudgmental acceptance (“uncondi-
tional positive regard”) is healing, then so much more is God’s. If this 
universe’s ultimate transcendent power loves and accepts us, just as we 
are, then we can be freed from de�ning our self- worth in terms of our 
attainments, our prestige, our wealth, and our physical attributes. As 
self- doubting Pinocchio said to his maker, Geppetto, “Papa, I am not 
sure who I am. But if I’m all right with you, then I guess I’m all right 
with me.”

Pinocchio’s theology was an echo of St. Paul, who, giving up his pre-
tensions, realized, “I no longer have a righteousness of my own, the kind 
that is gained by obeying the Law. I now have the righteousness that is 
given through faith in Christ” (Philippians 3:9 GNT). �ere is wisdom 
in this tenet of evangelical theology, “with its conviction of sin, its self- 
despair, and its abandonment of salvation by works,” wrote William 
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James (1890, 168). “To give up one’s pretensions is as blessed a relief as 
to get them grati�ed.”

Deep Truth
So, yes, the whole truth is that self- serving pride is real and perilous, 
and also that self- acceptance matters. We experience such acceptance 
in a supportive friendship or an intimate marriage, in which, even a�er 
knowing our foibles, someone accepts us as we are. In such a relation-
ship, whether with a human or with God, we no longer need to explain 
and defend ourselves, but simply to accept our acceptance. As the psalm-
ist experienced, “Lord, I have given up my pride and turned away from 
arrogance. . . . I am content and at peace” (Psalm 131:1 GNT).

Half Truth: Human Cognitive Powers ≃  
Humans in the Image of God

From womb to tomb, humans display remarkable analytic powers. 
�anks to our head’s three pounds of unfathomably complex neural 
connections, we display astounding abilities beginning before birth. 
Newborns already display recognition of their mother’s voice, and soon 
can discriminate her smell. From birth on, we absorb and process infor-
mation and rapidly begin to form concepts, retain memories, and cre-
atively solve problems. 

Consider our human capacity for language. Well before being able to 
ride a bike, preschoolers are soaking up language with a skill that would 
put a college foreign language student to shame. By age two and beyond, 
they are creating grammatically intelligible sentences and comprehend-
ing the more complex sentences spoken to them. Or consider your own 
capacity for conversation—during which you manage, simultaneously 
and spontaneously, to choose and order words; monitor your muscles, 
tone, and gestures; and then shoot pulsating air molecules through 
space—enabling you to wirelessly transmit ideas from one head (yours) 
to another. �ose pulsating air- waves contain information! 



so cial psycholo gy and faith

[ 225 ]

We are, indeed, Homo sapiens, the wise species. We are, as Hamlet, 
exclaimed, “in�nite in faculties! . . . How like a god!”

Much earlier, the psalmist (8:5) was similarly awestruck. Humans, 
he rhapsodized, are but “a little lower than God.” Pascal’s Pensees also 
emphasized the cognitive powers of our species: “Man’s greatness lies 
in his power of thought” (Pascal [1670] 1958, 346; literal translation, 
“�ought constitutes the greatness of man”).

As theologians have stressed, we are made in the image of God. We 
are the summit of God’s creative work. We are God’s own children. 

Complementary Truth: Illusory �inking ≃  
�e Finite Creature

So, there is a harmony between the witness of science and of scripture: 
the human creature is worthy of awe. And now for the rest of the story: 
to err is human.

�anks to the new science of “cognitive social psychology,” we have 
amassed evidence of predictable pitfalls of human thinking—reasons for 
unreason. Humans have an enormous capacity for automatic, e�cient 
thinking. But our cognitive e�ciency, though generally adaptive, comes 
at a price—rather like the confusing visual illusions that are by- products 
of our e�cient visual system. Some examples: 

Overcon�dence. We o�en overestimate the accuracy of our judg-
ments. We much more easily imagine why we might be right than wrong. 

Con�rmation bias. We more o�en search for information that can 
con�rm our beliefs than for information that can discon�rm them.

Availability heuristic. When given compelling anecdotes or even use-
less information, we o�en ignore useful statistical information. �is is 
partly due to the later ease of recall of vivid (and cognitively available) 
information.

Illusions of correlation and personal control. It is tempting to per-
ceive correlations where none exist (illusory correlation) and to think we 
can predict or control chance events (the illusion of control).
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Moods infuse judgments. Our moods trigger memories of experi-
ences associated with those moods. Good and bad moods also color our 
interpretations of current experiences. 

Flawed self- knowledge. We o�en do not know why we do what we 
do. We also may deny our attitudes have changed when they have, deny 
real in�uences upon us, and fail to predict our future behavior.

Preconceptions sway interpretations. We o�en see and later recall 
what we expect. 

Self- ful�lling beliefs. Our beliefs and expectations may generate their 
own reality. �us, in everyday life, we o�en get what we expect. If we 
expect someone to be hostile, our behavior may trigger unfriendliness.

In such ways, we sometimes seem, as T. S. Eliot lamented, headpieces 
“�lled with straw.”

And that would come as no surprise to theologians who have long 
assumed that we are �nite creatures of the one who declares, “I am God, 
and there is none like me” (Isaiah 46:9 KJV). Always, we see reality in 
a mirror, dimly. “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are 
my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts” 
(Isaiah 55:9 KJV).

Deep Truths
In these and other ways, we see that in both psychological science and 
Christian belief the whole truth seems to lie in complementary propo-
sitions. Faith is a source and a consequence of action. Self- serving pride 
is basic to our nature, yet self- acceptance borne of grace enables human 
�ourishing. We are awesome creatures made in God’s image, yet also 
�nite and error- prone. 

Faith always seeks understanding in the language of the day. Today, 
that includes the revelations of psychological science, which can help us 
remember various dual lessons of scripture and theology. To ask whether 
faith or action comes �rst (they are each chicken and egg), whether pride 
or self- disparagement is the problem, and whether we are wise or foolish, 
is akin to asking which blade of a pair of scissors is more essential. 
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To paraphrase what I have previously written:  

Faced with these pairs of complementary ideas, framed either 
psychologically or theologically, we are like someone stranded 
in a deep well with two ropes dangling down. If we grab either 
one alone we sink deeper into the well. Only when we hold 
both ropes can we climb out, because at the top, beyond where 
we can see, they come together around a pulley. Grabbing only 
the rope of attitudes → behavior or behavior → attitudes, of 
self- serving pride or healthy self- esteem, of human rational-
ity or irrationality, plunges us to the bottom of the well. So 
we grab both ropes, perhaps without fully grasping how they 
come together. In doing so, we may be comforted that in both 
science and religion, accepting complementary principles is 
sometimes more honest than an oversimpli�ed concordism 
that ignores half the evidence. For the scissors of truth, we 
need both blades. (Myers 2010a, 62)
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c h a p te r  1 2

�e Way Ahead for Psychological 
Science and Christian Faith

D

As enthusiasts for psychological science, we are aware of psychol- 
 ogy’s past achievements and its potential for further exciting devel-

opments. We are also serious Christians. In this volume, we have tried to 
present evidence that Christian faith and psychological science can share 
mutual insights and enrichments on a range of topics. �is “insights- 
and- enrichments” approach may be seen as related to, and as a further 
development of, some past suggestions variously described as perspectiv-
alism, complementary perspectives (or simply complementarity), and the 
levels- of- explanation view. Of these past approaches, complementarity 
comes closest to our present proposal. Before turning to complementar-
ity, we review what we see as some problems with other past and present 
approaches to the relationship between science and faith.

Science-Faith Conflict Is Not Inevitable 

We have argued that some “knee- jerk reactions” from Christians in the 
past, seeing con�icts between each new development in science and their 
cherished Christian beliefs, have been unnecessary and counterproduc-
tive. We provided some illustrations of these false con�icts, which Pablo 
de Felipe and one of us (MAJ) unearthed while gathering materials for 
other purposes (de Felipe and Jeeves 2017). For example, we believe that 
no lasting bene�t for Christian faith was gained by church theologians 
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who claimed that scripture contradicted the growing scienti�c consensus 
about the spherical nature of the earth. �is con�ict was not necessary, 
because the shape of the earth was essentially a scienti�c question rather 
than a theological question. From these instances, lessons emerged that 
we suggested were worth keeping in mind to help avoid similar errors 
today, especially when asking questions about human nature.

At a philosophical level, we hold that con�icts between science and 
faith are not inevitable, because ultimately all truth is God’s truth. We 
have held this position for a long time, as this quotation demonstrates:

As a Christian, it is my belief that what God has chosen to give 
to man down the ages through his special messengers will not 
ultimately con�ict with what he has encouraged us to discover 
as we exercise his gi�s of mind and hand in exploring the cre-
ated order, including, of course, man himself, his experience 
and his behaviours. (Jeeves 1976, 18)

Science-Faith Concordisms Are Appealing  
but Dangerous

Con�ict is only one of the recurrent themes that historians have identi-
�ed in describing the relationship between science and religion. Another, 
though disguised at times in various garbs, has been the desire to pro-
duce concordisms—harmonizing the current scienti�c claims with the 
current interpretation of scripture—to use the prestige of science to bol-
ster Christian beliefs. In the chapter on the con�ict motif in the history 
of science and faith relations, we argued that, although the popularizers 
of the con�ict model have habitually portrayed Christians as conspiring 
against science, the truth was frequently the opposite. �e prestige of the 
natural philosophers, and then of the scientists—today’s natural philos-
ophers—has been so high that religious leaders have sought to mobilize 
their support, at times at the price of making intellectual concessions to 
achieve concordism. Using historical examples, we examined whether 
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the carefully constructed concordisms of one age sowed the seeds of 
later con�icts.

To illustrate the unforeseen consequences of this approach, we referred 
to the subtle concordism of dualistic anthropology. Body-soul dualism 
was embraced by church leaders in the second century as a self- evident 
“scienti�c” truth from natural philosophy. Once dualism was incorpo-
rated deeply into Christian theology, this concordism persisted without 
serious challenge until the twentieth century. With the rise of medical 
physiology and then neuroscience, the vast majority of contemporary 
scientists have discarded dualism and adopted a monist “physicalism,” 
leaving dualistic theologians clinging to an outdated science. �us, a new 
con�ict has emerged from the ashes of the previous concordism.

But once again, this con�ict is not really necessary. Over the past cen-
tury, biblical scholars also began to move away from a dualistic anthro-
pology in order to recover a more “holistic” Hebrew view of the human 
person. �e rejection of Platonic dualism provides an opportunity for 
theologians and psychologists to work together in engaging the neu-
roscience �ndings that support a fundamental mind-brain and mind-
body unity of the human person. In our view, the most helpful way to 
move forward is to recognize the mysterious duality of our mental life 
and physical body, while accepting our essential psychobiological unity 
as whole, complete persons. Because both aspects of the human person 
are important and relevant, we use the rather clumsy label dual- aspect 
monism to characterize our view (See MacKay 1991; Jeeves [1997] 2006; 
Benovsky 2016).

We also described the problems that a second major example of con-
cordism produced in psychology’s short history. In the early 1800s, when 
phrenology was the “new science” of the mind, several Christian leaders 
built a theological system based on phrenology. When the scienti�c basis 
of phrenology was discredited, that theological system collapsed. We 
also pointed to the current interest in neurotheology, which in some 
ways resembles the enthusiasm for phrenology among some earlier 
Christians. In our view, concordisms built upon the notion that humans 
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are “hardwired for religion”—or the presumed existence of a “God spot” 
in the brain—will su�er the same fate as those built on phrenology.

Advances in Both Science and Theology  
Destroy Concordisms

�e above examples show that concordisms are undermined by chang- 
ing views among scientists. Concordisms are also threatened by 
changing views among theologians, as John Walton, Old Testament 
professor at Wheaton College, warned:

New insights and new information can emerge at any time. 
Several hundred years ago, renewed access to the original lan-
guages had signi�cant impact on biblical interpretation. In 
recent decades, the availability of documents from the ancient 
world has provided a remarkable resource for our reading of 
the biblical text. We dare not neglect these tools when they 
can contribute so signi�cantly to our interpretation. (Walton 
2015, 12)

�e impact of developments in biblical scholarship is well illustrated 
in a recent volume bringing together a range of views held by Christians 
about issues such as the age of the earth and the evolutionary accounts of 
the emergence of humans. It includes a contribution by a trio of leading 
Old Testament scholars highlighting a point we have made repeatedly 
in this book, namely, that we must pay attention not only to advances 
in science but also to advances in biblical scholarship. �is essay refers 
speci�cally to the hazards of premature concordisms, and echoes our 
criticism of the loose use of words like “concordism” and “integration”:

We now need to examine this hermeneutical principle of 
extended authority as it pertains to scienti�c readings in 
the Bible. One of the common approaches to Scripture that 
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attempts to extend meaning beyond the biblical author’s orig-
inal intentions is called concordism. Concordist interpreters 
claim there is a convergence between God’s Word and God’s 
world and suggest ways that a more sophisticated scienti�c 
understanding of the world can be integrated with statements 
of Scripture—admittedly applying meaning to the words of 
Scripture that the author would never have been aware of. 
Such extended meanings can claim no authority since they do 
not derive from inspired sources. �ey cannot justi�ably rep-
resent claims to perceive meanings that God intended, because 
they are not meanings that are independent of our own imag-
ination. (Lemke, Walton, and Samples 2017, 31–32, emphasis 
added)

Is Science–Faith Integration a Worthy Goal?

If we are to move beyond con�icts and concordisms, what direction 
should we follow? One popular approach is to attempt the integration 
of psychology and Christianity. �is approach received considerable 
publicity forty years ago when philosopher Stephen Evans helpfully 
reviewed the various ways that di�erent psychologists conceptualized 
the relationship between their science and their faith (Evans 1977). A 
pervasive theme throughout his writings was the idea of “integrating” 
psychology and Christian belief. On the surface, this sounds like an 
appropriate position to be taken by Christians who believe that the God 
who “upholds the universe by the word of his power” (Hebrews 1:3 ESV) 
is also the God whose world we are investigating as scientists. 

At the time that Evans was writing, few of the developments described 
in this book within neuropsychology, cognitive science, and evolution-
ary psychology had taken place. �e focus of most of the discussions was 
personality theory, counseling, and perhaps social psychology. At that 
time, the language used by psychologists working in these specialties did 
not sound all that di�erent from the language used in scripture when 
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describing human behavior. Perhaps it was understandable to look for 
integration between the two domains. However, the technical language 
used by some contemporary psychologists looks almost as di�erent from 
the language of scripture as does the language in nuclear physics and 
evolutionary biology. �erefore, the temptation to attempt an integration 
of the two is more easily resisted.

Of course, it is not only psychology that has changed in the past four 
decades. Signi�cant advances have been and are being made in bibli-
cal scholarship and in theology. �ose who tried to demonstrate inte-
gration between psychology and Christian belief have frequently used 
outdated psychology or outdated biblical scholarship, or both. In those 
cases, any integration attempt is on shaky ground and will soon need 
to be discarded.

We need to remember that today’s science is just that: today’s science. 
By its nature, the current scienti�c consensus is destined to change and 
develop in the light of new research—a point noted by Nobel laureate 
Venki Ramakrishnan, the current president of the Royal Society, whose 
views we quoted earlier. Also, the current theological consensus is likely 
to change, as biblical scholars reevaluate their interpretations. We believe 
that it would be unwise to propose any theory of human nature that 
depends on combining today’s psychological science and today’s biblical 
interpretations as if they were set in stone. 

Diverse Views about Integration

�e concept of integration was widely used in discussions of psychology 
and Christianity for several decades in the latter half of the twentieth 
century. Our review of the uses of the term, as well as actual attempts at 
integration, led us to conclude that the language of integration has served 
its purpose and outlived its usefulness. Moving forward, we believe that 
the term should be used sparingly or not at all.

As one indication of the problems with the language of integration, 
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consider the articles published in the recent special issues of the Journal 
of Psychology and �eology and the Journal of Psychology and Christian-
ity that were devoted to integration. �e diversity of views about inte-
gration expressed in those articles was so great—ranging from authors 
advocating the total intermixing of psychology and theology to authors 
arguing that integration attempts are misguided—that it is di�cult to 
see a common theme on which to build future progress. Across these 
articles, we detected three main ways in which the language of integra-
tion was used:

▶ Complete integration as an unrestricted intermixing of psychology 
and Christianity, producing an amalgam that is labeled “Christian 
psychology.” 

▶ Selective integration as an incorporation of selected aspects of psy-
chology into Christian thought, excluding topics that don’t �t well 
with Christianity. 

▶ Avoiding integration. �is view was represented by Mary Stuart van 
Leeuwen, who wrote, “My biggest challenge has been trying to get 
rid of the word integration. I don’t like it because I prefer to talk 
about the unity of faith and learning” (Lewis Hall et al. 2006, 332).

However, we should note that Eric Johnson, who has referred to inte-
gration as “in principle, a calling from God,” describes these “three 
faces of integration” using di�erent terms: maximal integration, strate-
gic integration, and dissociative integration (E. Johnson 2011). As Everett 
Worthington and Todd Hall wrote in the introduction to one of the 
special issues, “�e world has changed. Integration also has changed. 
In fact, integration is much more diverse now than the virtual mono- 
approach of 40 years ago” (Worthington and Hall 2012). Because inte-
gration means so many di�erent things to di�erent people, we believe it 
is time to move beyond the language of integration, shi�ing to di�erent 
terminology that more precisely describes one’s view of the relationship 
between psychology and faith.
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Science and Faith as Nonoverlapping  
Magisteria?

For Christians who have grown disillusioned with all three of the mod-
els we have discussed—con�ict, concordisms, and integration—what 
alternatives exist? How should we properly relate statements about the 
same set of events, when those statements originate from within the two 
separate and distinct language domains of science and faith? As we noted 
earlier, the founding father of big bang cosmology, Georges Lemaître, 
thought the solution was simple. Because statements from science and 
from theology come from within two di�erent areas of thought, based 
on di�erent assumptions and serving di�erent purposes, Lemaître saw 
no con�ict between his faith and his scienti�c work (Aikman 1933, 18). 
�erefore, he had no need for concordisms or attempts at integration. 
Lemaître’s views were expanded and popularized by Stephen Jay Gould 
in Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life (Gould 1999). 
Gould argued that science and religion represent “nonoverlapping mag-
isteria”—separate domains of authority that can coexist peacefully. Reli-
gion is concerned with our moral world, while science investigates the 
natural world. Ideally, each would be content to stay within its sepa-
rate sphere of in�uence, treating the other with polite indi�erence and 
respectful noninterference.

�is approach, also known as compartmentalism, or in Ian Barbo-
ur’s (2000) typology as independence, is a view held by some scientists 
who are Christians. It allows them to be hard- nosed reductionists when 
engaged in their roles as scienti�c investigators, while still leaving room 
for religious beliefs and practices in their life outside the laboratory. But 
in a way, this approach is deeply unsatisfying. If there is a God who is 
the source of all things and the ruler of the universe, it is di�cult to see 
how the study of this God—theology—can be excluded from the domain 
of the natural world. In fact, the two magisteria overlap, in the sense 
that they both have interests in and explanations for some of the most 
important issues for humans today.
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Complementarity as an Alternative to 
Nonoverlapping Magisteria

In our reading of the history of science-faith relations, the con�ict model 
and the attempts at concordism have both seemed to do more harm 
than good. In our view, the jury is still out on the value of the integra-
tion model. Is there a better way of thinking about how properly to 
seek to relate the knowledge gained from psychological science and that 
which comes from our Christian faith? We noted that Stephen Evans, 
toward the end of his book Preserving the Person, had a section headed 
“A Model for Integration” (Evans 1977). In this section, he summed up 
his own position on the relation between science and faith. He asserts 
that the view one group of authors (e.g., Jeeves, MacKay, and Myers) 
have put forward since the 1960s and 1970s—which Evans characterizes 
as the Perspectivalist/Limiter of Science view—o�ers rich possibilities for 
“integrating contemporary scienti�c perspectives with the traditional 
personalistic account.” He continued: 

It seems to me therefore that the Perspectivalist/Limiter of 
Science position o�ers great promise as a working model for 
reconciling contemporary sciences of man with biblical per-
sonalism. Such a view allows for a uni�ed view of the person 
which is congenial to the Bible’s emphasis on the unity of the 
person and the resurrection of the body. (Evans 1977, 154)

�is “uni�ed, dual- aspect” view has attracted us for a long time, as is 
evident from this quotation:

We have seen that di�erent types of fact demand di�erent 
types of treatments; that, in particular, scienti�c thinking 
and faith are distinguished partly on this account. Our whole 
approach in the two cases, it has been suggested, must be dif-
ferent, requiring di�erent attitudes of mind. (Jeeves 1953, 21)
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�e perspectivalist approach re�ected in that quotation is sometimes 
labeled complementarity—referring to two complementary accounts of 
the same events given from di�erent perspectives—or levels of explana-
tion. As David Myers described it four decades ago, 

If we are to understand why scienti�c and religious expla-
nations need not be considered mutually exclusive, we must 
recognize that there are a variety of possible ways by which 
one might explain a given event, all of which can be simulta-
neously true in their own terms. An exhaustive description at 
one level does not invalidate explanation at some other level. 
(Myers 1978, 11)

�is truth is driven home by Donald MacKay’s famous example of an 
electric sign board that displays a �ashing advertisement (MacKay 1974, 
36–38). A technician could provide a description of the board in terms 
of the electrical components—a description so detailed that someone 
else could reproduce the sign at a di�erent location. But that description 
would be incomplete, because it ignores the message of the sign and the 
purpose for which the sign was constructed. Likewise, a description of 
the sign in terms of its message would be accurate and complete at one 
level but would ignore the inner workings of the physical components. 
In MacKay’s words, “�e two are not explanations in the same sense. 
�ey are answers to di�erent questions, and both may, in fact, be entirely 
valid” (MacKay 1960, 10). David Myers summed up the point this way: 

So we see that in Christian belief, much as in contemporary 
psychology, the whole truth seems best approximated by com-
plementary propositions. (Myers 1987, 139, emphasis added)

One of the great values that we see in this approach is that it removes 
much of the anxiety about science that many Christians feel—especially 
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Christians who subscribe to a “god-of-the-gaps” viewpoint—as science 
seems to answer more and more of the questions once thought to be in 
the domain of theology. As Donald MacKay explained:

But if once we recognise that at least most theological catego-
ries are not “in the same plane” (in the same logical subspace) 
as most scienti�c categories, there is no longer any theological 
merit hunting for gaps in the scienti�c pattern. Gaps there 
are in plenty. But . . . it would seem to be the Christian’s duty 
to allow—indeed to help—these gaps to �ll or widen as they 
will, in humble and cheerful obedience to the truth as God 
reveals it through our scienti�c discipline, believing that to 
have theological stakes in scienti�c answers to scienti�c ques-
tions is to err in company with those unbelievers who do the 
like. (MacKay 1953, 163)

Complementarity Requires Rigorous Thinking

While advocating the importance and helpfulness of the notion of com-
plementarity (here and in chapter 5), we believe that it is still necessary 
to remember the cautionary note that one of us (MAJ) wrote on this 
topic twenty years ago:

�is principle of complementarity, �rst enunciated for physics 
by Niels Bohr, is an analogy, not in any sense a proof of the 
necessity of complementary Christian and scienti�c view-
points. However satis�ed we may be that the two pictures are 
compatible, only the facts of experience can convince us that 
both are necessary. We are dealing here with a logical point, 
not a scienti�c one, but it is one which is open to easy abuse 
and misunderstanding. For this reason we need to see clearly 
the conditions under which it can legitimately be used. Unless 
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we do this, it could easily become an escape hatch which we 
use when we get into a tight corner in discussions concerning 
the relation of science and faith. (Jeeves and Berry 1998, 81, 
emphasis added)

As Donald MacKay warned:

Complementarity is no universal panacea, and it is a rela-
tionship that can be predicated of two descriptions only with 
careful safeguards against admitting nonsense. Indeed the 
di�cult task is not to establish the possibility that two state-
ments are logically complementary, but to �nd a rigorous way 
of detecting when they are not. (MacKay 1953, 163)

What are the conditions under which two or more descriptions may 
be considered logically complementary? According to MacKay, the 
descriptions must meet these conditions:

(1) that they purport to have a common reference; (2) that 
each is in principle exhaustive (in the sense that none of the 
entities or events comprising the common reference need to 
be le� unaccounted for); yet (3) they make di�erent assertions 
because (4) the logical preconditions of de�nition and/or of 
the use (that is the context in which they are set) of concepts 
or relationships in each are mutually exclusive, so that the 
signi�cant aspects referred to in one are necessarily omitted 
from the other. (Barbour 1974, 77–78)

Concluding our statement of caution, we pointed out, “Before reli-
gious and scienti�c statements could be debated as rivals, it would be 
necessary to establish that they are not in fact complements. It is also 
of course equally necessary to realise and to recognise that proof of 
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complementarity would not establish that either account is true” (Jeeves 
and Berry 1998, 81).

Support for the Complementarity Approach: 
Insights and Enrichments

�e perspectivalist position has gained support from recent analyses by 
writers such as Fraser Watts, Everett Worthington, and David Myers, 
who, in his chapter in this volume, wrote:

Many of us Christians in psychology seek to explore God’s 
human creation with a spirit of curiosity and humility. . . . 
And as we pursue an authentic convergence of scienti�c and 
religious wisdom, we can tolerate seeming con�icts, without 
resorting to oversimpli�ed concordisms. 

In the second half of this book, we took up the theme of insights and 
enrichments. We noted that Everett Worthington had already suggested 
a number of examples of enrichments (Worthington 2010), and Fraser 
Watts contributed other examples, reminding us that the process of 
mutual insights and enrichments is a two- way street (Watts 2012). For 
our part, with our specialist knowledge in neuropsychology, cognitive 
science, and evolutionary psychology, we noted, by way of illustration, a 
number of possible insights and enrichments from these areas of science 
that are relevant not just for Christian doctrine but also practice in the 
Christian life. 

One speci�c topic that we chose to use as an example was new insights 
into spirituality. Developments in neuropsychology have emphasized the 
psychobiological unity of the human person, providing fresh insights 
into the connection between spiritual experiences and the intact func-
tioning of the brain. Some examples:
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▶ Recent research into the changes in felt and lived spirituality among 
patients with progressive Alzheimer’s disease

▶ Clear links between some peak religious experiences and unusual 
activity in the temporal lobes of the brain

▶ Reduced capacity for moral reasoning and moral behavior follow-
ing damage to the frontal lobes of the brain

▶ Reduced capacity for interpersonal trust in conditions such as Cap-
gras syndrome, suggesting that trust is embodied in brain activity

▶ Recent research into possible changes in spirituality in persons with 
Parkinson’s disease

It is abundantly clear that our spirituality is �rmly embodied in our 
psychobiological makeup, and that has profound implications for the 
use of body-soul dualistic language when referring to spiritual experi-
ences. �e insights from this kind of research in turn reminded us of 
the constant need for patience and compassion in all our relationships 
as members of one body, the body of Christian fellowship that is the 
church on earth. A related example concerns the nature of the church 
and the importance of taking full account of the new insights a�orded 
by advances in neuropsychology for worship and community life. Here 
we made detailed references to the work of Warren Brown and Brad 
Strawn in their book �e Physical Nature of Christian Life (Brown and 
Strawn 2012). 

When we turned to evolutionary psychology, we noted how it could 
shed new light on a topic discussed over many centuries by theologians 
and philosophers as well as scientists, namely, what makes humans dis-
tinctive from other animals. We saw that, for centuries, the traditional 
way of de�ning “humanness” was to seek particular criteria allegedly 
unique to the human condition: bipedalism, opposable thumbs, tool- 
making, learning ability, abstract thought, shame, play, or artistic sense. 
We noted how so many of these supposed criteria were no longer con-
sidered unique to humans. Despite the concern that some Christians 
have about an apparent narrowing of the gap between us and some of 
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our nonhuman primate relatives, there are in fact no great theologi-
cal issues at stake in this research. A Christian can be enthusiastically 
open- minded about developments in evolutionary psychology, seeing in 
some of its discoveries new insights into what does and does not make 
us uniquely human. 

While evolutionary biology and evolutionary psychology contend 
that we are descended from primate ancestors, nevertheless, scripture 
a�rms that we di�er substantively from them by virtue of being “in 
God’s image.” So, what does this mean? Having participated in a meeting 
with geneticists, evolutionary psychologists, cognitive scientists, neuro-
psychologists, philosophers, and theologians, one of us (MAJ) wrote, in 
the �nal chapter of a book summing up their diverse views, and com-
menting on the contribution of theologian Anthony �iselton:

A�er his very detailed exposition of what is meant by claims 
that have been made that humans are made in the image and 
likeness of God, an exposition that covers re�ections over the 
past two millennia and before, as well as more recent trends, 
�iselton looks again at the three key aspects of what it means 
to be made in the image of God—relationality, representation, 
and vocation, or attainment—in the light of some of the contri-
butions from the scientists in earlier chapters. (Jeeves 2015a, 237)

What is noteworthy here is that there is no reference to basing human 
distinctiveness on special capacities that humans possess and other ani-
mals do not. �iselton had heard su�cient evidence from the scientists 
to realize that that was not a helpful way to go.

We should marvel that the Creator of the whole of creation has, in his 
wisdom, created a world, including ourselves, where in his good time we 
came to possess remarkable abilities for a personal relationship with our 
Creator. �e challenge remains: Do we capitalize on these abilities and 
enter into this personal relationship that our Creator—who, we discover, 
is also our Redeemer—o�ers us?
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