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Abstract

This paper is one of a series examining religious concepts in a constructivist (psychological) framework. Some papers were concerned with psychologically important moments: these included epiphanies, wonder as a potentially transformational experience, grace and coping with certainty-uncertainty. The most recent paper (Gash, 2007b) examined new psychological approaches to the study of reasoning in science and religion, domains providing different interpretations of experience. How adequate are these interpretations in the attempt to understand human spiritual needs? The balance between experience and theory must be satisfying. There are a number of dialectic trends in social thinking about religion and science reflecting difficulties in achieving this balance. For example, the decline in adherence to traditional religions because they fail to satisfy human needs is balanced with an interest in alternative religions. Also at a time of astonishing advances in applied medical science, there is a corresponding interest in alternative non-scientific medicines, I suspect because people may feel alienated in high tech medicine. So emerging changes or shifting boundaries in these areas have created zones of discomfort and a need for a new balance. The present paper considers faith in relation to emerging equilibria in science and religion. 
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Introduction

It is difficult to mention the spiritual domain from outside without risking misinterpretation because the range of spiritual phenomena both orthodox and unorthodox is so large. The Latin word spiritualis meant “of wind” or “of breath”. One of its meanings has to do, I believe, with the way the mind can suddenly change direction – inspired by some unexpected systemic insight. One such occasion arises when people have occasion to wonder. In the present paper wonder is considered as one of a family of closely associated states. Next, there is a consideration of different use of language in religious and scientific traditions, leading finally to an examination of the role of faith in each of these traditions. 

Wondering

Classically, constructivist approaches to mental life insist on its systemic nature. For example, there are various references to mental life describing how the parts we are aware of represent merely the tip of an iceberg (Bateson, 1979). This idea of course has a history that includes Freud’s concept of the unconscious, and previous historical roots go deeply into the history of philosophy but certainly include Vico (1744). Within our minds are all sorts of coded experiences that influence how we interpret experience. Much of our mental lives are triggered by mismatches in our experience that depend on what we have retained, or more accurately on what we can access in our minds and compare with what we are experiencing. Piaget provided a general account of how this process works that fitted with emerging cybernetic accounts of mental life (Ashby, 1960). The process was equilibrium-seeking, fluid and iterative, and the resulting content varied in quality depending on the developmental level of the thinking (Gash, 1996). Piaget described equilibrium as a key goal of cognitive processes (temporary or developmental). A generation ago I explained how Piaget’s account of this process has many similarities with John Dewey’s account (Gash, 1974).

Recently I have drawn attention to research showing how human reasoning may take shortcuts and incorporating these shortcuts may lead to faulty results  (Gash, 2007a, 2007b). For example, research on the early development of the concept of cause I think leads inevitably, via a shortcut, to the notion of a “first cause”. This cognitive shortcut has assumed central importance within religious reasoning. Other interesting examples relevant to this discussion include human belief in magic and are included in Rosengren, Johnson & Harris (2000). 

Wonder is accompanied by a slowing down of mental process and this happens when existing cognitive structures do not match experience (Gash, 2007a). Balance is a required feature in resolution of mismatches between experience and expectation, and so the absence of balance may lead to wonder. I haven’t yet found empirical evidence for the slowing down, though this would seem to be simple enough to establish. However, there are clearly some mismatches that are associated with slowing mental processes that do not inspire wonder. We might just stop and be puzzled. The types of phenomena that puzzle people vary depending on their cognitive and emotional development. Within the domain of cognitive psychology there has been a long tradition of investigating the construction of understandings in different domains. Some recent work on these constructions has emphasised within science the child’s understanding of the physical, biological and psychological domains (Wellman & Gelman, 1998). There have been a series of papers also on children’s religious concepts (e.g., Harris & Koenig, 2006; Rosengren, Johnson, & Harris, 2000). 

The capacity to overcome stumbling blocks in life plays a critical role in empowering people to face future difficulties. So while I am on the one hand questioning the inevitability of blocks or mismatches as opening points to transformational experiences, on the other hand people’s mistakes do provide opportunities to re-examine coping mechanisms. People often learn from mistakes. Errors are important and these moments may be occasions for learning and even for the structural reorganisation we call personal development. So mental blocks do offer an opening to wonder and contemplation. Whether this happens depends on how people treat mismatches. In looking at the person-experience interface: what is it that will stay the same, and what is it that will change? Candidates include ideas the person brings to bear, the existing self, the relationship to events or to others, and indeed feelings about the experience. 

If we want to promote wonder as a potentially transformational experience, what in addition to (1) “mismatches” and (2) “slowing down” needs to be added to understand the conditions of emergence of wonder? Key issues in the capacity of mental blocks to inspire wonder may be determined by (3) the extent of the mismatch and also (4) in the way attention is deployed. However, I think the two earlier criteria (mental slowdown and mismatches) remain important psychological features of wonder. 

Why was wonder taken as a focal concept? My interest in “wonder” followed an initial paper describing grace as a shifting of levels of understanding (Gash & Thompson, 2002). I had long associated grace with the literary concept of “epiphany” and Bateson’s descriptions of insight as re-contextualisation as an aspect of  “learning to learn” seemed to me to be closely associated also to what had been described in religious writings as grace. Grace may be described also as inspiration that stimulates personal transformation such as positioning oneself in relation to a prejudice. I have described how grace can refer to the type of new understanding that arises in learning a new context: this is often a moment of personal transformation. Grace also refers to a type of admirable systemic coherence, so for example, cats may be notoriously graceful and sports stars may play with a flair that exudes grace. 

So ultimately then, grace implies the emergence of a natural balance between aim and goal, between self and environment that depends on coordinated activities. In this context, wonder was a point of departure that might lead to insights associated with graceful inspiration. Wonder was also a potential feature of experience that could be aligned to other phenomena associated with spiritual life like desire longing hope faith and love, any one of which could lead to a new balance between self and experience. 

Desire, longing and hope each indicate a potential or actual mismatch between a person and a state to be achieved: faith, with which will be considered in the remainder of the paper reflects a personally optimistic or at least calm position in relation to the resolution of potential or actual mismatches. However, analysing love along these lines is more complicated. The unconditional positive regard that Carl Rogers described, the mindfulness of nature that we meet in Buddhist writings – these go beyond and above the management of mismatches. I suggest this is because love is about relationship. Since love is about relationship, mismatches may play a role, but the additional perspective introduces another level of complexity. For the moment I will wonder about love. 

Language and religious/ spiritual writing

This section examines some forms of spiritual writing that appear deliberately vague so facilitating wonder. Tolerance is associated with respect, and taking responsibility for ideas and their limits entails taking an ethical position in regard to knowledge where disagreements are conceived as opportunities for discussion. There is a poetic quality in language about some religious or spiritual matters. An Irish book on Celtic spirituality, for example, writes as follows: “The most beautiful thing about us is our longing; this longing is spiritual and has great depth and wisdom.” (O’Donoghue, 1997, p.85). Longing is a word closely related to the experience of desire or hope the subject of a recent encyclical (Web reference). 

The criteria applied above to wonder can be applied here. For example, longing implies (1) a mismatch between what one has and what one wants, and (2) there is a delay involved in longing. The extent of the mismatch (3a) between what is possible on the basis of past experience and what is to be achieved is a consideration. The length of the delay may be a function of the extent of the mismatch (3b) and also of the satisfaction achieved on the resolution of the mismatch. Finally, (4) the longing must be noticed and considered. 

Reflecting on the language used in O’Donoghue’s text, just how do we process statements like this? They are open to varying interpretations. The language is loose and metaphorical so inviting various interpretations. Consider the phrase, “the most beautiful thing about us.” Not the indefinite article, but the definite article “the”, and further “us” not just some of us. And is it any type of longing, surely not? All sorts of forbidden longings are surely out of bounds unless we are to adopt an all-encompassing tolerance of love of human kind in all its manifestations and imperfections. I consider this language is designed to be ambiguous and so allows various or fluctuating interpretations. 

The context for O’Donoghue’s comments on “longing” was that over the ages people have sought the divine outside of themselves: longing for something that was very difficult or impossible to attain - depending how it was construed. So in context, his words about longing may inspire especially when read sympathetically. The advantage of such loose writing is that the ambiguity allows flexible interpretation, permitting the type of juxtaposition of mental frames that I argued earlier (2005) invite the person to contemplate the gap between the concept and the experience. So mismatches may arise because the words may not capture the experience or alternatively because of unshared assumptions between writer and reader. If we consider Maturana’s “legitimate other”, then if we treat the (writer’s) text as legitimate, its looseness can be liberating. Alternatively, if the reader is sceptical and does not treat the writer, the text, or the concepts as legitimate then it will be rejected. One has to have faith in the speaker to take the words as legitimate as one has to have faith in the text to consider it legitimate.

Faith’s foci

A key difference between science and religion lies in the criteria used to justify “truths”. Certainty is sought in each case, but the criteria used to check what is certain are not the same. Truth is parenthesised because of this variation in what is meant. Glasersfeld (2007) has recently described the constructivist model of knowledge as one that does not make ontological claims, but rather presents knowledge as a viable model of experience. 

In contrast, in a different framework, religious truths are not in doubt, God has given the Word and there is no room for uncertainty or for considering slippage between word and experience. The Word is certain and the relation between the word and the ideas is not a problem. The true believer takes the text in the Bible or Koran as sacred and does not doubt the revelation in these religious texts. This is about Truth not about viability. 

The scientist must try to fit experimental experience to the theory (the words), but it is not heresy if the experiences (facts) call the theory into question and a radical revision is needed. So one difference between science and religion depends on what is fixed in the triangular relations between – word, cognitive structures and experience. Religion prioritises the Word and wants cognitive structures to match and has faith that experience will match. Science prioritises evidence (or experience), wants the words (theory) to match and has faith that the cognitive structures will match. In many religions it is heresy to doubt the word or to introduce alternative formulations to relate the word to the cognitive structures, in science it is heresy to doubt the experience or to introduce alternative methods to relate the experience with the theory.

In spite of these differences faith is a value shared by science and religion. The object of faith differs in each case. Dawkins identified the praise of faith as a virtue in its own right as a serious problem in science as it prevents inquiry and so impedes the development of understanding. The scientist has faith that mismatches between the cognitive structures and experience can be reduced through the mysterious reorganisation of cognitive structure that suggest experimental experience and may be justified by the results of experiment: the religious person has faith that mismatches between cognitive structures and experience can be reduced through the mysterious reorganisation of cognitive structure by the Word. So science and religion each have faith in the human spirit, the critical difference is in the criterion of validation (Maturana, 1988). The regularities that are treasured in the case of certain religions have focussed on the Word and on Faith, whereas in the case of science only Method is certain and faith in method allows suspending belief and accepting provisional uncertainty in relation to theory.  
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