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Preface

It is a rare pleasure to be able to edit a book with a team of colleagues
who were already working closely together before the book was even
conceived. This book arises from the work of the Psychology and
Religion Research Group in Cambridge, and came to birth when we
noticed that almost everyone in the research group was engaged in
one way or another with issues about head and heart in religion. Ten
of the twelve chapters are written by current or former members of
the research group, and the other two by people with whom we have
collaborated.
Head and heart are concepts that have been used quite extensively in
the religious and philosophical literatures, and the first section of the
book approaches things in that way. Others of us have approached head
and heart psychologically, focusing on empirical or theoretical work in
the psychology of religion (even though “head” and “heart” are more
concepts in folk psychology than in contemporary academic psychology). Yet others in the research group have focused on issues about
head and heart from an applied perspective, especially the concern that
personal transformation needs to occur at both head and heart levels
to be deep and enduring. Finally, some of us have found the concepts
of head and heart to be fruitful ones to bring into work on the interface
between psychology and theology.
We hope that this book shows how it is fruitful to approach an
important topic like the relationship between head and heart in an
interdisciplinary way, drawing on both theology and scientific psychology. At the same time we would like to think that it provides a
vii
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methodological model for how to approach a specific topic on the
interface between theology and psychology. It is an interface that has
been relatively neglected in the more general field of work on theology and science, and we hope that this book illustrates the scope and
richness of what remains to be done in that field.
I am grateful to all the contributors for their willingness to share in
this project, and especially to my present and former colleagues in the
Psychology and Religion Research Group. I am more grateful than I can
adequately express for the opportunity to work with such admirable
and delightful young colleagues, who carry such promise for the future
of the field. I am also most grateful to the John Templeton Foundation
for funding various projects of the research group and contributing a
substantial share of our funding over a number of years. Finally, I am
enormously grateful to Geoff Dumbreck for shouldering the burden
of coediting this book and for the graciousness, high intelligence, and
remarkable diligence that he has brought to that task.
Fraser Watts

viii
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Introduction
Geoff Dumbreck and Fraser Watts

Charles Dickens’s Hard Times for These Times (1854) opens with a stark
pedagogical vision that would prompt even the most hardened rationalist to question their cause:
Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing
but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else,
and root out everything else. You can only form the minds of
reasoning animals upon Facts. (I.1)
The outlook of the speaker, the fictional headmaster Mr. Thomas
Gradgrind, represents the ultimate triumph of the head. He will not
allow children to consider anything that cannot be established by
rational or empirical means. Feelings, sentiments, imaginings, and
aesthetic sensibilities are strictly forbidden. His two younger sons are
even named after leading rationalist intellectuals: Adam Smith and
Thomas Malthus.
Over the course of the novel, it becomes clear that Mr. Gradgrind’s
position is untenable. He is forced to consider the heart as well as the
head when his daughter, Louisa, has a breakdown. Trapped in a loveless marriage to another staunch rationalist, she protests to her father:
How could you give me life, and take from me all the inappreciable things that raise it from the state of conscious death?
3
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Where are the graces of my soul? Where are the sentiments of
my heart? What have you done, O father, what have you done,
with the garden that should have bloomed once, in this great
wilderness here! (II.12)
The consequences of the narrow education that Louisa has received
slowly dawn on Mr. Gradgrind, and he begins to recognize that his
neglect of the heart is partly responsible for her intense unhappiness:
“Some persons hold,” he pursued, still hesitating, “that there is a
wisdom of the Head, and that there is a wisdom of the Heart. I
have not supposed so; but, as I have said, I mistrust myself now.
I have supposed the head to be all-sufficient. It may not be all-
sufficient; how can I venture this morning to say it is!” (III.1)
Mr. Gradgrind is, of course, a caricature. But while few would take
rationalism to the extreme extent depicted at the start of Dickens’s
novel, it is commonplace for scholars to privilege the head over the
heart, even in a religious context. Take, for example, recent critiques of
religion by the so-called “New Atheists.” In his best-selling book, The
God Delusion (2006), Richard Dawkins identifies seven groupings or
“milestones” on the spectrum of religious belief. Describing the two
theistic groupings, he writes as though religious convictions depend
on rational calculations:
1. Strong theist. 100 per cent probability of God. In the words
of C. G. Jung, “I do not believe, I know.”
2. Very high probability but short of 100 per cent. De facto
theist. “I cannot know for certain, but I strongly believe in God
and live my life on the assumption that he is there.” (Dawkins
2006, 50)

4
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The intractability of disagreements surrounding religious belief
suggests that religious conviction is much more than an assessment
of probability. John Cottingham (2005) helpfully compares the religious worldview with a self-reinforcing net. This net may consist of
rational judgments in part, but also includes praxis, symbols, narratives, moral commitments, and so forth. The subjective, affective elements are just as important to the integrity of the net as the objective,
propositional strands. In other words, the insights of the heart are just
as necessary as the deliberations of the head.
Cottingham is a philosopher, but his findings are mirrored in both
theology and psychology. At least since Pascal, religious figures have
often distinguished between religion of the head and religion of the
heart, even if few have stopped to explain what the terms “head” and
“heart” actually denote. Cognitive psychologists and neurologists have
rarely adopted the same vocabulary, but they have made a very similar distinction between two different modes of cognition. “Head” and
“heart” is thus a highly fruitful—though neglected—topic of research
on the interface between science and religion.

Head and Heart in Recent Research
The dearth of published material on this subject is surprising given
the mounting interest in the affective dimension of religious life, as
reflected in general publications like The Oxford Handbook of Religion
and Emotion (Corrigan 2008). John Corrigan’s edited book Religion
and Emotion (2004) brings together essays on the place of emotion
in religion, but focuses on specific settings (from Bengal to sixteenth-
century Jewish mysticism). His monograph, Business of the Heart, is
likewise specific to nineteenth-century America. Although this historical perspective is important, Corrigan is not primarily concerned
with the contemporary theological and psychological questions that
we address here.

5
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A smaller number of texts have considered the distinction between
“heart” and “head” or “mind” directly. Peter Borys has written two
books on the subject: Transforming Heart and Mind: Learning from the
Mystics (2006) and the self-published Unity of the Heart: Transforming Consciousness to an Enlightened Humanity (2008). Both are aimed
at the self-help market. Andrew Tallon’s Head and Heart: Affection,
Cognition, Volition as Triune Consciousness (1997) is an academic text
and draws extensively on the phenomenological tradition of Husserl,
Heidegger, Sartre, Scheler, and others. Several of these figures have
been important for theology, but Tallon’s book is not primarily concerned with religion.
Wayne Proudfoot’s Religious Experience (1985) also has some bearing
on this topic, because it draws extensively on psychological research on
emotion. He dismisses the concept of unmediated experience, which
he finds particularly evident in the writings of Schleiermacher, Otto,
and James. Yet Proudfoot’s book is over twenty-five years old, and the
psychological experiments he relies on are now somewhat dated. The
present volume takes account of more recent research and has a more
applied focus.
Cottingham’s The Spiritual Dimension and Mark Wynn’s Emotional
Experience and Religious Understanding (2005) have done much to
clarify the relationship between affect and mind and are specifically
concerned with religion. In a similar vein, William Wainwright’s Reason and the Heart: A Prolegomenon to a Critique of Passional Reason
(1995) draws extensively on two religious figures, Jonathan Edwards
and John Henry Newman, who will be considered in the second chapter of this book. We hope to take the discussions that they have begun
further in the present volume, drawing more heavily on psychological
literature, and placing far more weight on the practical ramifications
of this research.
Michael Polanyi has also explored what might be seen as the knowing of the heart in his well-known book on Personal Knowledge (1958),
a mode of knowing that clearly has implications for religion. In psy6
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chology, there has been a small but steady stream of books on intuition, such as Eugene Sadler-Smith’s Inside Intuition (2008). However,
“intuition” is not quite synonymous with the affective understanding
of the heart (though it overlaps with it), and the psychology of intuition has not generally been much applied to religion. A related stream
of psychological work, led by Eugene Gendlin, more closely related
to therapeutic psychology, concerns “felt meanings” (1978), a concept
quite close to the understanding of the heart, though again its implications for religion have not been much explored. However, Watts and
Williams (1988, chapter 5) have explored the similarities between religious knowing and various forms of more intuitive knowing such as
aesthetics, empathy, and self-understanding.
It is the assumption of this book that it will be fruitful to bring
together theological reflection on “head” and “heart” with strands of
psychology that are concerned with similar phenomena under a variety of other headings. Though there is something inherently elusive
about the intuitive, affective mode of understanding associated with
the “heart,” there is a strong and recurrent intuition that it is of considerable human importance. We share that intuition and hope that
this interdisciplinary project will help to elucidate the nature of head
and heart.

Defining Head and Heart
One of the greatest conceptual difficulties facing research on “head”
and “heart” concerns the terms themselves. Although most people are
familiar with the distinction, few could clearly define the scope of each
term. Interpreted most literally, “head” could denote the brain, while
“heart” could denote the organ that pumps blood around the body.
Yet nobody would seriously claim that the intuitions ascribed to the
“heart” develop in that organ, and likewise the deliberations of the
“head” need not be strictly limited to the brain (they could involve, for
example, the nervous system). Both terms are used figuratively. That
7
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is not, of course, to deny that there is a different physiological basis
to head and heart cognition. Head cognition is probably particularly
associated with the dominant left brain, whereas heart cognition is
perhaps more associated with the nondominant right brain, which is in
turn much more closely connected with the rest of the body (including
the heart). The understanding of the heart is thus a more thoroughly
embodied mode of cognition.
One option would be to adopt a particular definition of “head”
and “heart” for use throughout the present volume. But this would
be to impose an arbitrary limit, which could not take into account
the diversity of usage in everyday English. Instead, we have chosen to
treat “head” and “heart” as multifaceted terms, the various meanings
of which have a family resemblance (and not necessarily a strict equivalence). Some of the theories and models considered in the chapters
use these terms explicitly, while others express a similar distinction in
different ways.
What, then, do the terms “head” and “heart” usually convey? There
is an important distinction to be made between process, content, and
origin. To consider process first, “head” cognition usually refers to a
relatively abstract, intellectual, and propositional mode of cognition;
it is most frequently associated with reason, rationality, or detached
understanding. The head is primarily concerned with facts, logical
arguments, and propositions. In a religious context, this could include
theistic proofs, creeds, doctrine, and scripture (especially when it is
interpreted literally). Head knowledge of religion can be easily taught
and learned; preaching and catechizing both facilitate that process.
In contrast, “heart” cognition refers to a more felt, intuitive mode
of cognition. It is usually connected with feelings, emotions, instincts,
sentiments, intuitions, and dispositions. It is also linked to life-
changing beliefs, but not with beliefs that are merely held in abstract.
Some authors have associated it with the imagination (albeit ascribing
a far greater role to the latter than make-believe). For James Hillman,
much influenced here by Henry Corbin, the defining feature of the
8
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heart is the link with imagination (Hillman 1992). The key principle
is “that the heart is the seat of imagination, that imagination is the
authentic voice of the heart” (Hillman 1992, 4). In a religious context,
the heart has been variously understood as the dwelling place of the
Holy Spirit and as the ground of the religious worldview. It has also
been used to differentiate personal conviction from the dogma of organized religion. Heart cognition is a “gleam in the eye,” what we know
“deep-down,” in our “guts.”
It is easier to be articulate about head cognition, which is itself an
articulate mode of cognition. It is much harder to be articulate about
the more intuitive heart cognition, and one is almost inevitably left
gesturing and hand-waving. There is also more diversity in what people mean by “heart” cognition. People largely agree about what “head”
cognition is, but “heart” cognition can be an ill-defined “something
more,” something other than the abstract, articulate cognition we associate with the head. This is true of the way “heart” is used in most of
the chapters of this book. Although chapters 5 and 6 tie their analysis
to psychological models of cognition, with “head” and “heart” representing different levels of cognition or parts of the brain, most use
“heart” in a far broader sense. It indicates those dimensions of human
existence, both secular and religious, that cannot be reduced to a series
of factual propositions. To return to the example of Dickens’s Hard
Times for These Times, it covers the very aspects of life that the rationalistic Gradgrind neglects: sentiments, feelings, and the experience
of relatedness and being.
For others, the distinction is not so much between two different ways
of knowing things as about the different content of what we understand with head and heart; it is about the difference between what
we know with our heads and what we know with our hearts. Much
of the psychological research discussed in chapters 4 and 7 is about
content rather than process (for example, the distinction between
what people know they are supposed to believe about God and what
they actually think about God). To phrase things like that is also to
9
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introduce ideas about the origin of head and heart cognition, and to
suggest that head cognition is learned from external sources: that it is
part of semantic memory, while heart cognition has a more personal,
experiential basis.

The Psychology and Religion Research Group
at Cambridge
The present volume is rooted in the work of the University of Cambridge’s Psychology and Religion Research Group, and all but one of the
chapters are contributed by current or former members of the research
group. The group brings together three distinct approaches to the interface between psychology and religion: the dialogue between theology
and psychology (part of the wider dialogue between theology and science), the study of religion in psychological theory and research, and
the application of religion to further religious life and practice. These
three ways of relating psychology and religion provide three different
perspectives on the relationship between head and heart in religion.
The first approach is interdisciplinary, examining the interface
between psychology and theology. This lies behind the historical
accounts of the “heart” offered in chapters 1 and 2, and the assessment of contemporary philosophy of religion found in chapter 3. It also
informs chapters 9 and 10, which seek to integrate psychological and
theological approaches to head and heart, with particular reference to
wisdom, hope, optimism, and forgiveness.
The second approach is more directly grounded in psychological
theory and research. This is the focus of chapter 4, which centers on
empirical research on head and heart in religion; also of chapter 5,
which relates head and heart in religion to broader psychological theorizing about two different modes of cognition, which seem to correspond, at least approximately, to what has often been meant by head
and heart.
The third approach is explicitly concerned with the religious appli10
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cation of psychological theory and research. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 consider the ramifications of the distinction between head and heart for
religious deradicalization, for pastoral work with people whose God
concepts are in some way dysfunctional, and for a mode of religious
education that works with the head as well as the heart.

Overview of Chapters
Part 1 of this volume is concerned with conceptualizations of head
and heart in disciplines other than psychology. Chapter 1 traces the
development of the theological distinction. Pascal proves to be a pivotal
figure here, for he draws a much sharper distinction between head and
heart than earlier writers. Yet his insistence that religious faith must
transform the whole person, and not only the intellect, has clear biblical
and patristic precedents. Moreover, it is a central theme for many later
theologians, from Wesley and Edwards in the eighteenth century, to
Schleiermacher, Bushnell, and Newman in the nineteenth, to Rahner
and the charismatic movement in the twentieth. Dumbreck offers a
critical comparison of these writers and their critics, sketching the historical background of the debates covered in later chapters.
While chapter 1 takes a primarily theological approach, chapter 2
engages with literature, exploring the Romantic conceptualization of
poetic imagination as a means of apprehending truth. Guite examines
a passage of Shakespeare, which distinguishes between apprehension
and comprehension. The chapter relates these two ways of knowing
to heart and head knowledge, focusing on Coleridge’s desire “to keep
alive the heart in the head.” It points to imaginative apprehension as a
way of knowing that balances and integrates heart and head, involving a dynamic interchange between the active and the passive, the
reflective and the participative. Moving to more recent writers, the
chapter explores how Barfield revived and refined some of Coleridge’s
insights, characterizing knowledge as an evolving series of “participations.” It ends by considering the work of the contemporary Welsh poet
11
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Gwyneth Lewis, who seeks to bridge the divide between the heart and
the hard sciences.
In chapter 3, we turn to a branch of philosophy that is more commonly associated with the head than the heart: analytical philosophy
of religion. From its outset, its proponents sought to analyze and evaluate the often imprecise and emotive claims that are characteristic of
religious discourse in terms of the precision and rigor of the head. Yet
the latter half of the twentieth century saw something of a “turn to the
heart,” with the recognition that religious discourse is unavoidably, and
unproblematically, embedded in contexts of religious practices. More
recently still, much work in analytical philosophy of religion has been
characterized by a desire to move beyond the rationalist/expressionist either/or, embracing both head and heart as mutually reinforcing
aspects of the rationality of religious discourse. Here Re Manning endorses this approach, defending an account of the rationality of religious discourse of the discernment of the transcendent in nature—a
theme central to natural theology—as both inferential and experiential.
Whereas part 1 draws on material from a range of disciplines, part 2
focuses on the latest psychological research. Chapter 4 examines empirical findings about “head” and “heart” distinctions in believers’ interpretations of religion. It differentiates between two kinds of knowledge:
knowledge about God in terms of propositional knowledge, or a set of
theological assertions about the nature of God (“head knowledge”),
and knowledge of God in terms of experiential knowledge, or a set of
experiences the believer attributes to direct, personal knowledge of
God (“heart knowledge”). Zahl, Sharp, and Gibson assess the strengths
and weaknesses of three measurement techniques: self-report questionnaires, qualitative methods, and cognitive methods. They suggest
that these methodologies may be improved in order to more accurately
measure the religious heart. Finally, they consider findings from three
fields of empirical research addressing the religious heart: representations of God, relationships with and closeness to God, and emotions
toward God. These findings offer a base of information that will be
12
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