




most existing CSR tries to do without any religion-specific cognitive resources of 
this sort, holding that the human mind naturally produces religious beliefs in a more 
or less "accidental" way, perhaps through a Rube Goldberg-y combination of mental 
tools properly used for other purposes (see McCauley 2011 for one recent example). 
We, however, are inclined to deny this deep-held assumption. Anyone who takes 
seriously the possibility that interactions with God have been a factor relevant to 
people's survival and reproduction throughout human history should find it plau­
sible that human evolved psychology could include cognitive resources specific to 
the domain of those interactions. 

If indeed domain-specific coricepts and computations exist underlying some 
forms of religious experience, this could have two important consequences. First, it 
could provide the empirical basis for constructing an argument that the best overall 
explanation for why humans have these cognitive resources is because people have 
in fact been in causal contact with supernatural agents, a kind of inference to the 
best explanation. Second, it could bear positively on the epistemic status of the token 
beliefs that result from having the right sort of religious experiences. These beliefs 
may well be the outputs of a cognitive subsystem aimed at truth, operating in the 
sort of environment for which it was selected, not accidental byproducts of mental 
tools useful mainly for other purposes. 

Our discussion develops as follows. First we call attention to a certain class of 
modern religious experiences and why they seem not to connect so directly with 
what CSR offers to explain (sections 5.2 and. 5.3). Then we consider what would be 
involved in analyzing these religious experiences as perceptions (section 5.4). Here 
we explore a line of thought pioneered by Alston ( 1991 ), developing it in more cur­
rent cognitive scientific terms. This leads us to the likely conclusion that this sort of 
putative perception depends on specialized cognitive resources. However, we do not 
find it at all incredible that there would be such resources, if indeed God exists and 
people's interactions with God have impacted their fitness over evolutionary time 
(section 5.5). We then close with some brief epistemological reflections (section 5.6). 

5.2 MODERN RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

CHARACTERIZED 

Let us consider, then, to what extent recent work in CSR sheds light on how ordinary 
believers, throughout history and into the present day, have come to believe in God, 
and how they have sustained that belief. What are the most promising directions to 
look for cognitive scientific tools that might bear upon this sort of belief acquisition 
and sustenance, as opposed to that of hunter-gatherers? 

This could be seen as little different from a person seeing a yellow-bellied sapsucker, but nevertheless 

not believing in the existence of such birds, for one reason or another. We maintain this simplifica­

tion throughout. (Thanks to Brian McLaughlin for clarifying this point.) 
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