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Preface 

In Europe, religious and spiritual education happens in a context which is at the 
same time increasingly secular and religiously plural. Empirical studies such as 
World Value Survey and Religionsmonitor indicate a low level of religiosity within 
European countries. According to Charles Taylor, scientific concepts and theories 
have more or less replaced religious ones to make sense of daily life. Secular world 
views like humanism seem to be more convincing than religious ones. At the same 
time, Europe is becoming increasingly pluralistic in religious terms. Global migra-
tion, spurred on by a variety of social and economic factors, has transformed what 
was once a predominantly Christian context into one which is home to a wide vari-
ety of religious traditions, including significant numbers of Muslim, Hindu and 
Buddhist people. These traditions now make up 8 % of those identified with a reli-
gion in Europe. Moreover, the Christian tradition itself is becoming ever more plu-
ral, characterized by a broad spectrum ranging from evangelical and charismatic 
positions on the one hand to liberal perspectives on the other hand.  

As well as various issues related to engagement between persons of different 
faith and those of none, this constellation places the problem of religious experi-
ence on the agenda. Traditionally, religious education addressed students raised in 
a religious family who lived in predominantly religious communities. For such stu-
dents, religious experience was built into the fabric of their lives, and religious ed-
ucation in these contexts could build on this experience. Like a catechism’s proof, 
the main task of religious education was to transfer knowledge to the students. The 
meaning of such knowledge became clear to students in their day to day life: living 
in a religious neighborhood and participating in religious practice. Today most stu-
dents do not share such experiences, because they have less contact with religious 
communities and do not perceive their everyday experience as having a religious 
dimension. This means that religious education confronts them with issues that do 
not relate to their world view. Spiritual education faces a similar problem: it cannot 
build on experiences of its kind, because in the Western world there has been no 
clearly developed spiritual tradition beyond the religions. As such, spiritual educa-
tion has to relate to experiences which are not normally perceived as spiritual. In 
both cases the problem is twofold: Students of religious and spiritual education 
lack appropriate experiences and they show different opinions about what religion 
or spirituality could be. 

This setting raises several important questions. From a theoretical perspective 
the question is how religious experience can be conceptualized in a context of reli-
gious plurality and secularity with the traditional religious traditions as just one 
option among other options? If spirituality and religiosity are more individualized 
practices than institutionalized beliefs, how does lived religion contribute to such a 
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conceptualization? Do the concepts of spirituality and implicit religion give way to 
a new understanding of religious experience? From an empirical perspective the 
question is how religious experience beyond the traditional religious practices can 
be grasped accordingly? Do traditional empirical methods, both in quantitative or 
in qualitative paradigm, still fit, or do we have to turn to ethnographic methods? 
From a didactical perspective the question is how religious and spiritual education 
can deal with the gap as sketched above. Which concepts and methods can we uti-
lize in bringing religious experience into religious or spiritual education? Which 
concepts and methods can we utilize to relate every day experience to religious and 
spiritual concepts? 

This volume addresses these questions according to two lines of arguments. The 
first line of argument explores the meaning of the concept religious experience and 
how it could be assessed appropriately (Part A). First, Ann Taves describes her 
Meaning-System-Approach to religious experience, taking religious experiences as 
regular experience that is perceived as special by an individual. Therefore, religious 
experience is a product of attribution rather than an experience of its own kind. 
Then, Carles Salazar deploys an anthropological approach to argue that religious 
meaning is constructed and enacted in fundamental human activities like singing 
and celebrating rather than indoctrinated by religious institutions. Such meaningful 
practice confirms the credibility of religious concepts. Manfred Pirner follows with 
a discussion of the relationship between the media and religion. According to 
Pirner, religion ever has been a mediated issue and it is the medium itself to evoke 
religious experience. Therefore religious education has to deal with the experience 
evoked by recent media and to discuss its relationship to traditional religious expe-
rience. The next two contributions deal with the readiness of individuals to regard 
situations as religious. By analyzing the spiritual quality of Sunday’s activities, 
Ulrich Riegel provides a scenario of conditions under which individuals report of 
religious experiences in a context culturally marked as religious. Sabrina Müller 
elaborates criteria by which individuals attribute religious meaning to everyday 
action. In the final contribution to this part of the volume, Alexander Unser shows 
how the didactical setting of interreligious learning is biased by a particular notion 
of religious experience.  

Part B addresses the issue of religious experience in religious education. Sie-
bren Miedema explores the fundamental role of religious experience to religious 
learning and opts for a mode of religious education offering the students opportuni-
ties to experience religion.  Mirjam Zimmerman discusses such opportunities criti-
cally. By using attribution theory, she is able to show that school context is not ap-
propriate to induce religious experiences. This mismatch has to be mediated care-
fully if religious education aims to get students into contact with religion. Vasiliki 
Mitropoulou discusses the chances and obstacles of mediating this mismatch 
through the use of information and communications technologies. According to 
her, digital media in religious education offers knowledge about religion(s) in line 
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with a perceptional mode students are used to. The next two contributions address 
the question how teachers refer to religious experiences in non-confessional reli-
gious education. Sophia Bietenhard and Petra Bleisch identify two distinct types of 
addressing religious experience in such contexts: either as source of general 
knowledge or as category of its own kind. The teachers of both types, however, are 
aware that addressing religious experiences in a non-confessional context is a ra-
ther delicate thing. Anders Sjöborg and Malin Löfstedt provide inside into the 
hopes and worries of teachers when disclosing their individual belief in non-
confessional classrooms. Every interviewed teacher is aware of the sensitive matter 
of such openness. However, believing teachers are more positive in discussing pri-
vacy issues in the classroom than non-religious ones. The last two contributions are 
about didactic options for offering religious experiences in religious education. 
Claudia Gärtner discusses the chances to address such experience via pieces of art. 
According to her results, pieces of art improve the learning process because they 
offer individual access to religious experience instead of imposing such experience 
on the students. Finally, Mirjam Schambeck portrays her didactic approach of mys-
tagogical learning. From a theological perspective, God already established a per-
sonal relationship to everybody. A mystagogical approach in religious education is 
offering the students this perspective as alternative story of their individual life. It 
invites the students to re-construct their biography as if God would have been part 
of it. 

It is impossible to realize such a volume without the help and support of many 
people. First and foremost, we would like to acknowledge colleagues that contrib-
uted to it for their reliably in respecting formats and deadlines, and for the quality 
of the work that they have submitted to the volume. We also thank our student as-
sistant Sarah Krien for her diligence in checking for consistency across the manu-
script. Finally, we thank Beate Plugge from Waxmann Publishers for her editorial 
support in managing the print version. 

Ulrich Riegel, Eva-Maria Leven & Daniel Fleming 
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Ann Taves 
Finding and Articulating Meaning in Secular 
Experience  

In discussing “secular experience” alongside “religious experience,” we risk recon-
firming old dichotomies not suited to a pluralistic context if we don’t seek to un-
derstand the substantive content of “secular experience.” While we can single out 
experiences (plural) that people view as disturbing, puzzling, or out of the ordinary, 
this leaves out the everyday experience of nonreligious people. If we want to 
broaden our scope to include lived nonreligious experience, we are back to the def-
initional issues that plague scholars of religion and presumably religious educators 
as well. To expand our approach, we not only have to ask what we mean by reli-
gion, but also how we can express what we mean in generic terms that will allow 
us to consider the analogues for those who view themselves as secular, nonreli-
gious, and/or nonspiritual. A meaning systems framework allows us to explore ex-
perience and experiences in relation to both religious and nonreligious worldviews 
and ways of life. Applied to “religious education” in pluralistic contexts, it has the 
potential to help both religious and nonreligious students to articulate, discuss, re-
flect, critique, compare, and develop their worldview and at the same time, reflect 
on what it is like to live life as they do, and what, in their view, makes life mean-
ingful. 

1 Introduction 

Religious educators who teach in pluralistic contexts are faced with many students 
who have limited contact “with religious communities and do not perceive their 
everyday experience as having a religious dimension (Streib & Gennerich 2011; 
Ziebertz, Kay & Riegel 2009).” In light of this diversity, how might we think about 
“religious experience” with students for whom the concept has no meaning? Is 
there some analog to “religious experience” among those who view themselves as 
secular?  

To get at this, we need to first consider what we mean by “religious experi-
ence.”  We can focus on distinctive or unusual experiences (plural) that people con-
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sider religious or spiritual or we can focus on the more everyday experience of re-
ligious people that we may refer to as “lived religion” or “everyday spirituality.” 
Although some nonreligious students have unusual experiences and may benefit 
from discussions of such experiences in a nonclinical context, the burgeoning aca-
demic interest in studying those who view themselves as nonreligious, nonspiritual, 
or simply secular suggests the need for a broader conceptual approach. If the un-
derlying problem is that religious educators confront students with issues, such as 
“religion” and “religious experience,” which for them have no meaning, we need to 
start with an approach that includes the way they look at the world.  

We face a problem, however. Oftentimes, “secular experience” is simply 
viewed as the absence of “religious experience” as if secular experience were simp-
ly a negation of religion without any content of its own. A focus on “nonreligion” 
and “secularity” (Lee 2012) helpfully expands our focus beyond atheism or “non-
belief,” but both terms are still defined in opposition to religion. If we do not want 
to simply replicate the traditional “religious/secular” binary, we need an overarch-
ing third term that encompasses both. To expand our approach, we not only have to 
ask what we mean by religion or religiousness, but also how we can express what 
we mean in generic terms that will allow us to consider the analogues for those 
who view themselves as secular, nonreligious, and/or nonspiritual. Here I want to 
suggest that we can elaborate the meaning systems framework, which was devel-
oped by psychologists to study stress and coping, to explore experience and experi-
ences in relation to both religious and nonreligious worldviews and ways of life. 

Fig. 1: The Meaning System Framework 

Global Meaning 
(Worldview – Way of Life) 

 Beliefs (world, self, self-in-world) 
 Goals and Purposes 
 Subjective Sense of Meaning or Purpose 

Situational Meaning 
Lived Worldview 

 Worldviews as lived in contexts of life events 
 Meaning as situations (events) appraised 
 Narratives as accounts of meaning made 

Legend: adapted from Park and Folkman 1997; Park 2010. 
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2 What is a Meaning Systems Framework? 

The meaning systems (MS) literature is premised on distinction between global 
meaning systems (GMS) and situational meanings (SM). Researchers characterize 
a GMS in terms of beliefs (world, self, self-in-world), goals, and subjective sense 
of meaning or purpose (Park & Folkman 1997; Park 2010). Religion and spirituali-
ty are explicitly understood as a major source of global meaning (Park 2005, 2013; 
Paloutzian 2005; 2017; Paloutzian et al. 2013). We can elaborate the two key ele-
ments of the MS framework from a more humanistic or anthropological perspective 
by thinking of GMS as worldviews or ways of life and SM more generally as lived 
worldviews or lived experience (Fig. 1).  

GMS as Worldviews: Kant is credited with suggesting the concept of a 
“worldview,” which he and other philosophers developed as a means of relativizing 
or generalizing or relativizing religious outlooks (Naugle 2002), which is more or 
less what we are trying to do here. The interdisciplinary “Worldviews-Research 
Group” led by Apostel and van der Veken explicitly characterized worldviews as 
offering answers to six fundamental philosophical questions (Vidal 2008, 4), which 
I will simply refer to as Big Questions [BQs] (see Fig. 2). 

Fig. 2. The Big Worldview Questions 

Question Philosophical Discipline
- What is? What is the totality – the 

world – in which we live and to 
which we relate? 

- Ontology (model of reality as a 
whole) 

- Where did or does it (reality as we 
know it) come from? 

- Cosmology (theory of origins) 

- How do we know this? - Epistemology (theory of 
knowledge) 

- What is good and what is evil?  - Axiology (theory of values) 
- Where are (or should) we be go-

ing? 
- Prediction (model of the future) 

- How should we act? How do we 
get to our goal? 

- Praxeology (theory of action) 

Legend: adapted with modifications from Vidal 2008. 

Religions clearly provide worldviews. Indeed, variations on these big questions 
(BQs) have been used to structure world religions textbooks (Prothero 2010; Brodd 
et al. 2016; Kripal 2014) and textbooks in the history and philosophy of science 
(DeWitt 2010), where they provide a framework for comparison. In Comparing 
Religions, Jeffrey Kripal (2014, 105-106), highlights five ultimate concerns: What 
is this world? Where do we come from? Where do we go after we die? Who are 
we? How do we end up here and why? In God is Not One (2010, 23), Stephen 
Prothero suggests: Where are we going? How are we to live? Does God exist? 
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Does evil exist? Do we exist? What now? What next? What are we to become? In 
Invitation to World Religions (2016), Jeffrey Brodd and collaborators use three big 
questions to analyze each religion: What is ultimate reality? How should we live in 
this world? What is our ultimate purpose? 

Within religious studies, some have advocated studying religions as worldviews 
(Smart 2000; Juergensmeyer 2010) and others a shift from studying religions to 
studying worldviews more generally (Anbeek, Alma, & Meijer, in press; Droogers 
2014). Not only has the concept of “worldviews” generated an extensive academic 
discussion in philosophy and the social sciences since proposed by Kant (Naugle 
2002), it is readily recognizable and in widespread popular use. Although spirituali-
ty is not specifically mentioned, we can easily surface it, if we think of it, as a 
search for the sacred (Pargament 1999, 12). As such, it is a form of goal directed 
action and searching is the path to the goal. It is, thus, one response to the big ques-
tion of how we should act.1  

To pull this together we can organize the BQs that we have been drawing from 
philosophers and world religions textbooks and connect them with the MS frame-
work. Here is one way to do it (see Fig. 3): 

Fig. 3. Integrating Philosophical and Religious Questions 

What is ultimate reality? 
 REALITY (ontology): What is the deepest nature of things (ultimate reality)? 

Is there something eternal and unchanging? If so, what?  
 ORIGINS (cosmology) – Where did it (reality – the world – as we know it) 

come from? How did we get here?  
 KNOW (epistemology) – How do we know this?  

What is our highest goal? What is our ultimate purpose? How should we live 
in this world? 

 HUMAN CONDITION (anthropology): What is the situation in which we find 
ourselves? What is our nature? 

 GOAL (prediction / axiology): Where are (or should) we be going? 
 PATHS (praxeology) – How do we get there?  

Legend: Brodd’s questions are in bold. The philosopher’s questions are in caps. 

We can locate spirituality under praxeology. Spirituality supplies the PATHS that 
lead to GOALS. Under PATHS, we can consider two key issues related to spiritu-
ality. Practice: What does it mean to follow the path? How do we reach the goal? 

1  Ironically, Pargament (1999, 11) defines spirituality as a search for “the sacred” in order distinguish 
it from paths that (merely) entail a search for “meaning, community, or self” and, thus, to distin-
guish the psychologist of religion’s object of study from that of other sub-specialties. A focus on 
worldviews allows researchers to get out of the business of defining “the sacred” and focus on how 
those we are studying characterize their actions and the paths they are following 
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Authenticity: How do we ensure that we stay on the path? What resources do we 
have to guide us?  

Next we can integrate the BQs into the Global Meaning System in the MS 
framework. “What is ultimate reality?” elaborates the GMS beliefs regarding 
world, self, and self-in-world. The BQs related to goals, ultimate purpose, and how 
we should live in this world elaborate on the GMS goals and purposes.  To get a 
sense of how this could work in practice, we can look at how someone who explic-
itly identifies as Christian, Hindu, or Humanist might answer some of these ques-
tions (see Fig 4).  

Fig. 4. Christian, Hindu, and Humanist Answers to the BQs  

How did we get there? 
 God created us 
 We are reborn (reincarnated) 
 We evolved  

How do we know? 
 The Bible 
 Vedas, Upanishads  
 Darwin 

What is the situation in which we find ourselves? 
  We are sinful and in need of salvation to gain eternal life. 
 We are caught in the cycle of death and rebirth (samsara) and in need of lib-

eration (moksha) to escape 
 We are social animals with one life and need to make the most of it 

 
 
In working with these worldviews, it is important to recognize that global meaning 
systems are not necessarily explicit and well developed. As the MS literature 
makes clear, a global meaning system can be implicit or explicit, taken for granted 
or reflected upon, and surfaced on a need-to-know basis, through interaction, for-
mal dialogue, or actively cultivated. If we think of implicit worldviews as ways of 
life, it is clear that “way of life” is the larger, more encompassing concept. All hu-
mans have a way of life with many taken-for-granted beliefs and ways of doing 
things, but not all have an explicit worldview.  

In contexts where growing numbers say they have “no religion,” people may be 
more aware of what they have rejected than with the meaning system implicit in 
the way of life they are living. Researchers are just starting to focus on what it 
means in a positive sense to live a secular life (Zuckerman, Lee). Because there are 
few contexts that encourage secular people to explicitly articulate and reflect on 
their worldview, we should not be surprised if they are less used to doing so.   

Situational Meaning: This brings us to the other side of the MS model: Situa-
tional Meaning. In the MS model, situational meaning points to the constant pro-
cess of appraising situations in light of our global meaning system. We can enrich 
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our sense of situational meaning by recognizing that everyday life is a series of 
situations or events, most of which people experience as quite ordinary and unre-
markable within the context of their overarching worldview or way of life. These 
ordinary, unremarkable events are appraised, but because they are expected and 
predictable, the appraisals take place unreflectively and mostly unconsciously. 
Some of these more unusual situations and may lead to stressful situations the MS 
framework was initially designed to model. Because the MS researchers have used 
the meaning system framework primarily to study coping in situations of trauma, 
loss, and bereavement, they have focused on “situations” where discrepancies be-
tween global and situational meanings are likely to emerge.  

Although the MS literature has focused on “situations” that stand out because 
they are traumatic, we can easily broaden our view to conceive of “situations” as 
the generic context in which everyday or lived meaning is made. We can enrich our 
sense of situational meaning by incorporating everything we associate with “lived 
religion” or “lived spirituality,” e.g., symbols, special objects, social groups, every-
day practices, more formalized ritual practice and ceremonial rites, and the ob-
servance of moral and ethical codes of behavior. The situations or events thus con-
sidered could range from the ordinary to the extra-ordinary, the traumatic to the 
ecstatic, or the mundane to the highly significant. 

The beauty of building on this model is that it is designed to accommodate eve-
ryone. If people explicitly embrace and identify with a worldview, they would pre-
sumably have easy access to it. If it is implicit (and some aspects would be for eve-
ryone), it is likely largely coextensive with their way of life and, thus, less easily 
accessed.  Those who embrace a particular worldview will nonetheless have a 
greater or lesser awareness of its teachings. The degree to which it is shared will 
likely have some relation with the social relations and practices with which it is 
associated in everyday life. Lived meaning, thus, could be played out in various 
overlapping contexts:  

 a dedicated social grouping with formalized stories, practices, and paths of 
development;  

 a family; a workplace; a sports arena; or an institution, such as a hospital, a 
school, or a court, each with its own (potentially) competing GMS and nor-
mative practices; 

 a loose network or very attenuated or intermittent set of social relations with 
an eclectic mix of occasional practices.  

3 A Dynamic Interaction 

In characterizing situations more richly, however, humanists should not lose sight 
of the MS researchers’ interest in dynamic processes, e.g., the role of GMS in the 
appraisal of situations or events, the interactions between GMS and SM in those 
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contexts, and the way that meaning is discovered and transformed in relation to 
situations or events. Based on our deeper immersion in the particulars of religious 
and nonreligious contexts – whether historically or ethnographically – we can seek 
to identify the factors that make a difference in these dynamics across worldviews 
and cultural contexts. This takes us to the heart of our topic: 

Experience in a MS Framework: Humanist philosopher Richard Norman makes 
the very important point that meaning in life is not simply about beliefs, but more 
fundamentally about experience. “[T]his is demonstrated,” he notes, “by the fact 
that, even for those who have religious beliefs which might seem to sustain them, 
life can come to seem meaningless despite the beliefs” (Norman 2015, 336). In a 
sense, it is just this sort of failure, particularly in the context of trauma, that the MS 
framework was developed to study. Moreover, the MS framework implicitly rec-
ognizes that a GMS is not simply constituted by beliefs, but also by goals and a 
subjective sense of meaning or purpose. Within both the MS and worldview litera-
ture (Paloutzian & Mukai 2017; Vidal 2008), there are those that would push this 
point farther, claiming that all organisms – not just humans – require a GMS, rudi-
mentary as it might be from a human perspective, in order to function. If we view 
meaning systems this broadly, it allows us to think about them within an evolution-
ary framework and ask (1) why we make meaning and (2) what evolved capacities 
lie at the heart of the meaning making process. 

I would suggest that, from an evolutionary perspective, meaning making is 
bound up with goal directed action. When we compare actions of humans with oth-
er animals, we may think of our own actions in terms of our conscious goals and 
those of other animals in terms of mere instincts. If we think about it, however, it’s 
obvious that we perform many actions without consciously thinking about our 
goals. These more automatic actions are still goal directed. So, for example, we eat 
because we are hungry and, more globally, because we want to survive. Our goal of 
surviving is present, whether or not we think about it when we eat. We can infer an 
organism’s implicit purpose from its goal directed actions. We can refer to the 
meaning of its actions in light of this implicit purpose without suggesting that the 
organism feels a sense of purpose or meaning apart from the action itself. The or-
ganism is doing; it probably does not have the ability to think about what it is do-
ing, but its actions are based on a certain degree of evolved fit between it and its 
environment that allows it to respond successfully and purposefully to a wide range 
of events. 

Our conscious meaning making abilities rest on our human ability to reflect on 
why we do what we do. But reflection of this sort is more the exception than the 
rule. When we have a sense of purpose rooted in goal directed action, we generally 
experience life as meaningful without reflecting on the fact or trying to express 
why we feel it to be so. It’s when this sense of purpose or direction crumbles – 
when we feel uncertain, lose our sense of direction, or feel there is no point in go-
ing on – that life feels meaningless.  This sense of confusion, pointlessness, or lack 
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of purpose is a feeling not a thought or belief. Conscious, reflective meaning mak-
ing – the search for meaning – is typically a response to this feeling.  

Norman suggests that for humanists the fundamental question is not “what is 
the meaning of life,” but “what makes life meaningful?” But I think that the ques-
tion of what makes life meaningful is the foundational question for everyone. From 
an evolutionary perspective, it looks like the ground, so to speak, upon which 
meaning systems are built.  

Norman identifies four aspects of everyday life that make our lives meaningful. 
We can think about them in relation to other animals as well as ourselves: 

 “Being connected to the natural world and other living things.” Other animal 
species are most certainly connected to the natural world and other living 
things. 

 “Being rooted in a human community with an ongoing history in which we 
share.” Other social species are definitely rooted in communities with histo-
ries in which they (unknowingly) share.  

 “Our more intimate emotional relationship and attachments.” Most mam-
mals have intimate emotional relationships and attachments with their off-
spring; some species, such as wolves and elephants, maintain family ties 
throughout their lives. 

 “Being at home in a universe which dwarfs our mundane concerns.” In so 
far as humans are the only species that actively worries about the meaning 
of life, we may have this one to ourselves. 

We can expect that, generally speaking, the disruption of connections to the natural 
world, to the social group, and of emotional relationships and attachments will lead 
to distress not only in humans, but also in many other animals. If this were the case, 
it would lead us to predict: 

1) That people who are connected to others will generally feel a sense of mean-
ing and purpose regardless of their GMS. That when those ties are disrupted 
by natural disasters, war, or death, this baseline experience of meaningful-
ness is likely to be challenged. 

2) That an explicit GMS would build on these processes to create explicit sys-
tems that allow individuals to feel at home in a universe that dwarfs their 
individual concerns.  

3) That these types of connection are separable, such that disruption of one
does not necessarily mean disruption of the others and intact connections 
could compensate for disruptions in other areas.   

4) Experiences that give rise to a sense of being at home in a universe that
dwarfs our mundane concerns would be of value to people whether they in-
terpret them in religious or spiritual terms or not. (See Coleman et al. 2013 
on horizontal transcendence for research on such experiences.) 
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4 Application 

Based on these predictions, we can generate a series of questions that we might ask 
students regarding their experience:  

 GMS (Worldview-Sense of Meaning) – Do you have answers to the BQs? If 
so, how do you answer them? Do you consider your answers religious, spir-
itual, or neither? If you don’t think much about the BQs, how would you de-
scribe your way of life? What is most important to you? Do you have a gen-
eral sense of meaning or purpose in life? If so, what how would you de-
scribe it? If not, is this something that troubles you? If so, when has it been 
an issue?  

 Lived experience – What is it like for you to hold this worldview or more 
generally live life as you do? When, if at all, does it come to mind? Why? 
Are there times when you consciously draw upon it? If so, when?  

 Experiences – What experiences have you had that stood out for you in 
some way? Why did they stand out?2 Were the experiences linked to partic-
ular situations or practices or did they arise seemingly spontaneously? How 
did you understand the experience? If it’s meaning wasn’t immediately ob-
vious, did you later figure it out? If so, how?  
 

In the context of “religious education” in pluralistic contexts, these questions have 
the potential to help both religious and nonreligious students to articulate, discuss, 
reflect, critique, compare, and develop their worldview and at the same time, re-
flect on what it is like to live life as they do (that is, on their everyday experience) 
and on the experiences that, in their view, can make life meaningful.  
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Carles Salazar 
Believing Minds: Steps to an Ecology of 
Religious Ideas  

“How do ideas interact? Is there some sort of natural  
selection which determines the survival of some ideas  

and the extinction or death of others?  
What sort of economics limits the multiplicity of ideas  

in a given region of mind?  
What are the necessary conditions for stability (or survival)  

or such a system or subsystem?” 
Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972) 

Religion as a cultural phenomenon can take two different forms: erudite and popu-
lar. The first is the work of scholars of religion, particularly prominent in literate 
cultures, and it gives rise to cognitively costly and elaborate intellectual constructs. 
These can only be properly understood by a minority of initiates and their followers 
through an arduous learning process. Erudite religion is akin to other sophisticated 
cultural products such as science, philosophy or literature, which only a few socie-
ties throughout human history have been able to create. Popular religion, by con-
trast, is a quasi-human universal. It appears in all human societies and, even though 
it is not innate, its assimilation does not seem to require any particularly laborious 
process of cultural instruction. Popular religion is in this sense analogous to lan-
guage, sexuality or kinship. Whereas erudite religion can be seen as a form of 
propositional knowledge, as a theory or set of theories about the world and about 
human beings, popular religion is a form of engagement with the world, a form of 
relating with the world and with the beings that inhabit that world. Starting off 
from this contrast between those two forms of religiosity, and borrowing from (and 
paraphrasing) the insights of the great British anthropologist Gregory Bateson, the 
purpose of this chapter is to explore the cognitive, cultural and experiential factors 


