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Belief as an artefact: Implications for 
religious diversity1 
 
It is common for philosophy of religion to identify religious beliefs of adherents of a given religion 
with holding doctrinal statements of that religion as true. Doctrines are thus considered as a core 
of religion. When philosophers of religion approach religious diversity, they usually focus upon 
particular religious statements, such as “God is triune”. In order to analyse and evaluate diverse 
religious beliefs they tend to focus on religious doctrines, formulated as systems of propositions. 
For example, Christianity, Islam and Judaism are seen as having a similar theistic core, as their 
doctrines can be presented in the form of propositions “God is omniscient, omnipresent, wholly 
good”, etc. Because of this initial reduction of religious beliefs to doctrinal propositions the 
problems and challenges of religious diversity and interreligious dialogue are treated in philosophy 
primarily as doctrinal disagreements.  
 
In this paper I am going to challenge the assumption that doctrinal statements serve as a core of 
religious belief, and argue that it hinders the philosophical inquiry and empirical treatment of 
religious diversity. Religious beliefs, as they exist empirically, often diverge from doctrinal 
statements. I will consider some facts that point to a discrepancy between the idea that doctrinal 
propositions are the content of religious beliefs and the actual treatment of doctrinal statements 
in lived religion. As we will see, these discrepancies sometimes reach such an extent that some 
researchers in cognitive science claim that religious beliefs should not be considered beliefs in 
the strict sense at all. In the section thereafter, I will propose my solution to this problem, which 
intends to save epistemic status of doctrinal beliefs and religious beliefs in general. The solution 
is based on an embodied-enactive approach, which complements the pragmatic approach to 
religion of Sami Pihlström, and the Davidsonian approach of Åke Wahlberg in this volume. I will 
argue that doctrinal beliefs are often held by believers as artefacts with valuable, yet mysterious 
contents. Thus doctrinal statements are developed and used in religious practice along and 
sometimes on par with material artefacts (icons, relics), while their meaning is realised in religious 
action. This means that religious diversity can be regarded on par with cultural diversity, while 
material objects and practices of religion should be considered as important and constitutive for 
religion as the doctrines. Finally, religious doctrines should be treated in interreligious dialogue 
with the same respect as sacred artefacts. 

1. Discrepancies between doctrinal statements and actual beliefs 
In this part I am going to provide reasons for the thesis that doctrinal statements are not central 
to religion. 
 (1) Doctrinal statements are not what people actually believe  
In philosophy, doctrinal statements are deemed to be the propositional  content of religious mental 
states, shared by believers and motivating their religious behaviour. However, recent findings of 
cognitive scientists of religion uncovered that explicitly proclaimed religious beliefs, based on 
doctrinal statements, differ from the real convictions people have, as their actions show. Justin 
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Barrett names this discrepancy “theological incorrectness”. Empirical studies show that this 
discrepancy affects believers across various cultures and traditions. In the experiments conducted 
by Barrett, Hindu and Christian believers were first asked to evaluate whether certain properties 
were God’s attributes - such as omnipresence and timelessness. After that believers were asked 
to repeat a short story about God. This is an example of such a story: 
 

A boy was swimming alone in a swift and rocky river. The boy got his left leg caught 
between two large, gray rocks and couldn't get out… He thought he was going to drown 
and so he began to struggle and pray. Though God was answering another prayer in 
another part of the world when the boy started praying, before long God responded by 
pushing one of the rocks so the boy could get his leg out.2 

 
Despite the initial theologically correct attribution of omnipresence and timelessness to God, most 
believers tended to compose their narratives as if God had to finish answering another prayer 
before responding to a prayer of the boy in trouble. Thus they misreported what was actually told 
in the story, attributing to God human properties, such as time and space constraints. As Barrett 
shows, even though Hindu and Christian believers, when asked about God, repeat doctrinal 
statements of God’s omnipresence, omniscience, timelessness etc., in practice they tend to relate 
to God as if God was an ordinary human-like agent, bound by limitations of time and space, and 
in need to finish one action before starting another one, or to leave one place in order to appear 
in a different one.3 
 
There are other experiments and data pointing to the same phenomenon. For example, the way 
many Christians actually think about God is different from the doctrinal idea of a nonphysical, 
formless, and omnipresent deity. God is occasionally thought of as an old man living in the clouds, 
as these statements from devout Protestants reveal: “When I pray? Well, I normally, I just think 
about like ... a human being, like a typical human being, long hair and the beard, and I think of 
him on a cloud up in Heaven, and just, like, listening… but I know that’s not true.”4 So in practice 
some believers tend to think of God as of an anthropomorphic being, even though they are aware 
of the theological incorrectness of this kind of thinking. That is why Pascal Boyer concludes that 
“experimental tests show that people’s actual religious concepts often diverge from what they 
believe they believe. This is why theologies, explicit dogmas, scholarly interpretations of religion 
cannot be taken as a reliable description of either the contents or the causes of people’s belief”.5  
 
However, this radical conclusion is not the only possible explanation of the experimental data. 
Barrett explains this phenomenon by introducing two kinds of cognitive processes for different 
tasks. He argues that in the tasks requiring quick and rich inferences an intuitive knowledge (e.g. 
that agents are constrained by time and space) is used. But given longer time for thinking, 
religious believers can slowly reflect on their theological knowledge, use theological concepts that 
violate intuition, and compose narratives more fitting to the doctrinal statements about God.6  
 
Nevertheless, the argument that beliefs in doctrinal properties of God are often not properly 
entrenched into ‘operative knowledge’ – i.e. knowledge that is used on-the-fly for problem solving 
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– and do not sufficiently guide a believer’s behaviour, especially when it is not directed at 
contemplation of divine properties, holds. In their religious practice – a practice that defines 
religious behaviour, such as prayer – many humans relate to God as if God were a human-like 
agent. It takes time to unfold the propositional content of doctrine-based religious belief and utilise 
it in the inference making process. Thus, apparently doctrinal beliefs are related to action and to 
other beliefs differently than the beliefs of everyday kind. No matter which way we interpret the 
results of Barrett’s experiments, they show that some doctrinal beliefs (such as timelessness, 
omnipotence and omnipresence of God) often do not play an action-guiding role, or at least their 
contribution to religious action is not mediated by the correct interpretation of their propositional 
content.  This finding undermines the supposition that the content of religious mental states can 
be identified with doctrinal propositions. Even though religious believers assent to doctrinal 
statements, their behaviour is often not guided by these statements, which creates a tension 
between doctrinal beliefs and the actual beliefs shown by their behaviour.  
 
(2) Doctrinal ignorance. 
It is common in the study of religion to consider holding religious belief as attributing truth to a 
particular doctrinal proposition. However, there is a significant tension between institutionally 
framed religion with its clear doctrines and lived religion, i.e. what and how adherents of this 
religion actually believe and practice.7 In lived religion, believers are surprisingly uninterested in 
the doctrinal statements of their religion. Instead of upholding clear and systematic doctrines, 
religious adherents usually have vague, piecemeal, and even theologically wrong beliefs. It is 
often the case that even the most fervent believers are rather ignorant of the doctrines of their 
religion. According to a survey by Life World Research from 2014, 64% of Americans believe that 
Holy Spirit is a force, and not a person.8 Pew Research Center uncovered that 45% of American 
Catholics do not know that, according to Catholic doctrine, the bread and wine used in 
Communion do not merely symbolize but actually become the body and blood of Christ.9 In sum, 
common believers do not attribute to doctrinal propositions the same central role in religion as 
philosophers and theologians do.  
 
Nevertheless, it would be incorrect to claim that religious believers are indifferent to doctrines. 
Despite a wide neglect of doctrinal statements by common believers, doctrines are treated by the 
latter as an important and cherished part of their tradition. Attacks on the doctrines easily ignite a 
defensive stance in religious adherents, even if they barely know these doctrines. For example, 
hardly any Christians have a proper theological understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity and 
the differences between persons and substances. Nevertheless, even uneducated Christians 
usually adamantly defend the Trinitarian God against attacks by of Muslims, who consider it as 
deviating from strict monotheism, and atheists, who claim it to be sheer nonsense.  Apparently, 
doctrines play some role in the religious beliefs of common adherents, but in a different way as 
the role philosophers and theologians attribute to them. 
 
It might be tempting to claim that we should not take common believers as exemplars of religious 
belief. Perhaps they are not good believers at all because of their superstitions, sloppy reasoning 
and lack of theological knowledge. One might argue that theologians with their good knowledge 
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of doctrines should be seen as a paragon of the proper religious believer. In this case a claim that 
doctrinal propositions are essential for religion holds. However, history of religion shows that 
considering doctrinal propositions as a core of religion renders not only common believers as 
improperly believing, but the first Christians and Apostles too. The first Christian communities had 
no particular doctrine apart from faith in Christ. It took several centuries, seven Ecumenical 
Councils and heated theological disputes between the leaders of various Christian groups to 
develop a unified doctrine and enforce it upon all the adherents. The same is true for other 
doctrinal religions, as Islam and Buddhism, which started as a group without a clear doctrine, but 
with a strong faith and trust in a religious leader. The first communities of believers held rather 
diverse and vague beliefs, just as it is the case with lived religion nowadays.10 Clear doctrines are 
developed only at a later stage in the history of every religion, so that its latest doctrinal 
formulations can hardly be considered the essence of that religious belief.  
 
(3) Exempt from doxastic norms. 
Unlike many other beliefs, religious ones are very stubborn and sometimes almost impervious to 
arguments and evidence. Formation, change and abandonment of religious beliefs seem to be 
exempt from doxastic norms. According to a research by a sociologist Sauvayre, in 71% of cases 
it was not the factual evidence against the doctrinal teaching of a cult, but conflict of values such 
as immoral behaviour of a cult leader which triggered exit from the cult.11 And as other empirical 
investigations show, this neglect of arguments and evidence is common to believers of traditional 
religions as well. What influences abandonment of religious beliefs was studied in a research of 
religious decline in early adulthood in USA.12 The data show that college education – that is getting 
new scientific knowledge and reasoning skills, exposure to new facts and arguments – does not 
play a significant role in diminishing religiosity, as is assumed by New Atheists. Moreover, the 
biggest religious decline was seen among people without any college education. What in fact 
stimulated diminished religiosity and loss of faith was taking part in the actions prohibited or 
denounced by their religion as immoral, like extramarital sex, drugs and alcohol use. Hence, what 
in most cases makes people believe or disbelieve and eventually abandon their religious 
adherence is not argument or factual evidence against religious doctrines.  
 
The apparent discrepancies between doctrinal beliefs and everyday beliefs are often used to 
demonstrate the irrationality of religious beliefs, their incompatibility with scientific findings, or 
even to claim that they are not beliefs at all. The latter was proposed by cognitive scientist Neil 
Van Leeuwen in his paper ‘Religious Credence is not Factual Belief’, where he argues that 
empirical results show that religious credences have etiologies, behavioural and cognitive effects 
different of factual beliefs. He claims that religious beliefs do not have evidential vulnerability: they 
are not prone to be abandoned if they conflict with perceptual states or lead to a contradiction. 
Thus, Van Leeuwen concludes, what we call religious beliefs is an attitude more similar to such 
cognitive states as hypothesis, fictional imagining and assumption for the sake of argument. As 
can be immediately noticed, Van Leeuwen’s approach dissociates religious belief from religious 
practice and religious ways of life in general, treating it as a purely mental phenomenon. However, 
unlike assumptions or hypothesising, religious belief, and doctrinal belief in particular, is 
incorporated into a religious way of life and comes into existence within the latter. I agree with 
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Van Leeuwen´s claim that religious beliefs have some properties distinct from those of factual 
beliefs. However, I think we should not equate religious beliefs in general and doctrinal beliefs in 
particular with imaginings and other similar states, as religious beliefs, unlike imaginings, are very 
stable and possess a high value for believers, which no “assumption for the sake of argument” 
can have. In the following, I will argue that apparent discrepancies between religious and factual 
beliefs can be explained without rendering religious beliefs irrational or claiming that they cannot 
be called beliefs at all.  
 
Thus, from this short empirical overview we can conclude that the way doctrinal beliefs are held 
by religious adherents differs from everyday kinds of beliefs. In identifying religious belief with the 
content of doctrinal propositions we miss important properties of the phenomenon of 
religiousness. Therefore, the role that doctrinal propositions play in religion should be reassessed.  

2. Reassessment of doctrinal beliefs 
 
Let us start with revisiting the fundamental assumption underlying analytical treatment of religious 
beliefs: that religious beliefs are attitudes towards a certain propositional content, provided by 
religious doctrines.  
 
Formation of an attitude towards religious propositions is possible if and only if a proposition is 
clear and aptly represents the states of affairs for the individual mind. We do not believe in a 
proposition per se, we believe in what is the case, according to a proposition. We ‘see through’ 
the linguistic expression of propositions, reaching out to the representation of the states of affairs 
and then choosing our attitude towards it: believing in it, doubting or imagining that it is the case 
etc.13 As John Searle insists, belief is an attitude towards that what is represented by a 
proposition.14 
 
Thus, the possible range of attitudes towards propositions is in most cases our attitudes to the 
representations of the states of affairs. However, in case of doctrinal propositions, reaching to the 
represented states of affairs is hindered by the unclarity and mysteriousness of the proposition. 
Docrinal statements like “God is triune” cannot be understood on a basis of common sense and 
logic, available to all believers. Neither do these statements represent perceptually and 
universally accessible states of affairs. Doctrinal propositions are mysterious and require proper 
interpretation in order to be fully comprehended and grasped. This poses a significant obstacle to 
the comprehension of religious doctrines, and, therefore, to holding a proper propositional belief 
regarding their content. As a result, even those believers who firmly assent to doctrinal 
propositions, as those who were studied by Barrett, do not hold them as fully comprehended 
propositions, integrated into their minds and giving rise to appropriate behaviour. As the 
representational content of such belief is not fully reachable, I argue that a religious attitude is 
directed not only towards the content of a doctrinal statement (as it is not fully graspable), but also 
towards the statement itself. Moreover, the meaning of such statement is reached not by a mental 
comprehension, but in embodied religious action. 
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Religious doctrine is believed to contain much more than the human mind can possibly 
comprehend, as divine mysteries, revealed to humans by God, and preserved in doctrines, 
transcend human mental capabilities.15 Thus, when one accepts a doctrine, what is actually 
accepted is not only the comprehended part, but also the content of revealed divine mysteries, 
which is believed to be encapsulated in religious doctrine. In this sense, religious doctrine is a 
container with a highly valuable and sacred content. As the content cannot be fully and properly 
extracted from the container, the container itself assumes the value pertaining to the contents. 
Hence, the contents of religious belief – a religious doctrine in a form it was assented to and held 
– turns out to be different from everyday kinds of beliefs. The integrity of the container - of an 
internalized religious doctrine - secures the integrity of the contents. In Islam, for example, the 
very words of the Koran are believed to be God’s words, thus it is crucial for believers to know 
Arabic in order to reach the Divine mysteries contained in the Arabic text of the Koran. We can 
suppose that similar considerations, and an attachment to the sacred status of the verbal 
container of a sacred meaning, underlie the resistance in many Orthodox churches to translations 
of the liturgy into more readily comprehensible, everyday language. In any case, religious 
doctrines are accepted as they are, and are not supposed to be reformulated or changed in the 
same way as everyday beliefs. They can be changed only by authorised religious specialists as 
a result of a very complex process, securing that divine mystery revealed by it is kept intact. They 
assume the properties of artefacts and the attitude towards them changes respectively.  
 
In order to account for the observed discrepancies of doctrinal beliefs I want to propose the 
hypothesis that doctrinal statements are held not only as representations, but also as artefacts. 
Moreover, as these artefacts belong to the realm of the religious, they are treated as sacred. Thus 
doctrines are held on par with other sacred religious artefacts, constituting lived religion: shrines, 
icons, sacred grounds, temples, sacred texts. In order to unfold this hypothesis I am going to use 
a definition of sacred artefacts, proposed by Émile Durkheim. As he writes, sacred things are 
“things set apart and surrounded by prohibitions”, and religion is “a unified system of beliefs and 
practices relative to sacred things”.16 Thus we can formulate that two main properties of sacred 
things or artefacts are: 
 

1. They are set apart. 
2. They are surrounded by prohibitions.  

 
In the proposed hypothesis I expand Durkheim’s definition and claim that doctrinal beliefs can be 
also set apart and surrounded by prohibitions. The most important point here is that this affects 
the functions doctrinal beliefs play in the cognitive realm. Religious believers treat doctrinal 
propositions in the same Durkheimian way as they treat other sacred objects - as separated from 
everyday beliefs, and demanding particular reverential religious treatment. As artefacts, they are 
also surrounded by prohibitions, which make them almost invulnerable to arguments. Due to 
these properties, they do not function in the same way as ordinary everyday beliefs.  
 
I suggest that the proposed hypothesis can clarify the discrepancies of doctrinal beliefs, which so 
often lead to the rejection of the cognitive significance of religious beliefs (Boyer, Van Leeuwen).17 



 

 7 

In the following I will argue that, given the properties of religious doctrines (mysteriousness, 
inaccessibility to everyday epistemic means), holding them as artefacts is the most feasible 
attitude for humans. Yet, this does not threaten the cognitive significance of doctrinal beliefs, if 
we consider them in an embodied-enactive framework. So let us see how being held as an artefact 
affects the treatment of doctrines in religious practice.  

3. Holding a religious doctrine 
 
We can distinguish key points in which the property of being treated as an artefact affects the 
treatment of doctrines in religious cognition: 
 

1. Holding. Religious doctrine is held as set apart from profane counterparts and prohibited 
from changes by lay people.  

2. Acceptance. It is accepted in a similar way and for similar reasons as an artefact: its origin 
and the authority of a person transmitting it have key role here. 

3. Formation. Religious doctrine is elaborated on the basis of some revelation. It is set apart, 
refined or shaped by humans. However, in doctrinal religions only religious specialists are 
allowed to produce and change doctrinal statements. 

4. Usage in practice. Religious doctrines are used in religious practice and are related to it 
as an artefact. Just as other artefacts, doctrinal statements are used as scaffolding for 
religious actions, directed at them or utilising them (prayer, liturgy, meditation). For 
example, one can contemplate or meditate on a given religious doctrine (“God is Love”, 
“Everything is impermanent”).  

 
In order to better illustrate the hypothesis and bring more substance to the discussion, I am going 
to compare the treatment of doctrines to the treatment of a particular religious artefact, namely an 
icon. Icons are comparable to the doctrinal statements to the extent of development and capability 
to convey religious meaning. In the Orthodox tradition, icons are often called `Scripture to the 
illiterate`, and are believed to be “an expression of a theological reality”, as contemporary 
Orthodox theologian Archbishop Stylianos writes. Just as a doctrine, an icon contains divine 
mysteries beyond human comprehension. An icon is “an immediate presence of the invisible Holy 
in historical time”.18 Thus an icon presents a religious reality is a part of this reality itself and hence 
demands the same reverent treatment as the objects it presents. Meanwhile, there is no doubt 
that an icon is an artefact: icons are created by humans as an expression of revelatory religious 
experience.19  
 
We can see how the property of being ‘set apart’ is expressed by contrasting the treatment of 
icons to that of other objects of home interior. In the Orthodox tradition, icons are widely used in 
churches and at home, where they are placed in a special corner or on a wall. To a disinterested 
bystander an icon is just another tempera on wood painting hung on the wall. It is made of the 
same material and takes a space similar to that of other paintings. But for a religious occupant of 
the apartment the icon is distinct from other paintings and cannot be treated in the same way. If 
the owner feels like it, interior design can be restyled, which will lead to repainting the walls from 
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white to maroon, which in turn requires a change of paintings, curtains, furniture, etc. But the icon 
is excluded from all these changes. Its role in the interior is completely different from the role other 
interior objects play. Even if a modern style of interior renders the icon glaringly obsolete, this will 
not force a religious person to remove the icon or exchange it for a modern one, which fits the 
interior better. As a sacred artefact, an icon can be a strong expression of religious identity, 
signifying the occupant´s belonging to Christianity. Similarly, in other religions sacred artefacts 
are used as a part and parcel of identity: tefillin (black leather boxes with inscriptions from the 
Torah worn on the body) in Judaism, the Five Ks in Sikhism, which are to be worn all the time, 
etc.   
 
In the same way, doctrinal beliefs are usually set apart from everyday flux of beliefs, thoughts and 
other products of everyday interaction with the world. If one amends the colouring of an icon 
together with the changes of colouring of an interior, then this icon is not treated as a religious 
object, but merely an object of interior design. Just as the image on the icon is set apart from 
secular images and prohibited from changing, doctrinal beliefs are often set apart from everyday 
epistemic processes and from critical treatment to which other beliefs are subjected. 
 
Nevertheless, sacred artefacts can be displaced. If an owner converts to Buddhism, it is quite 
likely that the icon will be removed from the wall. However, in some cases other religious artefacts 
can be (and sometimes are) placed nearby. If a doctrine is held as an artefact, it can be held 
together with another one, apparently contradicting it.20 Thus holding a religious artefact is not 
arbitrary or irrational, but is governed by rules and norms, which are completely different from 
those governing treatment of the mundane things.   
 

4. Acceptance of religious doctrines 
Religious beliefs are often accused of being improperly formed and accepted in violation of 
doxastic norms – such accusations were made by Dan Sperber, Pascal Boyer, and Neil Van 
Leeuwen, for instance. Indeed, the contents of our everyday beliefs should fit the observable 
states of affairs and logic of our thought. No other influences (imagination, desires, fears) are 
permitted for the proper formation of beliefs. However, religious doctrines and beliefs are created, 
kept, distributed and transformed in a way radically different from that of the propositional contents 
of the corresponding states of mind. As I will argue, the appropriation of doctrinal beliefs is 
governed by rules similar to those governing the appropriation of religious artefacts.  
 
If doctrinal statements have the properties of religious artefacts, it means that their acceptance is 
also partly governed by the norms pertaining to religious artefacts. The most important of these 
are:  
1) a proper origin of doctrinal statement matters most for accepting it;  
2) a doctrinal statement, just as a religious artefact, can be produced or elaborated by religious 
authorities only.  
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The production of religious artefacts as icons is surrounded by strict prohibitions: one is not 
supposed to make an icon without special education, nor to violate the religious norms 
surrounding the production of icons (an icon is to be signed by the name of the divine person 
depicted on it and sanctified in a Church). Nor is one allowed to change the image on an icon - to 
add any details to it or to remove anything. Believers can only accept an icon as a whole, as it 
was produced by religious authorities.  
The same is true in respect of doctrinal statements: these are formulated by religious specialists 
and are supplied to the believers in a ready-made form. A common adherent is not supposed to 
change the doctrine of Trinity even if it does not fit the other beliefs he or she has.  One can only 
reject it as such.  
 
If we accept the hypothesis that religious doctrines are held as sacred artefacts, then the 
particularities of their formation, acceptance and abandonment, about which Van Leeuwen writes, 
cease to seem irrational. Unlike everyday beliefs, which are formed and changed by a person in 
accordance with common doxastic relations and norms, sacred artefacts can be produced by 
authorised religious specialists only. To accept religious artefacts only from such authorities21 is 
rational and justified in the context of religion, and is a part of religious practice. Thus doctrines, 
icons, and other artefacts are produced by religious authorities and transmitted to believers in a 
ready-made form. That is why doctrinal beliefs apparently violate doxastic norms that other beliefs 
should follow when they are formed and accepted as artefacts. 

5. Usage of religious doctrines in practice 
Unlike the regular content of mental states, artefacts bring about different attitudes and solicit 
specific religious actions. Due to their partly incomprehensible, but highly valuable religious 
contents, doctrinal statements demand special action in order to relate to divine mysteries 
presented by doctrines. As doctrine belongs to religious realm, its contents requires religious 
means of reaching its meaning. Similar means are applied to other religious artefacts, all of which 
possess cognitive significance, which, however, can be explicated only in a specific action and 
context. 
 
A hypothesis that beliefs, held as artefacts, nevertheless have cognitive functions hinges on a 
widely accepted thesis that comprehending propositions is not the only means of religious 
cognition. Cognition does not take place in our mind only, as embodied-enactive approaches to 
religion show. Enactivism stresses that religious cognition involves various kinds of `scaffolding` 
- structures and artefacts that make up a religious material culture.22 Religious cognition is a 
process, it is an action, which uses all these structures and artefacts in order to `think the 
unthinkable`, as Matthew Day calls it, or to experience the objects and states which do not belong 
to this reality and everyday experience. Thus actual religious belief, which empirical research 
uncovers, is not a purely mental state, but is realised in embodied actions involving various 
artefacts. Day stresses that material artefacts are not merely ”thin cultural ’wrap arounds‘ that 
dress-up the real cognitive processes going on underneath”, but in fact are ”central components 
of the relevant machinery of religious thought”.23 So I argue that doctrinal statements, instead of 
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being the core of religious belief, are only one element of a massive array of religious artefacts 
providing religious cognition and constituting religious belief. Thus even if doctrinal belief is held 
as an artefact, it nevertheless has an important cognitive function, just like other artefacts do, 
while its meaning is reached in religious action. 
 
In order to consider what kind of meaning-revealing action a doctrinal belief is, we can again take 
recourse to the example of an icon. In the Orthodox Christian tradition, when a person focuses 
on an icon in prayer, she can come closer to God, presented by the icon, and understand more 
about God. An icon is not an arbitrary token representing some states of affairs, as propositional 
statements are often deemed to be. Instead, an icon presents religious states of affairs, and is a 
part of them. Using Tillich’s distinction between sign and symbol,24 we can state that an icon not 
merely points at something beyond itself, but also is a part of the reality it is depicting. As a part 
of the religious, and not merely social realm, an icon should not be acted upon and understood 
as an object of art or a coloured piece of wood. An icon, like other religious artefacts, affords or 
solicits particular action in a specific religious context in order to unfold and reach the meaning it 
is part of. It requires particular religious training to perceive this religious affordance in an object. 
Thus an icon solicits prayer from those raised in a Christian tradition, but not from Buddhists or 
Muslims.25 So the religious meaning of an icon is reached through a particular informed and skilful 
religious action.  
 
In a similar way, a doctrine is not merely a representation, but also part of a religious reality. 
Therefore, the content of a doctrine is to be uncovered and reached by a specific religious action: 
by prayer, meditation, chanting, repetition of a doctrinal statement. An example of a how particular 
doctrine can be acted upon in religious practice might be helpful to illustrate my point here. A 
friend of mine, a highly intelligent and well-educated Orthodox Christian, wrote to me in 2002 how 
he struggled to accept the doctrine of Mary, the mother of God. He could neither understand nor 
accept the idea of virgin birth and perpetual virginity, finding it a challenge to rationality. Thus he 
followed the advice of his priest and started to pray to the Virgin Mary, repeating the verse from 
Bible: “Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord is with thee: blessed art thou among women” 
(Lk 1:28), as a poetic expression of the doctrine. He repeated it until eventually the doctrine of 
Mary settled down in his heart. As a result, he found himself in peace with this doctrine, accepted 
it and never tried to challenge it again.  
 
In the Buddhist practice of meditation we can find a somewhat similar way to grasp the full content 
of mysterious and sometimes contradictory doctrines, such as a doctrine of “no-self”. Sociologist 
Michal Pagis provides an insightful account of how Buddhist tenets are grasped in a particular 
embodied religious action. In Buddhism, purely intellectual acceptance of doctrine is deemed 
insufficient, so that the content of a doctrine is to be reached by focusing upon it in meditation, 
and ”it is only through the practice of meditation that the tenets are experienced on the bodily 
level and thereby are ´realized´ as truth”.26 So doctrines, just as icons, are interwoven into 
religious practice, where they obtain their meaning in particular religious actions as prayer, 
meditation, and contemplation. Doctrinal statements or sacred texts even can be written down 
and worn on the body in small boxes, as the tefillin in Judaism. Hence, the way in which these 
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artefacts possess religious meaning is not simply by representing the states of affairs contained 
in a proposition. Religious artefacts, including doctrines, function as a sort of scaffolding for 
cognitive religious actions and religious thinking, where their meaning is reached.  
 
  

6. Implications for religious diversity 
So the proposed hypothesis intends to explain the observed discrepancies between doctrinal 
statements and the latter´s treatment by religious people. Actual religious beliefs are constituted 
by a manifold of embodied religious actions and artefacts, and not by the content of doctrinal 
statements. The reason behind theological incorrectness and neglect of doctrinal statements in 
lived religion is that doctrinal statements are often held as sacred artefacts, which are accepted 
from religious authorities in a ready-made form. Held as sacred artefacts, doctrinal beliefs are 
usually not sensitive to evidence and arguments. There are several properties that distinguish 
beliefs, held as sacred artefacts, from regular propositional beliefs: 
 

1. They are set apart from everyday beliefs, and their dispositional and representational 
properties are realised not in merely holding them, but in embodied religious action.  

2. They are treated similarly to other sacred artefacts: they are developed by specialists, and 
accepted, held or rejected by lay people for the similar reasons and in a similar way. 

3. They can be substituted by other artefacts in religious cognition for the goal of reaching 
religious meaning. 

 
If we now apply this hypothesis to the problem of religious diversity, the key issues of which 
concern, as is stated in the Introduction to this volume, competing religious truth claims, religious 
identity and interreligious dialogue, we can draw several important conclusions.  

5.1 Doctrinal differences as cultural diversity 

One of the important conclusions I am going to draw is that the theological development of 
doctrines shows many similarities with the cultural elaboration of artefacts, so that diversity of 
doctrines converges with cultural diversity. 
 
Initial forms of religion can be very simple, as was the case for the first Christian communities, 
which had neither churches,27 nor developed doctrines. However, over time some religions can 
grow enormously complex, producing architecture, iconography, rituals and doctrine into separate 
constitutive parts of religion, which are developed by specialists only. In the process of disputes 
and the application of various cultural and philosophical styles, doctrinal statements were made 
more complex, intricate, and distant from their initial simple forms. Just as in iconographic styles, 
in the development of doctrinal beliefs we can trace the influences of particular epochs, cultures 
and styles of thinking. For instance, the tenets of Christian doctrine were first shaped by Platonism 
and in the Middle Ages reformulated under the influence of Aristotelian philosophy. Thus, I argue, 
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the elaboration of doctrine, performed by specialists, can be seen as a cultural development of 
initial revelation.  
 
Of course, this elaboration of doctrine cannot be seen as arbitrary or superfluous. Development 
of doctrines can be compared to religious artefacts of natural or supposedly supernatural origin, 
which have an initial revelatory experience as their core, subsequently surrounded by multiple 
layers. The elaboration of the latter is partly guided by contingent historical circumstances and 
partly by logic and demands of worship. We can consider as an example, the Black Stone - one 
of the most revered Islamic relics, believed to be a stone from Heaven. The Black Stone was 
placed in a silver frame, which was subsequently fastened with silver nails to the Kaaba – a 
square-shaped building, which later was surrounded by the mosque Masjid al-Haram. The 
elaboration and expansion of the initial artefact over centuries was enormous: by itself, the Black 
Stone has a size of about 20 centimetres by 16 centimetres, the Kaaba, where it is placed, is 
about 13 meters high, and the surrounding mosque now covers about 400 000 square meters.28 
The silver plate, the granite building, the mosque were not parts of the initial artefact, but became  
sacred constituents of it, all playing an important role in worship. In the same way, the initial 
revelation of Christ, to which more and more details and conceptual perfection by specialists over 
centuries were added, led to the formulation of religious doctrines, such as the doctrine of the 
Trinity. 
 
The same is true regarding the development of doctrinal beliefs of other world religions, which 
have made a long route from simple convictions of the first religious community to complexities 
of culturally enriched, all-encompassing doctrines, developed over the ages. The extent of 
doctrinal beliefs thus depends on historical, cultural and institutional circumstances, the current 
stage of religious development and, as we have seen, does not always correspond to the actual 
beliefs of religious adherents. Production and elaboration of artefacts is a result of an artistic, 
imaginative response to religious states of affairs, or if they have a natural (sacred groves) or 
miraculous, non-human origin (Black Rock, some icons etc.), they are framed, delimited, and 
properly separated from profane ones. Religious authorities ensure that the relation of the artefact 
or statement to the religious mysteries remains in place. We might therefore suppose that the 
elaboration of a doctrine is a particular religious practice, performed by religious authorities, and 
intertwined with other religious practices and institutions in certain historical circumstances. 
 
Thus, intricacies of religious doctrines can be deemed as a product of cultural and historical 
development, and not as the inherent properties of the original religious revelation or a necessary 
component of religion. Hence, pre-doctrinal religions should not be considered as primitive or 
somehow radically different from developed doctrinal religions: the roots of doctrinal religions are 
non-doctrinal. Therefore, elementary forms of religion can find a proper place in our taxonomy of 
religions. Moreover, religious diversity can be deemed similar to cultural diversity. 
  
 
5.2 Implications for interreligious dialogue 
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This approach has important implications for the way religions are treated, and especially for the 
practical treatment of religious diversity in interreligious dialogue and policy making. I can 
distinguish positive and negative outcomes. The negative one is that an analysis of doctrinal 
beliefs can possibly lead to doctrinal changes, but only when performed within the boundaries of 
one religion and by the experts of this religion. Otherwise the results of doctrinal elaboration will 
be rejected for the same reasons why the artefacts as icons are not accepted when changed or 
produced by those who are not recognised as specialists, and especially by those who are 
adherents of a different religion. Thus, discussions regarding the doctrinal statements are not 
always a fruitful approach to interreligious dialogue.29 Such discussions are important in order to 
raise awareness of religious diversity and particular teaching by a religious group. But it is futile 
to expect that the doctrinal beliefs of the adherents can be amended as a result of interreligious 
dialogue. Furthermore, we should abandon the naive belief that doctrinal propositions are the 
subject of the same scrutiny by religious believers as everyday propositional beliefs, and can be 
`‘improved` or `disproved` by outsiders. A positive outcome of the proposed hypothesis is that 
religious doctrines should be treated in interreligious dialogue with a due respect and without 
attempts to challenge them, just like religious artefacts, shrines and texts are to be treated. 
Religious tolerance therefore should equally concern both the material religious culture and the 
realm of religious beliefs. We might even draw a parallel between the violent attacks on sacred 
objects, as done by the Taliban on the statues of Buddha, and attacks on the sacred doctrines, 
like acts of mockery by New Atheists or the proponents of rival religious traditions. If religious 
diversity is to be tolerated, it should be equally tolerated in all the parts that are sacred for the 
religious adherents.  
 
5.3 Implications for philosophy  
In addition to the aforementioned key issues of religious diversity, a more fundamental question 
should also be tackled here: what is the core of religion that makes it different from another? Is it 
a doctrine as a fundamental set of beliefs that makes a basic difference between religions, as 
many philosophers tacitly or explicitly deem? If this is the case, non-doctrinal religions fall out of 
our scope of philosophical consideration of religious diversity. However, the approach proposed 
in this paper allows us to erase the sharp distinction between doctrinal and ‘primitive’, pre-
doctrinal religions, which did not develop any doctrine.  
 
Doctrinal statements, held as artefacts, lose their central role in religion, attributed to them by 
many philosophers and theologians. If we admit that they are most often treated by religious 
believers as artefacts, they turn out to be just another component of the cognitive machinery of 
religion, on par with other religious components. Dispositional and representational properties of 
artefacts are realised not in merely holding them, but in a skilful religious action upon them.  Thus 
all religious artefacts can bring about religious attitudes and religious cognitions, being a part of 
the cognitive religious scaffolding. Hence a person might rely on other artefacts in reaching 
religious meaning and objects. As doctrines of developed religions are extremely complicated and 
require special education (catechizing) in order to be understood and memorized, religious 
adherents often prefer other, more accessible and palpable means facilitating religious cognition: 
icons, rosary beads, narratives, etc. Holding them and using them in religious practice is what 
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constitutes actual religious belief.  Religion as a historical phenomenon has non-doctrinal roots, 
from which doctrines are developed as culture becomes more elaborate. Thus highly developed 
all-encompassing doctrines do not represent the essence and scope of religious diversity. They 
should be deemed on par with cultural diversity or diversity of artistic styles, not the credential 
one, as what religious people believe is not the same as what the doctrines state. At the same 
time, material objects, traditions and practices of religion should be considered as important and 
constitutive for religion as doctrines. 
 
Thus my proposal to consider treatment of doctrines similar to that of sacred artefacts is by no 
means derogatory and does not aim to render religious beliefs non-cognitive. Doctrinal beliefs 
possess important cognitive contents, but it is not contained in the propositions only. It is reached 
in embodied and experiential treatment of the world, where religious artefacts are used as 
stepping stones for religious action. Thus the function of being an artefact does not undermine 
the epistemic status of religious doctrines, but clarifies their role in actual religious beliefs. So the 
challenges of religious diversity should be reassessed. If my critical analysis is correct, the 
consideration of the logical structure of propositions, which usually takes place in philosophical 
approaches to religious diversity and during interreligious dialogues, turns out to be insufficient 
for successfully dealing with religious diversity. This way of treating religious beliefs neglects the 
important functions and properties of non-doctrinal and non-propositional aspects of beliefs of 
religious adherents.  
 
5.4 Implications for religious identity 
Similarly, we can revisit the issue of competing religious truth claims and multiple religious 
identities in the light of the proposed hypothesis. If religious doctrines can be held as artefacts, 
then one can hold competing and incompatible religious doctrines simultaneously. For example, 
one can both believe in Jesus Christ and in karma. An explanation of this curious situation is that 
one or both of the incompatible doctrines are held as an artefact, without a deep understanding 
of the propositional contents of a doctrine and its implications. It is similar to keeping both an icon 
on the wall, a mezuzah on the door post and a statue of Buddha on a table. All these objects have 
religious significance and can be used by a contemporary believer. However, it is the embodied 
practice of a believer that shows which of the objects are properly incorporated into the system of 
meanings and propositional knowledge, and which are used mostly as artefacts. 
 
To sum up, the positive outcome of the proposed hypothesis is that both in research and 
interreligious dialogue we have to focus on the embodied, experiential way religions exist in our 
society. We should shift the focus of attention from abstract doctrinal beliefs to the way these 
beliefs are experienced in action, - in the way religion marks the space, in rituals surrounding the 
doctrines, in the artefacts and how their meaning is reached in practice, in the norms of action 
religion puts forward. We need to consider religious practice and religious forms of life in addition 
to the consideration of the logical structure of doctrinal propositions. Philosophical inquiry into 
religious diversity can benefit greatly from taking into account the latter aspects of religion. At the 
same time we should respect the doctrinal beliefs as much as we respect religious artefacts, such 
as statues of Buddha or icons.  
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