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Part I

1. Introduction

In the last century and especially in the last few decades science has made great progress in several 

fields of research. Amongst many other achievements science has presented new results about how the 

universe came into being, about how life on earth came into existence, the DNA of  human beings has 

been mapped and even neuroscience has presented a great amount of research on the processes in 

brains in general and especially in the human brain. It has been and is a natural wish of science to 

explain as many phenomena in the physical  world as possible.  Consequently  many neuroscientist 

claim that they principally have solved or in the near future will solve the problems connected with 

explaining consciousness, self-consciousness, the  mind in general and the free will. At the same time 

intense research is done in the fields of artificial intelligence, computational complexity theory, and 

computational biology. Their aim is to simulate the processes in brains, especially in the human brain 

and even this research may give answers and explanations to question concerning consciousness or 

related topics. 

Already the philosophical  traditions  in ancient  Greece tried to  formulate  theories  about  the 

related concepts of mind, self-consciousness, consciousness, the soul and the free will. The discourse 

about these concepts has continued throughout the history of philosophy  into present time.  Naturally 

people also have  common sense ideas about these concepts and in everyday language it is quite usual 

to talk about a man's/woman's soul or mind, evoking the idea that the body and the mind or soul are 

two different entities and resulting in some kind of  'everyday or common sense-philosophy' about 

these topics. 

Religions  throughout  the  world  and  thus  also  Christianity   have  ideas  and concepts  about 

material and immaterial beings and what they are, about what a human being is, what a soul is, how 

they are interrelated and so on. Christianity – which will be the religion we will discuss in this essay – 

for example has a concept of the immortal soul. Many forms of Christianity accept  immaterial beings 

such as angels   and obviously God him/herself is usually thought to be an immaterial being.  For the 
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religious believers it may therefore be a question of concern in which way the neuroscientific research 

results  and the philosophical  concepts  behind this  research and ideas  are  related  to  their  religious 

beliefs. Could it be possible that neuroscientific results about consciousness, self-consciousness, the 

mind, the  free will affect  corresponding or related ideas in religion? And if they do so, in which way 

do they affect these thoughts? Especially the idea - or even the threat – that the scientific results may 

prove or at least give evidence such that we rationally should believe   some religious ideas to be false,  

may be a very concerning question for religious people, particularly if these persons are interested in 

scientific research. 

Thus there are at least three approaches to questions and problems concerning consciousness, 

self-consciousness, mind and related topics: the scientific, the philosophical and the religious. How 

these approaches relate to each other, how they affect each other are questions I will try to discuss in 

this essay.

1.1. The Objective

Religion,  religious beliefs,  science and scientific theories are a natural part  in the lives of modern 

people. In this paper I will  try to analyze, examine and  compare in which way the results of modern 

neuroscience about consciousness, self-consciousness, the mind and the functions of the brain might 

possibly affect religious ideas in Christianity especially about  the soul. Do scientific results about 

consciousness  and related  topics  stand in  conflict  with major  ideas  in  Christianity  and if  so,  is  it  

possible to resolve these conflicts? 

1.2. Specifying the problems

Human beings have a clear conscious experience of themselves as individuals.   They   consciously 

experience their surroundings, they have self-consciousness and they know that other individuals exist 

in the same manner and that they experience the world and themselves in a similar way. They also have 

the experience of acting by their own free-will. Many religions accept the existence of a conscious soul, 

which in some way or another is parted or distinct from the material body and can continue to exist 
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beyond the death of the physical body.  This soul is  thus in a way regarded as independent of the  

physical body. The soul can for example be a creation of God or some divine power, it can be immortal 

or it could be the immortal part of a being which is incarnated on earth again and again. 

In this paper I will mainly focus on the religious ideas and beliefs concerning consciousness, the 

soul or the mind  within Christianity. Even some ideas relevant for consciousness and the existence of 

the soul  involving free-will  may be discussed.  These Christian ideas and beliefs  are  supported by 

various  philosophical  concepts.  One  of  the  concepts,  which  has  played  a  major  role  for  Western 

thinking in general, for Christianity  and in the discussion  of consciousness, is dualism, especially 

Cartesian  dualism  and  in  this  paper  I  will  mainly  discuss  dualistic  approaches  in  opposition  to 

physicalist  approaches.1 Other religions in other cultures also believe,  that mental processes or the 

processes involved in the existence of the soul are somehow independent of the physical processes and 

thus  they are also based on some form of dualism. Hence some  of the results and thoughts in this  

paper may obviously also  apply to other religions.

Under the past century modern neuroscience has tried to find different models to explain, how 

consciousness,   self-consciousness,  the mind in general,  the free-will  and other related phenomena 

come into existence and which physical processes  are involved. Scientists usually assume that the 

mental processes – consciousness, self-consciousness and the free-will are  regarded to be some kind of 

mental process- either directly or indirectly are caused by, are products of or even are identical to the 

physical processes in the brain.  Research examines the neurological and biochemical processes in the 

brain  and  presents  results  about  them.  These  results  can  be  used  in  attempts  to  explain  how 

consciousness arises. Understanding the mental processes as a direct or indirect result of or even as 

being  identical  to    neurological   and biochemical  processes  is  in  philosophical  terms  a  form of 

materialism, naturalism or physicalism. 

Neuroscientific research can affect religious beliefs in different ways. There are at least three 

possible ways: It might be able to  explain how or why human beings have  religious beliefs in the first  

place and which regions in the brain are connected to religious experiences, it might give ideas about 

1 There are obviously other  approaches to the mind/body problem than the dualistic and naturalistic  approach.  Non-
reductive  physicalism  and  emergence  are  philosophical  approaches  trying  to  avoid  the  problems  connected  to  
physicalism and dualism. Both deserve a thorough analysis which would be beyond the scope of the paper. But it is  
worth mentioning that approaches like those given by Nancey Murphy, Warren Brown or Philip Clayton amongst others 
might well be compatible with both Christian ideas and beliefs and neuroscientific research thus presenting serious 
alternatives  to  dualism  and  physicalism.   From  the  theological  side  pantheism  and  panentheism  might  be  worth 
considering. 
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which or what kind of beliefs we are able to have  and finally it might give answers to what is rational  

to believe. In this paper I will focus on the questions concerning the rationality of religious beliefs. 

Therefore  we have  to  start  with  examining and analyzing some of  the  philosophical  concepts  the 

interpretations of neuroscience and the religious beliefs can be or are based upon.  Among others the 

following questions arise:

• Which are the neuroscientific results about consciousness, self-consciousness and the free-will?

• How is the soul  described in Christianity?

• Which are the main religious beliefs possibly affected by neuroscientific results?

• How do  materialism, naturalism, physicalism and dualism approach the questions concerning 

consciousness, self-consciousness and the free-will?

Answering the questions above, comparing and analyzing the results may lead to new questions such 

as: 

• Is it possible for neuroscience to explain consciousness  satisfactorily? If the answer to this 

question is yes, does it then follow that many religious beliefs would have to be revised or even 

possibly abandoned?  

• Are the results of neuroscience or at least parts of them compatible with religious beliefs? If that 

is the case under which conditions are they compatible?

• If neuroscience can explain or partly explain mental phenomena on the basis of materialism or 

naturalism, what would be  the consequences for religious beliefs? 

1.3. Methodology
In order to answer the questions and problems stated above and to make a comparison, I will have to 

choose researchers, who have been writing about the different topics involved in our problems.  The 

literature will consist of scientific, philosophical and theological articles and books. The amount of 

available literature  is enormous. Therefore it will be necessary to make choices. Two aspects will be 

useful  guidelines for my choices.

• Since neuroscience continuously produces new results which may affect the questions I want to 

discuss,  it  will  be  important  mainly  to  use  articles  and books  written  after  the  year  2000, 

ensuring that the authors are informed about the latest scientific achievements. This will be 

6



especially  important,  if  the  articles  or  books  discuss  and/or  comment  neuroscientific 

achievements.  If  material  dated earlier  than the year 2000 is  used,  then the topics involved 

should not be related to scientific topics, about  which significant research-results have been 

made after the material was written. 

• I  will  also  have  to  try  to  identify  scientists,  philosophers,  philosophers  of  religion  and 

theologians often referred to especially in current literature and whom I therefore assume to be 

up to date in the debate. 

Upon the basis of my guidelines I chose Jean-Pierre Changeux and Stanislas Dehaene  as the 

main-representatives of neuroscience, John Searle and Daniel Dennett as the main-representatives of 

the philosophical basis of neuroscience and Alvin Plantinga and John Hick  as  the main-representatives 

of  the  philosophy of  religion.  But  since  the  field  is  very  broad other  philosophers,  scientists  and 

theologians  will be cited and referred to whenever necessary or whenever their view contribute to the 

current discussion.

It  will  not  be  necessary  to  study  all  the  chosen  literature   entirely,  instead   relevant 

philosophical, scientific and religious views and parts of the chosen articles, works and books have to 

be analyzed and discussed and  the neuroscientific results and religious beliefs have to be  presented. 

An analysis of the arguments for and against materialism, naturalism, physicalism and dualism will 

have to be done. 

In the analysis of the arguments I will follow a standard scheme. First  the arguments have to be 

specified, then they have to be tested  for their  validity and logical soundness. It will be necessary to 

check whether the conclusions in the argument really follow from the premises, assuming that the 

premises are true. It will also be necessary to check whether the premises really are true, likely to be 

true  or  at  least  plausible.   The  consequences  of  the   arguments  are  also  of  interest.  Perhaps  the 

arguments are based upon premises not explicitly stated or the premises itself are dependent on some 

other information not stated in the argument, in this case  these premises and the possibly  unstated 

assumptions   have to be questioned and discussed. Finally the arguments – especially if they are part 

of a bigger theory – have to be checked for their consistency with themselves and/or with the rest of the 

theory. (Stenmark 2011:79-95)

The   philosophical,  scientific  and  religious  views  will  have  to  be  compared  and  possible 

supplementary  questions  will  have  to  be  answered  within  the  scope  of  this  paper.  Hopefully  the 
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answers  and the discussion will lead to some creative  conclusions. 

It  will  not  be possible  to  present  a  complete  picture of the scientific  point  of view on the 

mind/body problem. In particular, it will not be possible to account for all the technical details within 

the neuroscientific research and all  small details in the philosophical assumptions, which the scientific 

interpretations of the neuroscientific results are based upon. 

Neither will it  be possible to present and discuss all Christian  views on our topic. Obviously 

there are more or less radical positions within the field of the mind/body problem. But my idea is to 

present some possible Christian concepts about this topic which are compatible  with major Christian 

beliefs.
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Part II

2. About concepts related to 'the mind' and 'the soul'

Concepts  like  'mind',  'soul',  'consciousness',  'self-consciousness',  'the  self'  'the  free-will',  'mental 

phenomena', 'qualia' - I have already used some in the first part of this paper- are not well defined in 

common everyday language. Some of these concepts may even seem to be rather vague.  Obviously 

philosophers, scientists and theologians have tried to define them more accurately and more appropriate 

depending on the context in which they were to be used.

The concepts of the 'mind' and the 'soul' are often used synonymously, the  mind more often 

used  in  scientific  and  modern  philosophical  literature,  whereas  the  'soul'  is  more  common within 

theological contexts. In everyday language the word soul often is associated with the thought that there 

are two different things: the material body and the immaterial soul, thus unconsciously  implying some 

form of dualism.  Goetz and Taliaferro point out that in the context of materialism the word 'soul' can 

only be used as a metaphor. (Goetz 2011:1-2) Consequently the concept of the  soul is usually avoided 

in scientific literature and even in more recent philosophical literature. I will nevertheless use both 

terms synonymously, depending on the context. 

The other concepts consciousness, self-consciousness, the free-will and mental phenomena are 

all related to the mind/soul.  The mind itself is usually able of being conscious and  self-conscious, it 

experiences  the  world,  with  mental  phenomena  taking  place  in  the  mind.  All  these  concepts  are 

interrelated. 

• It is necessary for the mind to be conscious in order to be self-conscious. But it is not necessary  

to be self-conscious for having consciousness. 

• Usually the mind is  thought to  be conscious,  while  experiencing mental  phenomena. But a 

mental phenomena does not necessarily have to become conscious. 

• In order to have a free-will in the sense of an 'I' deciding what to do and initiating an action or  

in the sense of my being free, experiencing freedom, one has to be self-conscious. 
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The concept of being conscious or having consciousness is so important, that  it may be useful 

to try to follow a specific definition. John  Searle (1932- ) gives a simple definition of consciousness: 

“Consciousness  consists  of  inner,  qualitative,  subjective  states  and  processes  of  sentience  and 

awareness” (Searle 2000:559)  This  is a fairly straightforward definition  and other descriptions given 

by the neuroscientists Jean-Pierre Changeux (1936- ) or Stanislas Dehaene (1965- )  are compatible 

with Searles definition.  Changeux describes consciousness as 'a sort of inner awareness' (Changeux 

2009:74), Dehaene distinguishes between intransitive consciousness as a 'state of vigilance', transitive 

consciousness  as  'access  to  conscious  report'  and  phenomenal  consciousness  –  the  fact  that  we 

experience a richness of content beyond what we can report. (Dehaene 2006:204). Therefore I will stick 

to this definition throughout the paper. 

Qualia (singular quale) is  a term used for subjective conscious experiences what something 

'feels like'. The 'hard problem of consciousness' sometimes referred to, is the question how such qualia 

can be explained.   

A common-sense  understanding  of  free-will  is  that  at  least  some  of  our  actions  are  not 

determined by anything prior to our decision  to act and that we can choose from different options. 

This sounds straight forward, but the situation is not that simple. Oomen observes that freedom also can 

be understood as 'being free to do the right thing', as 'self-determination', rather than 'indetermination' - 

if  we  stick  to  what  we  have  decided  to  do,  then  we  are  free.  Thus  freedom can  sometimes  be  

understood as having 'no-alternative'. 2 (Oomen 2003:384-386) 

3. The neuroscientific view

Neuroscientific research is focused on the studies of the nervous system of animals and human beings. 

Neuroscience has many branches,  amongst them  neurophysiology and neuropsychology. It also has 

many  interdisciplinary  connections  including  connections  with  philosophy,  medicine,  computer 

science,  physiology and psychology.  In this  paper we will  mainly consider the results  which  are 

closely connected to consciousness, self-consciousness and decision-making. 

2 John Hick (1912-2012)  points out that it  is quite common to distinguish between 'compatabilist freedom' - meaning 
freedom compatible with ourselves objectively  being totally determined-  and 'non-compatabilist freedom' or  'libertarian  
freedom'. Hick thinks that 'compatabilist freedom' is a self-contradiction , but a discussion of the problems  connected to 
these concepts is beyond the scope of this paper. (Hick 2010:112) 
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We will examine the present state of research, the philosophical background of neuroscience 

and also some thoughts  about Artificial Intelligence -AI-, since the field of AI is related  to how 

'thinking' and 'consciousness'     possibly could be simulated - or perhaps created - by a computer 

program.

3.1 Neuroscience: A brief review of the present state of research

Until the early 1990's the branches of neuroscience doing research on how the human brain works and 

how neurological processes are related to human behavior and mental phenomena had to rely mainly 

on results from experiments involving EEG or MEG3 and information from experiments with people, 

who had suffered various sorts of brain damage. EEG and MEG measurements of the brain activity 

only gave the researchers information about processes in the cortex of the brain at that very moment.   

 With the breakthrough of computer technology techniques such as fMRI, NIRS or PET4 were 

developed, giving the scientist even more detailed information about the activity in the brain. These 

techniques made it possible to map the brain and even produce  images of the activity inside  the brain. 

It is important to realize, that with these methods experiments can be made with persons fully awake, 

aware  and conscious of what is going on around them, thus giving us   real-time information about 

what happens in a  fully functional and healthy brain.      

The above methods have made it possible to correlate certain brain-areas with  certain mental 

activities.  We know which  areas  in  the brain are  correlated  to  e.g.  speech,    movement or  sound 

perception.  Scientists  researching  on  consciousness  are  obviously  interested  in  finding  the  neural 

correlates of all conscious activities and states such as conscious visual perception, conscious behavior, 

voluntary  action  and  so  on.  These  correlates  are  commonly  abbreviated  by  NCC -neurobiological 

correlates of conscious states. (Searle 2000:558)

3 EEG:  ElectroEncephaloGraph measures electrical impulses via electrodes placed on the outside of the head. MEG: 
MagenetoEncephaloGraph, similar to EEG but measuring natural magnetic activity in the cortex.  

4 Methods relying heavily on computer programs which evaluate the data retrieved from scanning the brain, producing  
images even of the inside of the brain. 3D -images are possible.
fMRI:  functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging” measures the oxygen concentration and thus blood concentration in 
different brain-areas by applying a strong magnetic field which is influenced by the hemoglobin molecules in blood.
PET:   Positron  Emission  Tomography  indirectly  measures  the  blood  concentration  by  measuring  the  radioactive 
emission of  radioactive glucose injected to the person.  
NIRS: Near InfraRed Spectroscopy uses infrared light to measure the optical absorption of the IR-light in hemoglobin 
which gives information about the blood concentration and thus the activity in brain-areas.  
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3.1.1 Results about consciousness

One of the great goals of neuroscience has been to find the NCC or NCCs. Jean-Pierre Changeux 

accounts for research on which regions of the brain are active under conscious perception.  One type of 

experiment is principally  done as follows: Words are presented to a person either in a manner that they 

cannot be seen and registered consciously or so that the person can report that he/she has seen them. By 

simultaneously measuring the activity in the brain it  is possible to find out which regions become 

active, when the person becomes aware of the words presented to her/him. What can be seen is, that the 

regions for visual processing or word processing are active before the person consciously 'sees' the 

words. But when the person consciously becomes aware of the words a global activity is initiated 

involving amongst other regions of the frontal cortex. (Changeux 2009:81-83)   These results can be 

explained by the neuronal  workspace model,  a model  which postulates a  global workspace 'in the 

middle' of other systems such as perceptual systems, motor systems, attentional systems, evaluation 

systems  and  long-term  memory.  (Changeux  2009:87-95)  Whenever  the  input  signals  of  a  certain 

representation in the systems connected to the global neuronal workspace become strong enough, the 

workspace  itself  becomes  active,  activating  and  interconnecting  large  parts  of  the  brain  and  the 

strongest representation occupies the workspace in a kind of 'winner takes it all' process. It is at that 

moment the person becomes consciously aware of this representation  and may even become active, 

initiating a response.  Referring to neuroscientist Antonio Damasio (1944- ), he states that there is “...  

persuasive  evidence  that  there  exists  a  neural  basis  of  self-awareness  (Changeux  2009:86)”.  But 

Changeux also points out that this sophisticated model describing the neural basis, although it is an 

attempt  on  modeling  consciousness  and  self-consciousness,  does  not  explain  consciousness  itself. 

(Changeux 2009:86-87)  Works by Stanislas Dehaene and Changeux on subliminal, preconscious and 

conscious processing point in the same direction. They describe, that the neuronal global workspace 

becomes active whenever perceptions become conscious and this conscious experience correlates with 

processes of top-down amplification ('higher order” brain systems amplifying the activity in 'lower 

order' systems), long-distance reverberation in the brain, the possibility of maintaining activation at will 

and the possibility of reporting the experience.  (Dehaene et al.  2006:205-206)

Ned  Block  emphasizes  the  distinction  between  access  consciousness  and  phenomenal 

consciousness. An  example for phenomenal consciousness could be, when we see a landscape, we see 
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and are conscious of the whole landscape, but we can only report the details, we pay attention to. The 

reportable part is what is called access consciousness. Ned Block argues that neuroscientific research 

should not  focus to  hard on results  from introspective reports  of subjects.  These would only give 

information about access consciousness. Research on phenomenal consciousness, he thinks, could be a 

step in solving the 'hard problem of consciousness'. (Block 2005)

Research has  obviously  also been done on how consciousness  evolves  during the  life  of  a 

human being. Changeux describes the brain as a highly flexible organ, self organizing itself according 

to the 'genetic program' and the stimulus of the surroundings. (Changeux 2009:184- 210) Parallel to the 

development  of  the  brain,  is  the  development  of  consciousness.  Especially  the  consciousness  of 

ourselves is developed through  our consciousness of others. The ability to understand that others have 

a mind of their own - 'the theory of mind'5 - develops during early childhood at the age of two and half 

to  three  years.  About  the  same time the  child  develops  self-awareness  in  the  sense  that  they  can 

correctly use the word 'I' for their own person.  (Changeux 2009: 129-132)  This  and other results 

about  the epigenesis  of the brain suggest that the development  of consciousness and the mind are 

dependent on the development of the physical structure of the brain.

Lawrence Weizkrantz was one of the first to scientifically observe the phenomena of blindsight.  

Blindsight means that you are consciously aware only of a part of the visual perceptions processed in 

the brain. When this phenomena was observed  the first time, a patient who was blind on one side of 

his/her visual field – that is  he/she could not consciously identify objects  in this area - still  could 

account for things happening in this 'blind' area by guessing. For example it was possible to guess if a 

light had blinked in the blind area or  to 'randomly' point at the source of light. (Kolb 2006:267-268) 

From these observations we may conclude that there are unconscious processes going on in our brains 

which clearly affect our conscious thoughts, feelings and decisions.  

Split-brain  surgery  done  on  animals  in  the  50's  suggested  that  their  brains  under  certain 

conditions  behaved  like  two  brains.  (Sperry  1961:1749)6 This  research  was  extended  to  humans 

5 This ability is tested by the 'Sally-Ann-test': A child sees Ann moving a ball belonging to Sally, without Sally knowing  
this. The child is then asked, where Sally will look for the ball. If the child has developed a 'theory of  mind' it will 
answer that Sally will look for the ball, where she believes it to be, that is in the place she put it before Ann moved it. 

6 Roger Wolcott Sperry (1913-1994)  received the 1981 Nobel-prize  in medicine for his research on split-brain patients.  
Interestingly  Sperry  himself  was  not  a  physicalist  but  an  emergentist.  According  to  Clayton,  Sperry  being  a  
neuroscientist tried to find a position which was both compatible with neuroscientific research and  also capable of  
accounting for consciousness not merely as an epiphenomena. (Clayton 2004:23)
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suffering of a life threatening form of epilepsy, who had their brains split into two  by surgically cutting 

the corpus callosum.  Research done on split-brain patients give us odd results. In a typical experiment 

a spoon is shown to own hemisphere of the brain and a pencil to the  other. The patient is then asked to  

pick up the object shown with both hands. Then the hand connected to the left hemisphere will try to 

pick  what  was  shown  to  the  left  hemisphere  and  vice  versa.  This  suggests,  that  there  are  two 

consciousnesses, two minds existing independently in each half of the brain again suggesting that the 

mind is totally dependent on the brain. (Kolb 2006:546-548)

Obviously the  research methods named above have also made it possible to give an accurate 

picture of which areas in the brain are connected to which mental function. There are areas for visual  

processing, auditory processing, face recognition, the motor system and so on. 

3.1.2 Results about voluntary action or free-will

Apart from results on neural correlates of mental phenomena, which suggest – though do not prove- 

that the experience of free-will also has a neural correlate, experiments to find out what happens when 

we decide to act freely, were made by  scientists since the 80's. Usually these experiments involve some 

kind of bodily movement, initiated by the person. The most famous experiment of this kind is the 

experiment made by Benjamin Libet.  His result was that the  preparatory activity  in the persons brain 

area  responsible  for  movement   started  before  the  conscious  state  of  willing  was  reported.  This 

suggests that conscious free-will  cannot not be the cause of our actions or other brain activities. These 

results have been widely criticized and the critics have been responded to. (Haggard 2012:14-18) To 

discuss the critics or the responses to this famous experiment  would be beyond the scope of this paper. 

Nevertheless this result amongst others and the fact that it is possible to find neural correlates to almost  

any mental phenomena suggest that even the experience of free will might be based on and determined 

by  neural processes in the brain. 

3.1.3 Short about AI 

Although a thorough discussion and presentation of AI is not within the scope of this paper and is not a  

neuroscientific topic, it may be important to mention that research is done to simulate the processes in 

neural networks in general, aiming at the goal to simulate the neural networks in human brains. If this 
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would be successful, the 'strong AI'- thesis – claiming that human consciousness essentially is a result  

of an extremely complex  program -   would be true.  

3.2 The philosophical basis of neuroscience
 
The neuroscientific results mentioned above give us an idea of the power and width of neuroscientific 

research. They do not directly imply, but give us the impression, that  an entirely materialistic approach 

is well on the way to solve the  mind/body problem, explain consciousness and explain free-will. Thus 

many neuroscientist especially at present accept that the philosophical basis for neuroscience should be 

some  form of  materialism  or  physicalism.7 Therefore  I  will  now  account  for  the  views  of  some 

philosophers often discussed and frequently cited. 

John  Searle  realized  the  great  importance  of  the  philosophical  questions  surrounding  the 

mind/body problem and he has made major contributions to the philosophy of mind. In his book “The 

philosophy of mind” he states twelve problems directly related to consciousness. Amongst them he 

states the following problems: how the mind causes something within the body and how the body 

causes something in the mind,  how we know that other minds exist  and the problem of free-will 

(which he regards as an extension of the mind/body problem). (Searle 2004: 17-32)

Searle  is  very  concerned  about  the  compatibility  of  his  philosophy of  mind  and  the  ideas 

developed  by  him   with  present  neuroscientific  research.  Likewise  he  sees  the  importance  in 

accounting for the subjective experience of human beings that they are conscious and have conscious 

experiences, thoughts and feelings.  He describes the following three features of consciousness  (Searle 

2000: 559-564):

• Qualitativeness: “Every conscious state has a certain qualitative feel to it.” (Searle 2000:560) 

This  feature  is  sometimes  described  with  the  word  'qualia',  but  since  this  term  is  often 

associated with 'special problems' Searle avoids  its usage. 

• Subjectivity:  There must  be a subject to experience conscious states.  Without  a subject,  no 

experiences. At this point Searle introduces what he calls 'first-person ontology', opposed to 

7 This has not always been the case. For example the famous neuroscientist Sir John Eccles (1903-1997) actually was a 
dualist. (Searle 2004:34) and Sperry as I have noted before was an emergentist. 
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'third-person ontology' - the ontology of objects which may exist independently of subjects. 

• Unity: All conscious experiences are unified in a single unified conscious field. We experience 

what we see, hear, feel, think, smell and so altogether in one unified conscious field. 

Based on the  distinction between epistemic  and ontological  subjectivity  Searle  attacks   the 

argument that since science is objective and consciousness is subjective, there can be no science of 

consciousness.  He  argues  that  only  epistemic  subjectivity,  but  not  ontological  subjectivity  would 

preclude epistemic objectivity. 

[...] There is no reason whatever why we cannot have an objective science of pain, even though pains only exist 

when they are felt by conscious agents. The ontological subjectivity of the feeling of pain does not preclude an 

epistemically objective science of pain. [...]  (Searle 2000:564) 

Searle thinks himself that  categories like  materialism and dualism should not be used and 

actually  are  obsolete  (Searle  2000:566)  and  even  gives  arguments  against  both  materialism  and 

dualism.  One  of  his  arguments  against  materialism is  that  we  experience  ontologically  subjective 

phenomena all  the time.  Against  dualism he states  three in  his  opinion more important  arguments 

(Searle 2004: 91-92): 

(1) No one has ever shown how the mental – as an ontological realm of its own – interacts with the 

physical. 

(2) It is not necessary to postulate a mental realm separate from the physical. 

(3) Dualism  produces  'intolerable'  problems  such  as  the  question  how  the  mental  can  cause 

anything in the physical. 

Actually he tries to avoid the mind/body problem altogether with a new approach.   Although he 

says  that  consciousness  is  a  biological  phenomena  (Searle  2000:558),  he  wants  to   describe  his 

position as neither being a form of dualism or a form of materialism. This position is  summarized and 

exemplified in the following citation:

The materialist says, “Consciousness is just a brain process.” I say, “Consciousness is just a brain process.” But the 

materialist means:  consciousness as an irreducibly qualitative,  subjective,  first-personal, airy-fairy,  and touchy-

feely phenomenon does not really exist. There exist only third-person, objective phenomena. But what I mean is 

that consciousness precisely as an irreducibly qualitative, subjective, first-personal, airy-fairy, and touchy-feely  

phenomenon is a process going on in the brain. The dualist says, “Consciousness is irreducible to third-person  

neurobiological processes.” I say, “Consciousness is irreducible to third-person neurobiological processes.” But the 
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dualist takes this to imply that consciousness is not part of the ordinary physical world but is something over and 

above it. What I mean is that consciousness is causally reducible but not ontologically reducible. It is part of the 

ordinary physical world and is not something over and above it. (Searle 2004:138)

Interestingly Searle constructed  the famous 'Chinese room experiment' as an argument against 

'strong AI', thus giving the brain or the structure of the brain a special position within the material  

world  and actually  providing an  argument  against  the  most  extreme forms of  materialism.  Searle 

describes the Chinese room experiment as follows: 

If Strong AI were true, then anybody should be able to acquire any cognitive capacity just by implementing the 

computer program simulating that cognitive capacity. Let us try this with Chinese. I do not, as a matter of fact,  

understand any Chinese at all. I cannot even tell Chinese writing from Japanese writing. But, we imagine that I am 

locked in a room with boxes full of Chinese symbols, and I have a rule book, in effect, a computer program, that 

enables me to answer questions put to me in Chinese. I receive symbols that, unknown to me, are questions; I look 

up in the rule book what I am supposed to do; I pick up symbols from the boxes, manipulate them according to the 

rules in the program, and hand out the required symbols, which are interpreted as answers. We can suppose that I 

pass the Turing test for understanding Chinese, but, all the same, I do not understand a word of Chinese. And if I do 

not understand Chinese on the basis of implementing the right computer program, then neither does any other  

computer just on the basis of implementing the program, because no computer has anything that I do not have.  

(Searle 2004:90)

Finally Searle discusses the question whether there is a free-will. In his discussion of free will  

he focuses on the question whether there are “causally sufficient conditions (Searle 2004:156)” for our 

actions. If  neurobiological determinism – a term used by Searle - is true, then  free will should be an  

illusion. Now Searle states clearly that he thinks that all brain states are determined by neurobiological 

processes i.e. neurobiological determinism is true. (Searle 2004:158-159) Yet he draws the conclusion 

that the problem of free-will is not solved:

The  problem of  free-will  is  going  to  be  with  us  for  a  long  time.  The  various  efforts  to  evade  it,  such  as  

compatibilism, merely enable it to resurface in another form. Even after we have resolved the most fundamental 

questions addressed in this book  [...] there is still the question of whether or not we really do have freedom.  

(Searle 2004:164)

The position of Daniel Dennett is much more extreme than John Searles, although both of them 

can be regarded as materialists, Dennett's view is 'strict', excluding even the possibility that anything in 

the world could be caused by something immaterial. Dennett emphasizes that the question of the causal 
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closure of the physical world is a - or even the - main objection to dualism. The question is how the 

mental and the physical interact: the mind must be informed by the brain and the brain must be directed 

by the mind. But how can physical matter, governed by the laws of physics, be affected by something 

immaterial, not-physical? Dennett goes even further and calls this “[...] the inescapable and fatal flaw 

of dualism”. (Dennett 1991:33-35)   He realizes the problems connected to qualia, subjectivity, but 

presents a different more radical solution. He claims simply that there is no reason to assume that 

qualia   exist  and  ironically  compares   qualia  defined  as  “[...]  intrinsic  properties  of  experiences 

considered  in  isolation  from all  their  causes  and  effect,  logically  independent  of  all  dispositional 

properties [...]” (Dennett 2001:233) with the naive idea of the 'intrinsic value' of American dollars, 

dollars being 'real' money. 

The problem of subjectivity is solved by Dennett in a similar way. He is aware that the first-

person perspective is problematic, so he states that a theory of consciousness that does not leave out the 

subject is disqualified as a scientific theory: “There is no such thing as first-person science, so if you 

want to have science of consciousness, it will have to be a third-person science of consciousness [...]” 

(Dennett 2001:230, italics by Dennett).  

Dennett's explanation of consciousness is based on the global neuronal workspace model also 

used  by  Changeux  and  Dehaene,  he  describes  access  consciousness  as  the  global  availability  of 

information.   Later he gives the metaphor of 'fame in the brain'.  Unconscious contents represented by 

neuronal states compete with each other and those contents which manage to enter the global neuronal 

workspace  gain 'fame', become conscious, are consciousness. So in Dennett's view the concept of 

phenomenal consciousness is not necessary either. Phenomenal consciousness is just 'potential' fame in 

the brain. Further, since he thinks that the concept of phenomenal consciousness is unnecessary, the 

'hard problem of consciousness' simply does not exist and consciousness is nothing more than the brain 

process.  (Dennett 2001: 223-228) If we compare this with Searle's definition of consciousness as  “[...] 

inner, qualitative, subjective states and processes of sentience and awareness” (Searle 2000:559) then 

according to Dennett there would be no consciousness but only physical processes!
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4. The 'Christian' view

There is no single Christian view on what a soul is or what its nature is, how it is related to the body or  

how it exercises free-will. Philosophical and theological thoughts have varied throughout history and 

they vary between different Christian denominations. Nevertheless it  should be possible to specify 

some thoughts and concepts more common and more widely used within the spectra of all different 

Christian movements. Christianity –especially western Christianity- has strong connections with Greek 

philosophy and many ideas developed by medieval Christian theologians are based on  or influenced 

by ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato (427 B.C- 347 B.C)  and Aristotle (384 B.C. -322 B.C.).  

Thus we will first give  a short summary of some historical aspects of the soul, followed by possible 

Christian  views  and  their   philosophical  background.  Finally  Christian  ideas  which  may  cause 

problems in relation to the mind/body problem of the soul have to be stated.

4.1. Some historical aspects of the 'soul' 

The  ancient Greek word ψυχη-psyche is usually translated into soul, but is a broader concept than 

soul, including  consciousness and -more important- it was by the Greek understood to be the principal 

of life. Actually there are two other terms representing an immaterial part of a human in Greek, νους-

nous and πνευμα-pneuma translated to mind and spirit respectively. So in fact when studying Greek 

philosophy (or for example the Bible) with regard to the mind/body problem, we have three different 

concepts, all of them somehow related to what is discussed in the mind/body problem. This may be a  

bit confusing and to account for all the differences and details of these concepts is beyond the scope of 

this paper. 

Plato discusses the relationship between the soul-ψυχη and the body. He describes the soul as 

immortal,  immaterial,  the force which gives life to the body and he also believes in reincarnation. 

Clearly Plato is what we today would call a dualist. (Goetz 2011:7-9) His student Aristotle disagreed in 

some important  points with Plato about the relationship of the body and the soul.   Aristotle denied 

that the soul is made of a substance of its own and thus immortality of the soul and obviously also 

reincarnation are not possible from Aristotle's point of view. (Merlan 1967:39)  It seems  at first glance 

that Aristotle is rejecting Platos 'dualism' (observe that the concept of dualism is a modern concept not 

known to the Greek), but he introduces the concept of  -what Merlan translates as- intelligence  (νους-
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nous in Greek), which he describes as immortal and not bound to the body, thus still distinguishing 

between an immaterial and immortal part of a human being and a bodily part. (Merlan 1967:39-47) 

This concept is difficult to grasp, but however it indicates that Aristotle, although regarding the soul 

and the body as an unity, did not deny that there are immaterial aspects of a human existence. 

The Christian theologian Augustine (354-430) was strongly influenced by Plato and agreed 

with him that the soul is made of some sort of substance, that it has the ability to reason  and that it 

rules the body. When Augustine argues  that we know what a soul is from the fact that we are souls, the 

argument strongly reminds us of the way Descartes centuries later argued “I think, therefore I am- 

cogito ergo sum”. He also regards the soul as something simple, that  it is not made of any other parts.  

(Goetz 2011:32-47) 

Thomas  Aquinas  (1225-1274)  is  another  scholar  with  strong  influence  on  the  church  - 

especially the Catholic church - even in our days.  In his thinking he stands much closer to Aristotle,  

also claiming that the soul and the body form a unity and thereby saying that the soul is the form of  

body. In claiming that the soul and the body are a composite and that the souls of other living beings 

such as animals and plants cease to exist, if their body ceases to exist, Aquinas faces the problem to 

explain how the soul can be immortal. He tries to solve this problem by saying that the soul can subsist 

and that its past relation to the body is somehow maintained by God.  Furthermore Aquinas denies that 

the soul is the person or is the referent of the 'I', yet he regards  the existence of the soul as necessary 

for the existence of the person. The will of the soul is described as the rational and intellectual appetite 

of the soul, the appetite for the good. (Goetz 2011:48-64)

Although Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is  not  a  theologian his thoughts had and have great 

influence on past and present theologians holding the view of mind-body dualism. Descartes claims 

that the soul is an indivisible  substance of its own distinct from the body. Alike to Augustine he 

regards the soul to be  the 'I', but in contrast to  Augustine, Aquinas, Aristotle and Plato he dismisses 

the idea that the soul is the life-giving force for the body. Actually Descartes is very modern in his 

description of the body and bodily functions. He seems to regard the body as a biological mechanistic 

machine of some kind, but he cannot see how the body possibly could generate the mind, the soul or 

consciousness. Goetz summarizes some of Descartes arguments, one of them being as follows: The 

body is a divisible substance, the soul is an indivisible substance, hence the soul and the body are 

distinct substances (Goetz 2011:90)  and thus the soul cannot be a product of bodily processes.  So 
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Descartes'  conclusion is,  that the mind and the body exist independently of each other.  Descartes 

claims also that God has created the souls and that they are immortal. He gives clear arguments for and 

is well aware of problems connected to his position. One such main problem is how the soul -being 

something immaterial- interacts with the material body.  (Goetz 2011:66-98)

Summarizing the above we could say that there are at least two major historical traditions about 

the  nature  of  the  soul:  the  tradition  following  Plato,  Augustine  and  Descartes  and  the  tradition 

following  the  ideas  of  Aristotle  and  Aquinas,  the  former  being   more  strictly  dualistic,  the  latter 

emphasizing stronger on the union of the body and the soul. Some philosophers like Plantinga are not 

convinced that the Aquinian view is a proper form of dualism  (Plantinga 2007:100-101) and the 

philosophical ideas described in the following section will mainly follow the tradition given by Plato, 

Augustine and Descartes.  Nevertheless a main line in Christian thought has been the existence of 

something immaterial – be it a soul/mind in the sense of Plato, Augustine and Descartes or  a soul 

more tightly bonded to the body like soul of Aristotle or Aquinas -  beside the material. 

4.2. Some modern philosophical ideas about the  soul in Christianity

The focus of philosophical ideas about the soul or the mind in Christianity has not been to explore and 

explain  all   possible  features  the  mind  or  soul  can  have.  It  has  rather  been  important  to  give  a 

philosophical  basis  for  the  existence  of  the  soul  or  the  existence  of  something immaterial.   Thus 

modern philosophers of religion and theologians have tried to create philosophical frameworks which 

are compatible with  Christian beliefs such as for example the existence of God, the existence of 

immaterial beings  such as angels, the embodiment of the divine in Christ, the immortality of the soul  

or beliefs requiring free-will.  As we have seen dualism in different forms has historically been one 

philosophical framework used by Christian theologians and philosophers of religion. Although theism 

and dualism are not the same and do not imply each other, they are closely related to each other. The 

following relationships seem reasonable to me. 

• A (substance) dualist – in the sense that the soul and body are  two different substances- is most 

probably religious in some way, since he/she believes in an immaterial soul. 

• A theist is not necessarily a (substance) dualist, but it is not unlikely that a theist at least  could 

accept dualism as a possible point of view.  

There have been and are theologians and philosophers of religion in modern time who have 
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made  attempts  to  find  'weaker  forms  of  dualism8 or  have  tried  to  combine  physicalism with  the 

existence  of  God  or  other  important  Christian  beliefs.  But  since   the  philosophical  bases  of 

neuroscience as described above rejects dualism, it seems to me  a good starting-point to describe the 

views and arguments  of some  contemporary  Christian dualists or philosophers defending dualism. 

Furthermore  a  Christian  dualistic  view should  be  compatible  with   almost  all  important  Christian 

beliefs. 

The  American Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga (1932- ) is a great contemporary defender 

of dualism and actually thinks and argues  that Christian philosophers ought to be dualists. (Plantinga 

2007:99)   Plantinga  is  well  aware  of  the present  state  of  neuroscientific  research,  he  realizes  that 

scientist have found neural correlates for most of the functions and perceptions the human mind can 

have. (Plantinga 2007:123-124) Without denying these results he attempts  to argue against materialism 

and for dualism from a Christian theistic and dualistic view. 

Plantinga discusses several arguments for and against materialism and dualism. He considers 

some of  the  arguments  to  be  more  important  and/or  more  powerful.  I  will  now present  some of 

Plantinga's arguments for dualism and against materialism. 

His first argument for dualism is 'The replacement argument' and I think it can be summarized 

in the following way: (Plantinga 2007: 102-105)

(1.1) It is possible -logically possible – that any part of the body can be replaced by an 

equally well functioning part. This could be cells or organs, just any part.

(1.2) 'I' continue to exist although these parts -any parts – are replaced.

8 One 'weaker'  form of dualism is property dualism as opposed to substance dualism. Searle describes it  as follows: 
“There is a weaker version of dualism called “property dualism,” and that view is fairly widespread. The idea is this:  
Though there are not two kinds of substances in the world, there are two kinds of properties. Most properties, such as  
having an electrical charge, or having a certain mass, are physical properties; but some properties, such as feeling a pain  
or thinking about  Kansas City,  are mental  properties.  It  is  characteristic of human beings that  though they are not  
composed of  two different  kinds of  substances,  their  physical  bodies,  and in particular  their  brains,  have not  only  
physical properties, but mental properties as well. Property dualism avoids postulating a separate mental substance, but  
it inherits some of the difficulties of substance dualism. What are the relationships between the mental and the physical  
supposed to be? How is it that physical events can ever cause mental properties? And there is a particular problem that  
property dualists seem to be beset with, and that is the problem of how the mental properties, granted that they exist, can 
ever function causally to produce anything. How can my conscious states, which on this view are not even parts of an 
extra substance, but merely nonphysical features of my brain, function to cause any physical events in the world?(Searle  
2004:31)” 
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(1.3) It is possible -logically possible- to replace all parts of my body within a very 

short period of time.

(1.4) Then my original body will no longer exist. 

(1.5) But I continue to exist while my body does not.

(1.6) Therefore I cannot   be identical to my body.

Another  argument for dualism is based on whether a material thing can think. Actually he gives 

us two different reasons for this. First he argues that 

(2.1) Elementary particles are simple and they cannot think. 

(2.2) Atoms, molecules,  a cell  composed of molecules  and so on are composed of 

these particles which cannot think. 

(2.3) Thus  nothing composed of such particles – not the brain either - can think.

(2.4) Therefore there must be something else – not-material- which does the thinking.

The third argument for dualism and against the identity of the mind and the brain is based on the 

idea that neuronal structures cannot have content. We will later see that this type of argument is based 

on ideas  similar  to Searle's Chinese room experiment. Plantinga gives the example that we have a 

group of neurons related to a proposition such as Cleveland is beautiful city such that the meaning of 

this sentence is its content. Examining the neurons, the electrochemical processes involved, we will not 

find a hint to the content of   Cleveland is beautiful city.  Yet humans understand the meaning, the 

content of that sentence. From the fact that nothing at the level of the corresponding neural activity  

suggests  what   this  sentence  means,  Plantinga  draws  the  conclusion  that  the  mental  activity  of 

understanding content,  of giving content to a sentence cannot merely be a result of a physical process 

and if content is not a result of a physical, neuronal activity, it must be the result of something else,  

something  non-physical,  separate  from the  physical  body.  But  that  in  turn  would  imply  dualism. 

(Plantinga 2007:108-113)  

Plantinga analyzes and discusses a very important and often stated objection to dualism: How 

can immaterial substances – such as the soul or God – have causal consequences on the material world? 

Or to put it  in a different way: The physical world is causally closed.  Plantingas main objection is that  

this  is  a  claim rather  than an argument.   Claiming or  in  scientific  work assuming that  something 

immaterial  cannot cause effects  on the physical world is  one thing,  logically  proving it  another.   

Several times – and also in connection with causal closure -  Plantinga points out that, if we 
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believe in God, are Christian theists, then most of the above arguments against dualism have no weight 

at all.  (Plantinga 2007:127-130)

Finally he discusses the fact that certain mental activities can be related and are dependent on 

activities in  specific  brain-areas.  This is  a direct conclusion of neuroscientific research.  He clearly 

recognizes these connections, but says that dependency is not the same as identity.  Brain activity is a  

necessary condition for mental activity, but it is not possible to conclude that the former is  the latter. 

(Plantinga 2007:133-135)

Another  philosopher  of  religion  -  John  Hick  (1922-2012)  -  discusses  the  problem  of  the 

mind/brain identity and consciousness. I will now account for two arguments, which I find interesting 

since they differ from Plantinga's arguments and give us some  further insight. The first argument is 

based on  Karl  Popper's  widely accepted doctrine,  that it  should be possible to  falsify a  scientific 

hypothesis.  If we assume, that the brain and the mind are identical and state that this is a scientific 

hypothesis, then we should be possible to falsify that hypothesis. But we could only falsify it, if we at 

least  accept  the  possibility  of  immaterial  beings.  Thus  our  hypothesis  is  not  a  proper  scientific 

hypothesis within the framework of physicalism, which at least does not accept a causal connection 

between anything immaterial and  material. (Hick 2010:88)

Another  important  argument  given  by  Hick  is  based  on  self-reference.  He  discusses  this 

argument in relation to the free-will of the mind.  According to Hick it  was originally devised by 

Epicurus9 and also used by John Eccles. Hick describes two types of knowledge: the knowledge of a 

free being  denoted by A and the knowledge of a determined being denoted by B and further two 

modes, mode A: the mode of being free and mode B:  the mode of being determined. Now Hick argues:

(3.1) Only if we function in mode A, it is possible for us to argue what is true or false.

(3.2) If we argue that mode B is the only possible mode, then we cannot function in mode A. 

(3.3) If we cannot function in mode A, then we cannot argue that mode B is the only possible  

mode.

(3.4) Thus mode B is not the only possible mode. 

Hick discusses some objections, but he concludes that  physical determinism should be rejected and 

that the argument above at least allows us to conclude that we never can know which mode  really is 

the mode we are functioning in. (Hick 2010: 119-123) 

9 Hick cites Epicurus as follows: “He who says that all things happen of necessity cannot criticize another who says that 
not all things happen of necessity. For he has to admit that also the assertion happens of necessity.” (Hick 2010:120)
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Hick  and  Plantinga  have  in  common  that  they  defend  dualism,  accept  the  results  of 

neuroscience and are Christian philosophers. 

4.4. Problems related to a Christian dualistic understanding of the Soul and the 
mind/body problem 

As we have seen the concept of the soul was already important in ancient Greece and was also widely 

used  in  Christianity  and  its  existence  is  essential  for  some  ideas  and  beliefs  within  Christianity. 

Obviously there are beliefs and ideas in Christianity which are more or less dependent on the concept 

of the soul. Here I shall present four such beliefs and ideas. Some of them  are also common in other 

religions. 

4.4.1 Immortality

The existence of a soul somehow independent of the body is necessary for the idea of an immortal soul. 

Although it is not necessary that the soul is in exactly the same state after death or has exactly the same 

nature after death as during life, it is clear that its existence after death must somehow be independent 

of and yet connected to the life it had together with the body. So if the soul actually does not exist on its 

own, if it is totally dependent on processes in the body, then it will cease to exist as soon as the body  

ceases to exist. Hence the concept of immortality of the soul would be false. 

4.4.2 Immaterial beings -God, angels, the soul

At least the existence of God is accepted in Christianity. Often other beings such as angels and  demons 

are also assumed to exist not only in a metaphorical sense,  but even literally as actual immaterial 

beings. So if God is not in some sense identical with the material world or the world in some way is  

divine or contained in the divine, which would lead us to some form of pantheism or panentheism10, the 

existence of something immaterial existing beside the material world is necessary for Gods, angels, 

10 Jonsson describes the processtheology created by Charles Hartshorne (1897-2000) and Alfred N. Whitehead (1861-
1947) as a form of panentheism with a God dependent on the physical, but who is not transcendent or super-natural.  
(Jonsson 2008:171)
Some ideas of Jürgen Moltmann (1926-) point in a similar direction, although he does not call himself panentheist, he 
seems to be close to panentheism: “The distinction between God and the world is no longer in its (the ecological theory 
of creation- my remark) center but the knowledge of the God's presence in the world and the presence of the world in 
God. (Moltmann 1985:27 translation by me)”
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demons existence. Being able to explain the nature of consciousness, the nature of what we call mind 

or soul within the framework of neuroscience would not rule out the existence of God or other divine or 

immaterial thinking beings, but it would give materialists a major argument against their  existence, 

since at least the human consciousness, thinking, feeling and so on then could be explained entirely in 

terms of  biochemical processes, suggesting that it therefore should be possible to explain any form of 

consciousness within a materialistic framework.  And if furthermore the physical world is causally 

closed i.e. no soul or mind can causally affect the material world, how could God, angels, demons  or 

any divine (or satanic) immaterial power causally affect the world? If the causal closure of the physical 

world is true then this would actually have as a consequence  that theism  is false.  

4.4.3 The embodiment of Christ 

A central belief in Christianity is that of Christs embodiment. St. John  writes: “In the beginning 

was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the word was God. [...] And the Word was made flesh, 

and  dwelt  among  us  [...]”  (John  1:1-14).11 This  assumes  that  also  Christ  –  at  least  before  the 

embodiment - has an existence independent of the body and that the 'word' was immaterial and of the 

same character as God. But if Christ has an immaterial part,  then why shouldn't other humans  have 

some immaterial part for example  a soul? This idea is also supported by the following passage in 

Genesis: “so God cerated man in his own image, in the image of God created he him,[...]”  (Gen1:27) If 

humans are the image of God, why should we not have immaterial parts? Thus if there is no immaterial 

soul,  no  mind  independent  of  the  body,  how then could  the  embodiment/incarnation  of  Christ  be 

understood without assuming that Christs nature is completely  material or assuming that only God and 

Christ are  immaterial beings but humans are not?   

11 Εν αρχη ην ο λογος, και ο λογος ην προς τον θεον, και θεος ην ο λόγος […] Και ο λογος σαρξ εγενετο και εσκηνωσεν εν  
ημιν. (John 1:1-14) εγενετο is a form of the verb γινομαι which has a very broad meaning and may not necessarily be  
translated by 'was made'  although this may be the most obvious translation. It  could possibly also be translated as  
'entered'.  Interestingly Trenton Merricks interprets εγενετο  as literally meaning 'was made'. Consequently he concludes 
that the embodiment of Christ is an argument  against   dualism, claiming that the embodiment of Christ is easier to 
understand within physicalism. Merricks understands becoming human as becoming embodied and within physicalism 
the bodily form is the only form of being human. Thus if Christ is to 'become' flesh, then Christ should become fully  
material.  (Merricks  2007:294-299)   But   εγενετο could  also  be  understood  as  'entered'  thus  Christ  could  still  be 
immaterial after 'entering' the flesh.
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4.4.4 Theodicy

A major question within theology is the question, why evil exists in the world. If God is almighty, all-

loving, all-knowing then why would God tolerate evil or suffering in this world. One answer often used 

in theodicies  is  that God wants people to be free in respect to their choices of  good or evil. Since we 

are free, can act freely, it is possible to do evil. So the possibility of being free  not to do the right thing 

and of experiencing evil in the world is an integral part of creation. Further, freedom is  necessary for 

our relationship to God.  (Jonsson 2008:269-273) If the the mind and consciousness   are caused by 

processes in the material world and cannot causally affect the material world, then  free-will could 

possibly be understood as an illusion and the idea of humans having the possibility to freely choose 

good or evil  would not be relevant for explaining the existence of evil within God's creation. Further,  

establishing a free relationship to God would not be an option for humans. 

5. Discussion and comparison

In  the  past  two  chapters  I  have  presented  some  neuroscientific  research  results,  mainly  about 

consciousness,   philosophical   positions  supporting  physicalism,  philosophical  positions  defending 

dualism and Christian ideas. 

It  is  possible  to  find neural  correlates  to  human beings mental  activities  and map them to 

certain brain areas or  neuronal  structures.  Scientists  have created a  model  of  the 'global  neuronal 

workspace' giving a theoretical framework to understand consciousness. Philosophers like Searle or 

Dennett  have created philosophical frameworks supporting the ideas and results of neuroscientist and 

rejecting  dualism.  The  question  whether  free  will  is  an  illusion  or  not  has  been  raised  both  by 

philosophers and neuroscientists and neuroscientific research point in the direction that even free will 

has a neural correlate.

Christian ideas about the soul through history were mainly based upon some form of dualism. 

We have identified two major lines in history, one following Plato, Augustine and Descartes, the other 

following Aristotle and Aquinas. Modern Christian philosophers like Plantinga or Hick following the 

tradition of the first line defend dualism and the idea of an immaterial soul. It is now time to discuss 

and compare these different  positions. 
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5.1.Does neuroscience and its philosophical concepts answer the question of 

consciousness?

The evidence given by the neuroscientific research is both fascinating and appealing. Mankind has 

gained major insight into the processes in the brain, the development of the brain and scientists also 

have a deeper understanding about how neurons, groups of neurons and the brain-areas which interact 

while we consciously or unconsciously  are mentally active. Although some neuroscientists claim that 

they are solving the problem of consciousness, this is not necessarily the given answer. The scientific 

focus is rather on the actual research work  of finding neural correlates of consciousness, mapping 

brain-areas  to  mental  activity  and  so  on,  leaving  the  philosophical  question,  what  consciousness 

actually 'is'  to philosophers.  Further, it is  important to realize that while we now know a lot about the  

underlying  biochemistry  in  the  brain,  for  example  which  transmitter  substances   are  used  in  the 

synapses and while we also know a lot about which areas of the brain correlate with certain mental 

activities, we still know little about the structures lying 'in between' these two parts of activity in the 

brain. There is - so to say -  still a great gap in the knowledge about how the brain is built, the internal  

structure of the brain and how the neurons  work together or if we  use a term from computer science,  

how the neuronal networks 'are programmed'. 

The fact that the brain 'is built' -the epigenesis of the brain – in childhood and adolescence, is  

well known and acknowledged as a main feature of the brain, but at the level of the internal neuronal 

structure of the  brain our knowledge about this process is insufficient, we really don't know so much 

about what is going on, when the brain is built . This has obvious reasons since the epigenesis of the 

brain is different for every single individual   in humanity. Thus the neuroscientific research indicates 

that a physicalist approach to the mind/body problem, to the problem of consciousness might be the 

most rational approach but it does not imply it. 

Now what about the physicalist approach? Both Searle and Dennett make serious attempts to 

create a philosophy of mind consistent and compatible with the present state of scientific research. 

Both are based on a physicalist view. Searle gives us a philosophical framework which tries to account 

for the major aspects of subjective experience i.e. our experiences are subjective, they have qualitative 

properties and we experience ourselves as a 'unity'. His approach is special in so far, that he  - although 

he is well aware of the arguments for and against physicalism and/or dualism and  discusses them – 
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tries  to examine the mind simply as a phenomena without referring to previous research, without 

'looking back'.  By 'simply' trying to describe the phenomena Searle tries to avoid all the – admittedly  

messy – questions and discussions about dualism and materialism which have occupied philosophers 

of the mind for many centuries.  Searle's philosophy of mind is appealing since he sincerely tries to 

integrate  subjectivity  and qualitativeness in  his  philosophy and he acknowledges  consciousness  as 

something   “[...]  irreducible  to  third-person  neurobiological  processes”  (Searle  2004:138).  His 

philosophy is also fully compatible with the present state of neuroscientific research.  But is his theory 

consistent?  I  think  not.  Several  times  he  states  that  every  state  of  the  brain,  must  be  causally 

determined by all the previous neurobiological states (Searle 2004:159). That means that  everything 

happening in the physical   is reducible to other physical events. Searle thinks that consciousness is 

causally  reducible  to  physical  events  but  not  ontologically  reducible  (Searle  2004:138).   But  if 

consciousness and conscious states are not ontologically reducible, but causally reducible, you still not 

have explained what it  is  like to be conscious,  to be a  subject or to  have any kind of qualitative 

experience!   Furthermore,  if  all  brain  states  are  determined  by  neurobiological  processes  and  all 

physical events are causally reducible to other physical events, then  free will  should also  be an 

illusion, but Searle – as we have seen in section 3.2 - leaves this question open. He also claims that 

consciousness  and all  mental  events  are  caused by biological   events  (ibid.),  yet  he argues in  his 

Chinese Room Experiment (we will have a closer look at this experiment later in section 5.2.) that this  

is not possible for computers, but if the mental processes entirely are based on physical processes, why 

can't we simulate these physical, neurological processes on a computer just like we can simulate other 

highly complex and dynamical systems on a computer? Wouldn't such a simulation also simulate the 

mental  processes  correlated to  the neurological  processes? Why not  –  like Dennett  -  assume that 

consciousness actually is the highly complex process going in the brain? So on the one hand we have 

Searle's claim that all brain states are caused by neurobiological processes and thus even brain states 

correlated  to   decisions  made  by  free  will,   on  the  other  hand  we  have  Searle's  claim that  this  

connection is not possible for certain physical processes – those in a computer -  and that free-will is so 

fundamental to human life that a physicalist explanation at least is not the obvious explanation. “But 

we also know that  the conviction of  our  freedom is inescapable.  We cannot  act  except  under  the 

presupposition of freedom.” (Searle 2004:164) So there are tensions or even inconsistencies in his 

theory. 
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 But what about Searle's objections to dualism? The third objection stated in section 3.2 is  

related to the question of causal closure. I will come to that later. The second objection is not really an  

argument, Searle thinks that dualism is an unnecessary assumption, but that is his  opinion, a theist 

would most likely not think so. His first objection claims that there has never been a proper, intelligible 

theory for how the mental and physical,  if  they are two separate realms interact. This is indeed a 

correct. Even if we assume dualism to be true, no one has given a really good, workable solution to 

how the mental and physical work together. This may not necessarily be of great importance to a 

religious believer or a philosopher – if he/she is mainly interested in what is possible or logically  

possible – but it certainly is a problem for a scientist.  Scientist usually wish to give explanations,  

scientific explanations, but without a good theory, satisfactory explanations are not possible. So this is  

a problem for dualism.   

   As I already have stated Dennett' s position is somewhat extreme. Qualia does not exist, the 

question of subjectivity is avoided by stating that first-person science is no science and consciousness 

is just 'fame in the brain' or even more simple: the mind and the brain are identical. There is nothing 

more than the neural correlates. I think that Dennett in a way is very consistent in his approach, he 

sticks strictly to a materialistic framework and at the core of this framework is the  causal closure of 

the physical. Dennett thinks that the “fatal flaw” (Dennett 1991:35) of dualism is the fact that it cannot 

satisfactorily  explain  how the  mental  has  effect  on  the  physical.  But  is  the  causal  closure  of  the 

physical actually an argument? Of course, assuming that the causal closure is true, nothing immaterial 

could cause anything in the physical world. Thus God – if he exists – cannot cause anything in the  

physical  world  and  neither  can  the  soul,  angels  or  whatever  immaterial  we  could  imagine  cause 

anything in the physical world. Dennett would not have 'proved' the non-existence of the immaterial, 

but what use is the immaterial, if it has no causal connection to the physical?? 

But why should the causal closure of the physical be true? Neither Dennett nor Searle actually 

argue  for  its  truth,  they obviously  assume it,  since  they are  physicalists,  but  they  do not  give  an 

argument for why it is true. Of course the principal of causal closure is an important working principle 

in physics and other natural sciences, but this does not imply that it is generally and unconditionally 

true. The causal closure could be extended to the immaterial, then we would not have a causal closure 

of the physical but a causal closure of the world12. So what both Dennett and Searle actually assume, 

12 The idea that scientific methods – these methods could include the causal closure - can describe the entire world does  
not necessarily rule out the possibility that the world also partly consists of something immaterial. Immaterial processes  
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is that the world only consists of the physical.  

Do Searle, Dennett or  neuroscientific results answer the questions what it is like to feel pain, to 

experience music, to be conscious, to be ourselves and so on? I think not. Searle seems to answer the 

question at first glance since he accepts subjectivity, qualitativeness and consciousness as realities but 

yet he does not tell us what it is like to have conscious experiences. Dennett simply says that qualia do 

not exist,  that subjectivity cannot be part  of scientific research and that consciousness is simply a 

process in the brain or even more simplified: the mind and the brain are identical. The neuroscientific 

results do what they are best at doing. They explain physical processes, but they do not tell us what 

pain is or what consciousness is, they tell us what is going on in the brain while we feel pain or are 

conscious and that is really a lot and gives us deep insights into human nature, but it does not finally 

solve the 'hard problem of consciousness'. Only if we – like Dennett – assume that the neurological  

processes  in  the  brain  are  identical  to  the  mind and all  its  features,  would  neuroscience  'explain' 

consciousness,  but  this  would  still  not  be  a  satisfactory  position  since  this  does  not  account  for 

subjectivity, for what it is to be conscious or to have conscious feelings.

Summarizing the discussion of the neuroscientific results and its philosophical concepts above 

we have the following results:

• Neuroscientific  research  describes  a  wide  range  of  mental  phenomena  at  the  level  of  the 

neurobiological processes. 

• Attempts  to  explain  consciousness  and  conscious  experiences  are  based  on  the  mind/body 

identity  and thus  do  not  account  for  the  first-person experience  of  subjectivity  and do not 

explain what qualia or consciousness 'are'.

• Searle  attempts  to  integrate  subjectivity  and  qualia   into  his  philosophy of  mind,  but  his 

philosophy is not fully consistent in every point. The question of free will is left open. He 

claims that consciousness is caused by physical processes, yet he rejects the idea of strong AI 

(Chinese  Room experiment). 

• Causal closure of the physical is a a core assumption both in Searle's and Dennett's philosophy, 

but they do not prove it. They assume it to be true.

• Dualism cannot give an intelligible account of how the mental and physical might interact.

could well be governed by causal laws. The causal closure of the world as such does not imply that the world is merely a 
material world.  What naturalism in its strictest sense assumes is that the world is a material world.  
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• Dennett rejects the existence of qualia – subjective  conscious experiences – and consciousness 

as phenomenas on their own.

So if  we accept  Dennett's position,  rejecting the existence of qualia,  subjective  conscious 

experiences  and consciousness as phenomenas on their own, then neuroscience together with  the 

philosophical concepts presented by Dennett can give an answer to the mystery of consciousness. But 

rejecting  the existence of qualia, subjective  conscious experiences  and consciousness as phenomenas 

on their own seems to be a high price since they all are part of the natural experience of our mental life. 

Searle's position on the other hand tries to integrate the first-person perspective as a reality of its own 

into his philosophy, but his philosophy is not fully consistent and neuroscience on its own 'only' gives 

us a detailed description of the physical processes. So the question about consciousness is not answered 

completely  nor are the attempted answers in all aspects  satisfactory. 

5.2. Does Christian belief based on dualism give us a satisfying model of the soul and 

its aspects?

First it is important to realize a major difference between the approach of neuroscientists to  questions 

concerning the mind and the soul and the approach by Christian philosophers and/or  theologians. 

While neuroscientists are interested in the details of how the brain works and the philosophers of mind 

supporting  neuroscience  are  interested  in   giving  a  framework  as  close  as  possible  related  to 

neuroscientific  research,  Christian  philosophers  and  theologians  are  more  interested  in  general 

philosophical  and  theological  questions  concerning  the  compatibility  of  religious  beliefs  with 

philosophical frameworks compatible with scientific research. Therefore in general Christian beliefs, 

Christian philosophy, theology do not claim that any of the research done by neuroscience is false. 

What is important, is how these results can correlate with Christian ideas and beliefs. 

The dualistic view does not reject neuroscientific results or claim that they have an alternative 

'science of the brain' and this view is easily compatible with  Christian beliefs such as those named in 

section 4.4. In order to see whether dualism is a stable position with regard to the mind/body problem,  

we have to analyze the arguments for and against dualism. 

In section 4.3 I gave a brief account of Plantinga’s replacement argument – argument (1). For 

the sake of simplicity I state the six steps once more:   
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(1.1) It is possible -logically possible – that any part of the body can be replaced by an equally 

well functioning part. This could be cells or organs, just any part.

(1.2) 'I' continue to exist although these parts -any parts – are replaced.

(1.3) It is possible -logically possible- to replace all parts of my body within a very short  

period of time.

(1.4) Then my original body will no longer exist. 

(1.5) But I continue to exist while my body does not.

(1.6) Therefore I cannot   be identical to my body.

Let us now have a closer look to the steps and analyze them. (1.6) follows definitely from (1.4) 

and (1.5),  the premises (1.1) and (1.3) seem to be correct. (1.2) seems to be correct at least as long as 

we imagine a hand being replaced. The questions is if (1.2)  and hence (1.5) really are correct in all 

cases, especially in the case described in (1.3). If this is not the case then (1.6) does not follow. The 

weakest part of the argument is actually (1.5). Plantinga gives no direct reason why we should continue 

to exist while our body does not if our body is replaced within a short period of time. But why should it  

not be possible – logically possible - to imagine that 'I' am recreated as soon as my whole body is  

replaced with new parts? (1.5) seems to me to be more like an assumption. Plantinga  assumes – since 

he is a dualist  – that the 'I' must continue to exist while the body does not, but that is what we wanted 

to prove! The materialist could argue that since after replacement an identical copy of my body has 

been created why should that brain not have exactly the same experiences, memories and so on 'I'  

would have had if my body had not been replaced? My conclusion is that the argument only holds if we 

assume (1.2) and thus also (1.5) to be true, but being a materialist we certainly wouldn't do so. We 

would only do so being a dualist. So the argument is not much of an argument for dualism if it only 

works if we presume to be dualists.

Plantinga's other argument (2) presented by me in section 4.3  was based upon whether anything 

material can think. The conclusion from (2.3) to (2.4) is correct. If indeed nothing material,  not the 

brain either can think, then there must be something immaterial that does the thinking. But can we 

really conclude (2.3) from (2.2)? Again I think not. It may sound obvious that if cells cannot think, then 

why should things -like brains – composed of cells be able to think? But this is the problem at issue, to  

find the link between 'non-thinking matter' and 'matter awaken', this is what neuroscientific research 

tries to do. Now Plantinga might argue that neuroscience fails to explain this step and at present it still  
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does,  but  is  it  possible  to  conclude  that  it  is  impossible to  explain  how  matter  may  awaken  to 

consciousness?  Is it possible to assert that this never will be possible? At least Plantinga doesn't give a  

definite answer to these questions and to assume that the material never can 'produce' consciousness, 

that 'matter cannot awaken' is just the core assumption of dualism.

Another argument against the mind/brain identity  given by Plantinga is based on   the idea that  

neuronal structures cannot have content.  If we compare Plantinga's ideas with Searle's Chinese Room 

Experiment then the neuronal structures would correspond to the hardware and software in Searle's 

Chinese speaking computer and the content of a sentence correlating to  a specific neuronal structure 

would correspond to the understanding of  that sentence in the computer. Plantinga himself also uses 

the computer analogy to argue that neuronal structures cannot give rise to content (Plantinga 2007:112) 

and alike to Searle who argues that a computer program -i.e. physical activity at the level of electronic 

circuits – cannot create understanding, Plantinga concludes that physical, neuronal activities do not 

create  content  in  the  sense  of  'understood'  content  of  belief  content.   So  Searle's  Chinese  Room 

Experiment is based on  similar ideas and since Searle's argument even covers the understanding of an 

entire language, which humans obviously are possible in doing,   I will analyze his argument instead. 

The main idea in this experiment  is that the person entering the room and executing the instructions 

still won't understand Chinese:  

“We can suppose that I pass the Turing test for understanding Chinese, but, all the same, I do not understand a word 

of Chinese. And if I do not understand Chinese on the basis of implementing the right computer program, then  

neither does any other computer just on the basis of implementing the program, because no computer has anything 

that I do not have. (Searle 2004:90)” 

But is the conclusion right that another computer cannot understand Chinese on the basis of 

implementing  the  program? The point  is  that  the   person inside  the  Chinese  room is  acting  on a 

different level. The presumed understanding is on a higher level just like consciousness or content in 

the brain is on a higher level than the neuronal activities. If Searle accepts that consciousness arises on 

a higher level within the neuronal structure of the brain, then why shouldn't it do so in the Chinese  

room? Or to put it the other way round: if I would be inside the  brain of a person executing all the  

actions necessary for the neuronal activities  then I still  would not  understand  what this person is 

thinking, but yet the person would still be conscious and able to understand language. And further, if I  

would execute the commands in a computer necessary to simulate the earth's climate, would I even 

know what the simulation is about? No, but on a higher level the simulation exists as a simulation of 
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the earth's climate, but not in my mind. The experiment  mixes up two different levels, the level of 

executing the steps in  a program and the level  of what  the system actually accomplishes.  So the 

Chinese Room Experiment does not prove strong A.I. to be impossible.13 But even if we realize that it 

is not possible to draw conclusions from one level of description to another,  the refutation  of his 

argument  still leaves the question open whether consciousness or understanding or content is a mere 

product of physical activity or not. The actual connection between these levels is  not discussed, but 

that would precisely be the issue for neuroscience in the case of the brain or computer science in the 

case of A.I.  Therefore the argument does not really give us conclusions about what happens between 

those levels. If the argument would hold, it would also hold for neuronal activities and the brain in 

total, thus - like Plantinga concludes in his argument based on content - proving that dualism is true and 

neither strong A.I. nor consciousness entirely based on the brain would be possible. If it does not hold, 

then a physicalist explanation for the mind or consciousness or A.I. would be possible, but would still  

not  be proven to  be  the  only  correct  or  possible  explanation.  But  neither  Searle's  experiment  nor 

Plantinga's argument explains what happens or does not happen between the  level of neuronal or 

electronic activity and the level of understanding  and consequently neither of them can conclude that  

the mind/body identity is incorrect or that strong A.I. is impossible. 

Hick's argument that the mind/brain identity cannot be formulated as a scientific hypothesis 

since its falsification is not possible within a purely materialistic framework - I think -  should not be 

taken as an argument. It rather points out to us that the assumption that physicalism is correct, that all  

phenomena are physical phenomena, implies that there cannot be another solution to the mind/brain 

problem than the identity solution.    So there is  a metaphysical assumption behind the mind/brain 

identity – namely that materialism is true.

Now let us analyze the other argument (3) given by Hick in section 4.2  and which is based on 

self-reference. Given the truth of (3.1) the rest of the argument is correct, but is (3.1) really true? I think 

it seems at least reasonable to assume that (3.1) is true, if we were determined, how could  know with 

certainty that the  conclusion 'we made' - which also is determined – is not determined to be a false 

conclusion? If we were totally determined in our minds, we would never be able to be sure that what 

we have concluded is true or correct. Yet the argument only gives us  that we at least know that mode B 

13 And if the experiment would prove strong A.I. to be impossible then we really would have a powerful argument against  
materialism. This is – as I already pointed out – a weakness in Searle's philosophy. On the one hand he argues against  
materialism and the other hand he is a strictly materialistic.
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is not the only possible mode. It does not give us the answer that mode A is the only possible mode 

which may have been the answer we had wished for.14 

Neither Plantinga or Hick explain how the mental might interact with the physical. If we now 

summarize the analysis above we have the following:

• Christian belief or theology does not claim to have an 'alternative science of the brain'

• Parts of Plantinga's arguments against materialism already assume that dualism is true.

• The argument based on the 'content' of our mental events or the Chinese room argument seems 

to be an argument against materialism but it mixes up two different levels of description: the 

low level  of  the 'program'  or  neuronal  events  and the  level  of  the  'result  of  the program'. 

Therefore it cannot be used as an argument against materialism.  

• Hick's argument based  on the idea  that the mind/brain identity cannot be formulated as a 

scientific hypothesis mainly points out that the mind/brain identity assumes materialism.

• Hick's  argument  of  self-reference  is  sound and implies  that  we cannot  know anything for 

certain if we assume that our mental life is fully determined. 

• Dualism does not explain how the mental and physical actually interact.

The dualistic view gives us the possibility to combine Christian beliefs with neuroscientific 

results at the price of not giving us a intelligible account for how the immaterial and material interact.  

The attempts by the Christian philosophers to prove dualism or disprove materialism are not flawless.  

Most arguments for dualism assume in one way or another dualism to be true. The strongest argument 

against physicalism I think is the one by Hick based on self-reference. 

5.3. Are the neuroscientific results  and its philosophical concepts in conflict with 

religious beliefs?

As we have seen the neuroscientific results as such do not imply that an immaterial soul or anything 

else immaterial such as angels or even God do not exist. So there is no direct conflict between the 

results  of neuroscientific  research and Christian beliefs.  But  interpreting the results  as a proof for 

physicalism,  for  example  interpreting  that  the global  neuronal  workspace described in  section  3.1 

actually is consciousness as Dennett does, leads  ultimately to  conflicts  not between neuroscientific 

14 This argument is related to a similar but more lengthy and complicated  argument against materialism given by Plantinga 
(Plantinga 2008:33-51) in which he concludes that physicalism is self-defeating.   
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results  and  Christian  beliefs  but  rather  between  physicalism  and  Christian  beliefs.   Further,  if 

physicalism  - here represented by Searle's weaker form and Dennett's stronger form  - either is seen as 

the consequence of the neuroscientific results or assumed to be the philosophical basis of them, then 

there are  conflicts  between  the  philosophical concepts of neuroscience   and  Christian beliefs.  

Especially  the problems  stated and described in sections 4.4.1 to 4.4.4 would be hard to explain  

within a purely physicalist framework. It would be hard to believe in immortality  since the mental 

events of the soul would cease to exist as soon as the body ceases to exist.  The existence of immaterial 

beings and even God would be only possible in theory but would be of no consequence for us at all. 

The free will – we have not discussed free will in detail - necessary for some theodicies and for our 

free choice to live a life with God would at least be questionable since all neurological processes are 

assumed  to  be  causally  dependent  of  or  determined  by  other  physical  processes.  Finally  the 

embodiment  of  Christ  –  if  such  a  being  is  assumed  to  be  possible   -  would  also   at  least  be 

questionable. All these beliefs described in section 4.4.1 to 4.4.4 seem to me to be of major importance 

for Christian belief. What would God be if immaterial beings do not exist? It would of course still be  

possible  to  embrace  pantheism  or  panentheism,  but  then  a  thorough  discussion  in  which  way 

pantheism and panentheism is compatible with Christian beliefs like those mentioned here would be 

necessary. What happens to the Christian creed of faith without immortality of the soul? What is the 

relation of humans to God, to good and evil if human mental life is fully determined and thus free will 

does not really exist? What is Christ if it is not 'the word, the logos' entering or becoming flesh? 

The  analysis of some arguments for and against dualism or materialism showed that neither 

dualism nor materialism is the given philosophical point of view in relation to the mind/body problem. 

Materialism - at least in relationship to Christianity but even in relationship to other religions - has the 

weakness that it cannot account for anything immaterial like the soul or God, it can neither give a 

satisfactory  explanation  of  what  consciousness   is  and mental  phenomena such as  qualia  are  not 

explained. Thus at  least  some or even many Christian beliefs would have to be modified or even 

rejected.  Dualism can include neuroscientific results and is compatible with Christian beliefs but it 

cannot give an intelligible explanation for how the immaterial may interact with the material. Dennett 

regarded this to be the major problem of dualism. (Dennett 1991:35)

So there seem to be two possibilities both not fully satisfactory: either we are physicalists and 

then we are in conflict with the Christian beliefs described above, making it difficult - if not impossible 
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-  for us to be Christian or we  accept dualism, have no conflicts with Christian beliefs or scientific 

results,  but  then  we cannot  account  for  at  least  one   major  problem namely  how the  immaterial  

interacts with the material and this is at least from a scientific point of view not satisfactory. But is this 

correct? Are there no other possibilities than being a physicalist and thus seemingly being forced to 

reject important Christian beliefs or being a dualist thus  accepting the immaterial and  material but at 

present without any intelligible account for the connection between the physical and the mental or the 

material and immaterial? Is there no way out of this situation? 

5.4 About alternative approaches

Obviously philosophers, philosophers of religion and theologians have made attempts to avoid 

the  problems connected  to  the  materialism-dualism debate.  Especially  in  relationship  to  Christian 

beliefs or even other religious beliefs, it may seem important to find a way to combine these beliefs 

with physicalism, thus avoiding the problems connected to dualism. But also in philosophy attempts 

have been made to avoid the problems concerning dualism and physicalism. 

A possible solution is to accept some of the main principles in materialism or physicalism and 

modify it so that neither the mind, the soul or any of the beliefs named above have to be rejected. In 

section 4.1. about the history of the soul in Christianity  we described two major lines, one following 

Plato-Augustine and Descartes and one following Aristotle and Aquinas. Dualistic philosophies usually 

follow  the  tradition  given  by  Plato-Augustine  and  Descartes,  whereas  many  attempts  to  extend 

materialism like non-reductive physicalism and emergence usually follow a tradition closer to the ideas 

of Aristotle and Aquinas. Non-reductive physicalism and emergence are  represented by philosophers 

of religion like Nancey Murphy, Warren S. Brown  and Philip Clayton. These approaches try to avoid 

the problems connected to dualism and physicalism. But Jaegwon Kim (1934- )  another important 

philosopher of mind asserts that there are essentially only three possible positions and that positions 

trying to avoid reductionism like non-reductive physicalism or emergence15 are not stable positions. 

15 Non-reductive physicalism usually focuses on the organization of the physical, the existence of  self-sustaining and self-  
reproducing  patterns.  Warren S.  Brown describes  non-reductive physicalism as  follows: “This  position admits  the 
biological nature of humans (physicalism), but the 'nonreductive' qualifier asserts that conscious decisions and will are  
real phenomena that are effective in exerting a top-down (or whole-part) causal influence on the  neurophysiological 
processes of the brain. (Brown 2004:63)” Nancey Murphy thinks that  humans are entirely physical, but states that we 
still have all the mental attributes usually belonging to the mind. Emergent systems like the mind should then at least be 
partly autonomous from their physical parts. (Murphy 2010: 247-252).  Emergentist Philip Clayton emphasizes that both 
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His conclusion is that we either  embrace dualism, eliminativism or physicalism/materialism. (Kim 

1989:31-47)16

Another possibility would be to examine pantheistic or panentheistic approaches. Since in these 

approaches  the divine is thought to be  or to contain the entire physical world, these  are possibly 

closer and more easily compatible with  a physicalist understanding of the world. But it would also be 

necessary to analyze in which way these approaches would affect central Christian beliefs.

 To  discuss non-reductive physicalism, emergence, pantheism or/and panentheism in relation to 

the  mind/body  problem  and  the  Christian  beliefs  mentioned  here  is  certainly  an  important  and 

interesting issue for further research. 

6. Results and conclusions
Neuroscience gives us a detailed description of the functions of the brain and the underlying physical 

processes correlating with mental processes, but it does not solve the mind/body problem in the sense 

that  it  explains  what  consciousness,  qualia  or  subjectiveness  is.  The  gap  between  the  physical, 

neuroscientific  description  and  the  first-person  experience  of  consciousness  and  mental  activity 

remains.17 

reductionist  physicalism  and  substance  dualism  should  be  rejected.  His  theory  is  very  close   to  the  results  of 
neuroscience. 

16 Kims conclusion in detail: 
If nonreductive physicalists accept the causal closure of the physical domain, therefore, they have no visible way of 
accounting  for  the  possibility  of  psychophysical  causation.  This  means  that  they  either  must  give  up  their  
antireductionism or else reject the possibility of psychophysical causal relations. The denial of psychophysical causation 
can come about  in two ways: first, you make such a denial because you don't believe there are mental events; or second,  
you keep faith with mental events even though you acknowledge that they never enter into causal transactions with  
physical processes, constituting their own autonomous causal world. So either you have espoused eliminativism, or else  
you are moving further in the direction of dualism, a dualism that posits a realm of the mental in total causal isolation  
from the physical realm. This doesn't look to me much like materialism.

Is the abandonment of the causal closure of the physical domain an option for the materialist? I think not: to reject  
the closure principle is to embrace irreducible nonphysical causes of physical phenomena. It would be a retrogression to  
Cartesian interactionist dualism, something that is definitive of the denial of materialism. 

Our conclusion, therefore, has to be this: nonreductive materialism is not a stable position. There are pressures of  
various sorts that push it either in the direction of outright eliminativism or in the direction of an explicit dualism.  (Kim 
1989:47 italics by Kim)

17 Some philosophers like Tobias Schlicht  claim that this gap is a principle gap. It is a gap that cannot be closed. Schlicht's  
argument is based on  Kant's ideas in Kritk der reinen Vernunft about the mind/body problem. Schlicht writes: “Apart 
from these ontological variants of dualism there is also the systematic possibility of a purely epistemological dualism. 
Indeed this  emphasizes  against physicalism the explanatory gap between the neurobiological description on the one  
hand and  the  subjectivity  of  conscious  experience  on the  other  hand.  But  it  rejects  all  ontological  conclusions  as 
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The philosophical basis of neuroscience is usually some form of   materialism  and materialism 

rejects dualism. But the arguments against dualism presented above  can be  questioned. 

Christian beliefs are easily compatible with dualism. But  even the arguments presented by 

dualists against materialism and for dualism can be  questioned. So dualism and physicalism are at least 

on par.  The remaining problems for the  positions presented are – at least - the following:

• Dualism cannot account for the interaction between the material and immaterial, between the 

mind and the body.  This seems to me to be a major flaw from a scientific point of view. 

Dualism should make serious attempts to close this gap.  

• Physicalism in its strictest sense implies determinism, but  as we have seen, we cannot know 

anything for certain if we assume that all our thoughts and processes in our mind are fully 

determined by physical processes. This I think should be regarded as a major philosophical 

flaw. 

Thus we have with respect to the questions about consciousness, the mind and the soul  at least 

the choice of one of the above positions. The physicalist position – apart from the problem stated above 

- is highly unsatisfactory for a Christian since it – at least in its strictest from – is incompatible with 

many Christian beliefs such as the beliefs and ideas mentioned in section 4.4. The dualistic position 

may be regarded as satisfactory for a Christian but  attempts should be made to give  a scientific 

explanation of the interaction between the mind and the body if dualism is to be regarded as a serious 

alternative even by scientists. Of course a Christian believer could also chose one of the  philosophical 

and theological alternatives not discussed here like non-reductive physicalism, emergence, pantheism 

or panentheism. But even these alternatives should  be analyzed and examined in detail with respect to 

their philosophical soundness and their compatibility with Christian beliefs.

So there is no simple solution of the mind/body problem yet, at least not from a dualistic or  

physicalist point of view. Whatever philosophers like Dennett or Searle claim,  there is no easy way out 

of  the  polarity  between  dualism  and  physicalism.  Whatever  neuroscientists  with  their  admittedly 

brilliant  descriptions  of  the  functions  of  the  brain  claim,  they  cannot  fill  the  gap  between  their 

unjustified i.e.   not only a physicalist reductionism but also an ontological dualism is avoided.“ (Schlicht 2007:114 
translation from German by me) 
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descriptions  and  the  first-person  experience  of  consciousness  and  mental  experience.  Whatever 

philosophers of religion like Plantinga or Hick claim, dualism does not give us an all-round satisfactory 

picture of the mind/body problem either, the interaction between an immaterial mind and the body 

cannot be explained. So I think we will be living with this debate for a long time to come. Maybe if 

dualists can give  an intelligible account of how the immaterial mind interacts with the body, or if 

scientist would succeed in building a computer able to feel, think and experience self-consciousness, or 

if neuroscientist and philosophers of mind could 'fill the gap' between neurobiological processes and 

mental life with all its properties,  maybe then the  debate would come to an end. But it seems to me 

that this day is still far away.

7. Outlook

Neither dualism nor dualism combined with Christianity, nor materialism can at present be proved to be 

the most rational position. Other alternatives  would need to be analyzed in detail.  Further,  whichever 

path we choose  there will still be many questions to solve. Especially the question of free-will should 

be discussed and analyzed in depth since the experience of freedom and free-will is so basic to human 

existence and how we interpret free-will may have some direct ethical consequences.

Neuroscientific research about consciousness, self-consciousness and free-will and its results 

affects and will affect our picture of ourselves. Many ethical questions may be affected and should be 

answered.   How should  conscious/self-conscious beings be treated? In which situations are we fully 

responsible for our actions? How should we treat mentally disabled persons, who may not be fully 

conscious? How should we treat persons suffering from dementia? The list could be made longer. How 

we answer these questions will not entirely  be dependent on the neuroscientific results about the brain,  

but it will certainly be influenced by them. The answers will also depend on whether we are religious 

or  non-religious,  if  we  are  religious  which  religious  beliefs  we  follow,  whether  we  are  dualists, 

physicalists,  theists,  pantheist,  panentheist,  non-reductive  physicalists  or  whichever  worldview  we 

embrace and I think we should  attempt to answer these questions from every possible point of view 

since many of these questions may affect everyday life.
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The question of causality appeared again and again  in my discussion and analysis.  Causal 

closure was a main argument against dualism and is a main feature of physicalism. Perhaps a thorough 

analysis of the concept of causality  both from the philosophical, scientifically and theologically point 

of view and in relationship to our higher brain-functions and their development could make it more 

clear, why causality seems to be so central in human thinking.
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