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Abstract

Advances in neuroscience and cognitive psychology over the past two decades have
made it possible to scientifically investigate the phenomenon of religion. In contrast,
revelatory knowledge in Islam claims to offer transcendent truths. Employing an
analytical-synthetic method, this study explores how findings from the cognitive
sciences can be utilized to gain a deeper understanding of the mechanisms
underlying the reception and processing of religious knowledge, as well as religious
practices, without falling into reductive approaches. The findings indicate that
cognitive mechanisms such as "Theory of Mind," "Hyperactive Agency Detection,"
and the "Purpose-Based Inference System" play a significant role in explaining how
religious beliefs are formed. Accordingly, by proposing a "Three-Level Model"—
comprising the neuroscientific, psychological, and theological levels—this study
demonstrates that the longitudinal interaction of these levels can lead to a more
comprehensive understanding of religion. Furthermore, this research examines the
challenges facing such an interaction, including the problem of reductionism,
cultural diversity, and cognitive fallibility, and offers strategies to address them. The
results suggest that the interaction between cognitive sciences and religious
knowledge not only leads to a deeper understanding of religion but also may pave
the way for the emergence of a new branch in interdisciplinary religious studies
termed "Cognitive Theology." This approach could enrich both the domains of

science and religion and open new horizons in religious research.
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Introduction

In the contemporary era, remarkable advancements in cognitive science and
neuroscience have posed challenges to traditional understandings of religion. The
cognitive science of religion, as an interdisciplinary field, employs empirical methods
to explain the neuro-psychological foundations of religious beliefs and experiences. In
contrast, the revelatory knowledge of Islam, emphasizing its supernatural origin,
immunity from distortion, and alignment with human fitrah (primordial nature), claims
to convey truths beyond the reach of purely empirical methods. This apparent
opposition forms the central problem of the present research: How can the findings of
cognitive science be utilized to gain a deeper understanding of the mechanisms for
receiving and processing religious knowledge, without falling into scientific
reductionism? Assuming the validity of Islamic revelatory knowledge as its
theological premise, this article seeks to provide a framework for a constructive

interaction between these two domains, rather than a confrontational one.

Materials and Methods

This research is theoretical in nature and employs an analytic-synthetic method. The

research process was organized in three stages:

- Data Collection: Using a library-based method, sources in two main domains

were reviewed:

1. Sources in the cognitive science of religion, focusing on foundational
theories (By-product Theory, Direct Adaptation Theory) and key
mechanisms such as the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device (HADD),
Theory of Mind (ToM), and narrative memory.

2. Islamic sources (philosophical, theological, and exegetical) centered on
concepts like revelation (wahy), primordial nature (fitrah), infallibility

(‘ismah), and material vs. agent causes.

- Data Analysis: Data from each domain were analyzed separately by questioning
their relation to understanding religion. In cognitive science, the distinction

between explaining the "how" of belief formation and its metaphysical "why"
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was emphasized. In Islamic thought, focus was placed on concepts amenable to

dialogue with scientific findings (e.g., fitrah, sacred intellect).

- Synthesis and Modeling: The final product of this stage was the design of a
"Three-Level Model of Interaction" which establishes a hierarchical and

transcendent relationship between different levels of analysis.

Discussion and Results
The findings of this research can be summarized in several key areas:

1. Explaining Foundational Mechanisms: The cognitive science of religion
provides valuable tools such as HADD (explaining the tendency for agent-
based interpretations of phenomena) and ToM (explaining the ability to
conceive of supernatural beings with minds) for understanding how religious
beliefs are formed.

2. Proposing an Interaction Model: The most significant achievement of this
article is presenting the "Three-Level Model," which includes:

- The Neuro-cognitive Level: Examining the material conditions and

biological mechanisms of the brain (material causes).

- The Psychological Level: Analyzing the mental and cognitive processes that
shape belief.

- The Theological Level: Explaining the philosophical-theological foundations,

the agent cause, and the ultimate meaning of the religious phenomenon.

- The relationship between these levels is hierarchical; meaning that a higher
level encompasses and elevates the lower level, rather than being in

contradiction with it.

3. Case Study Analysis: Applying this model to analyze Islamic prayer (Salat)
demonstrated how this ritual can be understood simultaneously as a
neurological phenomenon (regulating brain activity), a psychological one
(enhancing cognition and emotion), and a theological one (connection with

God and spiritual purification).

4. Analysis of Challenges: The most important challenges facing this interaction
were identified and analyzed in light of the proposed model. These include
scientific reductionism, cognitive fallibility versus the theory of infallibility

('ismah), cultural diversity in religious experiences, and, notably, the
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emerging challenge of 'epistemic incompatibility" (conflating the

psychological genealogy of a belief with its epistemic justification).

Conclusion

This research demonstrated that a confrontational approach towards cognitive
science and religious knowledge is not a suitable solution. Conversely, the Three-
Level Model, by differentiating levels of analysis, enables the utilization of

empirical findings without falling into the trap of reductionism. Accordingly:

- Explanations at the neuro-cognitive and psychological levels clarify the
necessary conditions and the "how" of the realization of a religious
phenomenon, but they do not answer questions about its ultimate cause and
transcendent meaning (theological level).

- The crucial distinction between the "psychological genealogy of a belief" and
its "epistemic justification" provides a definitive response to the challenge of
epistemic incompatibility. The natural origin of a belief is not, in itself,
evidence for its truth or falsehood.

- Theological concepts like fitrah can be reinterpreted through dialogue with
universal cognitive data, and the theory of infallibility can find a more
complex and profound explanation by distinguishing between fallible
conceptual perception (idrak hussuli) and a divinely granted intuitive
perception (idrak hudhuri).

Consequently, this study affirms that a critical-constructive interaction between
these two fields can not only lead to a deeper and more comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon of religion but also pave the way for the
emergence of a new branch titled "Cognitive Theology" within the realm of
interdisciplinary religious studies. This approach both respects the sanctity and
authenticity of revelatory knowledge and acknowledges the cognitive complexities
of contemporary humanity. Future research can continue this path by empirically
testing hypotheses derived from this model and developing an "Islamic Cognitive
Theology Research Program."
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