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Opening Quote – Tanya Luhrmann (00:01): I think that trying to understand how the mind is socially 
made is really important. And trying to understand these experiences that some9mes look psychological, 
but are in fact profoundly the products of prac9ce, and interac9on, and social worlds... that strikes me as 
really important. I think the more you understand, the easier it is to listen. So in this divisive moment, I 
think the more we're able to try to understand the richness of the social loca9on of somebody we 
disagree with, the be@er off we are. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (00:45): Welcome to Mind & Life. I'm Wendy Hasenkamp. Today my guest is 
psychological anthropologist, Tanya Luhrmann. As we conRnue to delve into contemplaRve science and 
the many perspecRves that live within it, Tanya's view of the mind is focused on our social worlds. 
Specifically, she's interested in spiritual experiences, and her research explores how pracRces embedded 
in social realiRes can change our minds — from the way we think about thinking, to our percepRon of 
reality and the divine. 

(01:18) In our conversaRon, we discuss her research on unusual spiritual experiences — like hearing 
voices, seeing visions, or experiencing the presence of an invisible other — and how she's studied that 
with magic pracRRoners and in evangelical ChrisRan communiRes. We talk about the boundary between 
reality and imaginaRon, psychological traits that underlie spiritual experiences, how mental training and 
mindfulness affect the way we relate to our own thoughts, and the impacts of a relaRonship with the 
divine on self and society. 

(01:52) This interview was recorded at last year's Summer Research InsRtute. The theme that year was 
on mental habits, and we took a broad definiRon of that concept — looking at the various perceptual, 
emoRonal and cogniRve processes that shape how we think about ourselves, others and the world. In 
this series so far, we've already heard from a couple other speakers from that event, Anil Seth and john 
powell, and Tanya brought the valuable lens of anthropology to our discussions there. I hope you enjoy 
this conversaRon as much as I did. It's my pleasure to share with you Tanya Luhrmann. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (02:31): So Tanya, thank you so much for taking the Rme to join us today. 

Tanya Luhrmann (02:35): It's a pleasure to be here. 
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Wendy Hasenkamp (02:37): I wonder if you could start by just telling us how you got interested in 
psychological anthropology. 

Tanya Luhrmann (02:44): I think one of the quesRons of my life has always been, how does God become 
real for people? And how do things that you can't see become real for you? How do people construct 
their sense of their most fundamental reality? I grew up as the daughter of a BapRst minister and the 
son of ChrisRan scienRst, and my mom became a Unitarian and my dad became a doctor. All my cousins 
are evangelical ChrisRans. We grew up in an Orthodox Jewish neighborhood. I had a really rich sense 
that people had very different understandings of the ulRmately real. And on top of that, my dad became 
a psychiatrist kind of doctor. So he was talking to people whose senses of reality were different, and 
there was something wrong with them. And I knew all these people who had different senses of reality, 
and nobody wondered whether there was anything wrong with them. So those quesRons really cut deep 
to the core from very early on. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (03:47): So, how did you become interested in your most recent work, in looking at 
how people experience and talk to God in the evangelical communiRes? 

Tanya Luhrmann (03:57): I began doing a project many years ago in Southern California, and I was 
interested in faith and communiRes, and I was working with a colleague, and we went to different 
communiRes and talked to them. And there was one community where a woman said, "If you want to 
understand Jesus, you ought to have a cup of coffee with him." And I thought, wow. And she talked 
about dancing with him, and hanging out with him... And people really did have this idiom of 
conversaRon with God. And then I realized that in fact this is many, many Americans; arguably a quarter 
of all Americans embrace a kind of faith in which they think that they should be having an inRmate back-
and-forth relaRonship with Jesus, and that everybody in the congregaRon should be having powerful 
voices and visions. And I just thought that was kind of amazing. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (04:55): Wow. So how have you gone about studying that? 

Tanya Luhrmann (04:58): Well, I mean, to be honest, it has its roots even farther back, when I was doing 
my doctoral research with people who call themselves witches, and magicians, and iniRates of the 
Western mysteries. And I noRced that they had odd experiences. And in fact, I had an odd experience. I 
hung out with that world and I would do their exercises, and I was spending 15 minutes to 60 minutes a 
day with my eyes closed, my mind open, trying to construct things in my imaginaRon, which you do in 
that world. That's a world in which people understand that magic works because people have vivid, 
inner, imaginaRve worlds that somehow affect the world outside. 

(05:44) And I had this kind of remarkable experience in which I woke up one morning and I saw six 
Druids standing by the window — I was reading a book about Druids (The Mists of Avalon) — and I had 
this experience, and I shot out of bed and it disappeared. And I had that experience aher I had been 
spending months of daily pracRce, trying to see the things I was imagining in my mind's eye. And I 
thought at the Rme that this had something to do with training. That maybe there were some people 
who were different than others, people would say that. But that there... I was spending a lot of Rme 
doing these pracRces and I thought these pracRces changed me. People talked about how the pracRces 
changed them. 

(06:33) And so I saw that and I tucked it away. And then I went off and I did a bunch of other things. And 
then I began this project on evangelical ChrisRanity because I was so fascinated by the idea of having 
coffee with God. And then I realized that I could explore the story of: are there special people, are some 
people more likely to have these experiences than others? Are certain pracRces more likely to give rise 
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to these vivid, almost sensory, experiences of engaging with God? And then more recently I've been 
trying to understand whether people in different cultures are more likely to have those experiences. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (07:15): That's really fascinaRng about your earlier work in magic communiRes, and 
that you were engaging in those pracRces and you saw some of these changes in yourself. So, is the idea 
that you were spending all this Rme engaging in very vivid mental imagery and then, the experience that 
you had, do you think of it as like just kind of a spillover effect into reality? 

Tanya Luhrmann (07:40): I think there is something like a spillover effect. I think that we are, as I 
understand it now, we're constantly making judgments about what I'll call, for want of a be<er term, 
mental events. I think we constantly have many micro-moments in which life is full of events that you 
remember — very, very quickly. I think that when we make those judgments of whether something is 
real... And what do I mean by real — did it originate from outside of you? I think that we are looking for 
the amount of sensory informaRon in the memory, to say, is it a memory or did I imagine this? Because 
imaginaRon is ohen much more patchy than actual sensory experience. Did I imagine this? Did I create it 
myself? CreaRng it yourself ohen has a quality of taking work — that I worked to write this paper. Did 
somebody else speak this to me? Do I remember the words as if they came in from the outside? So 
we're constantly making these judgments. 

(08:57) I think that what happens with these unusual experiences — voices, visions — there is... I think 
people are, in effect, judging an experience that may have a more internal quality, and judging it to be 
more external. And that has something to do with what you're expecRng. Are you expecRng God to 
speak? And it has something to do with whether you're culRvaRng God's presence, or a spirit's presence, 
in a way so that it has a lot of sensory detail. And I think it has a lot to do with a bunch of things I don't 
understand. 

(09:34) The theories that we have can postulate about, why this person rather than that person. Why 
this person with 10 hours of training, or 10,000 hours of training, rather than that person, has these 
events. Why this event happened to that person Tuesday ahernoon at three o'clock, none of us has any 
idea. And I think it's helpful as a researcher to hold open the possibility that people are in touch with 
something that is bigger, different, inexplicable, complex. I don't think that science can prove that one 
way or another. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (10:10): It's interesRng you were menRoning about the amount of sensory detail, 
and that that may be part of what the mind uses as a way of determining if something is internally or 
externally generated. Do you know if there's been any research trying to parse that out? Maybe in like, 
hallucinaRons I'm thinking of. 

Tanya Luhrmann (10:29): Yeah. So there are really two big theories that people think about. One of them 
is called reality monitoring or someRmes source monitoring. And the suggesRon is that you do this very 
quick micro-judgment of your fast memory of an event. So the argument that they make — Marsha 
Johnson is one of the key researchers here — and she suggests that the amount of sensory informaRon 
in the moment of a<enRon has the potenRal to shih an experience to being experienced [as] from the 
outside. 

(11:06) So these voices and visions and smells and tastes and feels, these are moments where you have 
a sensory percepRon. So it feels to the person like they have heard, or they've seen, or they've felt the 
fingerRp, or they've smelled, or they've tasted, and they can't see a sensory source. So you hear, you 
turn your head, and nobody's there. You see, and you double check, and then it's gone. You smell, and 
there's nothing that smells like that. And so, there's this quality of experience, this sense of realness, that 
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comes from the percepRon, that sensory percepRon. Some people think that it comes with an extra 
emoRon of realness. (Although, what does that exactly mean? But people talk about that.) And that 
there's a judgment, and then that comes with a startlement. And so, I know that these events happen to 
people, because when I talk to people about them, they talk about being startled. 

(12:11) So, how do we make sense of the events taking place? Well, there's kind of a set of arguments 
about it. So there's the reality monitoring folks. There are the people who talk about predicRve 
processing. There are also people who talk about psychosis — that there's something that is a li<le bit 
broken in the perceptual pa<erns that lead people to make these mistakes. Most of the literature talks 
about these experiences as mistakes. Our brain sees one thing, but where brain also knows that 
something is not there. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (12:50): Which at some level, our brain makes mistakes all the Rme, right? In the 
way that our percepRon doesn't accurately reflect reality. 

Tanya Luhrmann (12:58): Absolutely. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (12:58): So these experiences that you had, and the people that you were studying 
in the magic community... Are there similariRes there, in things that you've seen in the communiRes of 
ChrisRans who have these very real experiences of God? 

Tanya Luhrmann (13:14): Absolutely. So I would say that these experiences, I don't think they're 
constrained to religious folks. If you're religious, you're more likely to have them, but many people have 
sort of odd experiences. On the verge of sleep and awareness is the easiest Rme to have those 
experiences. Among the ChrisRans, my experience was that people would talk more ohen about hearing 
God. My memory of the folks who pracRce magic is that they would talk more ohen about seeing things. 
And I think that that's because of an emphasis in ChrisRanity on God's voice. And so these are Protestant 
evangelicals, that's a kind of sola scriptura, and a world that's culturally interested in what God says. In 
the magical world, people are trying to create a visual experience. And so I think when people have 
these experiences... On my account — I don't feel confident saying that the cultural invitaRon is one that 
people always follow — but I'm inclined to say that when the culture invites you to listen for a voice or to 
watch for the edge of a wingRp, you have these unusual events in a way that follows the cultural 
invitaRon. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (14:38): So is that related to what you've talked about as a "local theory of mind," in 
the way that a culture might help shape the way the mind works? 

Tanya Luhrmann (14:45): Yeah. I increasingly think that the way that we think about thinking, shapes our 
experience of the world. Certainly shapes our experience of thoughts. And so, local theory of mind is a 
phrase that we use to describe the ideas people have about their own minds. Whether thoughts sort of 
stay in the mind, or thoughts can leave the mind and go do things in the world — what you might call 
magic, or divinaRon, or sorcery, or stuff like that. And so what I think we've seen is that, the more a 
social world encourages people to feel that it's possible for magic to work, for sorcery to be effecRve, the 
more [in] that social world, people report voices and visions. 

(15:35) So we show this with individuals. So we know that the more people say that they think that 
thoughts can affect the world directly, the more they're likely to experience voices, or visions, or a sense 
of presence that is non-ordinary. And the way I think they're connected is that, I think that when you 
think of the mind-world boundary as porous... So many of us, humans, have a sense of an interior 
"my"ness, an awareness that's different from an exterior, outer world. There are many different names 
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for this. And when people are in social worlds in which they think that, say, anger can affect somebody 
else's body, I think they're inclined to think of their anger as more like stuff of the world, as if it's thicker. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (16:30): More material almost? 

Tanya Luhrmann (16:32): Yeah, as if it's more substanRal. And I think that then creates a bias. So that 
when they have events that become what they call voices, they're a li<le more likely to experience those 
as outside. So a lot of the folks we talked to, they're talking to God in their minds a lot. So they are 
praying to God, they're channg with God, they are thinking about God, and they ohen have a sense of a 
back-and-forth, so that God will nudge them, give them a thought, or directly say to them, "This is not 
for you." Then I think some of those thoughts, when you have a theory of the mind, a cultural model 
about the relaRonship between mind and world in which thoughts are a li<le more substanRal, I think 
that may change some of the quality of some of those experiences, to make them be judged as more 
external. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (17:41): More part of the material world (or what we normally consider)- 

Tanya Luhrmann (17:44): Yeah. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (17:45): InteresRng. So this is, I think you're starRng to allude to some of the work 
that you've done on a large project recently funded by the Templeton FoundaRon — Spiritual Curiosity 
and the Experience of God project. Could you just describe that project? 

Tanya Luhrmann (18:01): I was really intrigued about the relaRonship between the way people think 
about thinking, and their spiritual experience. And I should say, again, that spiritual experience is ohen 
thought-like events that people judge as coming from outside of them. Not only because they know that 
God is outside of them, but because they feel it's outside. They feel like they heard God and it had a 
hearing quality. They felt like they saw the goddess and it had a seeing quality. They had some... And 
these are extraordinary experiences that people report. And ohen, they have this kind of both external 
quality, but they have also a mental-y quality, too. You sort of feel... SomeRmes people will say, well, I 
know it wasn't in my mind, and I know that it felt like I heard it, but maybe it wasn't really in the world. 
As if there's this kind of space between the mind and the world. 

(18:56) And so I was really interested in the relaRonship between the way you thought about thinking — 
the way you understood what a thought was, whether thoughts could do stuff in the world — and 
whether people were more likely to have these extraordinary experiences. And so what we did was, we 
put together this amazing team, five postdoctoral fellows that were anthropologists, that were fluent in 
the local language and really knew the area really well. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (19:31): Where was this done? 

Tanya Luhrmann (19:32): So we worked in China, Ghana, Thailand, the United States, and Vanuatu. And 
we did rich, open-ended interviews. We did surveys with college students. We did face-to-face 
interviews. We did all kinds of stuff. And we found that there were two factors that were associated with 
unusual spiritual experience. So there is this individual difference of absorpRon. So there's a scale, and I 
think it picks up your interest in being caught up in your own inner and outer sensory imagery. So the 
items are things like, someRmes I feel an experience the way I did as a child. If I want I can turn noise 
into music by the way that I think about it. So items that are about dwelling in the imaginaRve world. But 
also items that are about being caught up in your ordinary sensory experience that's not instrumental. 
So things like, I like to watch the clouds change shape in the sky. So, 34 items. And the way people 
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answer this scale turns out to pre<y Rghtly connected to whether they report voices, visions, unusual 
presence, out of body experiences, a whole host of these extraordinary experiences that we call 
spiritual. 

(21:02) The other thing that we found is what I'll call porosity, which is the idea that the boundary 
between the mind and the world is porous, or permeable. The thoughts can pass over it and back. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (21:15): Is this like what you were saying before, about thoughts being more 
substanRve? Would that be the more porous, or is this something different? 

Tanya Luhrmann (21:22): Yes. So what we see is that, if we ask people quesRons about the domains of 
what you might call magic, divinaRon, prophecy, they're more likely to report spiritual experiences. And 
this is not just an effect of being religious. There's something about the willingness to be open to the 
idea that your thoughts can kind of leach into the world and have an impact, or that you are vulnerable 
to somebody placing a thought in your mind, which travels together with a increased report of spiritual 
experiences. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (22:03): And spiritual experiences — do you mean those that you were describing, 
these kind of very unusual voices, visions, those kinds of things? 

Tanya Luhrmann (22:12): Yeah. It turns out that it also predicts other spiritual experiences. So it predicts 
whether you say that you feel a sense of harmony and joy, you find comfort in your religion. It also is 
associated with a whole host of other sort of, more ordinary spiritual experiences. 

(22:32) – musical interlude – 

Wendy Hasenkamp (22:54): So I'm wondering — this may just be part and parcel of a challenge of this 
kind of research — but it sounds like a lot of it (maybe necessarily) has to rely on self-report. 

Tanya Luhrmann (23:05): Absolutely. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (23:06): So is that something that's wrestled with in your field in terms of the 
accuracy there. Are there other ways of measuring this? Since it's all so internal... 

Tanya Luhrmann (23:15): Absolutely. I think that the reason other people haven't done this work is that 
it does rely on self-report. One of the things I like about our project is that we spend a lot of Rme talking 
to people. It's not just handing them a quesRonnaire and walking away. But we really sit with people and 
talk about these experiences. We're trying to see whether we can get evidence that, when people have 
these not me / other person speaking experiences on a regular basis, that those experiences look 
differently when you look at the brain than other experiences. But I think even though... You know, a lot 
of life, a lot of conscious experience is only accessible to self-report. That's what it is to be human. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (24:05): Yeah. It's very challenging. I mean, this is kind of a central piece in 
contemplaRve science, too. It spurred the whole neurophenomenology effort of, how do we really... are 
there "objecRve ways" of verifying, or validaRng this? And how can we integrate those other kinds of 
measures, or behavioral measures, with the ways that people talk about their own subjecRve 
experience? 

Tanya Luhrmann (24:31): Yeah. I think it's really important, because these experiences are profoundly 
important in human experience. We know that when people are psychoRc, when they're ill, and they 

Mind & Life Podcast: Tanya Luhrmann – How Social Worlds Shape Our Minds     of  6 13



have a lot of these experiences, what they're experiencing does actually look like somebody's talking to 
them. That's different than the way they imagine things. I think that the pathway to those experiences in 
a religious senng is ohen quite different than the pathway in psychosis. But the fact that people have 
these experiences, and we know that it's not just a way of talking, it's not just a way of pretending to be 
a pious person, but that people report these events and they're very compelling. I think that's worth 
paying a<enRon to. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (25:23): Do you think that these capaciRes — to have the spiritual experiences and 
these other factors that you've idenRfied — can these things be trained? Is that part of what you 
imagine is happening through the pracRces that people do? 

Tanya Luhrmann (25:38): I think these experiences can be trained. You cannot decide to have a 
hallucinaRon-like event on Tuesday ahernoon. But if you spend Rme really trying to represent the 
invisible other — God, spirit, a ghost, the dead — and you try to create a relaRonship with that other, or I 
think if you meditate and you meditate on something that is held to be internal, and you try to see it and 
feel it and hear it if that's appropriate, you're more likely to have these experiences. 

(26:21) So that's something I did at one point in my work... I was so intrigued. So people would say, if you 
want to understand God, you've got to pray. Prayer is hard. Some people are be<er than others. And the 
ones who are good and who pracRce, they'll change. And they said that about magic as well. If you want 
to understand magic, you got to do the magic. Magic is hard. Some people are be<er than others. The 
ones who are good and who pracRce, they'll change. 

(26:55) So we brought in over a hundred people into my office, and we sat them in front of a computer 
and gave them mental imagery exercises, and we gave them quesRonnaires, and we talked to them. And 
then we randomized them to lectures on the gospels or to these prayer pracRces that really use the 
imaginaRon, that ask you to really a<end to your inner experience. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (27:19): These were ChrisRans? 

Tanya Luhrmann (27:20): These were all ChrisRans. And we found that, in fact, the training worked. It 
changed the way they experienced — so they wouldn't have, it's not like 50 people were hallucinaRng. 
But there were six people or so who had pre<y powerful auditory or visual experiences. And they were, 
all but one of them — I think maybe it was eight — and they were, all but one of them, in the prayer 
condiRon. 

(27:49) I actually redid this with undergraduates, with Leland Stanford Jr. So I'm at Stanford University, 
founded in honor of this 16-year-old kid who died of typhoid in Florence. So the undergraduates, you 
can't really do anything experimental around God with undergraduates, because they have different 
ideas about God. But they did not have different ideas about Leland Stanford Jr. 

(28:18) So I created these trainings in which you found yourself in a clearing, and then the mist, there 
was a mist and then it cleared, and you saw this boy, and this is what he looked like, and he had these 
objects. And then you went to another clearing, and you interacted with him, and you talked to him 
about something that ma<ers to you, and then he talked back. In fact we had two condiRons. He showed 
you things in one condiRon, and then in another condiRon you talked to him. 

(28:49) And then we asked people — people did this like three or four Rmes, seven or eight Rmes 
someRmes over the course of a week — and then we asked people whether they'd experienced him in 
the week that followed. And, in fact, there were differences in the way they experienced. So if we gave 
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people lectures on Leland Stanford Jr., they did not experience Leland in the week aher. We had them 
interact with a pretend Leland, they were more likely to experience Leland. We had them talk to Leland, 
there were more likely to say they thought of his voice. We had Leland show them things, they were 
more likely to think of the images. And so that was striking. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (29:31): Yeah. That's interesRng. So you created this intervenRon (or it sounds like in 
different studies, different intervenRons) modeled aher the kinds of pracRces that you saw happening in 
these different communiRes. Is it fair to say that the point of these pracRces — or maybe the effect of 
these pracRces — is to make what is imagined feel more real? 

Tanya Luhrmann (29:54): Absolutely. Yeah. And so that is the point of any prayer pracRce, or any magical 
pracRce. So you have something that must be imagined, because God is invisible, the spirits are invisible, 
and you are trying to give yourself more confidence that the spirits are real. So I think of faith, or any 
religious pracRce, and I would include magic in this, as requiring effort. And parRcularly that the kinder 
the spirit is, the bigger the spirit, the more powerful the spirit, the more effort it takes. Because while 
the idea of God or a powerful spirit is very, very accessible, the idea that this powerful spirit is paying 
a<enRon to you, and is actually having an impact on your life, that's pre<y hard for people to really hang 
on to. 

(30:48) And so any prayer pracRces are pracRces in which you are interacRng with this other. You're 
talking to God. You're waiRng for God to say something. Maybe God answers with a word, maybe with a 
nudge, maybe with a picture, maybe in some way. And people who are in a faith tradiRon have a way of 
thinking about — discerning — the way in which God is talking back. But the pracRce helps them to 
develop more confidence that God is there. And these sensory experiences, I think they actually make 
the mental imagery with which you represent God feel more vivid. And someRmes those experiences 
kind of spill over so that they have a more sensory quality to them. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (31:39): That's interesRng. It makes me think of, with a mindfulness pracRce, I think 
one of the goals is to be able to see thoughts as thoughts. So it's almost the reverse. It's like de-realizing 
what's happening in your mental space. Or understanding that it is simply mental content, it is not real. 
And somewhere in between is our day-to-day reality, where we can have thoughts that... our bodies 
respond as if they're real, and things like that. So there's this conRnuum. And at the same Rme in 
Buddhism, there are many pracRces that involve visualizaRon and very rich imagery, with the goals of 
culRvaRng certain emoRonal states and qualiRes. So that's just an interesRng landscape. Have you done 
any work in Buddhism, or are you familiar with any of those pracRces, or [have you] thought about kind 
of mindfulness and de-realizing thoughts? 

Tanya Luhrmann (32:36): So you're asking, or I take you to be asking, is really the quesRon of whether 
mindfulness and imaginaRon-rich pracRces work differently, and have produced different results. And I 
think that's a really interesRng quesRon. I think that — I did a li<le bit of work with that. When we 
brought all those ChrisRans in, and we randomized them to lectures on the gospels versus imaginaRon-
rich prayer, we checked 15 of them into a centering prayer task, which is very much like mindfulness. You 
sit, you try not to be distracted by any thoughts that are coming in. The theological roots of this 
orientaRon are that any representaRon of God is false. So people someRmes call this the route of denial, 
that you're not going to a<end to the language, or to the images, or to the nature of God as a thing in 
the world. And so when people do centering prayer, what they do looks a lot like a mindfulness 
meditaRon. And someRmes they talk about — the thought comes up, surround it in a li<le fluffy cloud, 
and help it float away, et cetera, et cetera. 
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(34:00) So, all we had is 15 subjects. I was struck by the fact that pracRce was powerful for about half of 
them. And for those for whom it was powerful, it was quite powerful. And so it seemed to me that, 
mindfulness was hard. I mean, in some sense the way it's taught... When it's taught and there's a voice in 
the background constantly reminding you what to do, and what to dis-a<end to, it gets a lot easier 
because you just have to sit there and listen to the voice. But if you're really doing Zen pracRce, so you 
are by yourself in a room, seeking to sRll your monkey mind, it's pre<y tough. 

(34:45) This other kind of imaginaRon-rich prayer, it's a lot easier. It's sRll full of limitaRons — I mean, it's 
really hard to represent people's faces, so people can't see Jesus's face typically, they can't really see 
Mary's face. They see their garments, they know the stories... They are be<er at feeling, and their 
experiences are ohen quite patchy. But it's a li<le easier. 

(35:12) I am struck that both pracRces, and the history and the ethnography in both pracRces, suggest 
that when you pracRce, you have more cool weird experiences. So, how do I make sense of that? Well, 
that would suggest that the reality monitoring model is wrong. It might suggest that there's something 
about a changed relaRonship with mind, that means that people make judgments about their thought in 
somewhat idiosyncraRc ways, compared to the rest of the world. That when people are pracRcing, they 
have a different relaRonship with inner experience. And so, some of those inner experiences are more 
likely to pop out in some unusual way. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (36:05): Yeah. I wonder whether there could be value in both approaches, 
depending on what the thing is that you're trying to relate to. So, it seems like with mindfulness, a lot of 
the emphasis — it's not on spiritual beings or experiences per se, it's ohen relaRng to your own everyday 
thoughts. Ohen possibly negaRve thoughts, ruminaRon, things like that. There, it seems there's a real 
value in understanding the fact that those thoughts are not real. Whereas it's very different, it seems, if 
you're intenRonally visualizing and creaRng imagery around God or some spiritual figure, that then could 
be a support for... provides a posiRve benefit for you. 

Tanya Luhrmann (36:58): And so you could argue that, in effect, mindfulness is targeted at the negaRve 
thoughts. These thoughts that are distracRng, that are criRcal, that are wounding. That's why it's so 
effecRve as a therapeuRc tool. And you could argue that people who learn to do the imaginaRon-rich 
prayer, what they're really trying to do is to create a good and loving inner object or an invisible person, 
somebody to love them, who is also reminding them always of the right way to be in the world. 

(37:34) So when God is working well for people, God will say, "Don't doubt yourself like that. I know you 
can do this. I have asked you to do my work. I feel that you are able to do my work." And so someRmes 
when you see ChrisRans of this orientaRon give talks, they'll take a moment before the talk, and they'll 
actually signal that... they're bending their heads so that they're going to hear God talk to them, and tell 
them that they are doing his work before speaking. And that can be very powerful. The mindfulness 
approach would be to noRce that you are anxious or worried or whatever, and to observe that that's just 
a thought, and it's not real. So they both, in effect, have the same aim. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (38:33): Right. Yeah, it's interesRng to have almost opposite approaches for similar 
ends. 

(38:38) – musical interlude – 

Wendy Hasenkamp (38:49): There's a tricky space in here that I wonder how you handle as an 
anthropologist. The way you're describing it sounds very much like the pracRces are creaRng the 
experience of God. I would imagine some ChrisRans would take issue with that interpretaRon — in that, 
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from their perspecRve, they're not creaRng God, God is real in existence, external to them, and 
delivering or enabling these experiences, perhaps. Have you had people push back on you from these 
communiRes as you're working with them, or how do you navigate that space? 

Tanya Luhrmann (39:29): Well, some people like what I have to say. Some people don't. SomeRmes it 
depends on the way I'm phrasing what I have to say. I'm actually open to the universe being richer and 
more complicated than we imagine. I ascribe meaning to the word God. I tend to think that what the 
anthropologists can see is the interface between the human and the world, which may be richer than we 
imagine. And so in that interface, I think you can see the ways in which humans a<end, build, respond, 
shape. 

(40:09) I am comfortable with William James's understanding of what he calls the overbeliefs of 
theology. So he had this idea... And people have different ideas about his ideas, but let me tell you what I 
think. So I think that James is talking about there being "more" — that's what he called it — and he said 
that all of these religious ideas, they're ways of talking. And you have different communiRes. He meant 
different religious communiRes in America. We might now say different religious communiRes globally. 
There are representaRons of how to frame the more. And I am sharply aware that what happens in 
building the interface with what you might call the more, humans are shaped in very parRcular ways. So I 
do not have the vision that if we all understood the more, that all religions are really the same. I just 
don't think that's true. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (41:19): That there would be some universal truth. 

Tanya Luhrmann (41:21): Yeah. I mean, in some sense of course there's some universal truth, because 
the world is as the world is. But I do think that people have become deeply, deeply formed in their 
interacRon with what they take to be the world. And in that interacRon, they change and they change 
and they change. So the gaps between people — between humans — become large. But what I try to do 
is to talk in a way that leaves open the possibility that there's a rich and complex world. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (41:55): So we've touched a li<le bit on the possible benefits of having such a deeply 
imagined relaRonship with God or spirit. But can you say more about what the benefits of these types of 
pracRces, or these types of experiences, might be for individuals, and then also how that might play out 
in society? 

Tanya Luhrmann (42:15): So I think that there's no quesRon that developing a relaRonship with a loving 
God is good for an individual. It's healthier for the body. It's be<er for the immune system. God becomes 
a real social relaRonship for people. People seek to make God into the perfect parent. And if they're 
lucky, they really do experience that sense of joy and presence and partnership. 

(42:45) One of the challenges of groups of humans is that they build these overbeliefs. They have a lot of 
ideas about who God is, and stories about God are ohen parRcular. They're for parRcular people, with 
parRcular visions of the good life. And so, one of the things I saw when I was spending Rme with 
evangelical ChrisRans is that some people... I mean, many of the evangelical ChrisRans that I knew 
actually had a much more inclusive model of community than many Americans imagine that they do. But 
there's no doubt that good chunks of evangelicals will hold a model of an ideal family, an ideal 
community, an ideal society, which is displeasing to other people. And that can be costly. 

(43:50) SomeRmes I get torn about thinking about how to parse this as a moral issue. Because one of the 
things that a strong God offers is a community with rules — a sense of what is good, and what is not 
good. And someRmes I think that humans do best in communiRes where rules are rigid, roles are 
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defined, expectaRons are clear. I think those communiRes are easier for humans to live in. It's very hard 
to live in a world in which idenRty is all over the place. People are choosing who they are, they're 
choosing what gender they are, they're choosing who they want to be in 20 years. They have all... it's all 
open for them. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (44:41): It's like reality breaks down at a certain point. 

Tanya Luhrmann (44:42): Everything is open. And humans have a hard Rme living in a world where 
choice is enRrely open. It's this old experiment — people are happier when they can choose one of three 
ice cream flavors rather than 55. And so I am struck by that. I think that one of the things our society is 
arguing over is a moral vision, and an understanding of how humans should best live in society. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (45:14): Yeah, it seems like a lot of your work — and anthropology in general — 
highlights the different belief systems and different realiRes, really, that the different cultures and faith 
tradiRons have. And it seems like, on the one hand, all can be useful for those people and can be valid 
internally in their own ways, and for individuals and for people who agree. But one of the biggest 
problems, I guess, is that most people also tend to — maybe it's just by virtue of the fact that they 
believe what they believe is real — then they believe that's real also for everyone else. And then that's 
where the difficulRes can really come in. 

Tanya Luhrmann (46:02): Right. I think it can be hard when people have views about what's real that just 
get pre<y different. And so, communiRes with very clear understandings of how God lays down roles for 
people have a hard Rme with people who don't want to fit into those roles. And so one of the things I 
see is that people leave. So conservaRve ChrisRan communiRes are more accepRng of non-heterosexual 
unions now than they once were. There's no sense there's any budging on aborRon. And of those 
disagreements, when those disagreements come Red to an understanding that this is not only a 
decision... Like with aborRon is a powerful example. People who feel that aborRon is wrong, they don't 
feel that it's a wiser choice for our society not to have aborRons. They don't think of it as a policy choice. 
They can see the policy advantages. They might even get it, that if you disallow aborRons, it's poor 
women of color who are going to be hurt. They might even really get that. But they don't experience 
themselves as being able to make a policy decision based on the way humans should best organize their 
society. They think that there's a moral imperaRve, and it's a real imperaRve. 

(47:47) And so that is the challenge of a God. That God lays down — I would make the argument that it's 
a lot of human stuff making these understandings of God — but once that God is made, it's very 
powerful. And if you are willing to buy this God as being real, then those moral imperaRves are absolute. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (48:19): Yeah. And it seems like there's not a lot of room for shihing ideas, or the 
convicRon, because it's based on this fundamental reality that is a primary shaper of those worlds. 

Tanya Luhrmann (48:32): It's very complicated. I remember talking to one evangelical pastor who said to 
me that, when he was a hippie ChrisRan back in the day, and he was on those protest lines in front of the 
aborRon clinic, it suddenly occurred to him that if Jesus were present, he would not be on his side of the 
line. And so he shihed his understandings. But it's hard. And one of the things that I have seen is how 
morally hard it is for people when they feel themselves torn. I mean, I actually think that our current 
poliRcal moment is a pre<y good example of those tensions, for some people, because they see a 
poliRcal government that they don't regard as parRcularly moral. But they see an end towards which it 
aspires, which they think is commanded by God. And then that becomes very, very hard. They really 
wrestle with that. 
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Wendy Hasenkamp (49:39): I really appreciate the lens, and the way that you hold all of this with a real 
inquisiRve stance, but also not making judgements about what is right, or what is real. Just being able to 
hold all that loosely. I'm wondering for you, as an anthropologist, how is it to live and work in 
communiRes that may at Rmes be very different from your own views, but really being able to meet 
them as they are, and seeing them... That seems like a really valuable skill — not just for anthropologists, 
but for everyone. 

Tanya Luhrmann (50:19): Well, it's a deep quesRon. I mean, the real answer is I don't really do it. The 
real answer is that the people with whom anthropologists become most inRmate tend to be either a lot 
like them, or they tend to be in a very, very different place, so you don't have to worry about whether 
the person is really like you or not. I do spend Rme with people who are very different from me, but not 
who are so different that I have a rough Rme seeing them as human. But you kind of... I think it's possible 
that maybe anthropology is a kind of mindfulness of its own account. That you are asking yourself always 
to try to be in the moment, but to recognize that somebody else comes from a different, we call it 
posiRonality. A different way of thinking about the world, and interpreRng the world. It can sRll 
someRmes catch you and kind of bop you on the nose in unexpected ways. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (51:30): Yeah. Where would you like to see your field go next, or what do you think 
are the most important quesRons to be asking? 

Tanya Luhrmann (51:38): I think that trying to understand how the mind is socially made is really 
important. And trying to understand these experiences that someRmes look psychological, but are in 
fact profoundly the products of pracRce, and interacRon, and social worlds. That strikes me as really 
important. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (52:00): If we had a be<er understanding of the ways that minds can be socially 
constructed, what are some outcomes you might hope to see shih in our society? 

Tanya Luhrmann (52:13): I think the more you understand, the easier it is to listen. So in this divisive 
moment, I think the more we're able to try to understand the richness of the social locaRon of 
somebody we disagree with, the be<er off we are. SomeRmes when I hear people I know and love who 
are not anthropologists, and they hear somebody say, "Well, God told me to do this," it's easy for people 
to say, "Well, that's crazy." And I think that that is an unhelpful place to begin a negoRaRon, and a 
dialogue. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (52:58): Yeah. It seems like even more and more these days, as we're able to select 
our own inputs and social realiRes with what already agrees with our beliefs, I feel like that sense seems 
even more and more that someone who has a different view is just crazy. I think a lot of people really 
can't understand how other people can think and feel the way they do. 

Tanya Luhrmann (53:22): Right. And I do think that understanding more deeply how social worlds sort of 
catch you up, and draw you further down the line... So that it's probably true that the internet has made 
available ways of thinking that people might not get to, if they didn't have a space to talk to people who 
only shared certain points of views. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (53:51): Maybe to ask that in a slightly different way, how do you think that the ways 
that we think about minds, or potenRally experiences of God or spirit, how does that impact one's sense 
of self and potenRally also the way that we would relate to others? 
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Tanya Luhrmann (54:13): I actually think that ohen having a sense of spiritual others is really good for 
people. It helps them to keep the dead around aher they've gone. It helps them to keep loving others 
closer to heart. (You have to have a kind view of God for this really to be helpful.) But I do think there's a 
difference in human flourishing between spirits that are demons and spirits that are kind and helpful. 
And when you are with somebody who is kind and helpful, you're ohen a li<le more relaxed. You're 
ohen a li<le more open to other people. You feel more confident. You feel less anxious. And so, I do 
think that's good for people in general. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (55:06): Yeah. So that could... having that with you all the Rme, then can help create 
more of those qualiRes of confidence and openness, really integrated into your sense of self, perhaps? 

Tanya Luhrmann (55:19): Yeah. I think so. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (55:20): Well, thank you so much for spending Rme with us today. It's been really 
wonderful talking with you. 

Tanya Luhrmann (55:24): Thanks. I've really enjoyed it. 

Wendy Hasenkamp (55:32): This episode was edited and produced by me and Phil Walker. Music on the 
show is from Blue Dot Sessions and Universal. Show notes and resources for this and other episodes can 
be found at podcast.mindandlife.org. If you enjoyed this episode, please rate and review us on iTunes, 
and share it with a friend. If something in this conversa9on sparked insight for you, we'd love to know 
about it. You can send an email or a voice memo to podcast@mindandlife.org. Mind & Life is a 
produc9on of the Mind & Life Ins9tute. Visit us at mindandlife.org, where you can learn more about how 
we bridge science and contempla9ve wisdom to foster insight and inspire ac9on towards flourishing. 
There you can also support our work, including this podcast. 
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