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Daniel Batson, Patricia Schoenrade, and Larry Ventis (1993) take a different approach to the whole 

issue of conversion experience, one that focuses substantially on cognitive processes. Batson and his 

colleagues are social psychologists and much of their interpretation is consistent with the social 

constructionist perspective discussed at the beginning of chapter 4. Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis cite 

extensive empirical research—including laboratory experiments—on the role of other people in shaping 

one's interpretation of events and circumstances. Especially when we are in situations where the norms of 

behavior are ambiguous, the evidence indicates that we look around to see how others have responded and 

tend to accept their definition of the situation as fearful, normal, anger-producing, inspiring, funny, or 

whatever. Compatible with the emphasis on belonging factors already explored, these theorists stress that a 

great deal of religious experience is shaped by the views of one's close associates. 

Batson and his colleagues also believe that to adhere exclusively to reference group theory is to 

oversimplify a very complex process. They insist that religious conversion experiences vary considerably 

and that some people have intense experiences of insight and inspiration that transcend the perspectives of 

their group. They also believe that, although emotional or affective dimensions are important, the central 

characteristic of religious experience, including conversion, is cognitive. How is one's way of understanding 

life transformed? 

In trying to understand the intense reality-transforming experience of religious conversion, Batson, 

Schoenrade, and Ventis begin with the assumption that the basic psychological processes involved in 

religious experience also occur in other profound reality-transforming experiences. The experience that is 

psychologically closest to religious inspiration is the creative experience. Both artistic and scientific 

creativity involve processes of profound inspiration. While religious experience and creative inspiration are 

in some ways different, these researchers believe that the differences are in content. The process appears to 

be the same. We might note also that they are describing the religious conversion process of visionaries and 

charismatic leaders, not the average person on the street. 

 

Creative Inspiration and Religious Inspiration 

Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis set forth several propositions on the psychodynamics of creativity, 

propositions that they also believe apply to religious experience. First, they emphasize that our reality is 

constructed. What we view as "real" is in fact data filtered through our sense organs and organized into 

meaningful classifications or categories by our minds. 
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Although we tend to think of reality as something "out there" and quite independent of ourselves, this 

conviction is based entirely on our experience, experience that without the imposition of meaning upon 

it by our minds would be . . . a booming, buzzing confusion. To say this does not mean that we can 

make of our experience what we will; should you have any doubt, try walking through a wall. But the 

meaning we attach to our experience is what gives it the structure and stability of "reality." And this 

meaning is very much a human creation (1982: 66). 

 

We tend to organize the stimuli that we receive into categories that we have been taught to use: "To illustrate, 

a civil engineer sees something quite different when looking at a bridge or building than the rest of us do. 

Equipped with the technical language of stresses, forces, and tensile strength, he or she is likely to see 

through the surface appearance of the bridge to focus instead on the underlying structure. . . . Most of us just 

see a bridge" (1982: 67). The ideas and categories provided us by our culture shape the way we experience 

the world, what we notice or ignore, and how we organize information into meaningful units. 

Second, the reality we construct is based on our cognitive structures and those cognitive structures are 

hierarchically arranged. Intellectual sophistication develops in steps or stages that allow improved ability to 

analyze or to do problem solving. The more advanced stages involve better ways of organizing the raw data 

our senses take in. Higher levels of perception are more complex (differentiated) and more capable of dealing 

with more abstract generalizations. Further, higher levels involve a greater degree of integration, a greater 

ability to perceive relationships between ideas or concepts. Lower levels of thought and perception are tied to 

concrete or specific cases and are less able to comprehend abstractions from the concrete experience: 

When we are presented with a problem that requires organizing principles at a higher level of 

conceptual complexity than we have developed, it will appear to be insoluble. Indeed, it is insoluble 

within the existing cognitive structures (Batson et al 1993: 92). 

 

This leads us to another proposition, that creativity involves an improvement in one's cognitive 

organization. In short, higher levels are better modes of thought, for they represent more complex problem-

solving ability. An "improved" organization or structure of thought is "one that, through greater 

differentiation and integration, makes it possible to think what was previously unthinkable" (Batson et al. 

1993: 94). With this in mind, creative thought is defined as "the process whereby one's cognitive structures 

are changed toward greater flexibility and adaptability [because of] greater differentiation and integration" 

(Batson et al. 1993: 94). Not all change of thinking is creative, of course. Acquisition of new knowledge or 

new information—through reading or listening to a lecture—does not normally involve creativity. It simply 

means addition of new content and perhaps some modification within an existing structure.  

The next proposition is perhaps the most important for our understanding of religious experience: There 

appear to be four identifiable stages in the creative process. These stages are preparation, incubation, 

illumination, and verification.  
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 Scientists often go through a period of baffled struggle during which the individual tries to solve the 

problem within the framework of his or her existing cognitive structures. If the existing cognitive 

organization is sufficient, the problem may be solved without the need for true creativity. However, if 

the current mode of thinking is insufficient to solve the problem, the scientist continues to struggle and 

begins to feel frustrated and trapped. The period of "beating one's head against the problem" is the 

preparation stage and is necessary for the emergence of creativity (Batson et al. 1993: 98). 

 Exhausted and perplexed, the scientist finally gives up: "In giving up, one relaxes active use of the 

existing cognitive structures. This relaxation appears to be necessary if one is to be able to think about 

the problem in a new way" (Batson et al. 1993: 98-99). This period of disengagement allows for 

incubation. As one studies scientific inspiration among scientific or artistic geniuses, one often finds 

that brilliant creative insights occur in such places as the bath, the bed, or public transit. Sometimes 

insights occur as dreams. In any case, one is mentally disengaged; one is not actively pursuing the 

problem. 

 This sets the stage for illumination. While one has at least temporarily given up the attempt to solve the 

problem, a new and more appropriate cognitive organization is able to emerge. While one is 

intellectually disengaged from the problem, a flash of inspiration may occur that allows one to see the 

problem from a new perspective: "This illumination occurs at the level of the unconscious or 

nonconscious mind. . . . Perhaps this is the reason that the creative process is perceived to be illogical, 

mysterious . . ." (Batson et al. 1993: 99). The flash of insight causes one to view the process as intuitive. 

Often it is characterized as a "gift from God." The next Illustrating Sociological Concepts provides two 

examples from the sciences. 

 The final stage is verification. The scientist or artist returns to the laboratory or the studio to test the 

insight to see if the new idea really works. Sometimes the flash of insight is a "flash in the pan"; it 

simply does not work as one expected. For the artist, the verification stage may also include 

considerable elaboration of the new idea and application of the idea in new ways. 

 

  Illustrating Sociological Concepts 
 

 

  The Creative Experience in the Sciences 

 

The story of Archimedes' (ca. 287—212 BC) discovery of the principle of specific gravity is well known. His 

ruler, Hiero, had been presented with a new crown, claimed by the maker to be solid gold. Archimedes was 

given the task of determining whether the claim was true, or whether Hiero had been cheated by a crown 

adulterated with silver. Archimedes' life rested on his success. He could not melt down the crown to 

determine its composition, because if it were solid gold he would be killed for destroying a priceless 
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treasure. On the other hand, if he said it was gold and it was found not to be, he would be killed for letting 

his ruler be cheated. 

 

Archimedes knew that silver and gold were different in weight, but in order to test the composition of 

the crown by weight he would have to know its exact volume. And to determine the exact volume of a 

crown by measuring the thickness of the metal at each point along its face would be an endless task. While 

puzzling over this problem, Archimedes went to the baths. 

Suddenly, as he stepped into the water, he had it! He noticed the familiar phenomenon that as he 

entered the pool the water level on the side rose slightly. He could determine the volume of the crown by 

the amount of water it displaced. Ecstatic, he ran through the streets, nude it is said, shouting, "Eureka!" ("I 

have found it!"). 

*  *  *  *  * 

The chemist Kekule (1829-1896) presents a fascinating account of his discovery of the benzene ring. He had 

been working on the problem of the molecular structure of these hydrocarbons for days, without success. 

Then, one afternoon, 

 

I turned my chair to the fire and dozed. . . . Again the atoms were gambolling before my eyes. This time 

the smaller groups kept modestly in the background. My mental eye, rendered more acute by repeated 

visions of this kind, could now distinguish larger structures, of manifold conformation; long rows, 

sometimes more closely fitted together; all twining and twisting in snakelike motion. But look! What was 

that? One of the snakes had seized hold of its own tail, and the form whirled mockingly before my eyes. As 

if by a flash of lightning I awoke.... (quoted from Findlay 1948). 

 

The insight for which Kekule had been searching was that the structure of these carbon compounds was 

not a chain but, like the snake biting its own tail, a closed ring. This insight led to what has been called "the 

most brilliant piece of prediction in the whole range of organic chemistry and . . . one of the cornerstones of 

modern science" (Koestler 1964).  

 
Source: C. Daniel Batson, Patricia Schoenrade, and W. Larry Ventis. Religion and the Individual: A Social-

Psychological Perspective. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993: 96-97. 

 

The final proposition is that the creative process outlined may have a physiological basis. 

Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis, being psychologists, draw on the literature regarding brain-

hemisphere specialization. They point out that "the left hemisphere is the seat of logic, language, 

and of linear thought; the right hemisphere is the seat of perceptual organization, spatial relations, 
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and insight" (1993: 100). They also note Robert Ornstein's (1972) suggestion that formation and 

maintenance of cognitive structures are right-hemisphere operations, while processing of 

information within the structures is accomplished primarily by the left hemisphere. Batson and his 

colleagues speculate, 

During the preparation stage of the creative process, the individual attempts to deal with the 

problem in terms of the logical, linear thought of the left hemisphere. During the incubation 

stage, [the individual] relaxes active processing by the left hemisphere, permitting the less 

dominant, perceptually oriented right hemisphere to go to work reorganizing the cognitive 

structures. This reorganization leads to the new insight or illumination. Verification involves a 

return to the left hemisphere dominance; the individual logically tests the functional value of 

the new insight (1993: 101). 

 

The suggestion, then, is that the physiology of the way the brain works may help explain why 

creativity involves the four stages. 

These scholars propose that religious insight or inspiration occurs through a four-stage 

sequence that closely parallels the creative process. In the preparation stage, the individual goes 

through a period of dissatisfaction at the existential level. That is, a struggle ensues for a sense of 

meaning and purpose in life; answers that seem satisfying to the individual are not available. 

Sometimes a severe illness or death of a loved one may precipitate such a crisis. Often, however, 

the vacuum of meaning occurs precisely at those times when all of one's basic physical needs are 

met and one has the luxury of thinking about the larger issues of life. The inability of existing 

cognitive structures to provide a sense of meaning in life causes a profound and painful sense of 

emptiness. The individual feels a bafflement akin to that which the stalemated scientist experiences. 

Trying, and failing, to gain a sense of meaning in life from within one's existing reality, one is 

driven to despair and hopelessness. The response to this existential despair is self-surrender, a 

response analogous to the incubation stage of creativity. There is a loss of consciousness that 

typically occurs as part of a meditation state. One's grip on the old way of thinking is loosened as 

one enters a period of relaxed or disengaged consciousness. 

A new vision or some other form of illumination follows the relaxed state of consciousness. A 

new perspective on the meaning and purpose of life allows one to transcend the old modes of 

thinking, modes that were based on the old cognitive organization. Those who have had an intense 

religious experience often make a claim to the effect that "old things have passed away, all things 
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have become new" or that "it was like entering a new world." Indeed, these cognitive creativity 

scholars believe a new stage of understanding has been achieved. 

Following the new inspiration, the individual begins to live in accord with the new perspective 

and with "a new state of assurance." The application of the new vision to everyday affairs and 

testing its effectiveness in coping with questions of meaning is an important part of the validation 

process. 

Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993: 106) conclude, ―we may say that religious experience 

involves cognitive restructuring in an attempt to deal with one or more existential questions. 

Consistent with our proposed analogy, the cognitive process involved seems quite similar to that 

involved in creativity.‖ This perspective views religious experience as analogous to the creative 

experience in other ways as well. Just as creativity is related to a hierarchical model of cognitive 

organization, religious experience is viewed as creative or uncreative. If religious experience is 

creative, it "allows the individual to deal more positively and effectively with a wider range of 

experiences and people" (Batson et al. 1993: 109).  

Although they recognize that religious experience may involve a simple "horizontal" move to 

another religious tradition at the same level of cognitive understanding, religious-insight-as-

creativity theorists treat religious experiences that involve a move to a higher level of intellectual 

sophistication as the most perfect manifestation of conversion experience. Although many people 

essentially "switch" religious traditions, the classic intra-faith mystical experiences reported by 

saints and mystics are often creative transformations. They are every bit as creative as the inspired 

flash of genius of the innovative scientist or the gifted musician. This type of religious conversion—

the type experienced by the anguished man who came to be known as St. Augustine or by the young 

Siddhartha—cannot be explained solely by reference group or role theories. 

The religion-as-creative-experience model provides an interesting perspective for 

understanding intense life-changing religious experiences. It seems to make sense of religious 

transformations by those saints and mystics who had a conversion experience while isolated from 

any significant reference group (see the next Illustrating Sociological Concepts feature), but is less 

relevant to the typical person in the pew. The model also explains the visionary experience of 

religious men and women who have spawned new religious movements. 
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  Illustrating Sociological Concepts 
 

 

The Transforming Religious Experience 

 
The sequence of events that Siddhartha experienced in his existential quest for meaning in life appears to be 

the same as the four stages of creative innovation that Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis identify. 

 

Siddhartha, of the family of Gautama, was born a prince of the Sakya  clan in India in the first half of the 

sixth century BC. He grew up surrounded by luxury and sensuous enjoyment, carefully protected by his 

father from the sorrows and frustrations of life.  Somehow, when in his mid-twenties, he became aware of 

the sad truths of disease, old age, and death. This knowledge provoked Siddhartha to anxious and puzzled 

reflection, and finally to determined action. At the age of twenty-nine he left his father's palace, his 

beautiful wife, and new-born son, and he set out to find a meaningful way to live in this world of suffering, 

sorrow, and death. For seven years he sought enlightenment. He consulted hermit sages, but did not find 

the answer. He tried ascetic self-denial, but found that prolonged fasting and other punishment of the 

body brought only exhaustion and impotence of mind. Finally, his quest reached its culmination in a long 

period of meditation under a spreading Bo tree, not far from the present city of Gaya in northern India. 

When he arose, he knew that he had found enlightenment; it lay in recognition and acceptance of the 

essential unity and harmony of all life. …Siddhartha's insight has provided direction to millions since. For 

through it, he had become the Buddha. 

 
Source:   C. Daniel Batson, Patricia Schoenrade, and W. Larry Ventis. Religion and the Individual: A Social-

Psychological Perspective.New York: Oxford University Press, 1993: 82. 

 

However, the religious creativity theory also focuses so exclusively on cognitive processes that one 

wonders whether it is based too much on a white, middle-class experience of religion and not enough on 

more emotive religious expression, such as the black religious experience. In the African American religious 

experience and in the Kachina religion of the Hopi in Arizona, ethos appears to be at least as important as 

worldview. Cognitive processes are important in all religious experience, but the claim that intellectual 

processes are primary in all religious experience is a claim that needs further empirical investigation. This is 

one more way in which we need to be sensitive to the diversity of religious cultures in North America. 

Cognitive models are generally not as widely accepted by sociologists as are reference group and role 

theories, probably in part because sociology as a discipline focuses on group processes as the central 

determinants of human behavior. However, persons new to the field of sociology of religion need to be aware 

that the variables that influence human behavior are both multiple and complex in their interrelationships. 
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Religious conversion, as one form of human behavior, is certainly no exception. No single theory of 

conversion can explain all instances. Indeed, no current theory can, by itself, give a total picture of any one 

conversion. Cognitive processing of information, reference group loyalties and affective ties, role 

expectations of the individual, and previous investments of time and resources all interact in each case. What 

is really needed for a comprehensive understanding of religious conversion and commitment is an integrated 

theory that accounts for each of these variables. At present, we have no such holistic model. 

Critical Thinking: Religious creativity theorists draw an analogy between religious experience and 

the creative insight in the sciences and the arts. Do you think the analogy holds? Is this a credible 

way to understand religious experience?  Why or why not? 
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