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Abstract 

The article presents a report of ongoing research into children’s religious beliefs and practices. 

Three sources of research are put into conversation with each other: 1) new findings in cognitive 

and developmental psychologies; 2) original empirical research utilizing interviews with 

children; and 3) theological understandings of childhood. The author makes the case that 

children’s imagination and cognition are more sophisticated that prevalent developmental 

paradigms have allowed (ones rooted in Freud and Piaget). Likewise, the author raises the 

possibility that children’s religious imaginations may be more sophisticated than often 

appreciated, potentially helping them navigate existential threats and challenges. Charles Taylor's 

notion of a porous self provides a conceptual framework for considering the ways in which 

children's religious imaginations may represent an openness to a sense of transcendence even in 

the midst of a general disenchantment of reality in secular societies.  
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Early last summer a pastor sent to me a short video clip of his daughter. “At sixteen 

months I know Maria1 is too young to interview, but I thought you’d get a kick out of it 

anyway.” The pastor was helping us line up potential interviews with children three to twelve 

years old, along with their parents, to explore their religious beliefs and practices. At this point 

Maria could only say “Hi.”  

 In the video clip, eight seconds long, Maria is standing in front of her plush monkey 

friend, Curious George. Maria is holding a plastic cup and a small fork, a utensil that she is just 

learning to use. She looks down into the cup, dips the fork into it, pulls the fork out and brings it 

to the mouth of George. She then takes the fork directly to her own mouth for a bite and tops the 

event off with a big open smile while she hugs her plush friend and still hanging onto the cup. 

The fascinating aspect of this event, from a child development perspective, is that the cup is 

completely empty. This pre-verbal child was pretending—feeding her inanimate companion an 

invisible forkful of pretend food and delighting in the shared occasion. It was a communion of 

sorts. 

 Later, I asked the father about the event and he said he did not believe she had done that 

before, not that he had noticed; and he made clear that the action was completely spontaneous in 

the sense that he had not invited or encouraged her to feed George. This little, impromptu event 

illustrates a new stream of research into the sophisticated world of children’s pretense and 

imagination (as such) and its connection to the Religious Imagination of Children project we 

were initiating. 

Overview 

The goal of this project is an in-depth exploration of children's religious imaginations by putting 

 
1 To protect anonymity, names and other identifying details have been changed or disguised.  



RELIGIOUS IMAGINATION  4 
 

three sources of research in conversation: 1) theories of childhood cognition/imagination, 2) 

empirical information derived directly from children and parents, and 3) theological 

understandings of childhood.  

 Over the past three decades, a new stream of developmental and cognitive psychological 

research has slowly begun to challenge prevailing notions of the young mind, revealing, in many 

cases, that children’s thinking and imagination are much more complex and sophisticated than 

conventional theories of child development have allowed. As research methods and empirical 

approaches to cognitive science and developmental psychology have become more fine-tuned, 

deeper insight into the workings of children’s thought has emerged. In addition, empirical studies 

in the emerging field of cognitive science of religion are pointing to the ways in which children’s 

religious thinking may also be more complex and sophisticated than has been generally 

appreciated (for examples see Barrett, 2004, 2012; Wigger 2019). 

 The project hopes to contribute to this trend by carrying out a study of children in 

religious contexts.2 Seeking as much diversity as possible, the goal is to interview one hundred to 

one hundred and fifty children focused upon their understandings of God and the religious life. 

(The types of interview questions used are described in part below.)  

 The theological vision at work through the project is that something deep and powerful, 

yet often hidden and delicate is at work in children’s religious lives, an irreducible mystery. 

Rather than considering the childhood mind as awash in irrationality and egocentrism or as a 

problem to overcome, here children’s faith emerges in, reflects, and contributes to relationships 

that potentially generate love and a sense of the sacred in life.  

The hope is not simply one-directional—how to teach kids or form them in faith. More 

 
2 In this report the focus is much more on the children interviewed than their parents. But in a fuller treatment 
(eventually in a monograph) more attention will be given to parents and congregations. 
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broadly, through attentive listening, the project opens the possibility of learning from children 

themselves. The method (interviewing) reflects the hope. 

I: Childhood Cognition 

A new generation of psychological research has begun to challenge the picture of the childhood 

mind that had largely been established through the work of Sigmund Freud and Jean Piaget. 

Studies by such scholars as Maria Dias, Paul Harris, Alison Gopnik, Marjorie Taylor, Stephanie 

Carlson, Justin Barrett, and Howard Gardner are challenging us to appreciate: 

 intelligence as multiple rather than monolithic (Gardner, 1983);  

 the constructive rather than regressive role that pretense and imagination play in 

development (Taylor, 1999; Taylor and Carlson, 1997);  

 how deeply social children are rather than fundamentally egocentric (Harris, 2000);  

 how children’s understanding of God, spirits, angels or other invisible beings is more 

complex than crude, concrete anthropomorphism (Barrett, 2004, 2012); 

 how logical rather than irrational young minds are (Gopnik, 2009), even in imaginative 

play (Dias and Harris, 1988).    

 To illustrate this last point consider a series of experiments by Maria Dias and Paul 

Harris (1988) exploring the ability of children to solve the logic problems presented in 

syllogisms, classically: all humans are mortal; Socrates is human; is Socrates mortal? Yes. 

Frankly no Venn diagrams or formal logic is needed to get the right answer; to simply ask, “Is 

Socrates mortal?” one could easily answer correctly without referring to either premise. So Dias 

and Harris presented children with a special class of syllogisms, ones that present counter-factual 

premises and are particularly challenging to the young mind, demanding formal logic. For 

example: All cats bark; Rex is a cat; does Rex bark? Given the premises the answer is “yes.” But 
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young children most often answer, “No, cats don’t bark.” Piaget believed children needed to be 

approaching the formal operations (logic) of late childhood/early adolescence to be successful 

with these.  

 But, Dias and Harris wondered whether performances would improve if you helped 

children understand that this is a kind of game, that the counter-factual premise has an as if 

quality to it. Imagine going to another planet, and on this planet all the cats bark. A cat there is 

named Rex. Does Rex bark? Children as young as four years old said, “Yes.” When asked why: 

“Because cats on that planet bark.” 

 The results simply do not make sense in the Freudian-Piagetian framework. And because 

this framework is also key to Freud’s critique of religion, it may be helpful to lay out its premises 

briefly.  

 Freud (1949) understood human thinking as consisting of two basic modes, primary 

processes and secondary processes. Primary processes are driven by the pleasure principle of the 

id. In Freud’s tripartite description of the psyche (id, ego, superego), the id is the source of our 

drives, urges, and wishes. When those urges cannot be met, perhaps because they are 

inappropriate or because circumstances force satisfaction to be delayed, the id generates an 

image to satisfy the need—a dream, mental image, hallucination, or delusion, for example. In 

other words, this image or dream compensates for the lack of satisfaction. Such compensation 

succeeds (in this view) since primary processes do not differentiate between fantasy and reality, 

between a mental representation and the immediate perception by the senses. In the territory of 

the id, the realm of the illogical, as Freud called it, inconsistencies can sit directly beside each 

other without tension. Secondary processes, however, are directed by the reality principle and 

inhibit and adjust urges and desires of the id for the sake of appropriate engagement with the 
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world. The key issue here, relevant to childhood, is that Freud believed that early life was 

completely driven by primary processes. They are “earlier in time” he says, “at the beginning of 

mental life are no others” (Freud 2015/1922, 55).  

 Freud’s assumptions about the young mind took root and flowered in the work of Piaget, 

who in turn influenced twentieth-century western thought about child development more than 

any other thinker. Piaget (1928) was convinced that Freud was right about the young mind as one 

dominated by the irrational, what Piaget called ludistic tendencies or magical thinking, largely 

unable to distinguish fantasy from reality until seven or eight years of age when concrete logic 

develops allowing a kind of realism to emerge. In early adolescence, then, formal logic develops: 

the mind can analyze the underlying structure of problems like syllogisms to answer correctly. 

All young children are unable to differentiate fantasy from reality; Maria is a sixteen-

month-old child; can Maria differentiate pretend food from the real thing? No, given the 

premises. But what if, on this planet, children’s imaginations are more sophisticated?  

 Even at the time, the notion that only primary processes were going on in young children 

was critiqued. The Swiss psychiatrist, Eugen Bleuler (1951), noted that there is no evidence that 

the hungry infant either hallucinates a feeding when hungry or would be satisfied with such a 

mental image. The child is satisfied only by a literal feeding. And more recent studies of infants 

demonstrate that babies come into the world (or rapidly develop) all kinds of realistic 

expectations about the world around them. These are sometimes called core or intuitive realms of 

knowledge concerning the world of objects and people (See Spelke and Kinzler, 2007 for a 

summary). In fact, it now seems that Freud and Piaget had it backwards: children start out with 

realistic expectations about their worlds and the ability to pretend and imagine are the 

developmental accomplishment, generally beginning well into the second year, like Maria was at 
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sixteen months. (Harris, 2000). 

 Not only does this newer wave of research carry implications for the worlds of child 

development, parenting, and education, there are implications for the theological-religious world 

as well.  In the Freudian-Piagetian framework, cognitive development moves from magical 

thinking to scientific, logical, reality-oriented thought. Significantly, the young child is 

fundamentally egocentric, driven by internal needs and desires. Play and imagination are ways a 

children fulfill wishes, desires, or otherwise unfulfilled needs.  

 And so is religion, at least for Freud. As it is with a frustrated child, primary processes at 

work in the religious adult generate a fantasy to answer our deep desires. Life is hard, death is 

scary. Our unconscious throws up a heavenly protector and an afterlife. Though an illusion, the 

self-deception is easy to maintain because it enjoys the support of religious culture (formed in an 

earlier stage of human development). In Totem and Taboo Freud (1950) makes the parallels 

between individual human development and cultural religious development explicit. Infancy is 

associated with animistic and mythic thinking (phase one of human thought), childhood is 

associated with more “developed” religious systems of thought and practice, and finally—the 

ultimate sign of maturity—comes scientific thought no longer in need of the wish-fulfilling 

illusion of gods. The developmental goal is moving from the magical, enchanted world 

dominated by primary processes to the coolly logical, disenchanted realism of science. 

 But what if, on this planet, reality is enchanted? 

II: Empirical Information 

A month following the pretend-feeding-Curious George-video, the father of the now seventeen-

month-old Maria—who has just added “Mommy” and “Daddy” to her vocabulary—told me this: 

We were late getting home and all tired, so we ordered a pizza. It arrived, Maria was crabby and 
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hungry so I put her in the high chair, plopped down a piece in front of her, and sat down next to 

Maria while my wife Ann was in the kitchen fixing drinks. She was so hungry I thought Maria 

would dig in, but she just sat there. She didn’t eat. “Aren’t you going to eat honey?” With that 

Maria held out her hand and bowed her head. She was waiting to eat until we prayed.    

 For some, the prayer life holds meaning even before they can speak whole sentences. 

While Maria is (still) too young to be interviewed, the two incidents (feeding Curious George 

and praying) reinforce the idea that there is indeed much more going on in early childhood, in 

children’s minds, than id-driven egocentric fantasy.  

 The purpose of the project has been to explore this “more going on.” Through interviews 

and observations of children and parents, the study has not only been exploring minds and 

imaginations as such, but thinking and imagining in relation to religious life: beliefs and 

practices, as well as the rituals and materials that reflect the shared religious social world in 

which children live. The primary tool for this research has been an interview, asking questions of 

children three to twelve years old, and in most cases, talking with their parents. But we also, 

when possible, attend religious services and visit homes. In doing so we have been gathering 

layers of information: words from children and parents, and information from their contexts, for 

example bulletins, icons, home altars, and artwork.  

 To date we have interviewed over seventy-five children along with one or both parents 

for most of them. The participants come primarily from three religious backgrounds, all 

Christian at this point: Roman Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox, (with a couple Seventh Day 

Adventists as well). We are currently seeking wider religious diversity (Jewish, Muslim, Sikh, 

Buddhist, as well as other branches of Christianity), even so, there is already a respectable level 

of diversity within the three groups: the Catholic children are all Mayan living in the rural 
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Yucatán of Mexico; Protestants range from those in conservative and liberal denominations and 

of various ethnic heritages across the US; the Orthodox children are from a community in the 

Northwest and nearly all members are converts, including the priest, from other branches of 

Christianity.  

 This is a qualitative study, what Stanford scholar Tanya Luhrmann (2012) might call a 

form of psychological anthropology. The questions asked of children are exploratory, open, and 

flow in various directions depending upon the circumstances. In some ways the interviews are 

journalistic—looking for the story in each situation with an eye towards exploring whether a new 

or different or reformed general story about children’s religious imaginations needs to be told.  

 Interviews normally start with simple questions: Do you go to church? Tell me about it. 

What’s your favorite part? What’s the worst part? Would you be willing to draw a picture of 

your church? Sometimes we invite parents to ask their children to draw a picture ahead of time 

and this facilitates the interview. What a great drawing—tell me about it. 

 Not only do we get parental informed consent for the interviews, but we attain written 

assent from the children themselves.3 Some of the children are not yet able to write but we 

suggest that they could make a smiley face to show that you’re okay talking to us about God and 

church and things like that. Gaining assent from the child is more than good ethical practice, it is 

an important aspect of the interview itself. We emphasize with the children that: We are trying to 

better understand how children think and want to learn from you. This isn’t a test like you might 

have at school (older children), we’re not looking for the right answer. The right answer is 

whatever you really think. This helps put children at ease—if they had any worries—and reminds 

the interviewer of the task as well.  

 
3 The project was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Louisville Presbyterian Theological Seminary for 
research with human subjects.  
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 Many of the questions evoke descriptive answers. What do you do at church? “I go to 

Sunday school, choir, and services.” What happens in Sunday school? “We have a Bible lesson 

and a craft.” What happens when you take communion? “Everybody goes up front and eats the 

bread and drinks the juice.” Do you ever pray at home? “I pray at bedtime.” What do you pray? 

Do you have a favorite hymn at church? Who is your patron saint (Orthodox)? Tell me about.... 

These questions (when combined with similar questions for the parents) help provide the 

religious context of the child.  

 Other questions explore how children understand the meaning of religious beliefs and 

practices. Why do we pray? Take communion? Baptize? Even with the emphasis upon no right 

answers, many of the replies to such questions evoke what could be called “script” answers, 

especially among older children: Tell me about Jesus. “Jesus is God’s son who died on the cross 

for our sins.” Is that the end of the story? “No, he rose on the third day and sits at the right hand 

of God.”  

 Other questions may evoke script responses initially, but are followed with questions that 

invite a more complex reflection: Have you ever thought about where everything outside—the 

trees and clouds and sun for example—comes from? Most children say a version of, “Yes, God 

made the whole world.” Then we might follow with: What about houses and roads and cars? 

Here children have to think a bit, but most said something like: “No, people make cars and 

houses, but God made people who make things.” They exercise a kind of logic within a religious 

set of premises as if they were tackling a syllogism: If God made the world, but people make 

cars, does God make cars? Another example: Tell me about prayer. “It’s talking to God.” Do you 

pray out loud or just in your mind or heart? “Sometimes out loud, sometime in my heart.” Does 

God hear prayers? “Yes, of course.” What if you don’t say them out loud? “Yeah, I think God 
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hears them—he knows what’s in your heart.” Can God hear everyone’s prayers all over the 

world? “Yes.” What if everyone’s praying at the same time? “Yeah, I think so.” So how does that 

work? 

 This last question points to another type of question, ones that bump into the limits of 

what can be known, even within a religious worldview. They invite imagination. Some children 

answer, simply, “I never thought about that.” Others might say, “Well, God has lots of powers 

and one of them must be the power to hear everything at the same time.” For still others, their 

imaginative gears begin spinning. A three-year-old says, “God must have a hundred ears.” Or 

another child says, “I don’t know how that works, but like a lot of things, we’ll know when we 

go to heaven.” Another: “I don’t really know, but I can remember when I was younger imagining 

something like a big email system with all these emails coming in, and God could read fast.” 

 Another question inviting imagination is: Why do you think God created the world? An 

eleven-year old Presbyterian girl answered: “Because there was nothing and he wanted there to 

be something. God wanted something to love because life on your own is just lonely. … I guess 

he loved so much that he decided to create a world, a being, existence, the universe.” But she 

didn’t stop there. “Sometimes I wonder, is God the god of this universe or the god of all the 

universes—if there are even other universes, like in different dimensions. Then my head starts to 

hurt. It’s probably that he’s the god of the entire universe, but sometimes I wonder if he’s just 

God on earth, like he just takes care of the earth. If there are intelligent beings out there, I 

wonder if he’s their god too.”   

 A fascinating aspect of this musing is that she is, on the one hand, answering the question 

posed to her, but on the other, her imagination—her ability to think about multiple universes or 

multi-dimensioned worlds—itself generates new questions. Thinking about what she knows of 
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God and what she knows of reality stimulates her to imagine possibilities, to stretch her sense of 

what could be.  

 But this ability is not limited to eleven-year-olds. Here is an eight-year-old’s response to 

the question of where everything comes from: “I try to think back to the beginning of time and 

space. It just goes back and back and back. I ask my mom or dad how the world was created and 

they say ‘by God.’ But if God is Jesus Christ and there’s a before Christ, then technically he 

wasn’t alive. That’s why I think of them [God and Jesus Christ] as two different people.”  We 

can overhear this young mind trying to work out profound theological quandaries in light of the 

premises provided by her parents and community of faith. 

  While noticing both script-type answers and imagination-laden ones, they are likely 

related. The scripts seem to be the groundwork, the premises that give the imagination (and its 

logic) something with which to work, a framework to exercise itself. (Here, the implications for 

religious formation and children’s spirituality are manifold.) This groundwork-to-imagination 

relationship may be particularly important when bumping up against limits, for example, in 

origins (Why did God make the world?) and endings (What happens when people die?).  

 Yet, another type of question provides the opportunity for more unique, individual, 

existential responses. You said God is everywhere (or in heaven), have you ever felt like God was 

really, really near you? One five-year-old Presbyterian said nothing but pointed to her heart. A 

five-year-old Orthodox child shows me his prayer closet, a cubby in their home designed for 

towels and linens. He pulled up an empty milk crate, opened the door and crawled inside. Inside 

he showed me his icons, and the candle holders, “but I’m too young to light candles,” and his 

prayer book which was on a stand right next to another book: “I love this book, it’s called Winnie 

the Pooh.” A six-year-old Yucatek Mayan child, Juan, tells me in response to the question: “One 
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time I had to go to the hospital for surgery, and I felt like God was right there, like he was 

holding my hand.” And just to clarify I asked, And that was a good thing to have God there? 

“Oh yes, I was really scared, but with God holding my hand, I wasn’t so scared.”  

 Twice (so far) we have experimented with interviewing groups of children (in Sunday 

school classes) followed by individual interviews. We wondered how group dynamics might 

affect responses. Tell me about baptism. “It’s when you join the church,” said an eight-year-old. 

“The pastor puts water on a baby,” replied another. Have you been baptized? “Yes, but I don’t 

remember because I was a baby. Another: “Yes, it was on Christmas Eve night, I was seven, and 

it was very special.” But in the midst of these fairly ordinary responses, Dakota, a ten-year-old 

girl volunteered: “No, I have not been baptized because my father is not comfortable with 

baptism. But at my old church [they were new to the current congregation] my sister got 

baptized. But he [her father] said I shouldn’t get baptized because of what happened to my 

younger brother.” What happened? “My younger brother had Leukemia and passed away when 

he was five.” Here the topic of baptism itself took one little girl’s mind to deep, existential 

territory and reminded the other children in the class of the fragile nature of life itself.   

 Later, in our individual follow-up: Would you mind telling me a little more about your 

brother, if you’re comfortable with it? “My brother was born the year after me and two years 

after he was born he got Leukemia…. When he passed away I felt sick. I felt like it was my fault 

because it was after my birthday. My brother loved us all but Leukemia changed him and he 

started to dislike me because he fought it most of the time.…” So your brother being sick and 

dying, how did that make you feel about God? “When he was sick I thought he just needed some 

medicine. But when he passed away I went to God more to talk to him. Then my sister said it 

was good that he passed and I just started yelling at her like ‘How, how is it good?’ She said he’s 
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in a better place and now he’s feeling better. And over time I came to accept that. We have a 

picture and memorial on top of the TV set so we never forget him.”  

 Of course the rite of baptism already has layers of theological meaning depending upon 

one’s tradition, but to this ten-year-old, baptism represented layers of existential and emotional 

struggle, not only in her but in her household. For Dakota, baptism is not only a sense of life or 

new life in Christ, but also the sense of death and whatever is on the other end of life and the 

other side of this world. As cliché as accepting that “he’s in a better place now” may sound to 

highly-trained theological ears, it did not come easily or through a cheap denial of the pain of 

loss for this ten-year-old.  

 Further into the conversation, when discussing prayer, she was asked a question we asked 

most children: So you said prayer is talking to God; does God ever talk to you? She gave a 

tentative yes. Tell me about it. “I like hear it in my thoughts.” That’s God talking to you? “For 

me it’s just that I talk in my head a lot and then sometimes I hear this voice saying, ‘Everything 

will be all right.’”  

 What may begin with a bow of the head over a slice of pizza could become a window for 

something more.  

III: Theological Understanding 

For Dakota, God could somehow be an object of her anger, Job-like, yet could also become a 

deep security below the fault lines of suffering and death shaking her world. This ten-year-old is 

a powerful reminder that children face and live in the same kinds of existential challenges and 

dilemmas that haunt adult reality: life and death, suffering and hope, joy and concern, love and 

loss, grandeur and misery. The theological hope is that religious beliefs, practices, and 

relationships put children, as well as adults, in touch with the spiritual resources and community 
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that is testified to in faith. (Implications abound here for congregations, households, ministry, 

and religious education for example.) Yet it is clear that children themselves—their presence, 

vision, testimony, and love—are not only objects of religious instruction and ministry, they are 

subjects who contribute to this community of faith, from head-bowing at dinner to altars atop a 

TV set where the lines between heaven and earth are not so clear.  

 While it is too easy or romantic to claim that children are closer to God than adults, they 

may be more open—more porous as Charles Taylor (2007) puts it—to God and a creation 

teeming with angels and saints, but one with devils and the terrors they bring as well. One 

question we consistently asked children is: What makes God sad? Typical answers included 

misbehaving, being mean to your brother, not being nice, using bad words, or generally not 

loving. But one little six-year-old immediately responded, “Killing.” She quickly followed with, 

“Guns.” I nodded. (It was the first Sunday after the Parkland, Florida shooting.) She then added 

with full conviction, “Guns are from the devil.” Her declaration makes clear that a religious 

imagination is not limited to all things bright and beautiful but includes a large helping of 

dangers, toils, and snares as well. By attending to the ways children are open to something 

more—where and how they find angels bearing hope, security, love, and life—children 

themselves become ambassadors for faith.  

Taylor’s notion of a porous self is part of his five hundred-year-old tale of 

disenchantment he tells in his work, A Secular Age. Like many before him, Taylor traces the 

ways in which secular cultures have come into being over the past five hundred years 

(particularly north-Atlantic societies), how they have gone from assuming the world is teeming 

with spirits and angels to one without soul, how they have gone from belief in a fullness of life 

flooded with transcendence to a flattened world where religiosity is at best an option that is 



RELIGIOUS IMAGINATION  17 
 

increasingly difficult to exercise. His tale of disenchantment is a story of a self that was once 

porous to personal divine powers and mysteries shot through the universe to a bounded self that 

is buffered from an impersonal order with a mind powered from within.  

… 

Interviewing in the Yucatán of Mexico presented some particularly vivid reminders of the 

crumbling of a pre-secular, enchanted world as well as its persistence. We interviewed in and 

around Izamal, a town full of the partial remains of pre-colonial Mayan temples (and all the 

children were themselves of Mayan decent).4 As Roman Catholics, many attended Mass and 

catechism classes at San Antonio de Padua, a Franciscan monastery and cathedral complex, itself 

built on top of a Mayan pyramid (dedicated to the god of rain), beginning in 1533. Inside the 

complex are two figures, both life-sized and striking and the object of veneration in the region. 

One is of a black Jesus Christ who is yearly processed to the cathedral from one of the nearby 

villages where we were interviewed. The best I could determine is that the Cristo Negro 

represents “the worker.” The other figure gets more attention, Our Lady of Izamal, a Marion 

statue that is the patron saint, sometimes “Queen,” of the entire Yucatán. In 1992, all the 

buildings of the city were painted canary yellow to celebrate the upcoming visit by Pope John 

Paul II. The pontiff brought with him a silver crown and placed it upon the head of the saint. A 

few years later the Mexican government officially declared Izamal a “magical city,” the first of 

more to come in Mexico, ones that celebrate the mix of rich multi-cultural histories along with 

the aesthetic beauties of each.  

Here, in this five hundred-year-old complex resting upon temples that were another 

thousand years old, themselves built upon pyramids that could be another thousand years older 

 
4 Technically the children were Yukatek Mayan as there are many ethno-linguistic groups within the Mayan world. 
But in Yucatán there is only one indigenous ethnic group, so they refer to themselves as simply “Mayan.” 
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still (dating to around 500 BCE), is a multi-layered portrait of a world persistently open to 

transcendence. The interviews made clear that the border between past and present, not to 

mention the living and the dead, are themselves porous, creating what Robert Orsi (2016) calls 

an “abundant history,” filling and enlarging the imagination with “real presence,” and generating 

an “excess of intersubjectivity” between heaven and earth (61-2). 

In one of the homes where we interviewed, a Mayan pyramid was directly outside the 

back door of the family’s house—the children liked to climb and play on it. In another home, in a 

rural village outside the city, the first thing to see inside the house was a four-by-four-foot poster 

of a Mayan temple on one side of the room; on the other side was an altar with several nativities, 

flowers, photos of ancestors, and statuary of angels and saints, including a Mary at least five feet 

high, as well as a colorful rendition of Da Vinci’s Last Supper, but in this case one with a large 

version of the Guadalupe Virgin hovering over the head of Jesus. It was in this room of temples 

and angels that we interviewed several children and heard about God being very, very near—

holding the hand of six year old Juan as he walked into a hospital. Here we heard about the near 

and protective presence of angels and saints, excitement over eating the body of Christ, of 

healings by doctors as well as the Queen of Izamal (with some help from traditional healers at 

times). Here children also told stories of Mayan trickster-elves (aruxes) alongside resurrection 

accounts, mixed among the memories of food shared with ancestors on the Day of the Dead. 

These were not simply the stuff of entertaining folktales or homegrown magical realism, they 

seemed to serve as a part of (again in Orsi’s words), “a capillary of presence, filling water, relics, 

images, stories, and memories” (68). 

… 

Of course, Freud would have a very different view. This is precisely the kind of magical thinking 
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that needs sloughing off to see reality as it is. This would be as true for a little girl hearing God 

say “Everything will be okay” or a boy venerating icons in a prayer closet, as it is for building a 

temple dedicated to a rain god. All are compensatory fantasies for frustrated desires. On the other 

hand, Freud would be much more encouraged by the development of disenchantment. As people 

(individually or as a species) throw off their magical thinking, they see the cool truth of a 

universe without transcendence. Unshackled from the chair of illusion, we see, or need, nothing 

else. Taylor calls this version of disenchantment the “story of subtraction.” Take away magical 

thinking and you are left with reality as it is. (Taylor explicitly connects the story to Freud’s view 

of religion.) 

 Of course, Freud could be right. But for Taylor, the subtraction story is inadequate and its 

assumptions unexamined. The story is so fully assumed in modern thought that its truth has 

become “self-evident,” a mythos of modernity that paradoxically is blind to its own mythic 

power to shape our “social imaginary,” as Taylor calls it (see also Josephson-Storm, 2017). But 

this flattening of an enchanted world, for Taylor, is only self-evident for a mindset that has 

already assumed its truth. There are no gods in the world; we live in the world; therefore we live 

without gods. This is a syllogism in the worst sense. The initial premise goes unexamined 

because it is not posed in the mode of as if. It is a syllogism without imagination. 

 The parallels between the assumptions about child development in the Freudian-Piagetian 

paradigm and the goal of sloughing off religion for the sake of “reality” are too strong to ignore. 

The child developmental pattern of moving from fantasy to reality through the development of 

logic brings to the individual level what Freud believed was the developmental pattern for the 

human species. The implication is that proper child development is the development of 

disenchantment, a closing of religious imagination. To the extent that this framework guides our 
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ways of seeing childhood—is taught in developmental and educational psychology courses 

around the globe, permeates parenting and advice books, is adopted and adapted in religious 

educational efforts—the framework itself becomes a tool of disenchantment, one that has 

become self-evident.   

 Paradoxically enough, in the field of child development the paradigm has been unable to 

hold up to the rigors of scientific inquiry. Realism comes first, and imagination is a 

developmental accomplishment, one that opens possibilities—an empty cup becomes an 

occasion for sharing invisible food with a stuffed friend. Instead of a rigid move out of fantasy, a 

robust mental life is one characterized by a certain flexibility of thought that moves back and 

forth between realism and possibility, between sense-based environments and imagination. For 

the child, imagination is an ally for navigating physical and social environments, allowing a 

mental space for practicing relationships (stuffed animals, dolls, invisible friends), modeling 

problems (what if I try this, that?), working on logic (on this planet…), or even exercising 

empathy and compassion (imagining another’s point of view or feelings). In this newer wave of 

child development theory, rigidity—the lack of imagination—is the enemy of learning, growing, 

wisdom, or compassion at any age.  

 So what if Freud got it backwards for religion as well? Or what if there is no such thing 

as backward and forward in a soul porous enough to move flexibly between imagination and 

realism, between immanence and transcendence, between heaven and earth? Perhaps presence 

and absence, love and loss, fear and courage are that which shape the contours of a robust 

spiritual life, but not necessarily along a timeline.5 If true, here is yet another reason to pay 

 
5 This is not to deny history or linear time. Patterns of life, institutions, knowledge, and information can accumulate 
over historical time and create powerful conditions and contexts for our lives. This is precisely what Taylor tracks in 
A Secular Age.  
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attention to the minds and hearts of children, especially as they face the situations of existential 

concern and joy that life inevitably presents.   

 One of the most encouraging aspects to this newer wave of cognitive studies is the 

recognition of the deeply social dimensions of childhood (as opposed to thinking of children as 

egocentrically driven by primary processes). Though these studies generally occur within 

methodologies that bracket religion, there is at least some overlap with persisting theological 

concern, with life together, with postures toward others, with networks of presence, with I-Thou 

relationships, with seeing an infinite mystery in the face of another, with means of grace 

mediated in community, with love. If even childhood life is characterized by deep layers of 

human inter-subjectivity, perhaps there is the possibility of sensing the sacred there—in 

communion—not only on this planet, but in the whole universe, or in other dimensions, or in a 

multiverse, or wherever imaginations may go. 
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