










Nina Azari holds a PhD In neuroscience and a PhD In theology. This Is her answer. 

Nina Azari : Our Christian subjects reported that their religious experience, t hey described It as being In a personal 
relationship with God as Jesus Christ. What did we see going on In their brain? Well the areas that were t he most 
saliently activated are In Inter-personal relational behaviours and cognitions . So we have at least In t his Instance, a 
non-phenomenological, that Is a brain-based corroboration agreement wi th a phenomenological report. What our 
subjects thought t hey were going through, their physiology thought what It was going through too. 

OK, so there's the first contribut ion that can be made. Now we have a strong support for theologies that have always 
wanted to argue that we were embodied creatures and that whatever experiences we go through, we go t hrough 
entirely wi t h our bodies. It's not about a disembodied mind. OK. So for t heology this poses challenges. How Is It, and 
by what medium do we know a rela tionship with God? If it 's through our body, how shall we conceptuaHse that? 
Neuroscience can't solve that problem, so we can't turn to neuroscience to solve t hat problem . That problem , by the 
way Is called the mind-body problem. 

But also look at t he other neuro Imaging study. The Buddhist subjects, wi thin their tradition, would describe t heir 
state as a changed orientation of self In relation to space. Relational again, but a different kind of relational. And 
they're brain activity patterns corroborated, agreed with their phenomenal description. So again, for the Buddhists we 
have a non-phenomenological brain based description If you wil l, of a phenomenological report. So what these people 
were saying about the religious experiences cannot be dismissed out of hand as a retrospective Illusion, or delusion. 

But I would argue even more for theology, which is the point here. Both of t hese experiences at least on t he basis of 
neurosclentlfic findings, would suggest that what religious experience Is about, be It Buddhist or Christian, It is not 
about an object of experience, It 's not abou t God it's not about Buddha, It 's not about figuring out the attributes of 
God . For t hese subjects It was about a relationship that obtained. So what neuroscience Is supporting are theological 
conceptions of religious experience that say Religious experience Is not about going and finding God, It 's about how 
that experience is for you as a relationship with God . And so for all neurosclentific prOjects In the fu t ure, I wou ld 
argue, going and trying to talk about where God is In the brain, or how God Is, or inside or outside, or If God exists, is 
tota lly off the mark. That 's not what the religious experience is about to begin wi th . It's about relatlonall ty. 

Rachael Kohn: That 's very interesting, because people often think of science as merely confirming objects, things out 
there, and so often atheists taunt believers by saying, Prove to me that there Is a God out there . But you seem to be 
point ing very clearly pointing, to a whole other way of looking at what science can do for us, it actually can reveal 
something about a rela tionship to God . 

Nina Azari : Yes I think It doesn't prove how a relationship Is to God such, rather it says that your neurophysiology can 
agree with how you think your relationship Is wi t h God. So neuroSCience can 't say anything about God as such, neuro­
science can say how I perceive myself being In relation to who I perceive as God . It's not about what something Is as 
existent. If I say that I see a bear out there, I can 't look in my brain or your brain and prove that t here's a bear out 
there. God, bears, trees, beds, lamps, what ever, neuroscience Is not going to be a good tool to show proof for the 
existence of these things . 

Rachael Kohn: Yes, you seem to be point ing to the way in which popular thinking can use neuro imaging, perhaps In a 
fast and loose way, to make claims that real ly neurOSCience would never make for Itself. 

Nina Azari: Yes, I think the great temptat ion, and I can understand that, because neuroscience has a very loud and 
dominant voice In our society today, and I think that 's a good thing, because it can help with a lot of t hings, and we 
contribute a lot of things, and I do neuroscience and it 's fun, and I don't want to see It die. So there's the temptation 
to overburden neuroscience, or to ask of neuro Imaging, what it can't in fact deliver. And I think that Is precisely 
what's been going on. And it's not to say, Oh bad, bad theologians, or Bad, bad neuroscientists for overstepping t he 
boundary conditions of what neuroscience can do, it 's rather what we need to do Is realise that these are stories about 
data, and data that everybody can access . 

So theologians ought to be able to go to those data and make their own stories that are meaningful for theological 
concerns, and neuroscientists are going to go to those data and make their own stories t hat are Important for neuro­
scientific concerns. My advice, my Invitation is for people to take seriously that neuro Imaging can not be a useful or 
helpful apologetic tool. For the theist or the atheist, it just doesn't work t hat way. 

Rachael Kohn: That 's Dr Nina Azari, of t he Hyendahl I nstitute In Denmark. Nina has more than a ci inlcal Interest In 
religion. 

Nina Azari : There Is no big conflict . For someone doing neuroscience to hold religious or theological or faith convic­
tions. For my own persona l faith convictions, they're not at all disruptive by doing neuroscience. Just as much as 
neuroscience can support and enhance religious theor!satlons and conceptual ways of thinking about religious experi ­
ence and support theological ways of think ing of religious experience that have already been proposed, we just didn't 
have neurosclent iflc backing for it. Not proof for it, support for It, that's different. 



But turning it around as a neuroscientist, they say Oh, how great, thank you theology and religious studies because 
you've opened up a whole new area of Inqu iry. 1. 2. You 've given me support for my long standing conviction that 
there Is no conflict between the two of them, and 3. That thank you very much for helping to remind us as neurosci­
entists to pay attention to who it Is we're studying be£ause that's precisely what we want to get Insight Into. So If we 
shut that down and diminish t he subject Into a reflex responder like a frog, we're j ust not going to get any Insightful 
information when we come to the end of the study. 

Rachael Kahn: Nina I think it 's Quite typical to th ink of neuroscient ists as walking around In lab coats and can I ask 
you to ta ke off the whi te lab coat and tell us what your faith t radition Is, and how it has been part of your life? 

Nina Azari : I won't take off the lab coat because t hat 's who I am . I 'm also In that lab coat, this person that I'm going 
to tell you right now, about my faith tradi tion. So again, I would encourage let's not separate the two or any of t hat, 
they're all together; for me. 

I Identify mysel f as Roman Catholic, but that comes with a context as wi t h al l faith tradi tions or convict ions, I 'm sure 
everybody would say Yes, but it's In a certain way that I am Catholic or I am Protestant. The background to which I 
come to Roman Catholicism IS that I come from a multicultural family, and a multHeliglous family. My fa t her grew up 
In a Muslim context and tradition, my mother was Catholic and they're both stili aUve . But I come from a rather large 
family of fi ve children, and we were raised t o respect and seriously engage at least those two tradit ions, and we also 
read from the Sufi li terature, so we read from Qur'an, we learned basics of Arabic, we went to Friday prayer, we 
partiCipated In those tradi t ions very seriously, not as spectators, and at t he same time we read from the Bible, we 
went to church, we participated in a Christian-Judaeo tradition very seriouslv as well. 

So we were raised with a healthy sense of respect, and part of my relig ious education tra ining consisted of every 
Friday afternoon after school, we would come home and we wou ld have tea, with cake and all kinds of wonderful 
things to go with it, as enticement I suppose . My father would come from the laboratory, he's a biochemist, he would 
come home from the laboratory for that tea every Friday afternoon, and we would discuss Biblical and Islamic texts 
that we would have had to have memorised, and we would put t hem In the context of discussing po!ltical issues and 
things that were going on in the culture, and the tea would usually last about t hree hours or so. And it was one of my 
most favourite things, and I stili do on Friday, tea for myself. And I thin k that really laid the groundwork for the way 
that I am as a neuroscientist , am as a religious theological scholar. 

Rachael Kohn: Well that's one person who's not daunted by difference . Nina AzarI. Who In addition to holding two 
doctorates Is also a Von Humboldt Ufe Fellow, a most prestigious scientific accolade. Her major study on neurology 
and religious experience can be found in the European Journal of Neuroscience Vol. 13, 2001. 

That's the program for this week . It was produced by me and Geoff Wood, with technical production by Russel l Staple­
ton. 

Next week, come with me to Japan and follow the story of t he first Australian Anglican missionary to former enemy 
terr itory, through the eyes of his son. That 's Growing Up Christian Under the Red Sun, after World War II. That's next 
week on The Spiri t of Things. 

Til l then, so long from me, Rachael Kohn. 
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