
Seeing Good, Seeing God: The Epistemology of Moral and Religious Experience 

John Greco 

Saint Louis University 

11-29-06 

Introduction. 

Everyone knows what it is like to see an apple on the table or feel the sunshine on one’s face. But we also 

talk about “seeing” that some action is right, or that some person is good. Think, for example, of a young 

mother gazing at her newborn child. Can’t that scene have a kind of moral color to it? Can’t she see that her 

baby is precious and good, and can’t we see their being together as right and good? Suppose so. Does this 

mean that there is such a thing as moral perception as well as physical object perception? It seems that we are 

seeing moral value here, and not just moms and babies. Likewise, we sometimes say that we can “feel” 

God’s presence or “feel” God’s love. This might occur at a difficult moment in one’s life, in a quiet moment 

of prayer, or on a joyous occasion, as when a new baby is born. Jesuits, in fact, claim to “see God in all 

things. “ Does this imply that there is such a thing as religious perception? 

One might think that these latter uses of perception language are only metaphorical: that is, we can’t literally 

see that some action is right, or feel God’s loving presence. And that is just what most philosophers have 

thought.  The  standard  view  has  been  that  perception  constitutes  a  privileged  sort  of  cognitive  access, 

restricted to a relatively narrow range of reality. The moral and the Divine, this thinking goes, lie beyond that 

restricted range. To put this standard view a different way, perception gives us our most immediate and direct 

access to reality. If we can know the moral and the Divine at all, it is not with that sort of immediacy and 

directness. 

Recent developments in the philosophy of perception, I believe, give us resources to question this standard 

view. These developments open up the possibility that we can, quite literally, see that something is good or 

perceive  God’s  presence  in  our  lives.  Recent  developments  in  the  psychology of  perception,  moreover, 



suggest how moral and religious perception might work. 

By way of making this case, I want to do three things in today’s talk. The first is to look at some recent 

themes  in  epistemology (or  the  theory  of  knowledge).  I  will  not  only  be  presenting  these  themes,  but 

endorsing them as well.  I  will  be arguing that  they constitute  advances  that  have moved the discipline 

forward in important and fruitful ways. 

The second thing I want to do is to show how these developments in epistemology open up interesting 

possibilities in moral epistemology and religious epistemology. In particular, they create space for the idea 

that we can have moral knowledge and religious knowledge (knowledge about God) in ways that are more 

direct than might otherwise seem plausible. Put another way, they open up the possibility of moral perception 

and religious perception, or a perception of God. Finally, I want to consider some problems for the view, and 

how some recent developments in psychology might help. These developments, in effect, explain how moral 

and religious perception might actually work. Put another way, they help to explain the mechanics of such 

perception. 

[Another way to think about the paper is in terms of its organization] 

Part One. Some recent developments in epistemology. 

Epistemology (or the theory of knowledge) has been traditionally concerned with two major questions: What 

is knowledge? and What can we know? Assuming that we can and do know at least some things, a third 

question arises: How do we know the things that we do know? These questions about the nature and scope of 

knowledge quickly lead to others: Assuming that knowledge is superior to mere opinion, what is it  that 

distinguishes the two? More generally: What is it about knowledge that makes knowledge a  good thing to 



have, and that makes it superior to “mere” opinion? 

1. Knowledge is a normative phenomenon. Epistemology is a normative discipline. 

These last questions presuppose that knowledge is a normative (or evaluative) phenomenon. Our questions 

presuppose that knowledge is a  good thing, and that knowing is  better than not knowing. And these are 

clearly evaluative (or normative) terms. Likewise, when we say that someone knows something, or when we 

deny that someone knows something, we are making normative or evaluative claims—we are saying that 

there is something good or bad about their belief, or perhaps the way they believe, or perhaps them. (We say: 

“Now that guy knows what he is talking about” (and that’s a good thing), And we say: “That guy doesn’t 

know what he’s talking about.” And that’s a bad thing.) 

One recent theme in epistemology is that we should take seriously the idea that epistemology is a normative 

discipline. A central  task of epistemology, on this new way of thinking, is to try to understand the sort of 

normativity (or evaluation) that our knowledge language involves.  If  knowledge is  a good thing,  and if 

knowing is better than not knowing, then how are we to understand what “good” and “better” means here? 

How are we to understand the value of knowledge? 

2. A virtue-theoretic approach to epistemic evaluation. 

A second theme in recent epistemology is that we should approach these questions in a particular way, or 

from a particular theoretical framework. A number of philosophers, including myself, have suggested that a 

“virtue-theoretic” approach is the one we want here. 

A virtue-theoretic  approach  begins  with  the  idea  that  knowledge is  an  achievement.  More  specifically, 

knowledge is the sort of achievement for which the knower deserves credit. But how are we to understand 

that? What  sort of achievement are we talking about, and what sort of credit does knowledge imply? A 



particular idea has proven very useful here: One sort of achievement (or success) that we especially value is 

success through ability. We see this, for example, in the athletic arena, where we value a skilful play more 

than a lucky play. [Griffey example] 

The  same  can  be  said  for  other  areas  of  human  activity  as  well:  we  value  moral  excellence,  artistic 

excellence, and various kinds of professional excellence, and we value the various sorts of success that issue 

from these. The present idea is that knowledge, too, is a kind of success through ability or excellence. In 

cases of knowledge, one achieves an intellectual success (believing the truth) by means of an intellectual 

excellence (for example, good reasoning, accurate perception, excellent memory, or some combination of 

these). 

In cases of knowledge, one’s believing the truth can be put down to one’s intellectual or cognitive abilities 

(one’s intellectual virtues), as opposed to dumb luck, or blind chance, or something else. 

[Review these ideas.] 

One  advantage  of  this  account  is  that  it  nicely  explains  the  “normative”  or  evaluative”  dimension  of 

knowledge. We said that knowledge is a kind of success through ability. But the sort of crediting and valuing 

associated with success through ability (or excellence, or virtue) is ubiquitous in human life. We find it in the 

moral realm, the athletic relm, the artistic, and many more. In virtually any arena where there is human 

excellence or ability, there is an evaluative practice that attaches to it. Hence the present account explains the 

evaluative dimension of knowledge by making it a particular instance of a more general and familiar kind of 

normativity. 

A second advantage of the account is that it gives us an elegant and principled answer to one of 

epistemology’s oldest problems. In Plato’s Meno, Socrates raises a question about the value of knowledge. 

Why is knowledge valuable? Or perhaps better: What explains the value of knowledge? In the course of his 



discussion, Socrates points out that knowledge has more than mere practical value. After all, a man who 

believes that the road leads to Larissa, and who acts on that true information, is as well served in his purposes 

as the man who knows that the road leads to Larissa. The problem then is this: We think that knowledge has 

value over and above its practical value as true information. How do we explain that extra value? 

Return now to the idea that knowledge is a kind of success through ability. Earier I pointed out that we credit 

success through ability more than we credit mere lucky success. But we also value success through ability 

more than we value mere lucky success. In fact, there is a long tradition on which virtuous success (i.e. 

success though virtue or excellence) is identified as the highest human good: it is of intrinsic value and is 

constitutive of human flourishing. As Aristotle says in the Nicomachean Ethics, “Human good turns out to be 

activity of soul exhibiting excellence.” If this is correct, then there is a clear difference in value between 

knowledge  and  mere  true  belief.  In  cases  of  knowledge,  we  achieve  success  through  the  exercise  of 

intellectual ability, and success realized through ability is more valuable than success realized otherwise. 

(Zagzebski 1996, 1999, 2003 and 2004; Riggs 2002; Greco 2003b; Sosa 2003b and 2004. See also Kvanvig 

2004) 

Part Two. How to think about perception. 

How should we think of perception and perceptual knowledge on the present account? The most obvious 

move is to think of perception as a kind of cognitive ability or power, and to think of perceptual knowledge 

as grounded in that distinctive kind of power. More precisely, we can think of perception as the ability to 

form beliefs about objects  in the world on the basis of experience.  For example,  in visual perception a 

physical object appears in our visual field as displaying certain properties, and on the basis of that visual 

experience of the object we form some belief about it. If our vision is good, and if all goes well, we form a 

true belief about the object, and thereby gain perceptual knowledge. 

Notice that the most natural way to think of this process is as non-inferential. That is, when we perceive an 

object, we do not seem to reason from prior premises. At least on the face of it, perception seems more direct 



than that. On the other hand, we have good reason for thinking that perception is both conceptually and 

theoretically loaded. First, perceptual experience seems to involve conceptual as well as phenomenal content. 

When we visually experience a tree or a house, for example, we do not experience mere shapes, colors and 

contrasts. Rather, we experience the object as a tree or as a house. But to admit this much is not yet to say 

that  perception  is  theoretically  loaded.  The  latter  claim is  even  stronger:  it  is  to  say  that  perception  is 

influenced by  prior  assumptions,  background beliefs,  expectations,  special  training  and the  like.  So  for 

example, perceiving that some tree is an elm might depend not only on one's sensory experience having a 

certain conceptual content, but also on one's prior beliefs about trees, one's expectations about where elms 

can be found, etc. We are therefore faced with a tension in our thinking about perception and perceptual 

knowledge. On the one hand, perception seems to be more direct than reasoning, in at least the following 

sense: perception does not seem to be a reasoning process, where we infer conclusions from prior premises. 

On the other hand, perception does seem to be theoretically loaded, in the sense of being influenced by prior 

beliefs, expectations, and the like. But how can both things be true? 

One suggestion is that background beliefs and the like "shape" our perceptual dispositions; they function as 

causal antecedents to perception, influencing us to discriminate some objects rather than others, to pick out 

salient information, to employ one concept rather than another, etc. But how is that all supposed to work? We 

need  a  model  for  how perception  can  be  thus  theoretically  loaded,  and  yet  not  in  a  way that  invokes 

psychologically  implausible  beliefs  and inferences,  i.e.  not  in  a  way that  makes  perception  a  reasoning 

process. 

Recent work in empirical psychology provides us with just such a model. The main idea of Schema Theory 

in empirical psychology is that our cognition involves "scripts" and "personae" through which information 

such as sensory appearances is processed. The dispositions of perception that result are loaded, to be sure. 

But they are best understood, I want to argue, as being non-inferential; they ground a process very different 

from inferring conclusions from premises. In the following passages, Nisbett and Ross describe how scripts 

and personae are supposed to work.i 



To understand the social world, the layperson makes heavy use of a variety of knowledge structures 

normally not expressed in propositional terms and possibly not stored in a form even analogous to 

propositional statements."ii 

Psychologists distinguish between two kinds of schema: event-schemas, or "scripts," and person-schemas, or 

"personae.” 

A script is a type of schema in which the related elements are social objects and events involving the 

individual as actor and observer . . . A script can be compared to a cartoon strip with two or more 

captioned "scenes," each of which summarizes some basic actions that can be executed in a range of 

possible manners and contexts (for instance, the "restaurant script" with its "entering," "ordering," 

"eating," and "exiting" scenes).iii 

Social judgements and expectations often are mediated by a class of schemas which we shall term 

"personae," that is, cognitive structures representing the personal characteristics and typical behaviors 

of  particular  "stock  characters."  Some  personae  are  the  unique  products  of  one's  own  personal 

experience (good old Aunt Mary,  Coach Whiplash).  Others are shared within the culture or sub-

culture (the sexpot, the earth-mother, the girl-next-door, the redneck, the schlemiel, the rebel-without-

a-cause).  .  .  .  Once the principal features or behaviors of a  given individual suggest  a particular 

persona, subsequent expectations of and responses to that individual are apt to be dictated in part by 

the characteristics of the persona.iv 

The application to  perception is  straightforward.  When we are  seated at  the restaurant  table  and a man 



approaches, we perceive that the waiter is coming. According to schema theory, this perception is not based 

on an inference from other things we believe, for example that waiters typically dress in such and such a 

manner, that there appears to be a man dressed this way, and that therefore this must be the waiter. Rather, 

we are operating with a script that disposes us to expect a waiter in the present time and place, and that 

invokes an immediate (i.e. non-inferential) interpretation of present sensory cues. Or again, suppose that we 

are working with the persona of the surly waiter. We will be apt to interpret a tone of voice as impatient, or a 

facial expression as sarcastic. On the present proposal such perceptions are not grounded in anything like a 

reasoning process. As was explained above, scripts and personae are not thought of as beliefs or assumptions, 

as premises for inferences would have to be. Nevertheless, perception is theoretically loaded on this view. As 

was also explained above, scripts and personae can be part of our cultural inheritance, the result of special 

training, or gleaned from previous life experience. 

Part Three: Moral and Religious Perception. 

The account of empirical perception set out above, I now want to argue, opens up possibilities for moral 

perception and religious perception. Let’s take moral perception first. 

1. Moral perception. 

Here I want to argue for a thesis that is quite strong: that the present account of perception explains how we 

might see (quite literally) that an action is wrong, that a child is innocent, or that a man is dishonest. The 

basic idea is that we are equipped with moral scripts and moral personae. If all perception involves schema-

governed interpretation, then moral perception involving this kind of interpretation would be just another 

kind of perception. For example, the moral perception that some man is dishonest would not be essentially 

different from the empirical perception that some man is a waiter. 

On the present account, to morally perceive that something has some moral property is to perceive the thing 



empirically, but to take the phenomenal appearing involved in a moral way as well. For example, to morally 

perceive that a man is dishonest is to be appeared to phenomenally in a particular way (a way dishonest men 

normally appear phenomenally), and to take that phenomenal appearing to be of a dishonest man. To morally 

perceive that some action is tragic is to be appeared to phenomenally a particular way (a way tragic actions 

normally appear  phenomenally),  and to take the phenomenal  appearing involved to be the appearing of 

something tragic. 

Notice that on this account moral perception is both conceptually and theoretically loaded. Again, the main 

idea is that we now have moral scripts and personae. In our cast of characters there is the shifty lawyer, the 

cop on the take, the schoolyard bully, the vicious drug dealer, the petty neighbor, and the greedy doctor. 

There is also the selfless mother, the devoted teacher, the kind doctor, the courageous cop, and the crusading 

lawyer. The list goes on and on. There are also countless moral scripts. As with personae, many of these are 

highly  specific  to  time,  place  and culture.  Others  are  more  universal,  perhaps  showing up  in  the  great 

literature of several distinct cultures. 

We have seen that according to schema theory perceptual processing can involve scripts and personae. Some 

feature of a situation activates a relevant schema, and as a result we are disposed to see or hear things a 

particular way. The present suggestion is that these might be moral ways as well as empirical ways. Moral 

schema might influence one to see a movement as aggressive, to hear a voice as threatening, or to feel a 

touch as reassuring.  If  this  is  indeed the case,  then the influences moral  schema have on cognition are 

epistemically relevant. Certainly some schema amount to no more than stereotypes and myths. In such cases 

their influence would undermine the reliability of our moral judgments, thereby having a negative epistemic 

effect. But it is also possible that more apt schema contribute positively to the reliability of moral judgments, 

helping us to see or hear or feel what is actually the case, to perceive what we otherwise would miss. If all of 

this is right then moral perception is possible. In fact, aside from its subject matter, moral perception would 

have little to distinguish it from perception in general, working pretty much the same way that empirical 

perception does. 

2. Religious perception. 



Can we say the same things about religious perception, or the perception of God? Here things are more 

difficult, since God does not typically appear to us in sensory experience. Nevertheless, we can broaden our 

notion of experience to include more than sensory experience, or experience from the five senses. It seems 

natural,  for example,  to talk  about  feeling God’s presence,  feeling God’s love,  or hearing God’s voice, 

although in the typical case we won’t interpret “feeling” or “hearing” literally, as sensory feeling or hearing. 

Besides these pedestrian sorts of experience, available to any Joe in the pew, there are the more powerful 

religious experiences of mystics and special revelation. Here those who report such experiences invariably 

use analogies and metaphors involving sensory experience to describe what they take as an experience of 

God. Here is a quotation from an anonymous report cited by William James in  The Varieties of Religious 

Experience. [The passage is repeated in William Alston’s Perceiving God.] 

I remember the night, and almost the very spot on the hilltop, where my soul 

opened out, as it were, into the Infinite . . . . The ordinary sense of things around 

me faded. For the moment nothing but an ineffable joy and exultation remained. 

. . . The darkness held a presence that was all the more felt because it was not 

seen. . . . Then, if ever, I believe, I stood face to face with God, and was born 

anew of his spirit.v 

On the present account, this has all the subjective marks of an actual perception. If God really is appearing to 

the person in this case, and if that person’s belief is grounded in an ability to recognize the experience of God 

for what it is, then on the present account of perception, this counts as a perception of God. 



3. Some traditional objections to the possibility of moral and religious perception. 

If the theory of perception presented above is correct then a number of traditional objections to the possibility 

of moral and religious perception are removed. In this final part of the paper I will look at three of these. 

One objection that has been raised against the possibility of moral and religious perception is that moral and 

religious  judgments  are  always  culturally  mediated.  We never  make  such  judgments  immediately,  it  is 

argued, but always in the thick context of our cultural inheritance. This objection is easily answered in the 

present context, for it is merely a version of the more general idea that moral and religious experience is 

theoretically  loaded.  But  if  all  perception,  including  that  of  the  standard  variety,  involves  the  kind  of 

theoretical background invoked by the objection, then this cannot count against the possibility of moral and 

religious perception in particular. Cultural influence is not incompatible with cognitive ability. 

A second objection claims that  moral and religious perception is  impossible because it  is  impossible to 

perceive high-level dispositional properties. Thus to judge that someone is honest, or kind, or selfish, is to 

attribute  a  range  of  dispositional  properties  that  cannot  manifest  themselves  in  a  moment's  experience. 

Likewise if we judge that God is a loving creator.  On the current account of perception, however,  it  is 

possible to perceive high-level, dispositional properties. For example, any one of us can see that a vehicle is a 

fire truck. Some of us can hear that the brakes need replacing, or smell that the carburetor needs tuning. Since 

standard  kinds  of  perception  attribute  high-level,  dispositional  properties,  it  cannot  count  against  the 

possibility of moral or religious perception that they attribute such properties as well. 

The final objection against moral and religious perception that I will consider trades on the existence of 

widespread disagreement  among moral  and  religious  judgments.  If  moral  perception were  a  reality,  for 

example, there would not be so much moral disagreement. Ditto for religious perception. This objection 

assumes, however, that perceptual abilities must be innate, or at least very widely shared. On the present 

account of perception, however, even empirical perception can be the result of highly specialized training and 

other particularities of one's circumstances. We have no more a natural ability to see that someone is a waiter, 

or that a car is a Volvo, than we have to see that someone is dangerous, or dishonest, or kind. 



Our  perceptual  powers  need  not  be  widely  shared  nor  equally  effective.  Schema  theory  in  empirical 

psychology again provides suggestions for how this might be so. Specifically, those with better scripts and 

personae will be in position to have more reliable perceptions. For example, consider the different schemas 

available to the tourist and the seasoned city dweller. Walking in the city, the tourist is ill equipped with 

personae and scripts derived largely from movies and sensationalist news reports. Accordingly, she might see 

a particular look as aggressive, or a particular gesture as threatening, where the Saint Louis native would 

make no such moral interpretation. 

[In NYC, we have stories of tourists being approached for direction or the time, and clutching their purse.] 

Or consider an unusually affectionate child-- one who runs up to hug and kiss strangers with little or no 

caution or discrimination. Many people will  see this  behavior as carefree and innocent. But it  can have 

another moral color for a psychologist or social worker, for whom medical evidence or testimony has evoked 

the persona of a sexually abused child. The same actions, now understood as manifesting an absence of 

normal boundaries, will present themselves as sad or tragic. In moral cases, as in others, the fact that the 

expert disagrees with non-experts, or sees differently than they do, does not count against the knowledge of 

the expert. 

I will end by tying these latest considerations to another theme that is prominent in virtue theory: that nearly 

every human excellence is the product of both nature and nurture. That is, we are born with certain capacities 

by virtue of our common human nature, but these capacities are “trained up,” as cognitive scientists say, in 

specific ways according to specific circumstances. But wherever there is potential for human excellence, 

there is also potential for vice. Just as our natural capacities can be nurtured and developed, they can be 

neglected or distorted as well, and our perceptual capacities are no exception. Here we might think of the 

perceptions of racists, or perhaps religious bigots, who fail to perceive the moral dignity of those they hate. 

Or we might think of the ways that our perceptions can be distorted by ignorance and fear, so that we see 

aggression where none is  intended, or feel  danger where none exists.  As social  animals,  we are largely 

dependent on our community (which is to say, each other) not only for our physical and moral health, but for 



our intellectual health as well. And this means that our abilities to see right from wrong, or to see others as 

valuable, or to experience God in our lives, will largely depend on the communities in which those abilities 

grow up. This is another reason that we need to teach our children well—we are, quite literally, teaching 

them how to see the world. 
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