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DEVOTION, EXISTENTIAL COMMITMENTS, AND ETHICS

1. Overview

The workshop Devotion, Existential Commitments, and Ethics took place March 26-27, 2026 at
Boston University. It is the last of a series of three interdisciplinary events designed to foster a
research program on devotion, spiritual yearning, and the connection between the two. The
series is organized within the context of the project Devotion As An Expression Of Spiritual
Yearning: Conceptual And Empirical Investigations, led by Paul Katsafanas and Jesse Preston.

What were the aims of the first two workshops?

In the first workshop, The Nature of Devotion, we hosted seven talks exploring topics such as
the forms devotion can take, its most natural targets, the moral and epistemic stances it might
require, its relationship to other forms of being wholeheartedly committed to someone or
something, and its potential to turn into blind deference or fanaticism.

In the second workshop, Devotion and Meaning in Life, we hosted nine talks exploring topics
such as the needs, longings, and motivations that drive us to express devotion, the ways in
which devotion is linked to identity, and how devotion informs our sense of what matters and
shapes our understanding of meaning and purpose.

What was the aim of the last workshop, Devotion, Existential Commitments, and Ethics?
In the third workshop, five invited speakers and five speakers selected on the basis of abstracts
turned to the relationship between devotion and commitment. Our lives are pervaded by
commitments: you might be committed to meeting a friend for dinner, exercising four times per
week, learning a language, being considerate, sustaining a friendship. Some commitments are
relatively trivial and readily set aside. Others are deeper and more resistant to change. They
persist through doubt and difficulty, giving shape to a person's life.

When people display extreme degrees of commitment, we sometimes describe them as
devoted. Devotion seems to involve a particularly robust form of commitment, which may
differ from standard forms of commitment in its intensity, stability, resistance to compromise,
epistemic status, or deliberative weight. This last workshop focused on the similarities and
differences between devotion and commitment, as well as ethical questions common to both.

What are the highlights of the workshop?

We hosted ten talks that explored questions concerning the nature and structure of deep
commitment; existential, ethical, and political forms of commitment; connections between
devotion and love, responsibility, or integrity; the impact of devotion and robust commitment
on individual or collective flourishing; and pathological or problematic forms of devotion and
commitment. The workshop also brought together different disciplines—including philosophy,
psychology, and theology—each of which contributed from its perspective to the question of
the relationship between devotion, existential commitments, and ethics.
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After an introduction by Paul Katsafanas, Lilian O’Brien (University of Helsinki) opened the
workshop with a close examination of what it means to commit to something. She introduced
intention-based views of commitment, which claim committing to something is just forming an
intention about it. These views, she showed, have trouble answering the Distinction Challenge:
they have trouble showing how “common” or “ordinary” intentions differ from the kinds of
intentions that constitute commitments. O'Brien concluded with an alternative proposal.
Committing to something, she proposed, means changing our reflective evaluative attitudes:
when our efforts promote the object of commitment, we regard ourselves as a success.

The second talk shifted our focus from the development of commitments to the development of
devotion. Giles Howdle (Utrecht University) described two paths to devotion: a non-volitional
path where we “become devoted” to something, and a volitional path where we “devote
ourselves” to something. Drawing from the literature on striving play, he argued that the
volitional path can be rational: both the value of the object, and the value of devoted
engagement with the object can give us practical reasons to devote ourselves to it.

Sharon Street (New York University) continued our investigation of devotion and its rationality.
She raised a problem for us as finite valuers. We can become devoted to things, when we come
to love and value them deeply; anything we might value in this way will inevitably be lost; and
through our ability to track reality, we can become aware of that inevitability. The fear and
grief this situation seems to justify may overwhelm us to the point of “falling apart,” and
standard solutions seem to involve rejecting reality or our nature as loving beings. Citing
Eastern practices, she proposed that we use mindfulness meditation to view the reality of loss
from the perspective of “pure awareness,” a point of view from which it becomes bearable.

Jordan MacKenzie (University of Virginia) turned next to devotion in the context of personal
relationships. Her paper, co-authored with Michael Cholbi (University of Edinburgh), focused
on two potentially incompatible norms of loving relationships. On the one hand, we should be
devoted to our relationships, which may involve ignoring aspects of the beloved that would
disrupt this commitment; on the other hand, we should also be committed to seeing our loved
ones clearly. In fact, they argued, devotion may make seeing clearly possible by de-escalating
the risks of mutual self-inquiry and growth—though this may sometimes end relationships, too.

Kimberly Rios (Univ. lllinois Urbana-Champaign) ended our first day of talks by exploring —
through the methodology of empirical studies in social psychology — the perception of religious
devotion by academic researchers. She showed the tendency to see research in the sociology
of religion and spirituality as less rigorous and worthy of publication than other fields. However,
this bias was found to be offset when participants showed higher levels of intellectual humility;
furthermore, intellectually humble participants showed less bias when assessing explicitly
religious job candidates, while also recommending higher base salaries for them.
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Catherine Rioux (Université Laval) opened the second day of the conference with a talk on
the rationality of staying committed to difficult ends. The time and effort involved in pursuing
these ends may come at the cost of a well-rounded life—and because of the way these
pursuits unfold over time, agents risk devoting this time and effort to ends that are not worth
the sacrifice. Agents who manifest virtues of perseverance and patience will respond to a high
but appropriate threshold for revising beliefs related to these long-term goals.

Fiery Cushman (Harvard) returned to the framework of empirical psychology. Our decisions
are constrained by an agent’s consideration set, the options that occur to her from which she
chooses. Studies show that we make character judgments about others based not just on their
choices, but also on which options occur to them at all. This structure of decision-making may
be advantageous for avoiding dangerous thoughts, options that look attractive because of our
tendency to ignore the degree of harm their bad outcomes would involve.

Jennifer Herdt (Yale) revived our discussion about the rationality of devotion. Like Howdle, she
pointed out how our choice of objects of devotion can sometimes seem arbitrary. While there
are ways to justify devotion in spite of this initial arbitrariness, some of these solutions can lead
to problematic forms of devotion: specifically, when we assume that a finite value warrants
unconditional devotion and redefine the value as needed to preserve this assumption, we run
the risk of idolizing the value in question.

Yasemin Akis Yaman (Villanova) investigated a potential existential function of devotion.
Kierkegaard claims we are in despair when we fail to become ourselves qua continuous,
spiritual beings. Devotion to objects in the “aesthetic world” only serves to postpone facing this
despair. However, since the ethical life and process of becoming single-minded share the
same structure as devotion, ethical devotion may help with fending off despair.

David Shoemaker (Cornell) closed the workshop by exploring the potential for devotion to
conflict with “comic reasons,” features of a joke or situation that make it fitting to find it funny.
Our ideological and moral commitments can give us all-things-considered reasons to respond
with anger when amusement might also be possible; empathy and even cosmic detachment
can help us appreciate humor in cases where commitment and devotion otherwise interfere.

After each talk, we heard from a commentator and opened the Q&A. This allowed attendees
to provide feedback, raise objections, and ask questions to clarify the speaker’s claims. Coffee
breaks, lunches, and dinners were also excellent spaces for informal conversations.

What was the size and composition of the audience?

e Around 40 people attended the workshop, Devotion, Existential Commitments, and Ethics.
* The audience comprised faculty and students from universities across the United States,
the UK, and Europe, including faculty and graduate students from Boston University,
Harvard, Yale, Cornell, Princeton, Université Laval, Utrecht, Helsinki, and Warwick, among
others.



https://juleswong.owlstown.net/
https://hum.byu.edu/directory/justin-white
https://www.caseybdoyle.com/
https://artsci.tamu.edu/psychological-brain-sciences/contact/profiles/joshua-hicks.html
https://www.philosophyofdevotion.com/

DEVOTION, EXISTENTIAL COMMITMENTS, AND ETHICS

2. Schedule

THURSDAY, MARCH 26

9:15 - 9:30
9:30 - 10:40
11:00 - 12:10
12:10 - 1:30
1:30 - 3:00
3:20 - 4:30
4:50 - 6:20
6:30

Coffee and introductions

Lilian O’Brien (Tampere Uni./Uni. Helsinki)
“Committing, Intending, and the Distinction
Challenge”
Comments: Jacob Koval (Florida State)
Chair: Pengbo Liu (Bentley University)

Giles Howdle (Utrecht University)
“On Devoting Oneself”
Comments: Meredith McFadden
(Northeastern)
Chair: Bridget Berdit (BU)

Lunch for speakers, commentators, & chairs

Sharon Street (NYU)

“Devotion Without Faith”
Comments: Andrew Chignell (Princeton)
Chair: Coleman Solis (Berkeley)

Jordan MacKenzie (University of Virginia)
“Free To Be You And Me: Devotion and Practical
Fidelity in Personal Relationships”

Comments: Will Kanwischer (UNC)

Chair: Caroline Wall (BU)

Kimberly Rios (U. lllinois Urbana-Champaign)
“Understanding Academics’ Perceptions of
Religion Research”
Comments: Brendan Kost (Florida State)
Chair: Jesse Preston (Warwick)

Dinner at Bar ‘Cino (for speakers and

commentators)

FRIDAY, MARCH 27

Catherine Rioux (Université Laval)
“Striving for Balance: Difficult Long-Term
9:30 _ 10:40 Goals and the We.ﬂll—Rounded Life”
Comments: Kaitlyn Creasy (Cal State
San Bernardino)

Chair: Lucio Maffei (BU)

Fiery Cushman (Harvard)
“Dangerous Thoughts”

11:00 - 12:30
Comments: Eric Aldieri (Bridgewater State)

Chair: Pol Pardini Gispert (BU)

12:30 - 1:45 Lunch for speakers, commentators, & chairs

Jennifer Herdt (Yale)
145 _ %15 Idolatry and Dev'o‘rlon
Comments: Rylie Johnson (Boston College)

Chair: Margret Sullivan (Cornell)

Yasemin Akis Yaman (Villanova)
“From Despair to Devotion: Kierkegaard on the
Self”

Chair: Kam McCondichie (UPenn)

3:30 - 4:40

David Shoemaker (Cornell)
“Hilarious Devotion”
Comments: Vikas Beniwal (UMiss)
Chair: Sheryl Ross (UW La Crosse)

5:00 - 6:30

6:30 - 7:30 Reception on-site (open to everyone)
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Lilian O'Brien

University of Helsinki

University Researcher, Department of Philosophy

“Committing, Intending, and the Distinction Challenge”

O'Brien’s talk explored issues with existing definitions of commitment and an alternative view.
She began by introducing intention-based views of commitment. Certain similarities between
intending and committing motivate these views. Both are often the output of deliberation;
both can require us to deliberate about means-to-ends; and both involve settling what to do.
O'Brien posed a problem for these views, which she calls the Distinction Challenge. We form
intentions all the time that do not have the status of commitments; so, intention-based views
should explain how everyday intendings differ from commitment-constituting intentions.

Some authors have tried to give such an explanation. Cheshire Calhoun defines commitments
as intentions where the agent resists re-consideration; we can describe the depth of an
agent’s commitment in terms of the degree to which her relevant intention(s) persist. However,
O'Brien showed how closely this view resembles mere stubbornness. Someone with an
entrenched habit of reading the Sunday newspaper, for example, may be resistant to
reconsideration without really being committed. Facundo Alonso also defines commitments as
“reasons-based” intentions, where one both intends to P and endorses certain reasons as
normative for one’s intention to P. But this view seems troubled by cases where a commitment
is what gives us reasons for action. Parents, for example, seem to have no practical reasons to
“endorse as normative for” their commitment to being a parent in the first place. O'Brien thus
identified further desiderata for views of commitment: they should distinguish commitment
from stubbornness, and distinguish the authority of commitments from the authority of all-
things-considered reasons.

O'Brien concluded by proposing what she calls the service approach to committing. Returning
to parenthood, O'Brien observed how some of the thoughts parents have—*| need to find a
school for D,” “I should arrange a playdate for D and C,” etc.—indicate that they accept the
child’s needs as having authority for them. When a parent meets these needs, she regards
herself as a success (and when she does not, a failure). We can think of commitment as
involving reflexive evaluation: when S commits to P, S regards herself as a success just when
her own efforts serve P's flourishing or promotion.

In the Q&A, commentator Jacob Koval questioned whether O'Brien’s critiques stem from too
positive a view of commitment. Why not just say that the Sunday newspaper example involves
irrational commitment? Other speakers suggested that pure stubbornness might involve a
refusal to respond to competing reasons at all, while commitment seems to set a higher
threshold for revising intentions in light of such reasons.

of the speakers’ central claims. If you want to know more about their projects, you can visit their website
and get in touch with the speaker directly.

*The summaries in this report are written for an interdisciplinary audience and are only snapshots of some a
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Giles Howdle
Utrecht University

Postdoctoral Fellow, Department of Philosophy

“On Devoting Oneself”

Howdle set out to answer two questions: how do we become devoted, and is doing so
rational? He began by identifying two paths to devotion. First, an agent can just happen to
become devoted—going to Evensong on a whim, for example, could lead me to become
devoted to religion without ever choosing to do so. Howdle calls this the non-volitional or non-
rational path to devotion. Second, agents can also devote themselves willfully.

Howdle took a special interest in this volitional path to devotion. Choosing to devote oneself,
he observed, involves a “motivational inversion.” Usually, we reason on the basis of ends we
already hold. But devoting ourselves to something can involve doing the opposite—seeking out
and adopting ends that will let us express devotion, or reason the way devoted people do.
Howdle questioned: can it be rational to adopt an end just to become devoted to something?

Turning to the literature on play, Howdle suggested, could help make the case that devoting
ourselves can be rational. When we play, we often adopt ends just for the sake of having fun.
When | adopt the end of checkmating my friend, for example, | do not believe that checkmate
is good, obligatory, and so on. Rather, | adopt the end of checkmating my friend because
having that end is a constitutive part of playing chess. This leads to what Nguyen and Ridge
call the “disguise of the good” thesis: if a rational agent wills an end, she must take her
adoption of that end (rather than the end itself) as valuable.

Based on this study of play, Howdle identified two types of reasons that can justify devoting
oneself to something. First, there are object-given reasons: something being sufficiently
valuable can make it rational to devote oneself to it. Second, however, there are also activity-
given reasons: if devoted engagement with something is sufficiently valuable, that can also
make it rational to devote oneself. Howdle concluded that devotion seems to involve an
asymmetry of practical reason: while there are both rational and non-rational entrances into
devotion, the only available exit (an affective loss of devotion) seems to be non-rational.

In the Q&A, commentator Meredith McFadden pointed out applications of Howdle's framework
outside the context of devotion. We seem to find motivational inversions in cases that are not
irreversible or dialectically invulnerable—choosing a major, for example, still often involves
evaluating the skills and long-term engagements necessary to earn one’s degree. Other
participants asked about cases where devotion involves sacrifices of practical agency; Howdle
responded that for these cases to really count as sacrifices, the agency exercised in devotion
must outweigh whatever other aspects of practical agency are lost.
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Sharon Street
New York University

Professor, Department of Philosophy

“Devotion Without Faith”

Street opened her talk by articulating a “rational double bind” that devotion seems to put us in.
Following Monique Wonderly, Street suggested we think of devotion as a particularly strong
and emotionally invested form of valuing. She juxtaposed the fact that we can become
devoted with two other facts: first, we have the ability, at least to a point, to track reality;
second, in reality, there are no limits to what we can lose. This trifecta puts us in the situation
of finite beings who love things that are subject to total loss. Street’s worry is that virtually
boundless fear and grief can be warranted in light of these facts, and that feeling the full
extent of these warranted emotions might cause us to fall apart.

One existing “solution” to this problem is, in essence, to have faith. One can choose to believe
that one is less vulnerable than one in fact is; that one will be reunited with loved ones after
death; that everything happens for a reason, such that the fear and grief that appear to be
warranted are not in fact; and so on. Street rejected this solution, however, arguing that it
involves turning away from reality. Ignoring the facts about our vulnerable situation, she
showed, presents the same problem, while other familiar solutions (e.g. hardening oneself,
numbing oneself, changing one's values) seem to involve turning away from loving things in full.

Street presented an alternative solution based in part on Eastern meditative traditions. She
proposed three different first-personal “ways of seeing” the world and one’s location in it.
One can recognize oneself first as a particular being here-and-now; second, as a particular
temporally-extended being; and third, as conscious awareness in general. All three “ways of
seeing” are accurate to metaphysical reality, Street argued. Through mindfulness meditation,
she concluded, we can practice taking up this third perspective of pure awareness, in which
we can better cope with the inevitability of endless loss without turning away from reality.

In the Q&A, commentator Andrew Chignell raised another alternative solution taken from Kant.
While Street criticized solutions that involve denying the facts about inevitable loss, Kant
argues that we do not have the grounds to be certain of these facts in the first place:
questions about whether or not everything happens for a reason, we will never see our loved
ones again, and so on are all epistemically ambiguous or evidence-transcendent. In cases
where reality is ambiguous in this way, Chignell argued, we may be permitted to rationally
accept consoling propositions, especially when they prevent demoralization or other harmful
effects on our agency. In other words, certain cases of rational faith may not involve turning

away from reality in the way Street finds objectionable.
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Jordan MacKenzie

University of Virginia

Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy

“Free To Be You and Me: Devotion and Practical Fidelity in Personal Relationships”
MacKenzie's talk focused on devotion in the context of loving relationships. She opened by

pointing out two potentially incompatible norms of relationships. First, we seem to expect
people in relationships to treat them as dialectically invulnerable and unconditionally valuable
—that is, to be devoted to the relationship. Second, we also expect people to be committed to
what MacKenzie calls “practical fidelity”—in essence, seeing clearly and being seen clearly by
one'’s loved ones. While devotion is important for letting relationships persist over time,
practical fidelity seems equally important for loving the other person as they really are,
meeting their needs, and enabling mutual self-development within the relationship.

A problem arises with cases where inquiry into who we or our loved ones are could potentially
disrupt the relationship: practical fidelity seems to require us to still pursue such inquiries, while
devotion requires us to abstain from them. MacKenzie rejected that we can dissolve this
tension by giving up on either norm. However, she suggested, devotion can actually help
facilitate practical fidelity in most cases. In order for practical fidelity to enable mutual self-
development, we need to feel stable enough in our relationships to not worry about being
rejected or left behind because of how we grow. Devotion can provide precisely this stability
by demanding we treat certain questions as closed (e.g. ‘should | stay or should | go?).

On the other hand, MacKenzie noted, in some cases practical fidelity may cause devotion to
“run out.” In some morally sad cases (e.g. learning that your child is a serial killer), seeing the
situation clearly may make it impossible to stay devoted, or reveal that the object of devotion
does not even exist. Devotion may also run out in cases involving incompatible self-
development. MacKenzie gave the example of a wife supporting her partner in transitioning,
but not being able to adapt to continuing the marriage as a queer relationship. Here, the wife
is able to see her spouse clearly, as a woman—but since she is not attracted to women, her
practical fidelity ends their relationship in its original form.

In the Q&A, Will Kanwischer raised questions about devotion's role in facilitating practical
fidelity. First, he suggested that a weaker form of commitment, such as promising, might be
able to enable mutual self-cultivation as well. He went on to question, however, whether
devotion is rationally necessary for taking on other joint projects involving risk and vulnerability.
He pointed out that it seems rationally acceptable for two people to agree to co-author a

book, for example, without anything as strong as devotion binding them to the project.
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Kimberly Rios
University of lllinois Urbana-Champaign

Professor, Department of Psychology

“Understanding Academics’ Perceptions of Religion Research: The Role of Intellectual
Humility”

Rios's talk focused on religious devotion and its perception by academic researchers. In
particular, she studied how it affects the way psychologists and sociologists view their peers
and the research conducted by them. Sociologists often say “research is me-search”—that is,
many researchers choose their area based on facets of their identity or areas where they have
an existing stake. Yet when we know research is conducted by someone with a personal
connection to the topic, we often also perceive it as more biased than average. Moreover,
people also tend to assume that researchers in the sociology of religion are themselves
religious.

Through surveying roughly 350 researchers in social psychology, Rios confirmed that these
assumptions combine in an unfortunate way. Her participants were asked to rate five subfields
of social psychology on whether researchers produce rigorous science, as well as whether
research in each field should be published in top journals. Out of five options, participants
rated work in the psychology of religion and spirituality as the least rigorous and worthy of
publication. Moreover, when asked to list the top five adjectives associated with each subfield,
the most common answers for the psychology of religion and spirituality included “religious,”
“compassionate,” and “subjective”; notably, for every other subfield, “intelligent” was included
as one of the most common answers.

However, Rios also demonstrated the potential for this bias to be offset by a trait of certain
participants. In a second survey, Rios's team asked 600 tenure-track anthropologists,
sociologists, and psychologists to rank job candidates conducting research on either religion,
gender, or health/medicine. Participants who scored high on surveys for intellectual humility
demonstrated less perennial bias towards researchers working on religion and gender, and
perceived the work of these researchers as more rigorous than lower-scoring participants did.
Furthermore, in additional surveys, intellectually humble participants rated openly religious
candidates as more hireable than their peers did, and recommended higher starting salaries.

In the Q&A, commentator Brendan Kost questioned whether we see the same kinds of bias by
philosophers directed at the philosophy of religion. He also pointed out that if actual data
about bias in certain subfields revealed that the research was biased, we would be right to
view those subfields with some skepticism—so apart from intellectual humility, collecting this

kind of data might also help to mitigate bias against religion and spirituality.
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Catherine Rioux

Université Laval (Quebec City)

Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy

“Striving For Balance: Difficult Long-Term Goals and the Well-Rounded Life”
Rioux began her talk with the example of professional boulderer Nalle Hukkataival, the first

climber to ever ascend the Burden of Dreams. Scaling the boulder took over 4,000 failed
attempts; after his eventual success Hukkataival completely retired from climbing to focus on
other ventures. Rioux drew an analogy between this example and Warren Quinn’s (1990) puzzle
of the self-torturer. In both cases, she explained, an agent makes a series of choices that seem
rational in isolation, but taken together lead to undesirable outcomes. Specifically, pursuing a
difficult end requires that we sacrifice opportunities to enjoy other goods—and at some point,
the goods of a more well-rounded life may outweigh the value of the end pursued.

We can avoid oversacrificing for difficult ends, according to Rioux, by cultivating the virtues
that pertain to enduring through long-term projects. The first of these virtues is patience, which
she defined as a stable disposition to react to slower-than-desired progress towards a goal
with calmness. The second virtue, perseverance, was defined as a stable disposition to react to
obstacles involved with pursuing difficult goals with a reasonable level of “passion” and
“constancy of interest.” To manifest patience while assessing whether to give up a difficult
end, Rioux concluded, we must adopt a high yet epistemically acceptable threshold for
revising the belief that time expenditures are still needed to achieve one’s goal; to manifest
perseverance, we must have the same kind of threshold for revising the belief that one’s
chances of success are high enough to warrant further efforts. These virtues reflect our nature
as temporally-extended beings: in our case, practical rationality requires that we make choices
reflecting not just our current preferences, but also our preferences over time.

After mentioning the vices of excess patience and perseverance, Rioux closed by discussing
another vice related to our temporally-extended practical agency: procrastination. We
manifest procrastination, she explained, when we remain committed to a long-term end over
time while failing to take the necessary present steps to realize that end. Unlike akratics,
procrastinators may rationally believe that they are advancing their goals, but fail to actually
do so by failing to perform enough of the relevant acts over time.

In the Q&A, commentator Kaitlyn Creasy raised the possibility of tragic dilemmas in our choices
of long-term goals, illustrated with the case of Gauguin. She also suggested being engulfed by
a long-term goal may box out our awareness of competing goods, such that assessing one’s

present preferences against long-term ones in the way Rioux calls for may not be possible.
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Fiery Cushman
Harvard University

Professor, Department of Psychology

“Dangerous Thoughts”

Starting from the framework of empirical psychology, Cushman opened his talk with an
experiment: he invited the audience to list, as quickly as possible, what they would eat for
dinner after a dental surgery. As Cushman predicted, people’s recommendations reflected
what they evaluated as good in general rather than particularly good for a post-op meal. He
explained these results as reflecting how, psychologically speaking, we decide on a course of
action: we first generate a limited set of potential options, and then select from that set.

These insights into decision-making, Cushman explained, help to explain some results in moral
psychology. An existing study found that in games involving opportunities to exploit other
participants, agents who were willing to exploit their partners tracked the value of exploitation,
while agents who were unwilling didn't track the value of doing so. Cushman took this to
suggest that, as Anscombe claims, we express our moral character not just through our
eventual choices, but through which choices we treat as “open” possibilities at all.

Cushman shared the results of an experiment in moral psychology where he tested this
hypothesis. He gave participants a vignette about players in an escape room who were under
time duress to come up with ideas on what to do with either a “safe” object (e.g. a
screwdriver, pencil) or a “dangerous” object (e.g. a knife, whip). One player, Max, would have
an immediate thought to use the object to hurt another participant, but would immediately
reject the idea. Participants made negative character inferences about Max when he
considered a harmful action in response to a safe object, but not in response to a dangerous
object. Cushman interpreted these results as suggesting that we do indeed judge people’s
moral character based on which actions occur to them as possible options, but that we are
also sensitive to whether or not an object’s violent affordances (or other situational features)
might have prompted the action to occur to them.

Cushman closed by suggesting that our structure of decision-making is likely designed to rule
out “dangerous thoughts’—possible courses of action that appear to have a high expected
value because we underestimate the likelihood and significance of bad outcomes. Any course
of action violating a moral norm, he concluded, is likely to count as a dangerous thought.

In the Q&A, audience members asked about scrupulosity in obsessive-compulsive disorder.
Such subjects seem to suffer from excessive concern about the appropriateness of their
thoughts and option sets; another application of Cushman’s framework, then, could be to

explain scrupulosity as the overactivity of the same system that rules out dangerous thoughts.

©®
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Jennifer Herdt
Yale University
Gilbert L. Stark Professor of Christian Ethics, Divinity School

“Idolatry and Devotion”

Herdt introduced her topic, idolatry, by contrasting it with a similar form of pathological
devotion, fanaticism. As Paul Katsafanas and others have defined them, fanatics adopt sacred
values; have identities that depend on treating those values as sacred; view the lack of
widespread acceptance of the value as threatening; and identify with a group defined by their
shared commitment to the value. Idolatry lacks most of these features. Rather, an idolator
devotes most or all of her attention to some finite or partial good as though it were an infinite
or ultimate good. Herdt illustrated this with an example from Exodus: when Aaron creates the
golden calf to worship in place of the God who rescued the Israelites from Egypt, they direct
their worship at a mere image as though it were this God.

Often, Herdt observed, when we devote ourselves to something, the object of devotion may be
somewhat arbitrary. She summarized two strategies from Katsafanas for rationally justifying
devotion in the face of this arbitrariness. First, the affirmative move justifies devotion on the
grounds that an object is valuable enough to be chosen again, even if the choice is somewhat
arbitrary. Second, the deepening move justifies devotion on the grounds that, while there may
be challenges to the object’s value, the agent expects to be able to fend off all challenges.
Herdt noted that when the deepening move is applied in good faith, it can serve as an
antidote to fanaticism, helping agents tolerate challenges to a sacred value or an absence of
widespread uptake. On the other hand, when the deepening move renders a finite value

inchoate in order to insulate it from criticism, this seems to promote idolatry.

Herdt closed by considering what sorts of infinite or ultimate ends we can adopt without
lapsing into idolatry. For Augustine and Aquinas, she showed, our final end and its constitutive
parts must be characterized in a primarily negative way: one must refine one’s understanding
of the virtue of prudence, for example, by rejecting inadequate characterizations over and
over again. If we identify our final end as the embodiment of kalon, participation in the divine
nature, and so on, restricting ourselves to a negative characterization of such a good will help

us avoid substituting an idol in its place.

In the Q&A, commentator Rylie Johnson asked if one of the talk’s original motivations—to posit
that a plurality of goods can merit devotion—still stood, given Herdt's characterization of our
infinite or final end. Herdt responded that it did: a plurality of finite goods do still merit

devotion on her view, but specifically as ways of pursuing or realizing our ultimate end.
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Yasemin Akis Yaman
Villanova University

Visiting Faculty, Department of Theology and Religious Studies

“From Despair to Devotion: Kierkegaard on the Self”

Yaman's starting point for her talk echoed earlier claims about devotion. One way we respond
to certain existential problems, she observed, is by devoting ourselves to something. Devotion
gives us a way of sustaining a life over time, giving us a continuous sense of what we take to
matter and who we are. Kierkegaard, however, calls into question whether this strategy works.

Despair, according to Kierkegaard, describes the failure to become oneself. In Sickness Unto
Death, he elaborates that despair involves a failure to recognize certain aspects of one’s
human nature. Because we are “a relation that relates itself to itself,” becoming ourselves
necessarily involves confronting ourselves and continually responding to what we are. When we
try to become ourselves through devotion, we generally fail to confront the relevant aspects of
ourselves. A woman considering marriage, for example, may take herself to be making a
choice that matters for who she is, but Kierkegaard claims, “Whether you marry or don't marry,
you will regret it”: these apparent choices, to Kierkegaard, belong to merely aesthetic life.

The aesthetic individual, Yaman explained, seeks intensity of experience rather than continuity.
He is pulled towards the thrills and entertainments of the present moment—but over time, this
world becomes dull and unfulfilling and cannot sustain itself. What appears as freedom turns
out to be emptiness, and the aesthetic individual is left in despair. Devotion to anything in the

aesthetic world, then, can only postpone the problem of becoming oneself.

Ethical life, on the other hand, introduces continuity across the whole of life. Kierkegaard
characterizes this life in terms of purity of heart: the ethical man confronts contradictory aims
in his life to avoid double-mindedness, which most aesthetic goods require in order to enjoy.
Yaman pointed out passages from Kierkegaard emphasizing the role of repetition in becoming
pure of heart or single-minded. Devotion, she concluded, may actually serve as the proper
form of ethical life, since it enables this repetition and single-mindedness—provided, of course,

that this devotion is directed to something beyond the aesthetic world.

In the Q&A, Yaman and the audience discussed the place of passion in Kierkegaard's view.
Without passion, according to Kierkegaard, the self remains “suspended in possibility” and
unable to actualize itself. In Works of Love, Kierkegaard clarifies this further. Love, he specifies,

has a special status qua passion. It is not a mere feeling, but rather a task that must be

continually renewed—thus resembling devotion in the way Yaman described it.
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David Shoemaker
Cornell University

Wyn and William Y. Hutchinson Professor, Sage School of Philosophy

“Hilarious Devotion”

Shoemaker's talk began by pointing out a tension between humor and devotion. He gave the
example of a girl raised by ex-theists who visited a local church; having never seen prayer
before, she burst out laughing when the priest began and asked, “Who is he talking to?” Part of
what interested Shoemaker about the example was how the girl's parents were able to see the
humor of the situation, while the other churchgoers were not; he took this to show how
devotion can sometimes limit our ability to respond to what is genuinely funny.

Radical subjectivism, according to Shoemaker, is the wrong stance to take towards the
humorous. Comic disputes are robust: when we disagree about whether or not something is
funny, we can point to its funny-making features as evidence, just as art critics can point to the
aesthetic features of artworks to support their judgments. Shoemaker contended that
normativity is therefore an essential part of comic practices, and we should therefore
recognize comic reasons (a subset of reasons of fit) to find something funny or not.

Shoemaker pointed out several different kinds of obstructions to finding things funny. We may
lack the degree of development needed for humor (e.g. toddlers); we may lack refinement in
our sense of humor; or we may be missing the facts about a situation that make it funny. But
there can also be ideological and moral obstructions; when an ideological or moral norm
seems to give us a reason to blame a speaker, this can compete directly with comic reasons
and lead us to respond with anger in the place of amusement.

Shoemaker suggested that we can overcome this latter type of obstruction through empathy
and the perspective-shifting it enables. A talented critic can help us to see an artwork from his
point of view, without the conflict that our own particular commitments may motivate; in
general, taking up the standpoint of a non-committed person may help us move past
ideological obstructions if not moral ones. Yet devotion to an object seems to rule out this
empathic strategy, requiring us to take an attitude of “deadly seriousness” towards the object.

In such cases, Shoemaker concluded, we may benefit from taking up the cosmic point of view,
which emphasizes the “conspicuous discrepancy between pretension or aspiration and reality.”
Finding cosmic absurdity in this way can help us avoid fanaticism and emotionally cope better
with challenges to the things we devote ourselves to. In the Q&A, audience members pointed
out first responder humor as an example of this phenomenon; commentator Vikas Beniwal also

questioned whether this detached, comic perspective necessarily leads to “normative

dissipation,” or the inability to treat something as a sacred value or object of devotion at all.
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4. Takeaways
Reasons for devotion and commitment:

* Many of our speakers mentioned some grounds for a distinction between justified and
unjustified cases of devotion and commitment (Howdle, MacKenzie, Rioux, Herdt, Yaman).

* Some speakers allowed that our choices of objects of commitment and devotion can be
somewhat arbitrary (Howdle); others claimed that devotion and commitment should
respond directly to the value of their objects (Street, Rioux, Herdt, Yaman) or features of
our relationships to those objects (MacKenzie).

* Several speakers focused on how devotion and commitment can be justified by their role
in helping us achieve a stable sense of self; they differed, however, in whether they
understood this sense of self as a psychological achievement (O'Brien and Howdle) or a
spiritual one (Herdt and Yaman).

* The two speakers who contributed from the field of psychology suggested that devotion
and commitment are misrepresented as mere bias. One speaker focused on showing how
ubiquitous this assumption is (Rios), while the other focused on the adaptive function of
commitment and devotion in preventing bad decision-making (Cushman).

* A couple of speakers suggested that we can have reasons to stay devoted but take up a
more detached perspective on the object of devotion (Street, Shoemaker)

* A few speakers focused more on how devotion and commitment can affect our reasons
for responding to other objects in certain ways: one observed how commitment can make
our self-regarding attitudes depend on the object of devotion (O'Brien), while another
showed how devotion overrides reasons for aesthetic or comic appreciation (Shoemaker)

* Some speakers gave special attention to what can justify ending a commitment or
devotion to an object. While it was generally agreed that conflicts and trade-offs with
other values can justify ending commitments (MacKenzie, Rioux, Herdt, Yaman), speakers
disagreed about whether despair and other negative existential states justify ending
devotion to an object (Yaman), or whether we still have reasons to stay devoted (Street)

Silencing and single-mindedness:

e Several speakers noticed that devotion and commitment can lead us to stop deliberating
about or weighing values, and to treat certain questions as “closed” (O'Brien, MacKenzie,
Cushman, Shoemaker)

* Other speakers suggested this relationship runs in the other direction: in order to become
devoted, we must stop treating an object or value as comparable to others and treat it as
uniquely or irreplaceably valuable (Street, Herdt, Yaman)

* Speakers disagreed about whether commitment and devotion silence competing reasons
in the same way. Some speakers contrasted commitment with devotion, claiming that
commitment silences to a lesser degree (Shoemaker); others emphasized the silencing
power of commitment in its own right (O'Brien)

* A couple speakers claimed that devotion requires that we become single-minded about
its object (Rioux, Yaman)
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	1.  Overview
	The workshop Devotion, Existential Commitments, and Ethics took place March 26-27, 2026 at Boston University. It is the last of a series of three interdisciplinary events designed to foster a research program on devotion, spiritual yearning, and the connection between the two. The series is organized within the context of the project Devotion As An Expression Of Spiritual Yearning: Conceptual And Empirical Investigations, led by Paul Katsafanas and Jesse Preston.
	What were the aims of the first two workshops? In the first workshop, The Nature of Devotion, we hosted seven talks exploring topics such as the forms devotion can take, its most natural targets, the moral and epistemic stances it might require, its relationship to other forms of being wholeheartedly committed to someone or something, and its potential to turn into blind deference or fanaticism.
	In the second workshop, Devotion and Meaning in Life, we hosted nine talks exploring topics such as the needs, longings, and motivations that drive us to express devotion, the ways in which devotion is linked to identity, and how devotion informs our sense of what matters and shapes our understanding of meaning and purpose.
	What was the aim of the last workshop, Devotion, Existential Commitments, and Ethics? In the third workshop, five invited speakers and five speakers selected on the basis of abstracts turned to the relationship between devotion and commitment. Our lives are pervaded by commitments: you might be committed to meeting a friend for dinner, exercising four times per week, learning a language, being considerate, sustaining a friendship. Some commitments are relatively trivial and readily set aside. Others are deeper and more resistant to change. They persist through doubt and difficulty, giving shape to a person's life.
	When people display extreme degrees of commitment, we sometimes describe them as devoted.  Devotion seems to involve a particularly robust form of commitment, which may differ from standard forms of commitment in its intensity, stability, resistance to compromise, epistemic status, or deliberative weight. This last workshop focused on the similarities and differences between devotion and commitment, as well as ethical questions common to both.
	What are the highlights of the workshop?  We hosted ten talks that explored questions concerning the nature and structure of deep commitment; existential, ethical, and political forms of commitment; connections between devotion and love, responsibility, or integrity; the impact of devotion and robust commitment on individual or collective flourishing; and pathological or problematic forms of devotion and commitment. The workshop also brought together different disciplines—including philosophy, psychology, and theology—each of which contributed from its perspective to the question of the relationship between devotion, existential commitments, and ethics.

	After an introduction by Paul Katsafanas, Lilian O’Brien (University of Helsinki) opened the workshop with a close examination of what it means to commit to something. She introduced intention-based views of commitment, which claim committing to something is just forming an intention about it. These views, she showed, have trouble answering the Distinction Challenge: they have trouble showing how “common” or “ordinary” intentions differ from the kinds of intentions that constitute commitments. O’Brien concluded with an alternative proposal. Committing to something, she proposed, means changing our reflective evaluative attitudes: when our efforts promote the object of commitment, we regard ourselves as a success.
	The second talk shifted our focus from the development of commitments to the development of devotion. Giles Howdle (Utrecht University) described two paths to devotion: a non-volitional path where we “become devoted” to something, and a volitional path where we “devote ourselves” to something. Drawing from the literature on striving play, he argued that the volitional path can be rational: both the value of the object, and the value of devoted engagement with the object can give us practical reasons to devote ourselves to it.
	Sharon Street (New York University) continued our investigation of devotion and its rationality. She raised a problem for us as finite valuers. We can become devoted to things, when we come to love and value them deeply; anything we might value in this way will inevitably be lost; and through our ability to track reality, we can become aware of that inevitability. The fear and grief this situation seems to justify may overwhelm us to the point of “falling apart,” and standard solutions seem to involve rejecting reality or our nature as loving beings. Citing Eastern practices, she proposed that we use mindfulness meditation to view the reality of loss from the perspective of “pure awareness,” a point of view from which it becomes bearable.
	Jordan MacKenzie (University of Virginia) turned next to devotion in the context of personal relationships. Her paper, co-authored with Michael Cholbi (University of Edinburgh), focused on two potentially incompatible norms of loving relationships. On the one hand, we should be devoted to our relationships, which may involve ignoring aspects of the beloved that would disrupt this commitment; on the other hand, we should also be committed to seeing our loved ones clearly. In fact, they argued, devotion may make seeing clearly possible by de-escalating the risks of mutual self-inquiry and growth—though this may sometimes end relationships, too.
	Kimberly Rios (Univ. Illinois Urbana-Champaign) ended our first day of talks by exploring — through the methodology of empirical studies in social psychology — the perception of religious devotion by academic researchers. She showed the tendency to see research in the sociology of religion and spirituality as less rigorous and worthy of publication than other fields. However, this bias was found to be offset when participants showed higher levels of intellectual humility; furthermore, intellectually humble participants showed less bias when assessing explicitly religious job candidates, while also recommending higher base salaries for them.
	Catherine Rioux (Université Laval) opened the second day of the conference with a talk on the rationality of staying committed to difficult ends. The time and effort involved in pursuing these ends may come at the cost of a well-rounded life—and because of the way these pursuits unfold over time, agents risk devoting this time and effort to ends that are not worth the sacrifice. Agents who manifest virtues of perseverance and patience will respond to a high but appropriate threshold for revising beliefs related to these long-term goals.
	Fiery Cushman (Harvard) returned to the framework of empirical psychology. Our decisions are constrained by an agent’s consideration set, the options that occur to her from which she chooses. Studies show that we make character judgments about others based not just on their choices, but also on which options occur to them at all. This structure of decision-making may be advantageous for avoiding dangerous thoughts, options that look attractive because of our tendency to ignore the degree of harm their bad outcomes would involve.
	Jennifer Herdt (Yale) revived our discussion about the rationality of devotion. Like Howdle, she pointed out how our choice of objects of devotion can sometimes seem arbitrary. While there are ways to justify devotion in spite of this initial arbitrariness, some of these solutions can lead to problematic forms of devotion: specifically, when we assume that a finite value warrants unconditional devotion and redefine the value as needed to preserve this assumption, we run the risk of idolizing the value in question.
	Yasemin Akis Yaman (Villanova) investigated a potential existential function of devotion. Kierkegaard claims we are in despair when we fail to become ourselves qua continuous, spiritual beings. Devotion to objects in the “aesthetic world” only serves to postpone facing this despair. However, since the ethical life and process of becoming single-minded share the same structure as devotion, ethical devotion may help with fending off despair.
	David Shoemaker (Cornell) closed the workshop by exploring the potential for devotion to conflict with “comic reasons,” features of a joke or situation that make it fitting to find it funny. Our ideological and moral commitments can give us all-things-considered reasons to respond with anger when amusement might also be possible; empathy and even cosmic detachment can help us appreciate humor in cases where commitment and devotion otherwise interfere.
	After each talk, we heard from a commentator and opened the Q&A. This allowed attendees to provide feedback, raise objections, and ask questions to clarify the speaker’s claims. Coffee breaks, lunches, and dinners were also excellent spaces for informal conversations.

	What was the size and composition of the audience?
	Around 40 people attended the workshop, Devotion, Existential Commitments, and Ethics.
	The audience comprised faculty and students from universities across the United States, the UK, and Europe, including faculty and graduate students from Boston University, Harvard, Yale, Cornell, Princeton, Université Laval, Utrecht, Helsinki, and Warwick, among others.
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	3.  Summaries of the talks
	Lilian O’Brien University of Helsinki University Researcher, Department of Philosophy
	“Committing, Intending, and the Distinction Challenge” O’Brien’s talk explored issues with existing definitions of commitment and an alternative view. She began by introducing intention-based views of commitment. Certain similarities between intending and committing motivate these views. Both are often the output of deliberation;  both can require us to deliberate about means-to-ends; and both involve settling what to do.  O’Brien posed a problem for these views, which she calls the Distinction Challenge. We form intentions all the time that do not have the status of commitments; so, intention-based views should explain how everyday intendings differ from commitment-constituting intentions.
	Some authors have tried to give such an explanation. Cheshire Calhoun defines commitments as intentions where the agent resists re-consideration; we can describe the depth of an agent’s commitment in terms of the degree to which her relevant intention(s) persist. However, O’Brien showed how closely this view resembles mere stubbornness. Someone with an entrenched habit of reading the Sunday newspaper, for example, may be resistant to reconsideration without really being committed. Facundo Alonso also defines commitments as “reasons-based” intentions, where one both intends to P and endorses certain reasons as normative for one’s intention to P. But this view seems troubled by cases where a commitment is what gives us reasons for action. Parents, for example, seem to have no practical reasons to “endorse as normative for” their commitment to being a parent in the first place. O’Brien thus identified further desiderata for views of commitment: they should distinguish commitment from stubbornness, and distinguish the authority of commitments from the authority of all-things-considered reasons.
	O’Brien concluded by proposing what she calls the service approach to committing. Returning to parenthood, O’Brien observed how some of the thoughts parents have—“I need to find a school for D,” “I should arrange a playdate for D and C,” etc.—indicate that they accept the child’s needs as having authority for them. When a parent meets these needs, she regards herself as a success (and when she does not, a failure). We can think of commitment as involving reflexive evaluation: when S commits to P, S regards herself as a success just when her own efforts serve P’s flourishing or promotion.
	In the Q&A, commentator Jacob Koval questioned whether O’Brien’s critiques stem from too positive a view of commitment. Why not just say that the Sunday newspaper example involves irrational commitment? Other speakers suggested that pure stubbornness might involve a refusal to respond to competing reasons at all, while commitment seems to set a higher threshold for revising intentions in light of such reasons.

	Giles Howdle Utrecht University Postdoctoral Fellow, Department of Philosophy
	“On Devoting Oneself” Howdle set out to answer two questions: how do we become devoted, and is doing so rational? He began by identifying two paths to devotion. First, an agent can just happen to become devoted—going to Evensong on a whim, for example, could lead me to become devoted to religion without ever choosing to do so. Howdle calls this the non-volitional or non-rational path to devotion. Second, agents can also devote themselves willfully.
	Howdle took a special interest in this volitional path to devotion. Choosing to devote oneself, he observed, involves a “motivational inversion.” Usually, we reason on the basis of ends we already hold. But devoting ourselves to something can involve doing the opposite—seeking out and adopting ends that will let us express devotion, or reason the way devoted people do. Howdle questioned: can it be rational to adopt an end just to become devoted to something?
	Turning to the literature on play, Howdle suggested, could help make the case that devoting ourselves can be rational. When we play, we often adopt ends just for the sake of having fun. When I adopt the end of checkmating my friend, for example, I do not believe that checkmate is good, obligatory, and so on. Rather, I adopt the end of checkmating my friend because having that end is a constitutive part of playing chess. This leads to what Nguyen and Ridge call the “disguise of the good” thesis: if a rational agent wills an end, she must take her adoption of that end (rather than the end itself) as valuable.
	Based on this study of play, Howdle identified two types of reasons that can justify devoting oneself to something. First, there are object-given reasons: something being sufficiently valuable can make it rational to devote oneself to it. Second, however, there are also activity-given reasons: if devoted engagement with something is sufficiently valuable, that can also make it rational to devote oneself. Howdle concluded that devotion seems to involve an asymmetry of practical reason: while there are both rational and non-rational entrances into devotion, the only available exit (an affective loss of devotion) seems to be non-rational.
	In the Q&A, commentator Meredith McFadden pointed out applications of Howdle’s framework outside the context of devotion. We seem to find motivational inversions in cases that are not irreversible or dialectically invulnerable—choosing a major, for example, still often involves evaluating the skills and long-term engagements necessary to earn one’s degree. Other participants asked about cases where devotion involves sacrifices of practical agency; Howdle responded that for these cases to really count as sacrifices, the agency exercised in devotion must outweigh whatever other aspects of practical agency are lost.
	Sharon Street New York University Professor, Department of Philosophy
	“Devotion Without Faith” Street opened her talk by articulating a “rational double bind” that devotion seems to put us in. Following Monique Wonderly, Street suggested we think of devotion as a particularly strong and emotionally invested form of valuing. She juxtaposed the fact that we can become devoted with two other facts: first, we have the ability, at least to a point, to track reality; second, in reality, there are no limits to what we can lose. This trifecta puts us in the situation of finite beings who love things that are subject to total loss. Street’s worry is that virtually boundless fear and grief can be warranted in light of these facts, and that feeling the full extent of these warranted emotions might cause us to fall apart.
	One existing “solution” to this problem is, in essence, to have faith. One can choose to believe that one is less vulnerable than one in fact is; that one will be reunited with loved ones after death; that everything happens for a reason, such that the fear and grief that appear to be warranted are not in fact; and so on. Street rejected this solution, however, arguing that it involves turning away from reality. Ignoring the facts about our vulnerable situation, she showed, presents the same problem, while other familiar solutions (e.g. hardening oneself, numbing oneself, changing one’s values) seem to involve turning away from loving things in full.
	Street presented an alternative solution based in part on Eastern meditative traditions.  She proposed three different first-personal “ways of seeing” the world and one’s location in it.  One can recognize oneself first as a particular being here-and-now; second, as a particular temporally-extended being; and third, as conscious awareness in general. All three “ways of seeing” are accurate to metaphysical reality, Street argued. Through mindfulness meditation, she concluded, we can practice taking up this third perspective of pure awareness, in which we can better cope with the inevitability of endless loss without turning away from reality.
	In the Q&A, commentator Andrew Chignell raised another alternative solution taken from Kant. While Street criticized solutions that involve denying the facts about inevitable loss, Kant argues that we do not have the grounds to be certain of these facts in the first place: questions about whether or not everything happens for a reason, we will never see our loved ones again, and so on are all epistemically ambiguous or evidence-transcendent. In cases where reality is ambiguous in this way, Chignell argued, we may be permitted to rationally accept consoling propositions, especially when they prevent demoralization or other harmful effects on our agency. In other words, certain cases of rational faith may not involve turning away from reality in the way Street finds objectionable.
	Jordan MacKenzie University of Virginia Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy
	“Free To Be You and Me: Devotion and Practical Fidelity in Personal Relationships” MacKenzie’s talk focused on devotion in the context of loving relationships. She opened by pointing out two potentially incompatible norms of relationships. First, we seem to expect people in relationships to treat them as dialectically invulnerable and unconditionally valuable—that is, to be devoted to the relationship. Second, we also expect people to be committed to what MacKenzie calls “practical fidelity”—in essence, seeing clearly and being seen clearly by one’s loved ones. While devotion is important for letting relationships persist over time, practical fidelity seems equally important for loving the other person as they really are, meeting their needs, and enabling mutual self-development within the relationship.
	A problem arises with cases where inquiry into who we or our loved ones are could potentially disrupt the relationship: practical fidelity seems to require us to still pursue such inquiries, while devotion requires us to abstain from them. MacKenzie rejected that we can dissolve this tension by giving up on either norm. However, she suggested, devotion can actually help facilitate practical fidelity in most cases. In order for practical fidelity to enable mutual self-development, we need to feel stable enough in our relationships to not worry about being rejected or left behind because of how we grow. Devotion can provide precisely this stability by demanding we treat certain questions as closed (e.g. ‘should I stay or should I go?’).
	On the other hand, MacKenzie noted, in some cases practical fidelity may cause devotion to “run out.” In some morally sad cases (e.g. learning that your child is a serial killer), seeing the situation clearly may make it impossible to stay devoted, or reveal that the object of devotion does not even exist. Devotion may also run out in cases involving incompatible self-development. MacKenzie gave the example of a wife supporting her partner in transitioning, but not being able to adapt to continuing the marriage as a queer relationship. Here, the wife is able to see her spouse clearly, as a woman—but since she is not attracted to women, her practical fidelity ends their relationship in its original form.
	In the Q&A, Will Kanwischer raised questions about devotion’s role in facilitating practical fidelity. First, he suggested that a weaker form of commitment, such as promising, might be able to enable mutual self-cultivation as well. He went on to question, however, whether devotion is rationally necessary for taking on other joint projects involving risk and vulnerability. He pointed out that it seems rationally acceptable for two people to agree to co-author a book, for example, without anything as strong as devotion binding them to the project.
	Kimberly Rios University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign Professor, Department of Psychology
	“Understanding Academics’ Perceptions of Religion Research: The Role of Intellectual Humility” Rios’s talk focused on religious devotion and its perception by academic researchers. In particular, she studied how it affects the way psychologists and sociologists view their peers and the research conducted by them. Sociologists often say “research is me-search”—that is, many researchers choose their area based on facets of their identity or areas where they have an existing stake. Yet when we know research is conducted by someone with a personal connection to the topic, we often also perceive it as more biased than average. Moreover, people also tend to assume that researchers in the sociology of religion are themselves religious.
	Through surveying roughly 350 researchers in social psychology, Rios confirmed that these assumptions combine in an unfortunate way. Her participants were asked to rate five subfields of social psychology on whether researchers produce rigorous science, as well as whether research in each field should be published in top journals. Out of five options, participants rated work in the psychology of religion and spirituality as the least rigorous and worthy of publication. Moreover, when asked to list the top five adjectives associated with each subfield, the most common answers for the psychology of religion and spirituality included “religious,” “compassionate,” and “subjective”; notably, for every other subfield, “intelligent” was included as one of the most common answers.
	However, Rios also demonstrated the potential for this bias to be offset by a trait of certain participants. In a second survey, Rios’s team asked 600 tenure-track anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists to rank job candidates conducting research on either religion, gender, or health/medicine. Participants who scored high on surveys for intellectual humility demonstrated less perennial bias towards researchers working on religion and gender, and perceived the work of these researchers as more rigorous than lower-scoring participants did. Furthermore, in additional surveys, intellectually humble participants rated openly religious candidates as more hireable than their peers did, and recommended higher starting salaries.
	In the Q&A, commentator Brendan Kost questioned whether we see the same kinds of bias by philosophers directed at the philosophy of religion. He also pointed out that if actual data about bias in certain subfields revealed that the research was biased, we would be right to view those subfields with some skepticism—so apart from intellectual humility, collecting this kind of data might also help to mitigate bias against religion and spirituality.
	Catherine Rioux Université Laval (Quebec City) Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy
	“Striving For Balance: Difficult Long-Term Goals and the Well-Rounded Life” Rioux began her talk with the example of professional boulderer Nalle Hukkataival, the first climber to ever ascend the Burden of Dreams. Scaling the boulder took over 4,000 failed attempts; after his eventual success Hukkataival completely retired from climbing to focus on other ventures. Rioux drew an analogy between this example and Warren Quinn’s (1990) puzzle of the self-torturer. In both cases, she explained, an agent makes a series of choices that seem rational in isolation, but taken together lead to undesirable outcomes. Specifically, pursuing a difficult end requires that we sacrifice opportunities to enjoy other goods—and at some point, the goods of a more well-rounded life may outweigh the value of the end pursued.
	We can avoid oversacrificing for difficult ends, according to Rioux, by cultivating the virtues that pertain to enduring through long-term projects. The first of these virtues is patience, which she defined as a stable disposition to react to slower-than-desired progress towards a goal with calmness. The second virtue, perseverance, was defined as a stable disposition to react to obstacles involved with pursuing difficult goals with a reasonable level of “passion” and “constancy of interest.” To manifest patience while assessing whether to give up a difficult end, Rioux concluded, we must adopt a high yet epistemically acceptable threshold for revising the belief that time expenditures are still needed to achieve one’s goal; to manifest perseverance, we must have the same kind of threshold for revising the belief that one’s chances of success are high enough to warrant further efforts. These virtues reflect our nature as temporally-extended beings: in our case, practical rationality requires that we make choices reflecting not just our current preferences, but also our preferences over time.
	After mentioning the vices of excess patience and perseverance, Rioux closed by discussing another vice related to our temporally-extended practical agency: procrastination. We manifest procrastination, she explained, when we remain committed to a long-term end over time while failing to take the necessary present steps to realize that end. Unlike akratics, procrastinators may rationally believe that they are advancing their goals, but fail to actually do so by failing to perform enough of the relevant acts over time.
	In the Q&A, commentator Kaitlyn Creasy raised the possibility of tragic dilemmas in our choices of long-term goals, illustrated with the case of Gauguin. She also suggested being engulfed by a long-term goal may box out our awareness of competing goods, such that assessing one’s present preferences against long-term ones in the way Rioux calls for may not be possible.
	Fiery Cushman Harvard University Professor, Department of Psychology
	“Dangerous Thoughts” Starting from the framework of empirical psychology, Cushman opened his talk with an experiment: he invited the audience to list, as quickly as possible, what they would eat for dinner after a dental surgery. As Cushman predicted, people’s recommendations reflected what they evaluated as good in general rather than particularly good for a post-op meal. He explained these results as reflecting how, psychologically speaking, we decide on a course of action: we first generate a limited set of potential options, and then select from that set.
	These insights into decision-making, Cushman explained, help to explain some results in moral psychology. An existing study found that in games involving opportunities to exploit other participants, agents who were willing to exploit their partners tracked the value of exploitation, while agents who were unwilling didn’t track the value of doing so. Cushman took this to suggest that, as Anscombe claims, we express our moral character not just through our eventual choices, but through which choices we treat as “open” possibilities at all.
	Cushman shared the results of an experiment in moral psychology where he tested this hypothesis. He gave participants a vignette about players in an escape room who were under time duress to come up with ideas on what to do with either a “safe” object (e.g. a screwdriver, pencil) or a “dangerous” object (e.g. a knife, whip). One player, Max, would have an immediate thought to use the object to hurt another participant, but would immediately reject the idea. Participants made negative character inferences about Max when he considered a harmful action in response to a safe object, but not in response to a dangerous object. Cushman interpreted these results as suggesting that we do indeed judge people’s moral character based on which actions occur to them as possible options, but that we are also sensitive to whether or not an object’s violent affordances (or other situational features) might have prompted the action to occur to them.
	Cushman closed by suggesting that our structure of decision-making is likely designed to rule out “dangerous thoughts”—possible courses of action that appear to have a high expected value because we underestimate the likelihood and significance of bad outcomes. Any course of action violating a moral norm, he concluded, is likely to count as a dangerous thought.
	In the Q&A, audience members asked about scrupulosity in obsessive-compulsive disorder. Such subjects seem to suffer from excessive concern about the appropriateness of their thoughts and option sets; another application of Cushman’s framework, then, could be to explain scrupulosity as the overactivity of the same system that rules out dangerous thoughts.
	Jennifer Herdt Yale University  Gilbert L. Stark Professor of Christian Ethics, Divinity School
	“Idolatry and Devotion” Herdt introduced her topic, idolatry, by contrasting it with a similar form of pathological devotion, fanaticism. As Paul Katsafanas and others have defined them, fanatics adopt sacred values; have identities that depend on treating those values as sacred; view the lack of widespread acceptance of the value as threatening; and identify with a group defined by their shared commitment to the value. Idolatry lacks most of these features. Rather, an idolator devotes most or all of her attention to some finite or partial good as though it were an infinite or ultimate good. Herdt illustrated this with an example from Exodus: when Aaron creates the golden calf to worship in place of the God who rescued the Israelites from Egypt, they direct their worship at a mere image as though it were this God.
	Often, Herdt observed, when we devote ourselves to something, the object of devotion may be somewhat arbitrary. She summarized two strategies from Katsafanas for rationally justifying devotion in the face of this arbitrariness. First, the affirmative move justifies devotion on the grounds that an object is valuable enough to be chosen again, even if the choice is somewhat arbitrary. Second, the deepening move justifies devotion on the grounds that, while there may be challenges to the object’s value, the agent expects to be able to fend off all challenges. Herdt noted that when the deepening move is applied in good faith, it can serve as an antidote to fanaticism, helping agents tolerate challenges to a sacred value or an absence of widespread uptake. On the other hand, when the deepening move renders a finite value inchoate in order to insulate it from criticism, this seems to promote idolatry.
	Herdt closed by considering what sorts of infinite or ultimate ends we can adopt without lapsing into idolatry. For Augustine and Aquinas, she showed, our final end and its constitutive parts must be characterized in a primarily negative way: one must refine one’s understanding of the virtue of prudence, for example, by rejecting inadequate characterizations over and over again. If we identify our final end as the embodiment of kalon, participation in the divine nature, and so on, restricting ourselves to a negative characterization of such a good will help us avoid substituting an idol in its place.
	In the Q&A, commentator Rylie Johnson asked if one of the talk’s original motivations—to posit that a plurality of goods can merit devotion—still stood, given Herdt’s characterization of our infinite or final end. Herdt responded that it did: a plurality of finite goods do still merit devotion on her view, but specifically as ways of pursuing or realizing our ultimate end.
	Yasemin Akis Yaman Villanova University Visiting Faculty, Department of Theology and Religious Studies
	“From Despair to Devotion: Kierkegaard on the Self” Yaman’s starting point for her talk echoed earlier claims about devotion. One way we respond to certain existential problems, she observed, is by devoting ourselves to something. Devotion gives us a way of sustaining a life over time, giving us a continuous sense of what we take to matter and who we are. Kierkegaard, however, calls into question whether this strategy works.
	Despair, according to Kierkegaard, describes the failure to become oneself. In Sickness Unto Death, he elaborates that despair involves a failure to recognize certain aspects of one’s human nature. Because we are “a relation that relates itself to itself,” becoming ourselves necessarily involves confronting ourselves and continually responding to what we are. When we try to become ourselves through devotion, we generally fail to confront the relevant aspects of ourselves. A woman considering marriage, for example, may take herself to be making a choice that matters for who she is, but Kierkegaard claims, “Whether you marry or don’t marry, you will regret it”: these apparent choices, to Kierkegaard, belong to merely aesthetic life.
	The aesthetic individual, Yaman explained, seeks intensity of experience rather than continuity. He is pulled towards the thrills and entertainments of the present moment—but over time, this world becomes dull and unfulfilling and cannot sustain itself. What appears as freedom turns out to be emptiness, and the aesthetic individual is left in despair. Devotion to anything in the aesthetic world, then, can only postpone the problem of becoming oneself.
	Ethical life, on the other hand, introduces continuity across the whole of life. Kierkegaard characterizes this life in terms of purity of heart: the ethical man confronts contradictory aims in his life to avoid double-mindedness, which most aesthetic goods require in order to enjoy. Yaman pointed out passages from Kierkegaard emphasizing the role of repetition in becoming pure of heart or single-minded. Devotion, she concluded, may actually serve as the proper form of ethical life, since it enables this repetition and single-mindedness—provided, of course, that this devotion is directed to something beyond the aesthetic world.
	In the Q&A, Yaman and the audience discussed the place of passion in Kierkegaard’s view. Without passion, according to Kierkegaard, the self remains “suspended in possibility” and unable to actualize itself. In Works of Love, Kierkegaard clarifies this further. Love, he specifies, has a special status qua passion. It is not a mere feeling, but rather a task that must be continually renewed—thus resembling devotion in the way Yaman described it.
	David Shoemaker Cornell University Wyn and William Y. Hutchinson Professor, Sage School of Philosophy
	“Hilarious Devotion” Shoemaker’s talk began by pointing out a tension between humor and devotion. He gave the example of a girl raised by ex-theists who visited a local church; having never seen prayer before, she burst out laughing when the priest began and asked, “Who is he talking to?” Part of what interested Shoemaker about the example was how the girl’s parents were able to see the humor of the situation, while the other churchgoers were not; he took this to show how devotion can sometimes limit our ability to respond to what is genuinely funny.
	Radical subjectivism, according to Shoemaker, is the wrong stance to take towards the humorous. Comic disputes are robust: when we disagree about whether or not something is funny, we can point to its funny-making features as evidence, just as art critics can point to the aesthetic features of artworks to support their judgments. Shoemaker contended that normativity is therefore an essential part of comic practices, and we should therefore recognize comic reasons (a subset of reasons of fit) to find something funny or not.
	Shoemaker pointed out several different kinds of obstructions to finding things funny. We may lack the degree of development needed for humor (e.g. toddlers); we may lack refinement in our sense of humor; or we may be missing the facts about a situation that make it funny. But there can also be ideological and moral obstructions; when an ideological or moral norm seems to give us a reason to blame a speaker, this can compete directly with comic reasons and lead us to respond with anger in the place of amusement.
	Shoemaker suggested that we can overcome this latter type of obstruction through empathy and the perspective-shifting it enables. A talented critic can help us to see an artwork from his point of view, without the conflict that our own particular commitments may motivate; in general, taking up the standpoint of a non-committed person may help us move past ideological obstructions if not moral ones. Yet devotion to an object seems to rule out this empathic strategy, requiring us to take an attitude of “deadly seriousness” towards the object.
	In such cases, Shoemaker concluded, we may benefit from taking up the cosmic point of view, which emphasizes the “conspicuous discrepancy between pretension or aspiration and reality.” Finding cosmic absurdity in this way can help us avoid fanaticism and emotionally cope better with challenges to the things we devote ourselves to. In the Q&A, audience members pointed out first responder humor as an example of this phenomenon; commentator Vikas Beniwal also questioned whether this detached, comic perspective necessarily leads to “normative dissipation,” or the inability to treat something as a sacred value or object of devotion at all.
	4.  Takeaways
	Reasons for devotion and commitment:
	Many of our speakers mentioned some grounds for a distinction between justified and unjustified cases of devotion and commitment (Howdle, MacKenzie, Rioux, Herdt, Yaman).
	Some speakers allowed that our choices of objects of commitment and devotion can be somewhat arbitrary (Howdle); others claimed that devotion and commitment should respond directly to the value of their objects (Street, Rioux, Herdt, Yaman) or features of our relationships to those objects (MacKenzie).
	Several speakers focused on how devotion and commitment can be justified by their role in helping us achieve a stable sense of self; they differed, however, in whether they understood this sense of self as a psychological achievement (O’Brien and Howdle) or a spiritual one (Herdt and Yaman).
	The two speakers who contributed from the field of psychology suggested that devotion and commitment are misrepresented as mere bias. One speaker focused on showing how ubiquitous this assumption is (Rios), while the other focused on the adaptive function of commitment and devotion in preventing bad decision-making (Cushman).
	A couple of speakers suggested that we can have reasons to stay devoted but take up a more detached perspective on the object of devotion (Street, Shoemaker)
	A few speakers focused more on how devotion and commitment can affect our reasons for responding to other objects in certain ways: one observed how commitment can make  our self-regarding attitudes depend on the object of devotion (O’Brien), while another showed how devotion overrides reasons for aesthetic or comic appreciation (Shoemaker)
	Some speakers gave special attention to what can justify ending a commitment or devotion to an object. While it was generally agreed that conflicts and trade-offs with other values can justify ending commitments (MacKenzie, Rioux, Herdt, Yaman), speakers disagreed about whether despair and other negative existential states justify ending devotion to an object (Yaman), or whether we still have reasons to stay devoted (Street)

	Silencing and single-mindedness:
	Several speakers noticed that devotion and commitment can lead us to stop deliberating about or weighing values, and to treat certain questions as “closed” (O’Brien, MacKenzie, Cushman, Shoemaker)
	Other speakers suggested this relationship runs in the other direction: in order to become devoted, we must stop treating an object or value as comparable to others and treat it as uniquely or irreplaceably valuable (Street, Herdt, Yaman)
	Speakers disagreed about whether commitment and devotion silence competing reasons in the same way. Some speakers contrasted commitment with devotion, claiming that commitment silences to a lesser degree (Shoemaker); others emphasized the silencing power of commitment in its own right (O’Brien)
	A couple speakers claimed that devotion requires that we become single-minded about its object (Rioux, Yaman)
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