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Abstract 

In an attempt at interdisciplinary research in the fields of psychology, philosophy and theology, I 

will explore the implicit biases that persist in our created environments through the framework of 

‘cognitive distribution,’ focusing on the dissonance between the religious symbols reenacted in 

the Catholic liturgical practice of Eucharist and focusing on the racial and gender implicit biases 

that make their way into ‘cognitively distributed’ environments. This paper will further research 

those areas of Catholic religious practice that may go without notice due to the implicit or 

unconscious nature of much of these biases.  By understanding the history and role of symbol in 

the practice of Eucharist, one can suggest alternative symbolic practices that might diminish the 

existence of the aforementioned implicit biases in the psyche of the Catholic faithful. I will 

conclude by providing possible solutions to addressing these implicit racial and gender biases 

that reign in the depths of cognition and Catholic Eucharistic practice.  

Keywords: implicit bias, cognitive distribution, racial bias, aversive racism, sexism, 

gender bias  
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Combating Implicit Bias in Catholic Liturgy:  

‘Distributed Cognition’ and the Role of Symbols on Racial and Gender Biases 

Imagine for a moment that you are sitting in the pew of a Catholic Church, participating 

in a Sunday liturgy. During the Eucharistic “breaking of the bread,” one recalls the symbolic act 

to be consumed by the entire assembly as a representation of Christ’s radical sharing of himself 

with all of humanity – at least that is what the priest mentioned in his homily. At the same time, 

one looks into the congregation seats and discovers division and exclusion. The Church appears 

to be filled with predominantly white, middle class families in the assembly. All the images of 

Christ illustrate an Anglicized Jesus with long flowing hair and blue eyes, far from looking like 

the Middle Eastern Jew Jesus was. You remember that you have never heard a woman preach at 

the ambo or speak the words of Eucharistic consecration on the altar. You see clergy (only men) 

or women religious depicted on the statues of saints along the walls of the Church, but no lay 

people. You lastly remember the homeless man sitting all the way in the back of the Church, 

whom during the ‘sign of peace,’ people avoid making eye contact with, fearing to have to shake 

his hand. I propose implicit biases plays a major role in this injustice. 

 If the poor cannot sit with the rich, if women cannot partake in the preaching of homilies, 

then it appears God’s explicit message of radical inclusivity and all-embracing love falls flat. 

Liturgical symbolism and practice is meant to analogically represent the explicit message and 

command of Christ’s gospel – “to love one another” (John 13:34-35, New American Bible). In 

this paper I will explore the implicit biases that persist in our created environments through the 

framework of “cognitive distribution,” focusing on the dissonance between the religious symbols 

reenacted and the racial and gender implicit biases that seem to make their way into these 

‘cognitively distributed’ religious environments. This paper is an attempt to shed light on those 
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areas of religious practice that may go undisturbed or unnoticed due to their implicit or 

unconscious nature.  I will conclude by providing possible solutions to addressing these implicit 

racial, gender and socio-economic biases. 

Historical Background on Eucharistic Liturgy 

In order to begin an in-depth interdisciplinary study on the role of religious symbolism 

and its socio-psychological implications, one must first understand the history and intention 

behind the symbolic acts of certain rituals. In this case, I begin by offering a short overview of 

what the act of celebrating Eucharist symbolically intends and how it was developed.1 I will 

briefly outline what the gospels and the documents of the Second Vatican Council have to say 

regarding this ancient practice of communal Christian worship. Traditionally, celebrating 

Eucharist has its roots in the biblical narrative of the ‘Last Supper,’ in which Christ shared a 

Passover meal with his Apostles the night before his crucifixion. The three synoptic gospels, 

Mark, Matthew and Luke, contain this “institutional narrative” in which Jesus first institutes the 

practice of Eucharist (Mark 14:12-16, Matthew 26:19-20; Luke 22:15). This ‘breaking of bread,’ 

which has its origins in a Jewish practice, eventually becomes the main form of worship for the 

early Christian communities (Acts 2:46, 1 Cor. 11:20). In the gospel, Jesus commands them “to 

do this in memory2” of him (Luke 22:19). The Second Vatican Council document 

Sancrosanctum Concilium, explains the meaning of Eucharistic practice during Mass in a 

concise and eloquent manner: 

At the Last Supper, on the night when he was betrayed, our Savior instituted the 

Eucharistic sacrifice of his body and blood. He did this in order to perpetuate the sacrifice 

of the Cross throughout the centuries until he should come again, and so to entrust to his 

beloved spouse, the church, a memorial of his death and resurrection: a sacrament of 
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love, a sign of unity, a bond of charity, a paschal banquet in which Christ is eaten, the 

mind is filled with grace, and a pledge of future glory is given to us. (p. 47)  

Through the use of this sacramental ritual, Christians remember Jesus’s act of love and sacrifice. 

While the word “Eucharist” can also refer to the specific bread and wine consecrated during the 

Mass, the manifold presence of Christ must not be forgotten. Christ’s Eucharistic presence is 

therefore not exclusive to the transubstantiated bread and the wine, but present also in the 

reading of Scripture, the priest, and the gathered assembly during Mass34 (Sancrosanctum 

Concilium 7). While discussing the ‘real’ presence of Christ during the mass is not the purpose 

of this paper, I will continue, granting that as a matter of faith for Catholics, Christ, in some 

unexplainable manner, is made present during the celebration of Eucharist in various ‘real’ and 

symbolic forms. 

Symbolism and Language in Christian Ritual 

 After touching briefly on the historical and biblical context of Eucharist, I continue on to 

a more general understanding of symbolism, as it is used in religious practice, particularly 

focusing on Christian ritual. Sacramental theologian Kubicki (2006) notes, “symbols are 

understood to participate in and to make present the reality they symbolized” (p. 60). A symbol 

can be an object (usually words, gestures, or images, etc…) that stand for or represent another 

idea, belief, action, or entity. In religious practice, symbols are often used as concrete 

manifestations of some abstract or spiritual belief or reality. In other words, symbols have an 

analogous nature to them.  Art and language similarly manifest a symbolic enterprise that 

attempts to convey ideas and beliefs using words and/or images.  

 In the case of the symbols used in Christian religious practice, such as the cross, the 

bread, the wine, the altar, the statues, the gestures, the words, the incense, etc., Catholic practice 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Entity
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is rich with physical symbols that signify other realities – usually spiritual ones5. These symbols 

aid in manifesting concretely things that are too abstract to capture succinctly without academic 

treatises and exegesis (even then the mysteries of Christianity can never be fully explained).  

A symbol is not created for itself; rather it is fashioned for the use of pointing to another 

reality outside the concrete symbolic object. One of the peculiarities of figurative/symbolic 

language lies in its ability to transcend itself, and mean something other than what it physically 

expresses in a given sentence. Statements that would be otherwise irrational, contradictory or just 

merely impossible on the surface are given the ability to make sense. Religious language, in 

particular religious language in Christianity, seems to make ample use of such symbolic figures 

of speech. For instance, Christ has statements that rational minds would deem senseless and 

illogical, if they were not given the context of being symbolic and pointing to some deeper 

spiritual truth. Symbolic language can often simultaneously hold paradoxical or competing 

thoughts to be true in a given sentence: “I am the beginning and the end” (Revelation 21:6, 

22:13), “the last will be first and the first will be last” (Matthew 20:16), “for whoever wants to 

save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for my sake will save it” (Luke 9:24). I will 

not be unpacking these statements at the moment6; I only mention them to provide examples of 

symbolic language that can only be understood as meaning something other than what they say 

on their own.  

Beyond the symbolic language of Eucharist. I will argue in this section that the practice 

of Eucharist – primarily when viewed as an act of worship – must transcend its symbolic nature. 

In the case of practicing Eucharist, Sancrosanctum Concilium 57, regards the Mass not only as a 

symbolic practice, but as an active "sacrament of faith" that requires the participation of a group. 

It suggests that the purpose of the sacrament is two-fold: “to sanctify [humanity], to build up the 
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body of Christ, and, finally, to give worship to God; because they are signs they also instruct. 

They not only presuppose faith, but by words and objects they also nourish, strengthen, and 

express it.” Thusly, practicing Eucharist is not merely a form of worship, but plays a crucial part 

in generating a new personal and social identity for the Christian practitioner to be built into the 

‘body of Christ.’ These will implicitly involve cognitively implicit racial and gender identities as 

well.  

Models for Cognition 

 After taking a moment to trace the historical and theological nature of the Catholic 

liturgy, I will now move to the psychological exploration of cognitive biases of race and gender 

amongst the Catholic faithful. One must understand the two known frameworks for approaching 

cognition. The first cognitive framework is considered “dual processing and a form of “situated” 

cognition.  Daniel Kahneman (2011) in Thinking, Fast and Slow introduces the notion that our 

daily experiences are fundamentally processed at two different levels of our psyche, which he 

terms: System 1 and System 2 (p. 20). System 1, or the subconscious level of cognitive 

processing, involves all the automatic thoughts with little voluntary control (i.e. implicit biases). 

System 2 pertains to the “effortful mental activities” and complex processes that require 

concentration (i.e. reasoning).  

Charles Lassiter (2012) explains that this first dual-process framework limits cognition to 

a location “inside” a particular agent’s mind (p. 3). Lassiter emphasizes a second cognitive 

framework known as ‘distributed cognition.’ He uses this second framework as a means of 

addressing the issue of epistemic costs that Tamar Gendler (2011) delineates in her paper, “On 

the epistemic costs of implicit bias.”7 Rather than being a centralized system of cognition, like 

System 1 and 2, ‘cognitive distribution’ decentralizes its cognition across the brain, body and 



COMBATING IMPLICIT BIAS IN CATHOLIC LITURGY  8 
 

environment. This form of cognitive processing involves the mutual influence of the agent and 

the environment. The agent informs the environment as much as the environment informs the 

agent. There are two types of environments at which the agent engages in a reciprocal or 

dialectic relationship with.  According to Lassiter (2012), these environments include the ‘local 

cognitive’ or immediate environment (i.e. material culture of religion, art, language, music, 

dance, etc.) and the ‘global cognitive’ environments (i.e. non-material culture, worldviews, 

etc…) (p. 23). For the purpose of this paper, I will be using ‘distributed cognition’ as a basis for 

exploring implicit biases in the cognitive mind and how they particularly interact with their local 

religious environment. 

Distributed Cognition 

The distributed cognitivist sees this relationship between agent and environment as an 

off-loading of information onto his/her surroundings, making his/her exterior cognitively 

supportive, as Lassiter argues (p. 8). Menary R. (2007) illustrates the ‘Complementary Principle’ 

of our individual cognition and its relationship with external environments. The principle claims 

that cognitive systems are constructed by “complementary internal and external sources” (p. 9). 

Therefore, it is no surprise that one’s environments end up manifesting inherent cognitive biases8 

-- in this case, one’s religious environments. By creating our immediate environments to “reflect 

the sorts of social values that align with our epistemic goals – we can avoid some of the costs of 

implicit bias” according to Lassiter (p. 3). I will argue this very premise, with an added emphasis 

on the ability of religious ritual to act as a double-edged sword that can either solidify or debias 

the existence of the mind’s implicit biases. 
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Implicit Biases  

Some psychologists make the argument that these implicit biases are a result of our 

human tendency to categorize the information one processes cognitively. According to Gendler 

(2011), this type of cognitive categorizing is “not an optional way of making sense of the world: 

it is our means of dealing with the problems of global complexity and experience poverty” (p. 

39). People act as categorizers in order to navigate through the world. For instance, one type of 

implicit bias known as “confirmation bias” is reported by Banaji (2002). He illustrates how 

‘confirmation bias’ can form part of a heuristic for how information is processed. In the case of 

processing information regarding stereotypes, the “stereotype-congruent information” was 

assimilated and encoded, while “stereotype-incongruent information” seems to be automatically 

disregarded and not encoded (p. 40). Even if it is not our intention, these implicit biases can 

result in some very negative outcomes for us and our interactions with others.  

Racial Implicit Bias. Psychological studies have shown that even those who sincerely 

hold egalitarian views9 of the world still fall victim to the existence of implicit biases in their 

cognition. Jennifer Saul (2011) cites the article by Vedantam (2005), which indicates that blacks, 

women, gay people, etc… are often the “target groups” of these biases (p. 3). One paradigm for 

identifying implicit biases is through the Implicit Association Test (IAT). This test uses 

association tasks to access/quantify these unconscious associations made between 

negative/positive adjectives and given minority races, gender and sexual orientations. Kelly and 

Roeddert (2008) gives us a study where White names were paired with positive adjectives, and 

Black names were more often associated with negative adjectives (p. 525). Most of these 

associations seem to occur automatically10, taking place at the System 1 operating level in the 

situated cognitive framework. These implicit biases are not usually available to epistemic agents 
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upon introspection or rational reflection. One often does not even know these implicit biases 

exist. 

As mentioned above, these implicit biases can have negative impacts that result in more 

than epistemic error at the cognitive level. Even unintentionally, these cognitive biases can 

manifest themselves onto the environments one interacts with – particularly affecting the practice 

of religious rituals and symbols. Yet, with the amount of literature that suggests implicit biases 

affect our external surroundings, one has no reason to think that humanity’s religious symbols 

and the way they are practiced have remained unaffected. Therefore, one must pay closer 

attention to a cognitive agent’s reenactment of certain religious symbols, which often go without 

scrutiny by the religious agent in the midst of ritualistic repetition or tradition – “this is how we 

have always done it.” 

Gender Implicit Biases. Language has also been noted to be filled with sexism. Studies 

such as Ng (1990) and Wetherell (1986) suggest that hetero-normative language is a subtle form 

of sexism. The use of the masculine pronouns (He, Him, His, etc…) and terms such as 

“mankind” can suggest exclusion of the females. Because we have argued that it is mostly 

through language that we represent our world, it is important to recognize that implicit sexism in 

our very language, and the rehearsal of that particular language in religious praxis may solidify 

the thought that women are somehow secondary to men. Even the American Psychological 

Association has guidelines for non-sexist use of language in its language codes, why doesn’t the 

Church?  

Discussion 

Given these implicit biases psychological studies have shown to be an integral part of 

human cognition, I will now show how they apply to particular religious practices in the Roman 
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Catholic liturgy. As mentioned in the beginning of the paper, symbols can say a lot more than 

what they inherently seem to convey on their own once placed in the context of “distributed 

cognition.” If minority race and gender is part of this “targeted group” of automatic beliefs in the 

congregation and the hierarchy of the church, then religious practices might seem to be infused 

with these biases. For instance, why is it that women are unable to be ordained, or Jesus is 

generally depicted as “white”? Although some might provide theological or sociological 

responses for the two observations above, respectively, cognitive bias might also play a role in 

the historical development of these Catholic practices (even if they outwardly preach dignity for 

all).  

Saul (2011) and Lassiter (2012) both provide solutions to gender and racial biases, 

respectively, by addressing the cognitive environment onto which much of these biases are 

manifested. Their solutions provide an opportunity to construct a particular space in order to 

manifest particular egalitarian attitudes. These solutions require a particular attentiveness to how 

religious symbols are practiced and what meaning they convey, intentionally or unintentionally. 

As studies show, much of our implicit biases go unrecognized. Attentiveness to the education of 

why and how these religious practices are enacted might provide an opportunity to bring these 

biases to the light of our conscious awareness.  

Some of the solutions Lassiter provides include an activation of positive feelings and 

thoughts to be associated with minority groups through an exposure to counter-stereotypical 

examples. This includes displaying people like Martin Luther King, Jr. or Cesar Chavez at the 

forefront of our conscious awareness. In the case of using this approach for addressing Catholic 

biases, something such as having different artistic cultural representations of Christ in Sunday 

school books or even in Churches,  can diminish the unconscious association taking place when 
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Jesus is always white, and Satan is typically darker skinned. More racially diverse statues of 

saints in the Church can also provide for inclusion and more positive associations with often 

racially excluded groups. Surprise, not all saints were white clergy.  

Secondly, agents can retrain their implicit associations between minorities and negative 

characteristics through increased intergroup contact. Gaither and Sommers (2013) reports that 

Whites with non-White roommates tended to have more diverse groups of friends and were less 

anxious in interracial encounters than those Whites who did not have non-White roommates. 

Once again, these implicit biases can extend to Church “clericalism” as well (i.e. the idea that the 

priest or a nun is “holier” or superior to the congregation). Including lay saints in preaching and 

artistic religious displays can allow for the positive association to be made that you do not have 

to be a priest or nun to become a saint. Just recently, lay Catholic justice advocate Dorothy Day 

is being canonized a saint. The Church must begin to take these steps (however small) if it truly 

wishes to open its doors of inclusivity and dignity to all – canonizing lay and religious saints 

alike.  

Thirdly, a retraining of these associations by pairing images of different minorities (i.e. 

blacks, women) with positive images and words can recreate a Catholic consciousness that 

authentically wishes to love without division -- “there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave 

nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28). 

Advocating for this type of racial and gender solidarity to persist in Catholic liturgical practice, 

one must pay attention to the types of attitudes being represented in symbolic ritual (the 

unconscious ones too). In a similar manner, Saul suggests diminishing biases towards women in 

philosophy programs at universities by displaying more images of women in the philosophy 

department walls, or adding more women authors to academic curriculums or inviting more 
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women to present and speak at philosophical conferences. I suggest that a similarly pro-active 

approach must be the response to living by Christ’s words of loving your neighbor at all costs – 

even epistemic costs. 

By using “cognitive distribution” to explore the effect of ‘implicit biases’ in our created 

religious environments, I have illustrated why one must be attentive to the type of ritual practices 

one chooses to rehearse weekly (or even daily). Because this reciprocal or dialectic relationship 

exists between the cognitive agent and their cognitive environment, it is crucial that one’s 

epistemic attitudes and goals are reflected onto their environment, especially in those liturgical 

practices that involve a dissonance between the explicit message of the Church (radical solidarity 

with all peoples) and the implicit message delivered by rituals that contain racial and gender 

biases. If one is to remain faithful to the Gospel, the symbols must be in line with that epistemic 

attitude. The goal of practicing liturgy is creating more love, not solidifying more ‘implicit 

biases.’  
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Footnotes 

1 While this can be a paper in and of itself, I do not wish to remain much time on this 

topic. I ask the reader to be patient as the argument requires a historical/theological backing.  

2 “To accomplish so great a work, Christ is always present in His Church, especially in 

her liturgical celebrations. He is present in the sacrifice of the Mass, not only in the person of His 

minister, "the same now offering, through the ministry of priests, who formerly offered himself 

on the cross," but especially under the Eucharistic species. By His power He is present in the 

sacraments, so that when a man baptizes it is really Christ Himself who baptizes. He is present in 

His word, since it is He Himself who speaks when the holy scriptures are read in the Church. He 

is present, lastly, when the Church prays and sings, for He promised: "Where two or three are 

gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them" (Matt. 18:20) 

3 Philosopher John Cottingham (2005) quotes Andrew Louth’s commentary on symbol 

and the practice of liturgy as: “not something we ‘make up’, nor is it something that can be 

simply ‘understood’: it is something we participate in, not just as minds, but with all that we are 

– body and soul. Hence the importance in the liturgy of gestures and movement, of the sequence 

of the seasons, through which time itself is sanctified. The liturgy unfolds the varied significance 

of the mystery of Christ, and the fact that it cannot all be explained, the fact that much that we 

do, we do simply because we have always done it, conveys a rich sense of the unfathomableness 

of the Christian mystery” (p. 164).    

4 This breaks God’s first commandment in the Old Testament – “Thou shalt have no other 

Gods before me” (Exodus 20:3, Deuteronomy 5:7)  

6 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do, he will do also; 

and greater works than these he will do” (John 14:12)  
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7  Gendler’s argument suggests that there are certain “unavoidable epistemic costs” 

rendering the agent either ‘implicitly irrational’, or ‘explicitly irrational’. “If one lives in a 

society structured by racial categories that you disavow, either you must pay the epistemic cost 

of failing to encode certain sorts of base-rate or background information about cultural 

categories, or you must expend epistemic energy regulating the inevitable associations to which 

that information – encoded in ways to guarantee availability – gives rise.” (p. 37) She argues that 

this particular epistemic self-censorship takes place on non-epistemic grounds, and is due to an 

attempt to combat racial biases.  

8 In the “dual-process” cognitive framework, the unreflective System 1 is responsible for 

our cognitive biases. The environment (exterior surrounding of the individual – media, culture, 

etc…) can heavily influence the unconscious aspect of his psyche. At the same time, “distributed 

cognition” allows room for the internal cognition to manifest itself in one’s external 

environment. Once again, the environment may play a bigger role than expected in the types of 

implicit biases that exist in the mind.  

9 Gendler names these instances, ‘aversive racism’, where an advocate for an egalitarian 

world, who claims to be non-prejudiced, can still hold implicit beliefs unconsciously (p. 43)  

10 Another major study cited by Kelly and Roeddert involves the statistically significant 

find that White referees in the NBA called more fouls on Black players than on White ones (p. 

523). 

11 Gendler names these automatic beliefs “aliefs”. These consist of “an innate or habitual 

propensity to respond to an apparent stimulus, often with an automatized representational-

affective-behavioral triad.” (p. 41). Another term she proposes to describe these automatic 

reasons associated with these aliefs are “easons.” In other words, they are “something that is not 
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sufficiently well-conceptualized to call a reason, but that eases us towards a certain outlook on 

the world.” (p. 51). 

                                                           

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 

 


