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Lecture 2 – Religious Experience

Experience is an event; religious experience an encounter with a 
transcendent reality. 



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience

1. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through a common, 
public, sensory object. Ex. Icon, Nature. 

2. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through an unusual 
public, sensory object. Ex. Vision of Virgin Mary, Tongues of Fire. 

3. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through private 
sensations that can be described in normal sensory language. Ex. Peter's 
dream

4. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality mediated through private 
sensations that cannot be described in normal sensory language. Ex. 
mystical personal vision; Apostle Paul's vision of heaven. 

5. Experience of God or Ultimate Reality not mediated by any sensations. Ex. 
intuition; Buddha.

Richard Swinburne: 5 Types of Religious Experience



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience

1. Feeling: 
• William James places feeling at the centre of all religion. 
• Friedrich Schleiermacher argued it is not intellectual but "a feeling of 

absolute dependence." 
• Rudolf Otto (The Idea of the Holy) created the term "numinous" to 

describe the feeling one experiences when confronting a Holy God. 
• This is characterized by:

a) feeling totally dependent; 
b) feeling dread/awe, 
c) restless longing for the transcendent Being.

The Nature of Religious Experience



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience

2. Perception: 
• William Alston argues that humans have a “sixth sense" that perceives 

God (mystical perception). This is not normal sensory perception (i.e. 
the five senses) but analogous. We use comparative concepts (the way 
we look at something normally) rather than phenomenal language (the 
way something looks at the moment) to describe this experience.

The Nature of Religious Experience



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience

3. Interpretation 
• Wayne Proudfoot contends that all emotions have a cognitive content 

(I see a bear ... I'm scared) and thus feeling involves interpretation. All 
religious experience includes an interpretation. He distinguishes the 
description of religious experience from its explanation. Descriptions 
contain the belief system within them; the experience is produced by 
those beliefs. The question is what is the best historical or cultural 
explanation for these experiences? The main idea is that every religious 
experience involves an interpretation by the subject with reference to 
their belief system.

The Nature of Religious Experience



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience and Apologetics 

Can religious experience be used to argue for the existence of God?

Schleiermacher grounded religious belief in religious feeling. However, 
since for him both God and the experience of him are ineffable, it 

remains to be seen how an experience with no cognitive content can 
ground a rational belief. If the experience does have cognitive content, 

then it can't be free from intellectual scrutiny and criticism. 



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience and Apologetics 

Proudfoot would contend that because all religious experience includes, 
indeed is made up of, an interpretation according to certain beliefs, it 

cannot be used to logically justify those same beliefs.

Alston argues that since religious experience is perceptual, we can use it 
as evidence similar to how we use sensory evidence in arguments. Does 

the supernatural give the best explanation for certain experiences? 



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience and Apologetics 

Swinburne proposes the Principle of Credulity that states that when a 
person says they had an experience we should believe them unless 

there are specific reasons to doubt their claim. Why doubt what millions 
claim to have experienced?

Michael Martin argues back that many experience only God’s absence 
and this should be taken on the same level. 



Lecture 2 – Religious Experience and Apologetics 

C.B. Martin likewise argues that normal perceptual claims are verifiable 
subject to re -examination. Just because someone says their experience 
of God is Indubitable doesn't mean it is, just that it appears that way to 

that person. 

Wayne Wright claims that religious experience is different because of 
the Object perceived, i.e. God. It is more like perceiving the character of 

a person than a physical object. He also claims one can indirectly test 
religious experience by looking at the life of the person, the depth of 

their knowledge, similarity to other religious experiences, etc.



Lecture 2 – Common Religious Experience 

1. There is obviously a huge diversity in the experience’s humans have 
described as religious. Differences between religions, and 
denominations, often lead to what seems like entirely different 
experiences. 

2. Does this make it unreliable? However, we often describe the same 
experience quite differently (witness in court; art). Perhaps the 
differences are imported as part of Interpretation of an essentially 
similar experience or Ultimate Reality. 

3. James, Stace, and Davis all argue there is a similar core at the heart of 
all religious experience. In contrast, Katz argues that all experience 
contains concepts and beliefs and thus every religion has a different 
experience, the similarity is superficial. 


