RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

Definition

Be careful very difficult to define Religious Experience – better to start by saying difficult to give an exact definition due to its individual nature. People have tried to define it such as:
Rudolf Otto in ‘The idea of the Holy’ (1923) split an experience into 3 requirements:

· a sense of awe ‘numinous’
· sense of fascination overcoming initial fear
·  together with a feeling of mystery and wonder – could be said in touch with the eternal. ‘An apprehension of the wholly other’ Otto.

William James – ‘the feelings, acts and experiences of individual men…so far as they apprehend 
                               themselves to stand in relation to what ever they may consider the divine.’


Modern study undertaken by Alister Hardy – Religious Experience Unit at Oxford. Different statistics for the UK.


Characteristics of Religious Experience

Experiential argument – Swinburne’s 5 categories (3 private/ 2 public) and his principles of credulity and testimony to test the veridicality (truth) of a religious experience.

· Credulity – ‘apparent perceptions ought to be taken at face value in the absence of positive reason for challenge.’
· Testimony – ‘other things being equal we think that what others tell us they perceived probably happened.’
Types – visions, answering prayers, dreams, conversions, mystical experiences.

Conversion

Pattern :  Divided Self

Crisis

     New Creation


To be able to convert William James felt religious ideas formed for a person ‘the habitual centre of his personal energy.’ Two types of conversion for Professor Starbuck (Psychology of Religion’):

· Volitional – conscious & voluntary, building up little by little new set of beliefs

· Self-Surrender – Involuntarily & subconscious way, ‘’subconscious incubation’ which we finally surrender to.

James referred to the idea of subliminal areas of the brain, which can reach our subconscious as automatism. Prof. Coe (‘The spiritual life’ 1900) in a study of sudden converts found they all had an active subliminal self. 

Yet James sees this as possible avenues through which the divine could contact us – ‘it is logically conceivable that if there be higher spiritual agencies that can directly touch us, the psychological condition of their doing might be our possession of a subconscious region which alone yield access to them.’

Importance for James was the judgement by effect – how a person lived their life after their conversion.
Yet Kierkegaard said if a person changed their views or actions, it this showed the individuality of people not an RE.  Starbuck said the effect on people who have gone through a conversion, ‘ having once taken a stand for the religious life, tend to feel themselves identified with it.’ 

Modern day psychological interpretation of conversions.
 Liff (1975) says mirrors adolescent identity crisis and is a way of trying to resolve it. People don’t normally have conversions after the age of 30. Batson (1993) interprets it as a way of reorganizing cognitive structures by looking at things in a new light to solve initial problems. Freud (1928) way of revitalizing the ego through a positive internalised love object. Ullman (1989) found from an analysis of converts that they had childhood problems, absence of father, personal stress for 2 yrs prior to conversion.  


Examples of famous conversions – St.Paul on the road to Damascus. The Buddha.

Drug-induced exps and religious exps

1957 Dr. Osmond proposed term psychedelic to cover LSD drugs – encompassing the full range of their positive and negative experiences. Long history in different cultures of religious visions/trances being induced by drugs, peyote cactus used by the Aztecs and still by Native American Church. 

Characteristics & Levels

5 different levels varying in extreme from psychotic to psychedelic peak or mystical experience. A ‘mystical experience’ very rare occurrence. W.T. Stace (1960) came up with 9 characteristics of mystical experience, which he derived from reported mystical experiences throughout world history (unity, transcendence of time, deeply felt positive mood, sense of sacredness, noetic quality, paradoxicality, ineffability, transciency and persisting positive changes).

Staces characteristics were used in drug experiments to see if these experiences could be reproduced using LSD – The Marsh Chapel Experiment, Pahnke 1966. Depends to a large extent on your upbringing, conditioning and surroundings as to whether you might interpret your drug experience as religious. For Timothy Leary, drugs were ‘the religion of the 21st century…LSD is western Yoga’.

Idea that there might be a biochemical basis to mystical experiences – sustained meditation, sleep deprivation all have effects on body chemistry. From a non-religious viewpoint drugs produce a vivid set of stimuli, from a religious viewpoint can be said – ‘to open the doors of perception of the spiritual world.’   

Mysticism

E.Underhill ‘Practical Mysticism’ (1914) – ‘Mysticism is the art of union with Reality. The mystic is a person who has attained that union in a greater or lesser degree; or who aims at and believes in such attainments.’

Characteristics

Classification of Mysticism by William James in ‘The varieties of religious experience’ (1902) – Ineffability, Noetic, Transient & Passivity plus Staces core experiences. Prelevent in all different cultures, James quotes for instance Yogis in the Upanishads (one of the Hindus Holy books)

Nature mystic is inspired by sense of oneness with the natural world, religious mystic sees the hand of God in it.

Examples of Mystics

St.Teresa of Avila, St.John of the Cross (‘The Dark night of the soul’), Julian of Norwich. Idea mystics mad (Scharfstein ‘Mystical Experience’ 1973) – yet St. Teresa reformed the Carmelite monastic order.


One way via prayer (St. Teresa) – The prayer of the quiet (conscious contemplation of God), The Prayer of union (deepening contemplation), Ecstasy (loss of sensual & bodily movement) and spiritual marriage (trance self entirely suspended & mystic ‘dwells in God’).
 

Difficulties with Mystic experience?
Very subjective experience and problem of people able to put into words their experience. The texts of the experiences have come down to us 3rd hand.  The person has the experience, conveys it in their language, Greek, Latin, Middle English then translated into English and analysed – how close to the original exp?? 
 

James believed we all have access to different types of consciousness – ‘we may go through life without suspecting their existence; but apply the requisite stimulus, and at a touch they are there in all their completeness’.


He states that that a mystical experience for an individual is an absolute truth for that person and if they live their life according to that truth and we have no right to doubt them. Yet it does not mean that we should accept everything they say, only they have established possible communion with the divine, nothing can be empirically proved.   

Evaluation
How can we tell it’s a veridical exp (evaluate if contents true & right connection with reality)


Try Using:

( Swinburne’s principles.

Difficulties? – Trying to get us to interpreted a RE in the same way as an everyday experience.


( James’ judgement of effects

– ‘Be ready now to judge the religious life by its results exclusively’.
    – ‘Religious exps must be real exps. Because they have such real effects.’ 


Difficulties? – View of Kierkegaard, plus still a personal exp which can not be backed up empirically.  

( Hick’s analogy with sense experience (reasonable to believe things
    we are given by sense experience.) It is given to us, It is involuntary and if we 
    act on it we are rewarded: 

- Hick uses example of St.Paul – came upon him in a way, which he 
                            couldn’t deny and was positively rewarded by living his life from 
                             the relig. exp.

Difficulties? – can our perceptions of the world and our sense be interpreted if via a RE  
                        they are outside our normal perception?

       - how when the object is God can we verify it with our senses?

Objections to REs

· Philosophical – how can humans senses experience a timeless, spaceless God?

· Neurological – Areas of the brain that release natural chemicals (DMT), which
produce hallucinogenic side effects.

· Physiological – release of endorphins under stress producing effects similar
to morphine, epileptic fits.

· Psychological – Freud REs as reaction to a hostile world – require a father figure to 
satisfy our needs.

Can’t prove or disprove REs but may be able to add weight to validity of RE if:

-     In keeping with the character of God within different traditions

· results of Re makes significant difference to spiritual life of the individual and their input
into their community

· Person mentally and psychologically well balanced.   

Just because it may have a natural explanation does not stop it being an experience of God.

Theists would argue that a loving, Creator God who desires a relationship with human beings
would create in them a spiritual dimension capable of responding to Him, and that this is an
adequate explanation for RE. 

