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Do religious experiences provide evidence of the existence of God?


Religious experiences are used as evidence of a religious reality, similarly to how everyday experiences are evidence of the empirical world. This is then used to support the claim of God. Through investigating these types of religious experiences are we able to analyse and determine if these religious experiences do indeed provide evidence of the existence of God. Religious experiences refer to an experience one feels in relation to something or someone they consider to be divine and holy. 


The types of religious experiences which people consider to be evidence of religious experiences, are things such as, visions, the feeling of being loved, ‘signs’, auditory of hearing someone talking to them. These experiences often align with some form religious context, therefore providing as evidence to some people. 
However, it could be argued, these religious experiences could actually be explained by some psychological, or other, reason. Visual hallucinations could be due to intoxication of a drug or other substance; the way the lighting is could play a trick on the mind; wanting to believe something is there and so you persuade yourself consciously or unconsciously that it was so. 
One argument against types of religious experiences is that they could be due to psychological reasons and changes in brain chemical levels, for example drugs. However, could it not also be argued that these religious experiences similar to when one meditates. Medication is a way for a person to get in touch with a higher reality- beyond oneself. Mediation makes you open to these experiences and therefore it could also be argued that so do drugs and so both could be plausible. 

William James states that there are four characteristics to religious experiences. He defines these qualities to be; ineffability, noetic, transiency, and passivity. Ineffability is that it differs from usual or ordinary experiences. Noetic quality is a revelation. Transiency is that it does not last long. And passivity is that the person is passive and that the experience is controlled by another power.
Richard Swinburne has five categories for classifying religious experiences. These can be further divided in to two categories. Public experiences and private experiences. Public experiences consist of ordinary interpreted experiences and extrodinary experiences, for example the sea being parted by Moses. The other category is private experiences which consist of, an experience describable in  normal language, an experience not describable in normal language, and the fifth is no experience relating to a sensory object, this for example could be considered to be that of Buddhist meditation. 
William James’ The varieties of religious experiences, two types of enquiries are put forth for interpreting religious experiences. They are: existential judgement or propositions, and second proposition of value. Existential judgement or propositions, is relating to the nature, constitution, origin and history, of the object of the investigation.[footnoteRef:1] Second proposition of values, is its importance, its meaning, and its value.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  James., W, The varieties of religious experiences ]  [2:  ibid] 


An argument to support that a religious experience could be proof or support of a God, is the quality of the experience. The quality of the experience allows for a positive impact, meaning this experience could further help affirm ones religious faith in that religious reality. The experience can create a sense of inner happiness and serviceability. One should consider how an experience may provide a beneficial truth, for example, and despite it being a work of fiction, Scrooge. A visual religious experience may lead someone’s life to change immensely. There is a merit to this, but that does not suffice as evidence to support the existence of God. 
As human beings we tend to measure nearly all aspects of our lives. The proof that is being evaluated of these religious experiences may simply be unable to be measured in a way we currently understand. In this way, the religious experiences may be from a divine or holy entity and may very much be true. However, many critics would argue the inconsistency of these religious experiences to be a main concern to suggest otherwise of them being true.

Naturalistic explanation for religious experiences offers physiological and psychological non-supernatural interpretation as to why these religious experiences may have occurred. 
A point which was previously highlighted in this essay was regarding hallucinations. A common religious practice among people is fasting. Bertrand Russell argues in the case of hallucinations, it is due to fasting. Ascetism has been found to be practiced within many religions. To highlight but one example, it is believed that Jesus fasted for 40 days and nights in the desert. So, what is being suggested is that the original religious experience thought to have occurred, may have also been hallucinations, therefore undermining any supernatural reason to it. But it is important to note, the message from these religious experiences still remains the same and these experiences from these religious texts are a foundation for the beliefs. So if you believe religion to be about sending a message rather than to be rigidly be about the stories, then the interpretations of them could still affirm a person’s belief in God.
To counter this point though, ascetism does not give the reason for those who have hallucinated a religious experience and have not taken part in fasting or any form of religious self-punishment. 
It may have been possible that a person hundreds of years ago felt like they experienced a religious experience, but the lack of medical technology didn’t allow for a thorough investigation of their physiological or psychological condition, which may indicate to biological reason for their hallucination.
Sceptics argue religious experiences are not evidence to support the existence of God as they’ve can nearly all be explained some way scientifically, or that a person was simply lying, or that they have just got it wrong. The naturalistic explanation has highlighted the physiological and psychological interpretations of the suspected religious experiences. The reason a person may lie about a religious experience is to gain some kind of attention, this could even be on a global scale. They could be lying to further a religious agenda. A person may lie for any number of reasons. The way a person may have got it wrong is simply by interpreting the event or experience in another way to how it happened. They could be swept up with the initial emotion of the experience, or with other people’s accounts of an experience. 
But Swinburne’s principle of credulity explains we should believe a person claim of a religious experience because it is simply too naïve to only believe the thing which you have experienced. We should believe it is true and prove it to be false. His principle of testimony also supports this.
However, it is difficult to prove a negative. But without proof to disprove these religious experiences or a God, they are arguably just as valid.
A person’s religious experience may be a product of religious upbringing. Meaning they are seeing what they want to see. They will have a bias interpretation of the experience and warrant it religious when in fact it may have just been coincidence. 
But this doesn’t explain religious experiences witnessed by atheists or of people of different to that which they experience. In those cases, in could be argued that religion is so deeply ingrained within our society that we have an unconscious bias of it, that we are aware of it even when we are not. And so, this affects our interpretations of religious experiences. 
Interpreting religious experiences is complex. The complexity of these interpretations makes it difficult for any one interpretation to be the correct one. It is the case that one interprets an experience, in accordance with a religious text and refers back similarities in order to verify it as being a religious experience. But the cases which are being verified back to are also open to interpretation therefore making it difficult to verify a religious experience as just and true.
An argument against this would be that of miracles. How is it that a miracle can occur so supernaturally and globally and in line with its religion that it is not true. A specific miracle is of Ganesha drinking milk miracle in 1995. This phenomenon happened worldwide. Statues of Ganesha would drink the milk which was offered to them. But scientists debunked this, explaining the statues porous material was the reason the liquid was being absorbed.

Another argument against religious experience being proof of the existence of God is with the probability, proof and inconsistency of religious experiences throughout history, as well as opposing religious experiences, and contradictions in experiences to the religious texts.
The inconsistency of religious experience throughout history refers to how God is transcendent, yet these religious experiences are known by our five senses, how can that be so. This is inconsistent to how God is portrayed.
The argument in response to this would be that God is omnipotent and has this one-ness within every one and every thing in and beyond the universe and time. God is immanent and infinite, it is through this which our scope of sensory experience is able to witness such events.
Opposing religious experiences begs the question, then which one is true? Which religious experience depicting which religion, is the correct one? How do we decide this and how do we decide the other religious experiences are the fake or false ones. Each religion’s religious experiences all contradict the other. It is also important to note how the religious experiences are witnessed in culturally appropriate places. It is not common for a Christian religious experience and visions to be witnessed at a Sikh temple. 
So either all these Gods exist collectively but locally to these people. Or these religious experiences manifest in ways which we are able to comprehend, but only from one God. This would therefore be proof of a God. But why would God give opposing messages then. This further contradiction does not support that religious experiences are proof of a God.
The religious experiences people report are also inconsistent to that of texts. If a person was to have a religious experience, a vision for example, then why would the divine entity provide such a religious experience wrongly. Either the text and teachings of religion is wrong and the vision is right, or the vision is wrong and the teachings and texts are wrong. But could it not be possible that both right? The message sent within a vision to someone now, may be vital at this current time, compared to the message or teaching which was previously given. They could both contradict another and be inconsistent, but that may not be the case considering time and looking at it from a historical and future perspective. 


To conclude, religious experiences seem to appear to support some forms of religious texts. However, this does not give an enough evidence for man to confirm the existence of a God. The coincidence of these religious experiences can be compelling, but for man who wishes to measure the evidence of something empirically, then these religious experiences unfortunately do not fulfil that. And just as compelling cases of conversion may be, just as there is the argument of people converting to religion due to religious experiences, there is also the argument of people abandoning religion due to the lack of religious experiences. 
Religious experiences appear to be subjective experiences. The issue with trying to argue for them being objectively true and therefore true of the proof of God, is that there are too many reports of contradictions and inconsistencies. The sources of these claims are us, man, it is fair to argue we are not a reliable, trust-worthy source. 
But it is faith which surpasses this need of proof within religion. 
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