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Assignment 2
Question: Are artists or scientists better able to communicate what we mean by ‘religious experience’? Use specific examples and define the terms ‘artist’ and ‘scientist’.
Bibliography; Referencing

Introduction
This essay examines the question of whether artists or scientists are better communicators of religious experience. In the first instance it will assess the term ‘religious experience’ and then move on to assess how both the artist and scientist assess and communicate this experience. Here the essay will outline what is means to be an Artist as well as what is meant by the term Scientist. This is important because they not only have different approaches in methodologies within academic study and research but also significantly different perspectives and techniques within their personal and professional endeavours. These outline how important their inherent belief systems are as well as their receptiveness to the ‘religious experience’ itself. In other words, how open are they in terms of the acceptance of the religious experience and how do they validate that acceptance of any experience? By doing so it will give examples of those individuals from both pursuits that have demonstrated interest and study within the remit of the religious experience. It will also highlight those who crossover and demonstrate ability and expertise within both the arts and sciences which leads onto the power of consilience which cannot be underestimated. Philosophy itself evolved through the power of consilience and not from one singular specialism but from a more inclusive and harmonic method of enquiry. This is demonstrated using using examples from the Ancient Greek philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle but it is noted that this approach is not solely attributed to those mentioned within this paper. Returning to the definition of the religious experience one can clearly see that this is a topic of study that warrants further investigation and research due to its complexities and varieties of experiences. Next one needs to explore these complexities and evaluate how they infer emotive, experiential, and scientific responses.

Religious Experience
An openness to new, incomprehensible but yet profound experiences is essential to the study and communication of religious experience. A definition here is recognised as an area of study itself or rather a multi-disciplinary field of enquiry. Alister Hardy discusses the very question in his book The Spiritual Nature of Man and attests to his own experiences, ‘I have had, especially during my childhood, several experiences where I felt very strongly that a power in which I could wholly confident was acting for and around me, even if at that time I was too little to give it a divine explanation.’[footnoteRef:1] He was an eminent zoologist although later in his career founded the Religious Experience Research Unit[footnoteRef:2] to investigate responses to his question: ‘Alister Hardy asked the question which defined his research into religious experiences: ‘Have you ever been aware of, or influenced by a presence or power, whether you call it 'God' or not, that is different from your everyday self?’[footnoteRef:3] Noteworthy is the ‘fascinating revelation of the potential range of human experience, whether one called it religious, spiritual, supernatural, psychic, paranormal, or whatever..’[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Alister Hardy The Spiritual Nature of Man p. 1]  [2:  Day Hay God’s Biologist p. 234]  [3:  The Alister Hardy Trust, The Alister Hardy Trust, (2024) <https://www.studyspiritualexperiences.org/> [accessed 10 February 2025]. ]  [4:  RERC2-010-1-ROB p. 1] 

	Another noteworthy academic is Ann Taves and she defines her approach as a focus on specialities or special things in the book Religious Experience Reconsidered: A Building Block Approach To the Study of Religion And Other Special Things. Here she considers two approaches: ‘I will consider the merits of two basic approaches to “religious experience,” one in which the religiousness of the experience is understood to
be inherent (sui generis) in the experience itself and the other in which it is viewed as ascribed to it.’[footnoteRef:5] She affirms that, ‘focusing our attention on “special things” takes our attention away from “religion” in the abstract and refocuses it on the component parts or building blocks that can be assembled in various ways to create more complex socio-cultural formations, some of which people characterize as “religions” or “spiritualities” or “paths.”[footnoteRef:6]’ Taves focuses the attribution of religious experience that someone makes regarding an experience attested to in a review of her book by Stephen S. Bush ‘Taves, what makes something religiously significant is not some intrinsic feature it has but that someone attributes religious significance to it.’[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Taves, Ann. Religious Experience Reconsidered: a Building-Block Approach to the Study of Religion and Other Special Things. E-book, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2009, https://hdl-handle-net.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/2027/heb30746.0001.001. P.17]  [6:  ibid]  [7:  EBSCO-FullText-29_04_2025 p. 2] 

	From both of these scholars one can appreciate the varieties of experience and the amount of debate surrounding the definition of what is a religious experience. Dogmatic thinking only narrows one ability to think creatively, to accept new ways of understanding and seeing and this is detrimental to the human psyche. William James in his work The Varieties of Religious Experience concludes of his education that:

the world of our present consciousness is only one out of many worlds that exist, and that those other worlds must contain experiences which have a meaning for our life also; and that although in the main their experiences and those of this world keep discrete, yet the two become continuous at certain points, and higher energies filter in.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  P.362 The Varieties of Religious Experience William James] 


The difficulty of pinning down one succinct definition or explanation has been highlighted but one may now turn to examine The Artist and The Scientist and their differing approaches to the religious experience.

The Artist and Religious Experience
As aforementioned an openness to new, incomprehensible but yet profound experiences is essential to the study and communication of religious experience and first one will assess The Artist. In relation to art there are difficulties that arise in the defining of art itself. The Standford Encyclopedia of Philosophy attests to this very issue: ‘First, the category of art is particularly heterogeneous. Simply put, there seems to be an infinite variety of things, or kinds of thing, that need to fall under its jurisdiction. Second, there is great variety of opinion on what any putative definition of art should actually consist of.’[footnoteRef:9] However, the artist can be defined as being creative. They are able to express emotion, take inspiration from personal experiences, communicate profound concepts and ideas through various artistic media. They are inspired through experiential learning, or through what they may define as spiritual experiences. Artists are not bound by regulations and they do not need to adhere to process or procedure. They have no boundaries in relation to artistic expression rather their limitations are personal. Variations in types of artistic expression are vast, from painters and sculptors to poets and writers, from musicians and singers to photographers and digital creators. They are all creatives who are intrinsically motivated to express their innermost desires and thoughts. With the removal of constraints, they are able to utilise the whole of themselves: emotional, experiential, inspirational, personal, and spiritual amongst them. ‘Artists, for example, draw only partially upon visual stimuli. Emotions, kinaesthetic feelings, philosophy, life itself, are other sources of artistic ideas.’[footnoteRef:10] This is the key to artistic creation. They may utilise various media in their creations to communicate with their audience. [9:  Conceptual Art (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)]  [10:  Root-Bernstein, Robert S.. Sparks of Genius: The 13 Thinking Tools of the World's Most Creative People (p. 6). Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Kindle Edition.] 

The Artist Mark Rothko’s paintings are a great example of the vivid and intensely profound ability of an artist to express their religious experience and evoke such a transformational response by the viewer. A ‘pioneer’[footnoteRef:11] and master of colour field painting which is ‘a type of abstract painting in which the whole picture consists of large expanses of more or less unmodulated colour, with no strong contrasts of tone or obvious focus of attention.’[footnoteRef:12] He states of his ability to evoke numinous sentiments: [11:  P. 134 Dictionary of Art & Artists]  [12:  ibid] 


I’m not interested in the relationship of colour or form or anything else. I’m interested only in expressing basic human emotions – tragedy, ecstasy, doom and so on. And the fact that a lot of people cry when confronted with my pictures show that I can communicate these basic human emotions… The people who weep before my pictures are having the same religious experience as I had when I painted them.[footnoteRef:13]  [13:  P. 516 Dictionary of Art & Artists] 


Wassily Kandinsky’s work also has profound theosophical influences and ‘His views about the nature of art were influenced by mysticism and Theosophy; he did not completely repudiate representation, but he held that the ‘pure’ artist seeks to express only ‘inner and essential’ feelings and ignores superficial and fortuitous.’[footnoteRef:14] One good example of this representation is the painting entitled Composition No. II. It uses contrasts ‘to give us in the repeated juxtapositions of blue and yellow, green and red, compositions whose colour pairings would seem wholly ‘unnatural’, and therefore answerable only to spirit.’[footnoteRef:15] [14:  P. 307 Dictionary of Art & Artists]  [15:  Kandinsky, Wassily. Concerning the Spiritual in Art (p. xx). Penguin Books Ltd. Kindle Edition.] 

The evocation of such numinous experiences is not limited to paintings. Johann von Goethe, a poet and scientist has the ability within his work for such revelatory experiences. Many an academic has made comparative analysis of his work one such being Thomas Carlyle who remarks on his work, ‘The seeing eye! It is this that discloses the inner harmony of things; what Nature meant, what musical idea Nature has wrapped-up in these often-rough embodiments.’[footnoteRef:16] The Ecologist states of his unique ability to challenge the often reductionist view of science, ‘The outstanding German poet and scientist Johann Wolfgang von Goethe worked with a profound scientific spirit. In his books The Metamorphosis of Plants and Theory of Colours, he challenged the narrow and linear view of science.’[footnoteRef:17] It continues with its appraisal of his phenomenological approach, ‘With his phenomenological understanding of Nature, he expounded a more interrelated, cyclical and holistic science. But Goethe’s idealistic and spiritual science was neglected by students of science in most universities..’[footnoteRef:18] In appreciation of Carlyle’s analysis on Goethe.. ‘When all three modern men – Napoleon, Byron and Voltaire – are read together in comparison with Goethe, Carlyle’s case for Goethe’s originality and greatness as the ‘benignant spiritual revolutionist’ of the modern epoch emerges more clearly..[footnoteRef:19] [16:  Thomas Carlyle. pg20585-images-3 (Kindle Locations 5647-5648). Kindle Edition.]  [17:  Embracing spirituality with a scientific mind]  [18:  Embracing spirituality with a scientific mind]  [19:  hogan-2003-first-of-the-moderns-reading-carlyle-reading-goethe-again] 

Another writer, Marcel Proust is a fine example. Through the evocation of memory Proust’s literary masterpiece Swann’s Way delves into a sincere and valuable text on the philosophy of time. At the same time one can appreciate his skill at communicating the awesome nature of reality and of the precious and often simple moments. One such moment is the detailed and sublime tea drinking, ‘be the expression of certain states of the soul – analogous to the one I had experienced on tasting the madeleine soaked in tea –.. while I drank the cup of tea, or as I breathed in a certain scent of old wood in the Champs-Elysées gardens, was not an illusion..[footnoteRef:20] Through the lens of memory he teaches us the reader to view even the simplest acts from our database of memoirs as profound and worthy of awe and wonder. [20:  Proust, Marcel. In Search of Lost Time: Volume 5: The Prisoner and the Fugitive (p. 352). Penguin Books Ltd. Kindle Edition.] 

A final example is that of the artist Friedensreich Hundertwasser, ‘Hundertwasser devoted himself to painting for many reasons back then. One of them was a picture of the Madonna that he saw in a Catholic church..’[footnoteRef:21] He developed a Peace Treaty With Nature[footnoteRef:22], one of the points being, ‘The creation of man and the creation of nature must be re-united.’[footnoteRef:23] His artwork focused on this unification of man and nature as well as his work in ecology. [21:  p.17 100X Hundertwasser]  [22:  p.17 100X Hundertwasser p.116]  [23:  p.17 100X Hundertwasser p.116] 

Given that The Artist is explorative and their methods of communication are without any restraints they are uniquely placed to communicate the religious experience in whatever form it takes for any unique individual. In The Spiritual Dimension: Religion, Philosophy and Human Value, John Cottingham advises on the value of a practical approach, ‘But I want to suggest something  rather stronger than this, namely that it is in the very nature of religious  understanding that it characteristically stems from practical involvement  rather than from intellectual analysis.’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Cottingham, John. The Spiritual Dimension: Religion, Philosophy and Human Value (p. 6). Cambridge University Press. Kindle Edition.] 

‘The rewards for creative people are based on the simple joy all living things experience when they can use whatever skills they possess – in other words, when they can fully be themselves and express their unique beings. This is the condition that I have called the flow experience – an experience that most people have occasionally had in their lives, though few are able to find it in their work..’[footnoteRef:25] Proust provides a good example of this focus in the sense of ‘capturing the way in which reality appears to us rather than the way it is, the effect it produces on our senses rather than whatever it was that caused it.’[footnoteRef:26] His focus on human memory with the ability to question reality across time is unique. [25:  Kaufman, James C.; Sternberg, Robert J.. The Cambridge Handbook of Creativity (Cambridge Handbooks in Psychology) (pp. xvii-xviii). Cambridge University Press. Kindle Edition.]  [26:  https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190921576.003.0002] 

It is the artist that is able to move away from the conventional because ‘it is important not to allow our natural wonder to become blunted by familiarity. The controlling intellect will  always try to domesticate things, thereby eroding their strangeness; and we look to the mystics, and indeed to the creative artists, poets, and  musicians, to reawaken that strangeness for us.’[footnoteRef:27] Next we move on to examine the role of The Scientist and the religious experience. [27:  Cottingham, John. The Spiritual Dimension: Religion, Philosophy and Human Value (p. 160). Cambridge University Press. Kindle Edition.] 


The Scientist and Religious Experience
As aforementioned an openness to new, incomprehensible but yet profound experiences is essential to the study and communication of religious experience and secondly one will assess The Scientist. This term may refer to numerous fields of study that include biological, natural or technological for example. It is through careful observations using scientific methodologies, measurements, and analysis that scientists make breakthroughs in knowledge. Scientists are bound by regulations within their prospective fields, and more specifically via their methods of analysis. They use quantitative analysis methods to ascertain facts from their observations. They can therefore be said to work within boundaries, and included are boundaries of current epistemological knowledge. The Scientist is concerned with data, analysis and proof through a variety of means such as chemical analysis, medical scans, or psychological evaluations but they are also concerned with the nature of the cosmos the awe and wonder present. They may therefore also be concerned with that higher presence or religious experience. 
Alister Hardy is a good example of a scientist who embraced the communication and study of religious experiences. As detailed above he was a zoologist but later became involved in the study of the religious experiences and his approach is to be commended. His personal experiences as a child informed his later quest and we see evidence of these in his book The Spiritual Nature of Man as detailed above. Within this book he outlines his research methodologies and his subsequent categorisations and analysis. He acknowledges similarities to William James and states the main elements of religious experience as: ‘transcendental reality, early childhood manifestations, a sense of presence, personalisation and the phenomena of prayer.’[footnoteRef:28] He has made significant contributions to the communication of religious experience, but not only his own personal experience, but that of thousands of other people. The database is still available today at the Alister Hardy Trust.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  P.141 Alister Hardy The Spiritual Nature of Man]  [29:  The Alister Hardy Trust, The Alister Hardy Trust, (2024) <RERC Database Access> [accessed 10 February 2025].] 

Freeman Dyson, a physicist who won the ‘Templeton Prize in 2000’[footnoteRef:30] (as did ‘Alister Hardy in 1985’[footnoteRef:31]) writes about his personal experiences in his book A Many-Colored Glass. He makes a striking statement: [30:  Freeman J. Dyson – Templeton Prize]  [31:  Alister Hardy – Templeton Prize] 


To see the wave nature of light, you do an experiment to observe its diffraction by a grating. To see the particle nature of light, you do an experiment to observe it kicking out electrons from a metal surface. The two experiments are complementary. Light is both waves and particles, but you cannot see a wave and a particle at the same time.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Dyson, Freeman J.. A Many-Colored Glass: Reflections on the Place of Life in the Universe (Page-Barbour Lectures) . University of Virginia Press. Kindle Edition.] 


Within this he is explaining that the very nature of reality is open to complementary images but they are available at different times. He is also using this example of light to explain the potential nature of the religious experience. He continues with the statement, ‘The nature of light is richer than any of the pictures that we use to describe it.’[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Dyson, Freeman J.. A Many-Colored Glass: Reflections on the Place of Life in the Universe (Page-Barbour Lectures) . University of Virginia Press. Kindle Edition.] 

It is of note that in Business Week Jessi Hempl suggests that The Templeton Foundation is sometimes at odds with the scientific community in its quest to unite religion and science. ‘The Templeton Foundation is clearly walking a fine line, but it’s one that feels comfortable to its founder.’[footnoteRef:34] Here one is witness to the divided scientific community. But again, it is Freeman Dyson who advocates for the communication of religious experience through scientific analogy, ‘When we are aware of the universe through a religious experience, nothing is quantitative, and when we are aware of the universe through scientific observation and analysis, nothing is sacred.’[footnoteRef:35] He advocates for both because he explains in terms of science with examples but with the premise of our deficiency in epistemology and therefore of what could be. [34:  EBSCO-FullText-01_05_2025]  [35:  Dyson, Freeman J.. A Many-Colored Glass: Reflections on the Place of Life in the Universe (Page-Barbour Lectures) . University of Virginia Press. Kindle Edition.] 

William James, a psychologist was the inspiration for others including Alister Hardy and Freeman Dyson to explore, communicate, and study the religious experience. In The Varieties of Religious Experience, he is affective at communicating the value of the personal experience and of how important it is to be inclusive of all experiences. For example, he also recognises how important they are to the individual and how the individual’s response can be hugely transformative in their lives. Clearly, a pluralist and someone who is at ease with empirical evidence (as is Alister Hardy) his work is ‘noteworthy for bringing in a wider array of material than most other studies of religion..’[footnoteRef:36]. This is evident in The Varieties of Religious Experience. This is also noted in the analysis by David C. Lambeth, ‘Here I note not only the polyphony of autobiographical voices James sounds from different personalities, religious traditions, and time periods.. but also, the range of theoretical approaches he takes toward theses accounts..’[footnoteRef:37] [36:  JeremyCarrette_2005__WilliamJamesandTheVar]  [37:  JeremyCarrette_2005__WilliamJamesandTheVar] 

The work of Edith Turner highlights the importance of the social sciences, ‘When these become commonplace, science itself will be compelled to join up with us and accept the human being as spirit-involved. Once this is achieved, we can together lay out the characteristics of psi, spirits, and their provenance, and become familiar with them.’[footnoteRef:38] [38:  E.Turner, Advances in the Study of Spirit Experience] 

‘It’s a curious thing that, even if scientific investigators of society did begin to apply their method of observing, questioning, and measuring to the phenomenon of communitas and spirituality, there would be serious difficulty. Like the famous electrons in particle physics, spirituality and communitas will not stay still to be watched.’[footnoteRef:39] It is clear that many scientists eschew religion and religious experience but it is certainly heartening to know there are many who not only embrace them but also seek to understand them in all of their mysterious forms. The Scientist has more to give especially if in a latitudinarian way of thinking. The Scientist advocates for the exploration of those that have experienced and takes those experiences down an analytical route. The Artist is a powerful communicator or personal experience (of The Artist) and may evoke a spiritual experience within the viewer. [39:  E.Turner, Advances in the Study of Spirit Experience] 


Analysis and Conclusion
In summary, this essay has outlined a contemporary view on the complexity of defining a number of the variables within the question being assessed. These include the definition of the term religious experience in particular and also that of the artist. The complexities associated with this kind of analysis are subjective and evidence can be drawn from both sides of the debate, i.e. to that of artistry and to that of certain scientific explorations. For clarification The Artist..
However, one may conclude that there may be a requirement for both to communicate their studies: artistic and scientific but with caveats. There are obvious limits to human knowledge, one such example being the fact that nothing can travel faster than the speed of light so we cannot see or receive information from anything that has not reached us. There are less obvious examples where progress is continually being, for instance in medicine. One cannot extrapolate the limits of epistemological enquiry to some point where we will know certain answers and understanding this can lead to a more open approach rather than a narrowed mindset.
The original question is clearly an area of exciting research and the caveats mentioned above include the dismissal of absolutism. Given the expanse of the varieties of experience one of the most important points must be not to narrow the definition of the experience. The promotion of a conciliatory approach would be beneficial as defined by [Insert], ‘..the future of religious experience research will have to be inclusive - expanding its scope out to explore experiences that have previously been ‘damned’ or tabooed in scholarly Research..[footnoteRef:40] Any move to reconcile with such a conciliatory approach is to be commended but one can see how difficult it is. Taves’s work does indeed try this approach and this is attested to by [Insert]: ‘her stated intention to bridge the gap between the humanities and the sciences. This is an admirable and important aim, and in bringing the literatures of cognitive science, neuroscience, and evolutionary psychology into the conversation about religious experience, she makes strides toward this aim.’[footnoteRef:41] Indeed, one feels the need for advancement here and one has to agree with [Insert]. ‘This is a major gap between contemporary scientific approaches to religion and humanistic ones, and Taves gives us little help in seeing whether and how reconciliations could be made.’[footnoteRef:42] [40:  Journal for the Study of Religious Experience Vol 7 No 1 (2021).. 9-73-PB.pdf]  [41:  EBSCO-FullText-29_04_2025 p. 603]  [42:  EBSCO-FullText-29_04_2025 p. 603] 

The origins of philosophical enquiry include a polymathic approach. It is common knowledge that Aristotle one of the most prominent philosophers of Ancient Greece was an example. ‘Aristotle (384-322 BC), the founder of the peripatetic sect of philosophers was a polymath and his work covers almost every major area of human inquiry..’[footnoteRef:43] This polymathic approach is particularly relevant to the study of religious experience. So, even though it is The Artist who is freer to communicate and explore the religious experience The Scientist cannot be discounted. To do so, is erroneous. This essay has included examples of scientists such as Hardy, Freeman, and James who have contributed to the field. ‘Scientists are probably driven more by the need to know and artists more by the need for self-expression. And both are often driven by the pleasure the process of discovery or expression brings, otherwise known as intrinsic motivation.’[footnoteRef:44]  [43:  24.HEART-IN-THE-WORK-OF-THE-EMINENT-GREEK]  [44:  Kaufman, James C.; Sternberg, Robert J.. The Cambridge Handbook of Creativity (Cambridge Handbooks in Psychology) (pp. 357-358). Cambridge University Press. Kindle Edition.] 

The Artist has free reign through artistic expression. In demonstrating through Rothko, Kandinsky, Goethe, Proust, and Hundertwasser one can appreciate their freedom of the inner self. Artists also offer truths which they may adjust accordingly as time passes, ‘Therefore art, like philosophy, is of its own age; for the partial truths of each age differ from those of other ages, and the artist, like the philosopher, must constantly adjust eternity, as it were, to all the specifications of the moment.’[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Rothko, Mark. The Artist's Reality: Philosophies of Art (p. 86). Yale University Press. Kindle Edition.] 

Debates on both sides will continue and with their varying approaches and different sources of inspiration they should be be mindful of shared goals, ‘the problem is the same one shared by scientists and artists: how to translate these internal feelings into an external language other people can experience.’[footnoteRef:46] They would benefit from allowing space to each other’s disciplines. ‘Indeed, scientist and artist are kin, for their insights begin in the same realm of feeling and intuition and emerge into consciousness through the same creative process.’[footnoteRef:47] There is no doubt regarding the importance of creative freedom, ‘Creativity is tied up with mortality, something very much coded into what it means to be human.’[footnoteRef:48] These heightened flow experiences offer insights for the human soul and is better described by Colin Wilson, ‘In these states of concentration and excitement, I catch a glimpse of another level.’[footnoteRef:49] [46:  Root-Bernstein, Robert S.. Sparks of Genius: The 13 Thinking Tools of the World's Most Creative People (p. 9). Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Kindle Edition.]  [47:  Root-Bernstein, Robert S.. Sparks of Genius: The 13 Thinking Tools of the World's Most Creative People (p. 10). Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Kindle Edition.]  [48:  Marcus du Sautoy, The Creativity Code, Art and Innovation in the Age of AI (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2019), p.284.]  [49:  Stanley, Colin; Wilson, Colin. Super Consciousness: The Quest for the Peak Experience (p. 207). Watkins Media. Kindle Edition.] 

There will always be epistemic deficiency of that there cannot be any doubt but striving for balance within any ontological argument must be the aim. ‘The perfect society would be able to strike a healthy balance between the spiritual and material worlds..’[footnoteRef:50] It is then that one may embrace any religious experience whether communicated through the various artistic media or via a scientist who does not discount them that one can appreciate that awe and wonder and understand a little more of our place within the cosmic ocean. [50:  Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Flow: The Psychology of Happiness (p. 103). Ebury Publishing. Kindle Edition.] 
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