Do religious experiences provide evidence of the existence of God?
Religious experiences come in many different forms. They can be conversations, spiritual connections, spiritual encounters and some everyday occurrences can be received as ‘signs’ by many believers. For a lot of people, these religious experiences are evidence that God exists because they are God’s way of communicating with them individually. The religious experiences are evidence of a religious reality in the same way our everyday experiences are evidence of the world we live in. We see tables and chairs every day and understand they exist without question, for many, there is no difference between seeing these tables and chairs and having a religious experience. This argument is criticised because someone having a religious experience does not necessarily mean that it is real. There may be psychological reasons for these experiences, or it may be dependent on one’s brain state. For example, when one meditates, we cannot conclude whether the purpose of meditation is to achieve a new brain state or to gain access to a higher reality.

Many have argued that religious experiences are not guaranteed evidence of the existence of God because what one believes has an influence on how they interpret such ‘experiences.’  People experience things in different ways and how they want to believe things. For example, if one goes on a ghost hunt, then they are hoping to find a ghost or experience one therefore something as simple as a breeze would be interpreted as the presence of a ghost. It is believed that nothing is ever fact, even science. Everything is down to interpretation and therefore the experiences of people cannot be taken as solid evidence. However, there is no justification for those who are not looking for anything, but still have a religious experience and become religious after said experience. Religious experiences are also unreliable to be used as evidence because the quality of said experience is not guaranteed. One might also be more likely to believe in something as a religious experience if it were to have a positive impact on them and their life. It may cause delight and happiness and therefore be seen as a religious experience. Bad experiences however, would be regarded as just that and not linked to religion at all which may be contradictory. Inner experiences are not enough to be used as evidence either, because if that was so, drunkenness would be regarded as a valid human experience, which it is not. 

Brian Davies has listed many of the sceptical reasons by other philosophers as to why religious experiences would be unreliable to use as evidence of God’s existence.[footnoteRef:1] Thomas Aquinas argued that humans are only capable of experiencing things that are material, and God is not material, thus meaning having an experience of God is an impossibility. This would explain my previous point where humans are able to experience tables and chairs which means they must exist. This is in fact different to an experience of God because tables and chairs are material things whereas God is not. Some may also question the true meaning of what a ‘religious experience’ or an ‘experience of God’ is. The term ‘I had an experience of God’ is entirely different to someone saying ‘I need an experienced secretary’ [footnoteRef:2]. It is widely understood that God is not believed to be a human being or a material object, and therefore it proves impossible for one to have an experience of something when they claim it to be non – material. If theists believed that God was a material being, perhaps the idea of an experience of God would be deemed more plausible because if he were material, we would be able to see him. Brian Davies explains; “objects of sense experience are material, whereas God is supposed to be in-corporeal. Objects of sense experience have definite locations, but God is supposed to be everywhere.”[footnoteRef:3] For theists to claim that they have experienced God, yet still argue God is not a material being is contradictory. Only one of the prior characteristics can be correct, and to argue that both are true suggests the unreliability of the argument. Although, this could be criticised as we are capable of experiencing our own minds and the minds of others, which are not material. We can experience the minds of others through their expressions of knowledge and the showing of their personalities however, which suggests that we can see and hear the minds of others through ways of speaking and expression. We may not see a physical mind, but we do see in a different way, which some theists may claim is what occurs during the experience of God.  [1:  Davies, B. 2000. Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press) p.359]  [2:  Davies, B. 1993. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion; (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press) p.128]  [3:  Davies, B. 1993. An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion; (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press) p.129] 


Philosopher H.P Owen understands that God is not a material object, but he does believe that God can be experienced through intuition. It is argued that “knowledge arises…not from reasoning or argument, but from intuition”[footnoteRef:4] God cannot be known in the same way we know our friends or family, but God can be known through events and experiences instead. H.P Owen believes intuition is needed in order to understand both the material world and non - material world because we need to experience the minds and feelings of others also. Owen continues to explain that a person’s intuitive knowledge of God can be summarised by the following[footnoteRef:5]; human beings reveal their personalities and nature through the way they act and speak, God reveals himself to us in the ‘created order’. People can shine through in certain moments, where their personality seems strongest and catches our attention, this is what God did through his ‘special revelation in Christ’. People grasp onto others as agents with both spiritual and mental effects, and God is one who creates both spiritual and material realities. Many may disagree with H.P Owens views since the evidence of God’s existence tends to be much weaker than that of the existence of human beings. This might be because we are able to see humans, thus meaning there is a slight bias. However, it may be difficult to grasp the idea of people showing their self through their acts and personalities, and God showing his self through his ‘created order’. It would be especially difficult if this point was being used in order to convince a non – believer because the two concepts seem to show one being a weaker example than the other. [4:  Davies, B. 2000. Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press) p.371]  [5:  Davies, B. 2000. Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press) p.371] 


Brian Davies also states that when I have encountered or perceived something, that something is unique to me. When I tell of my experience, I am merely “offering a piece of self- description”[footnoteRef:6]. It is not guaranteed because only I believe I have seen it and we can never fully know whether something is truly guaranteed. This is similar to making moral judgements, stating that ‘torture is wrong’ is my own emotional and personal response to the issue. Realism would explain that I am just describing the values held by my culture. Another culture might believe differently, and it cannot be said who is right and who is wrong. Thomas Aquinas previously explained that there are gradations of good, true and noble. One has to be a being with all of these attributes to the maximum extent to be the source of this knowledge. To contradict this theory however, when I say that something has happened to me, I am only stating my own experience with no other intention. I have the grounds to believe that what I experience is true, and by sharing what I have experienced, I accept that it is unique to me and may not be relevant to others.  [6:  Davies, B. 2000. Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press)] 


Religious experiences may also be unreliable because it is not rare for experiences to create false impressions. For example, the sun looks like it moves around the earth, but does not. I might have thought someone had introduced themselves to me as ‘Don’ and believed that this has been their name for months, however their name is ‘John’. If someone is exhausted or under the influence of drugs, hallucinations become common too. Experience can often mean little when it comes to proving the existence of God. Although this may be a common occurrence, it does not mean that everything I perceive is a mistake. It could also be argued that mistaking someone’s name for something else is a lot more likely because if I were to have a religious experience, I believe that I would be less likely to make mistakes when remembering such an event due to its significance, especially in comparison to the simple mistake of mishearing a name.

Philosopher William James looked at the varieties of religious experiences and discussed the two types of enquiry. The first is ‘existential judgement or proposition’ which is the origin and history of the particular thing that is being discussed. The second is the ‘second proposition of value’ which is that subject’s significance and importance followed by its meaning[footnoteRef:7]. Religious experiences can be interpreted in different ways, so one may want to look into the origins of the experience rather than the experience itself in order to understand where the experience has come from, which will lead to why the experience has occurred. It may be realised that it was not a ‘religious’ experience but a message from that persons own conscious.  Another interpretation may be that the experience itself is not what is significant, but it is the meaning behind said experience. William James also responded to the idea of medical materialism. Medical materialism is when the spiritualism within a person is taken away because scientific evidence can replace it. There can be scientific reasons found for almost anything. Psychological experiences are experiences of the mind which then continue to affect the body which is the same as the experiences of people ‘seeing God’. W. James states;  [7:  James, William, 1902. Varieties of Religious Experience, London: Longmans, Green, and Co.] 

“it alters in one way the blood that percolates it, we get the methodist, when another way, we get the atheist form of mind. So of all our raptures and our drynesses, our longings and pantings, our questions and beliefs. They are equally organically founded, be they of religious or of non-religious content.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  James, William, 1902. Varieties of Religious Experience, London: Longmans, Green, and Co.] 

I believe W. James is stating that whether something is religious or not, experiences can be interpreted differently, depending on the person whom experiences it. If a person was looking for a sign from a deceased relative, a breeze on their neck can be taken to be that sign, when it could also be a breeze from an open window. 

C.B Martin uses a from of deductive argument in order to criticise the idea of religious experiences being evidence of God’s existence. If someone states ‘I have direct experience of God, therefore, I have valid reason to believe God exists’[footnoteRef:9] it would be inaccurate. If this statement was changed to ‘I have direct experience of God’[footnoteRef:10] it would be a correct form of deductive argument. Claiming the experience itself has the assertion that God exists, whereas the first statement is seemingly useless because saying ‘God exists’ is only a psychological claim that I personally have. This is just a claim that I have seen God and this would not qualify as evidence for God’s existence. No tests are are able to prove whether either statement can be correct. However, a statement like ‘I am a changed man since 18.37pm, May 6th, 1989’ is a straightforward empirical statement. We are able to test whether or not this is true by finding out if the individual has stopped bad habits, if they haven’t, then evidence will be found. The statement itself is not the proof, much like the religious experience cannot be proof. Evidence must be accessible in order to support the statement. It is impossible to prove one person’s religious experience therefore religious experiences can not be evidence of God’s existence as the argument is unreliable.  [9:  Davies, B. 2000. Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press) p.362]  [10: Davies, B. 2000. Philosophy of Religion: A Guide and Anthology (New York: Oxford University Press) p.362] 


It could be argued however, that dismissing someone’s experience is wrong. A person’s feelings and experiences that someone would refer to as ‘religious’ cannot be denied because we have no way of accurately proving or disproving them. A religious experience cannot be an inductive or deductive argument. Religious experiences are unique to the person experiencing them, and to deny someone of their own experience would be morally wrong. An atheist will not know what the experience of God is until they have felt it in the same way that someone might say you have not seen a perfect sunset until you have been to Santorini. One has to have a religious experience in order to know what it is like, therefore it would be wrong to dismiss an account of a religious experience without knowing what it is yourself. Professor Baillie discussed the comparison of our knowledge of God to our knowledge of other minds. 
“Like our knowledge of tridimensional space and all other primary modes of knowledge, something that cannot be imagined by one who does not already possess it, since it cannot be described to him in terms of anything else than itself.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Baillie, J. 1959. Our Knowledge of God (: Oxford University Press) p.217] 

Personally, I would agree with the above statement. I have not had a religious experience, therefore the only way I am able to know what a religious experience is like is through research and the experiences of others. However, the experiences of others cannot be guaranteed to be accurate, thus meaning I will not know what is considered a religious experience until I have one myself, because of this, I cannot say that a religious experience is evidence of a God because I do not know what that consists of and whether the experiences of others’ are accurate. 

In conclusion, I am able to see and understand the appeal of believing that a religious experience is evidence of God’s existence. However, there is a large distinction between feeling certain about something and being right about it. There are numerous examples of people believing they have had a religious experience, for example, people have claimed to see a blinding light during a near death experience, or people have asked for ‘signs’ from God and received them, but when it comes to looking for rational reasons for these occurrences too, they can be found. The blinding light may have been a function within the brain and these signs might have been your own conscious looking for that sign, and then taking something that occurs today and allowing yourself to think of it as a sign. Until there is clear evidence of God’s existence, the debate will continue, and the experiences of others will always be questioned in regards of their reliability and likelihood. 
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