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Philosophy of Religion Assessment 1 (HPPH4903)
Do religious experiences provide evidence of the existence of God?

Many people claim to have had religious experiences at some point in their lives, and to them, these experiences have provided sufficient evidence for the existence of God.  However, the question is whether their experiences can prove the existence of a God for the whole of mankind. In this essay I will be explaining why this is not so and evaluating the credibility of the experiences of these people.

An experience of any kind is defined as ‘an event or occurrence that leaves an impression on someone.’ We live experiences regarding to our senses and interpret them according to our thoughts and our view of the world. The issue with this, is that we all have different thoughts and views, and therefore can live experiences in completely different ways. We interpret every moment in our lives how we subconsciously decide to, in a manner which fits into our beliefs, our background, and that which we desire from life. For example, somebody who has grown up in Antarctica will feel extremely uncomfortable when visiting the Sahara Desert, and therefore may not enjoy the experience thoroughly. However, if somebody who had grown up in the Caribbean went on the same trip to the Sahara Desert, and lived the same experience, they would not feel the same discomfort as the person from Antarctica. Furthermore, the beliefs of these people can also affect their interpretations of the experience. If it had always been the dream of the person from Antarctica to make this trip, then they may be able to ignore the intense heat and embrace it as necessary to fulfil their dream, permitting themselves to enjoy their time there thoroughly.  However, if they had been forced to go there then it would be much more difficult for them to deal with the intensity of the climate, and they would be much more likely to complain and have a negative experience of the desert. The same can be said for religious experiences and whether they prove the existence of God. The majority of religious experiences are reported by believers. As stated before, we see the world and our experiences in it in relation to our background, our thoughts, and our beliefs. Therefore, when a believer experiences something out of the ordinary, they are much more likely to justify it as a religious experience or the work of God than a non-believer would be as it fits with their beliefs and how they would like to see the world. Likewise, if a non-believer lives an experience which seems to be supernatural, they are much quicker to disregard the possibility of a God being involved.

It could be argued that there are some religious experiences and miracles which have been witnessed by many, and all have interpreted them in the same way. For example, when Jesus rose from the grave and shown himself to his disciples, there was no question in any of their minds that it was Jesus who stood in front of them. Regardless of the fact that they could have possibly been influenced by their beliefs and the fact that they were all eager for his return from the dead, there is also the influence of those around them on each of their thoughts. We are easily influenced by those around us, and even if we see something differently, we can accept the group opinion as correct and disregard our own interpretation of the situation. For example, we can look at the influence which a distressed person has on those around them. Often when somebody is emotional and causing a scene, the whole environment around them and everybody within that environment follows suit. Even if the initial situation which caused the first person to feel distressed was not a big deal at all, the situation can quickly escalate into something much larger. A bar fight is a good example, what starts off as an altercation between just two people, can often grow and before long the whole bar is fighting, purely because the first two people decided it was necessary. Religious experiences, or interpreting events in such a way, can often occur for the same reason. If one person says that the light is that of an angel, and there are others around to hear, they are likely to agree. Therefore, confirmation through multiple people experiencing the same extraordinary event and drawing the same religious conclusion from it, is not sufficient evidence to prove that it was actually God who brought it about.
If a religious experience is witnessed alone, or inside one’s head, then there are other issues to deal with when confirming the legitimacy of the reported experience. Firstly, when a man tells a story of something which nobody else witnessed, it is extremely easy for him to exaggerate, and extremely hard for others to confirm. We should consider the man’s mental health, sobriety in the moment, and intentions first and foremost, to ensure that he was thinking clearly when he had such an experience, and also that he doesn’t have an ulterior motive for telling such a story. His track record when it comes to honesty is also important, as we cannot take the word of a proven liar as reliable, especially when it comes to an important topic such as the existence of a God. However, even if all of the above criteria are satisfied and the man is sane, sober, honest, and there is no self-gain for him in telling such a story, we still need to consider the fact that our senses are not always reliable and can be manipulated. If you put your hand into hot water and then into room temperature water, the room temperature water will feel cold. However, if you put your hand into cold water and then into room temperature water, the water will then appear to be warm. In both instances the water is of the same temperature, however our perception has changed. Our senses have deceived us. 

When talking about trusting the word of man, it can be extremely difficult to say that we shouldn’t. We often get our information from other people, for example when we watch the weather forecast or we look at our speedometer in the car. If I said to you that I had seen an interesting animal unlike any other in the world, you would be likely to believe me, at least in the fact that I did see the animal. What then, makes a religious experience different? Why believe somebody when they talk about an earthly experience, purely based on their words, and question them when they claim to have experienced the supernatural? The difference lies in the details. You should have no issue believing that I saw an interesting animal, but the claim that it was unlike any other is harder for you to accept, or at least it cannot be agreed with and taken into consideration when forming your own beliefs regarding animals in the future as easily as if you had experienced it yourself. The same can be said for religious experiences. It is no issue at all to accept that there are people who had an experience which they claim to have been religious. We can take this and draw the conclusion that religious experiences exist, however when we look into the details of such experiences and examine the characteristics of such experiences which led the agent to believe that it is the work of God, we become more sceptical. This is not because the claim of a religious experience is more difficult to believe, but it is because our senses and our own first-hand experience must always come first when making decisions in life. We all know how 30mph feels when driving a car. If one day we were driving at this same speed, according to the speedometer, and it felt as though we were travelling faster than usual, we would be inclined to get our speedometer calibrated. We should trust the experiences of others; however we should question how they experienced that moment, and even if we accept what they tell us as true and we do not have a problem with their conclusion from the experience, we should still question the details based on our on senses and life experiences.

Some say that there has been countless religious experiences which have been reported over the years, and this alone is cause to believe in their legitimacy and the spirituality of such experiences. Surely they can’t all be misinterpreted, or false conclusions of situations? The issue with this argument is the amount of desire to experience such a moment that people have. Theists have based their religions around books which are telling stories of religious experiences. These stories changed the lives of those involved and have been shared with theists throughout their whole lives as inspirational, important texts which are written to persuade them of the existence of God and show them that it is the righteous path to walk through life. However, the issue is that this creates such a desire, all be it often subconsciously, to experience this themselves. We can often see examples of children who feel that they weren’t loved enough by their parents when they were younger taking older sexual partners to fulfil this desire which they have had throughout their lives. How then, can we conclude that theists aren’t doing the same when claiming to have had religious experiences? We all seek validation, we all want to know our beliefs are rational, and that we are choosing the correct path through life. In the books that taught them the religion, religious experiences confirmed the beliefs of many men, and therefore when a theist is looking for validation in his belief, creating such an experience may seem to be the most logical way for him to do so. On the other hand, we have non-believers who have reported religious experiences, although this is less common. These reports often come from the worst of non-believers. Murderers, rapists, thieves, and those who have done wrong within society. Again, it is possible that these people create their experiences. Unlike the theists they are not looking for confirmation of their beliefs, but instead they may be looking for forgiveness, acceptance, or love. These people wo have committed such atrocities often committed them because of a lack of something within their lives, or a damaging experience in their past. Accepting God into their lives can provide the opportunity for a new beginning, and I believe that creating the religious experience is a way for them to prove that they have been accepted as they are, and that God has forgiven their sins.

In conclusion, I believe that there is no issue at all in proving the existence of God to yourself through your own experiences. Whether right or wrong, the way we live our lives and our interpretations of the world around us are created by us, and catered to us, to create the world which we want to live in. However, although we should trust man to some extent and accept what is told to us by others, I do not think that we can prove the existence of God to the whole human race, or to the non-believer, through the experiences of other people. There are too many factors which can influence the reliability of the reported experience, and as stated before we can all experience the same thing in very different ways. Our senses can be tricked, we can justify an event as the work of God to confirm our beliefs, or our acceptance by him, and we can also be influenced by our backgrounds and upbringing. Therefore, we should be sceptical of religious experiences, and examine all of the details and factors at play before taking them as proof of a God.





