Do religious experiences provide evidence of the existence of God?
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[image: ]When approaching this issue, one might ask what is meant by a religious experience, but it might help to first identify popular examples of religious experiences before we delve into the specifics. Let us begin by considering the Biblical story of Saul, a man who had once persecuted Christians and ravaged the early church, but who saw a bright light on the road to Damascus and heard the voice of Jesus, who then asked Saul why he was persecuting him. Saul took this to be the voice of God and converted to Christianity, changed his title to St Paul, and enabled Christianity to flourish outside of the middle east due to his promotion and preaching of the faith, (Acts. 9: 3-9)[footnoteRef:1]. Central to the question, is whether experiences like Pauls in the New Testament can be used as good arguments for the existence of God? It is important to highlight before going any further that some religious experiences are assumed to have happened simply because they are written in holy books such as the Bible, however, historicity surrounding many holy texts is continually debated concerning veracity[footnoteRef:2]. This text will explore support for the claim that religious experiences provide evidence for the existence for God. Then, selected opinions challenging the claim will also be discussed and analysed, and finally, a conclusion will summarise the material and ultimately assert that the argument is not a logically strong one. [1:  The King James Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992), Acts 9:3-9.]  [2:  Gustav Niebuhr, The Bible, as History, Flunks New Archaeological Tests; Hotly Debated Studies Cast Doubt on Many Familiar Stories’, The New York Times, 29 July 2000, <https://www.nytimes.com/2000/07/29/arts/bible-history-flunks-new-archaeological-tests-hotly-debated-studies-cast-doubt.html> [accessed 22 December 2022].] 

Fig 1. Paul’s religious experience on the road to Damascus[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Russell Re Manning, 30 Second Bible: The 50 Most Significant Ideas in the Bible. (Each, Ivy Press, 2013), p.145, illus.] 

Brief definition of religious experiences
Religious experiences are often interpreted by the person as being supernatural, however, no material evidence exists for these experiences. In addition, these experiences can happen randomly or they can occur because the person has meditated for long periods, and because of these experiences, the person truly believes that they have become closer to what they see as the divine, or God. As William James put it in his definition of a religious experience;
The feelings, acts and experiences of individual men, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  Peter Steinfels, 2002. ‘Beliefs; after 100 Years, William James’s “Varieties,” Maybe Not Flawless, Resonates Nonetheless.’, The New York Times, 9 March 2002. <https://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/09/nyregion/beliefs-after-100-years-william-james-s-varieties-maybe-not-flawless-resonates.html> [accessed 21 December 2022].] 

 These experiences are utterly unique to the person having them and cannot be adequately communicated or shared, and therefore people can often remain sceptical as to their validity. No objective proof exists regarding these experiences because they are the subjective experience of the person having them. From visions, mystical experiences and a general ‘feeling’ that God is present, everywhere and all around. Religious experiences are often interpreted by people that have not had a religious experience, as dubious experiences, and the person hearing about them often remains sceptical. 
Argument for Religious Experience
However, Richard Swinburne developed an argument for the existence of God based on these personal experiences. Swinburne basically asserted that the total available evidence indicated to him that theism is more probable than not[footnoteRef:5], and that a religious experience should include God or some other supernatural being[footnoteRef:6]. From this Swinburne’s argument came in two parts, the principle of credulity which effectively states that if it seems to a subject that something is present, then probably that something is present; what one seems to perceive, probably is so. In addition, his second form of the argument he called the principle of testimony which simply declares that one should accept a statement of what somebody experienced unless they can demonstrate it to be mistaken[footnoteRef:7]. William James presented an older version of Swinburne’s argument but supported it by adding that this experience must be accepted as true because experience itself is what we use to judge truth, and so if God is the experience, then he must exist[footnoteRef:8]. James also added that these experiences often have a powerful effect on peoples lives in a positive way, and this positive effect cannot reasonably be caused by simply a mere imaginary concept. The argument essentially claims that people are more likely to believe something that they have experienced, and that peoples experience of God is the best evidence they have for an existent deity. In addition, the large amount of personal testimony proclaiming that God is responsible for their experience proves that God must therefore exist. The argument appeals to our personal individual experiences and our senses, and can seem alluring because of this, however, as will be discussed, it can seem to oversimplify a difficult question and pose more questions that it tries to answer. [5:  Richard Swinburne, 'The Balance of Probability', The Existence of God, 2nd edn (2004), pp.293-327 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199271672.003.0015> [accessed 22 Dec. 2022].]  [6:  Swinburne, ‘The Balance of Probability, pp. 23-327.]  [7:   Brian Davies, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (Oxford University Press, 2004), p.123.]  [8:  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience (OUP Oxford, 2012). p.245.] 

Challenges to the argument from Religious Experience
Now that we have defined and presented some main arguments for the argument from religious experience, it might be important to discuss the various challenges to it, so that the question might be properly addressed. For example, if God is formless and timeless, all powerful and all knowing, how could formed mortal people experience him, how could people who don’t live forever experience a being that is immortal and infinite? In addition, if God is all knowing, how can people recognise that? Humans are not all knowing, surely, they would need to be all knowing themselves in order to recognise an all-knowing being?[footnoteRef:9] This is a powerful objection because the circular nature of the objection clearly catches these experience arguments in a double bind, because how can human experience things beyond their senses? Things like plants and other people are finite like us and we sense them, and even if the universe is infinite, we experience finite bits of its infinity. Besides, we as human beings can count numbers but we cannot count to the infinity of numbers. Just like numbers, surely, we cannot experience the infinity of God if we are finite? In addition, if God is not material and has no body, why do most religious people claim that God is one being? Furthermore, Schleiermacher said that no one religion can give people an idea of the divine and welcomed the variety of religions because of this[footnoteRef:10], however, might the variety of religious experiences be similar to the variety of religions in that that the personal experiences will be so varied and not offer a logically persuasive argument? Moreover, when one segways into arguments put forward by the psychiatrist Sigmund Freud, who asserted that people were entirely material[footnoteRef:11], saw religious experiences as basically illusions and due to psychological obsessions. Freud saw religious experience as a delusion of the masses, much like Marx ‘opium of the masses’[footnoteRef:12]  But he felt that often these experiences of magical thinking could aid the person into making positive life choices. This objection lacks empirical data but does come from a credible source in Freud. [9:  Immanuel Kant, and Mary J Gregor. The Conflict of the Faculties, (Lincoln, Ne Univ. Of Nebraska Press, 2011), p.115.]  [10:  Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1996), p.100.]  [11:  Sigmund Freud, James Strachey, and Peter Gay, The Future of an Illusion (New York Norton, 1989). P.14.]  [12:  Esther Oluffa Pedersen, ‘Religion is the opium of the people: an investigation into the intellectual context of Marx’s critique of religion’, History of Political Thought, 36.2: (2015), 354–87 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26228603> [accessed 19 December 2022].] 

However, when assessing claims regarding supernatural experiences it might be important to emphasise the critiques brought forward by science. According to some contemporary scholars, supernatural experiences can be explained empirically. For example, research[footnoteRef:13] measuring the temporal lobe’s reaction to religious visual imagery, has shown that people with temporal lobe epilepsy sweated more when shown these images than people who did not have the condition. The researcher concluded from his experiments that religious figures such as St Paul could have also suffered from this condition, and described his results in an interview for a television programme: [13:  Ian Sample, ‘Tests of Faith’, The Guardian, 24 February 2005. <https://www.theguardian.com/science/2005/feb/24/1#:~:text=In%20the%20test> [accessed 26 December 2022].] 

So, what we suggested was, there are certain circuits within the temporal lobes which have been selectively activated. Their activity is selectively heightened in these patients, and somehow the activity of these specific neural circuits is more conducive to religious belief and mystical belief. It makes them more prone to religious belief.[footnoteRef:14] [14: BBC, God on the Brain (2014) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/science/horizon/2003/godonbraintrans.shtml> [accessed 26 December 2022]] 

In addition, further scientific research supports the idea that certain areas of the brain play an important role in religious experiences, and posits that the experiences themselves are simply the brains response to external stimuli. For example, the design of a helmet deigned to produce magnetic fields across various areas of the brain, specifically the temporal lobe, was able to induce religious experiences into those that wore it. Nine hundred participants took part in this experiment and claimed to have had a religious experience as a result of wearing this helmet, it is thought that the helmet reduces sensory stimulation and makes the person feel disconnected from themselves but more interconnected with the whole of nature. The sensation disappears when the helmet is removed but the sensation has been experienced by monks and nuns who wore his helmet and claimed that the experience was very similar to the experiences they had had when they had previously meditated.[footnoteRef:15] It is clear from replicable scientific research that religious experiences might be able to be explained. The evidence seems far more compelling than personal testimony because being peer reviewed and replicable makes supernatural personal claims seem potentially weak in comparison. [15:  Dr. Michael Persinger, The God Helmet on the Learning Channel [video]. 2011 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_O_aGlm9QjU> [accessed 26 December 2022]] 

Social thinkers such as Karl Marx suggested that religion is socially constructed so that the working classes stay impoverished. One is reminded of a quote from Napoleon Bonaparte where he said that ‘Religion is excellent stuff for keeping the common people quiet’[footnoteRef:16] Marx believed that the idea of an afterlife and abiding by religious rules and doctrine enabled the working classes to be content with their lot. The ruling classes could promote religion to the working class because the idea of an afterlife might acquiesce and comfort the poor, and reduce the chance of retribution in the here and now.[footnoteRef:17] While this might be a logical explanation for the social usefulness of religion, it does not address religious experiences. But it is interesting to observe that the ruling classes might promote religion, and even excuse the claiming of religious experiences, in order to maintain control over the ‘lower classes. [16:  V.C. Thomas, The God Dilemma (Xlibris Corporation, 2009), p. 132.]  [17:  Mel Thompson, An Introduction to Philosophy and Ethics (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2004), p. 58.] 

To conclude, the numerous scientific, sociological and philosophical challenges to the argument from religious experience appear to overwhelm and contradict the testimony of personal experience. The overall weight of empirical evidence appears too strong and convincing. Though it might be difficult to prove that a religious or supernatural experience did not happen, it seems that the burden of proof lies with the person making the claim, and not with the person trying to refute the claim. Because, the person making the claim would need to provide proof if they wanted somebody to believe them, whereas, strikingly, the person refuting the claim is able to offer far more credible proof to the contrary. Despite Swinburne’s rhetoric it appears logical to dismiss the argument from religious experience purely because of the compelling evidence.
Word count: 1971




















Bibliography
BBC, God on the Brain (2014) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/science/horizon/2003/godonbraintrans.shtml> [accessed 26 December 2022]
Davies, Brian, An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion (Oxford University Press, 2004)
Freud, Sigmund, Strachey, James, and Gay, Peter., The Future of an Illusion (New York Norton, 1989)
James, William, The Varieties of Religious Experience, (OUP Oxford, 2012)
Kant, Immanuel, and Gregor, Mary J. The Conflict of the Faculties, (Lincoln, Ne Univ. Of Nebraska Press, 2011)
Niebuhr Gustav, ‘The Bible, as History, Flunks New Archaeological Tests; Hotly Debated Studies Cast Doubt on Many Familiar Stories’, The New York Times, 29 July 2000, <https://www.nytimes.com/2000/07/29/arts/bible-history-flunks-new-archaeological-tests-hotly-debated-studies-cast-doubt.html> [accessed 22 December 2022]
Pedersen, Esther, ‘Religion is the opium of the people: an investigation into the intellectual context of Marx’s critique of religion’, History of Political Thought, 36.2: (2015), 354–87 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/26228603> [accessed 19 December 2022]
Persinger, Dr. Michael, The God Helmet on the Learning Channel [video]. 2011 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_O_aGlm9QjU> [accessed 26 December 2022]
Re Manning, Russell. 30 Second Bible: The 50 Most Significant Ideas in the Bible. (Each, Ivy Press, 2013), p.145, illus
Sample, Ian, ‘Tests of Faith’, The Guardian, 24 February 2005. <https://www.theguardian.com/science/2005/feb/24/1#:~:text=In%20the%20test> [accessed 26 December 2022].
Schleiermacher, Friedrich, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1996)
Steinfels, Peter, 2002., ‘Beliefs; after 100 Years, William James’s “Varieties,” Maybe Not Flawless, Resonates Nonetheless.’, The New York Times, 9 March 2002. <https://www.nytimes.com/2002/03/09/nyregion/beliefs-after-100-years-william-james-s-varieties-maybe-not-flawless-resonates.html> [accessed 21 December 2022]
Swinburne, Richard, 'The Balance of Probability', The Existence of God, 2nd edn (2004), pp.293-327 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199271672.003.0015> [accessed 22 Dec. 2022]
The King James Bible, The Holy Bible Containing the Old and New Testaments, The New King James Version, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992)
Thomas, V.C., The God Dilemma (Xlibris Corporation, 2009)
Thompson, Mel, An Introduction to Philosophy and Ethics (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2004)


image1.jpeg
e





