Do Religious Experiences Provide Evidence for the Existence of God?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Religious experiences are events, either individual or in a larger group, that are believed to be direct contact with a deity or God. These experiences have been used to attempt to prove God’s existence, as they suggest that there has been direct contact with God. Through this idea they can be argued to provide evidence for the existence of God. Although, it is important to note that religious experiences are often personal, spiritually significant for the individual or group that has been involved. As science develops it has presented problems with this argument, for example the knowledge gained from neurological research and what this may suggest about the origin of these religious experiences. These problems with the religious experience argument are supported by through the materialistic approach, arguing that there is a biological, as well as other, explanations for why people have these experiences and that it is not a God. For example, ideas surrounding the individuals brain chemistry, such as narcotics or hallucinations. However, William James presents support for the validity and the personal result of the religious experience and if this experience has resulted in a significant affect for the individual. James suggests that this is the most important aspect of religious experiences as they are considered truth for those involved. Through discussing these ideas, it can be seen if religious experiences provide convincing evidence for the existence of God, and if so, is it enough evidence to objectively prove that God does exist. The ideas of the spiritual evidence and affect it has had on the person or group who had the experience is also important to be considered, as these events are having a profound effect on these people. This suggests that the affect these experiences have also reflect a validity to the experience itself, as it significantly affects the people who claim to have an experience. However, it is to be seen if this argument is strong enough to prove God with no doubt. The evidence against religious experiences, that recent neurological science suggests, must also be discussed as there is a biological argument against religious experiences, that attempts to provide a scientific reason for these experiences. 
Firstly, it is important to discuss the argument from religious experience and what it attempts to prove. Brian Davis explains, a person after having a religious experience would suggest that “ I can reasonably say that there is a God because I have directly experienced it.”[footnoteRef:1] This is the basis for the argument from religious experience. After having a religious experience, it can be suggested that the individual may believe that this has proven the existence of a God. This can be seen as Davis explains, it is empirical proof for the individual or group that there is a God, as the experience is the undoubtable proof that they believe they have experienced God or heaven. Thus, the argument from religious experience claims that these experiences are evidence that God exists, something must be responsible for the origin of these experiences. These experiences also rely on empirical experience and are experienced in the same way that everyday experiences are, through the senses and perception. This idea suggests that these experiences are valid and should be taken into account when questioning the existence of God as D.G Attfield presents, if you experience a tree then the tree is real, you see the tree because it is there. This is the same for God through the medium of religious experiences where the individual experiences God. These individuals experience God and so God exists.[footnoteRef:2] The argument claims that the origin of these experiences is God. William James’ ideas can be used to support this argument as James claimed that “From an absolute view, mystical experience and ordinary sensory experience are on the same epistemological footing.”[footnoteRef:3] Although, it is important to note that this is not all of James’ argument about the evidence provided for religious experiences. Anthony O’Hear explains James suggests that our ordinary, everyday experience is logically the same as those who have a mystical experience, they perceive this experience the same as we experience our everyday lives. They rely on what their senses and perception to experience the mystical, just as we rely on them for the non-mystical. However, James’ explanation does not link these experiences to a God, it can be seen to support the validity of religious experiences and that they hold a significance as being factual and valid for the person experiencing it but does not link the origin of the experience to God. Nevertheless, by suggesting that there is a validity to religious experiences, and that, due to this, they should be regarded seriously, it also suggests that what the individual experienced is valid. If the religious experience has a validity and the individual’s testimony claims they heard God’s voice, which, for the individual, proves God’s existence, then should this be understood as valid evidence for God? On the other hand, O’Hear questions if the individual’s belief due to their private experience is objective evidence for God’s existence.[footnoteRef:4] This presents a problem with this argument as these ideas are founded on the experience of individuals that not all people can have the opportunity to experience.  Swinburne also presents the issue that if you perceive that there is a table in a room, then it is likely there is a table in the room. If another person enters the room and see’s no table then it is also valid that there is no table. By this logic an atheist or individual can have an experience that proves, for the individual, that there is no God and it be as valid as an individual having an experience that claims to prove there is a God.[footnoteRef:5] This is a significant issue when studying the argument from religious experience as if there is validity in a persons religious experience, as they perceive and understand it through their senses, then an experience that provides evidence for no God must also be valid. [1:  Brian Davis, ‘An Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982).]  [2:  D.G Attfield, ‘Argument from Religious Experience’, Religious Studies, 11(3) (1975) pp. 335-344.]  [3:  Anthony O’Hear, ‘Experience, Explanation and Faith’, (London: Routledge, 1984) pp. 28-29.]  [4:  Anthony O’Hear, ‘Experience, Explanation and Faith’ p.27.]  [5:  Richard Swinburne, ‘The Existence of God’, (New York: Oxford University Press 1979) pp. 254-255.] 

Another problem with the argument from religious experience is that God can be argued to not be the only explanation for these experiences. Another explanation for the origin of religious experiences is biological and neurological. The medical materialistic approach against religious experiences argues that there are other and better causes for religious experience than that the origin is God. These more logical causes for religious experience are often founded in trying to explain them through scientific understandings. John Hick explains the neuroscientist challenge to religious experiences and highlighting the development of the study of the brain over the last 50 years. Hick goes on to explain the various ways brain chemistry and neuroscience can cause what can be seen to be religious experiences.[footnoteRef:6] Hick presents the argument that an individual who believes to have had a religious experience and hear the voice of God, or see the afterlife, may have been narcotics, stating that “drugs can alter the chemistry of the brain”[footnoteRef:7] and result in these experiences. This suggests evidence for an origin of religious experiences that is not God and so presents problems with the argument from religious experiences as if someone is under the influence and because of this they have what is believed to be a religious experience, then the validity of the experience being from God is questioned. The experience is possibly a result of anything in their system. However, this does not account for the religious experiences where the individual is not known to be under the influence of narcotics or any other substance. In these cases, the experiences validity can not be questioned due to a substance they have taken affecting their brain chemistry. However, this evidence is convincing in the cases where an individual is known to be under the influence of a substance that influences the chemistry of the brain as it questions the validity of their experience. Thus, the conclusion that this could be evidence for the existence of God is problematic and highlights that there is a better explanation in these instances. On the other hand, the instances where the individual is not under the influence of a substance is still to be accounted for. This presents a problem with this solution to the origin of religious experiences as it only accounts for certain religious experiences. In response to this Hick continues to explain the Limbic system, an area of the brain that causes seizers, and the individuals who have experienced them often claim to have seen bright lights and Jesus Christ as well as other religious experiences such as a presence.[footnoteRef:8] The Limbic system provides a biological explanation of the individuals who have religious experiences but are not under any influences. This can be seen to be problematic for the argument from religious experience as it provides convincing evidence that there is a scientific origin to religious experiences. These biological explanations are further supported by the idea that these results have been repeated among several cases. The repetitive studies and accounts also further support the evidence of the explanation that religious experiences are caused by chemical and biological factors. However, it is important to note that this argument relies on the notion that individuals who have a religious experience also are experiencing a chemical imbalance or a change in the chemistry of their brain. This evidence remains the most convincing for the origin of religious experiences nevertheless not all religious experiences can be recorded nor is their brain able to be studied during the process. Scientific evidence remains the most convincing evidence, due to the ability to replicate results suggests a validity to the explanation as the evidence provided is also able to be seen and studied by several people. The evidence can be seen and understood by anyone, whereas the evidence and testimony provided by those who have had a religious experience is an individual experience that not all can experience.  [6:  John Hick, ‘New Frontier of Religion and Science; Religious Experience, Neuroscience, and the Transcendent’, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan 2006) p. 59.]  [7:  John Hick, ‘New Frontier of Religion and Science; Religious Experience, Neuroscience, and the Transcendent’ p.60.]  [8:  John Hick, ‘New Frontier of Religion and Science; Religious Experience, Neuroscience, and the Transcendent’ p.63. ] 

William James highlights a key aspect that must be considered when discussing religious experiences. James suggests that the spiritual evidence and aftermath is the most important thing to consider when studying religious experiences. James’ ideas surrounding religious experiences focus on the importance of the spiritual affect the experience has on the individual or group. James claims that “religious experience brings a sort of enchantment to life that gives a new sphere of power that enables to open human potential for development.”[footnoteRef:9] James emphasizes the personal development that religious experiences often result in for the individual. This highlights the spiritual and personal significance that religious experiences have on those who have had an experience. This can be argued to be the most important thing to consider when discussing religious experiences. James emphasises the importance of considering the moral helpfulness of religious experiences which must always be considered, according to Tadd Ruetenik’s explanation of James’ ideas.[footnoteRef:10] Although there is convincing evidence for the origin of religious experience being scientifically founded this does not diminish the personal significance of religious experiences. John Hopkins University studied religious experiences that had been caused by the ingestion of substances, despite this being the origin of these experiences 67% of participants found it to be one of the most spiritually significant experiences of their lives and 17% found it to be the most significant experience.[footnoteRef:11] This presents a situation where scientific reasons are clearly the origin of these experiences however, they still remain meaningful and significant to the participants. This supports James’ ideas of that the personal development and meaning of these experiences should always be considered, despite if the origin lies in God or in scientific understanding. These ideas present that the spiritual, moral and personal significance must always be considered when discussing religious experiences and highlight that this is one of the most important aspects to consider. The origin of religious experience does not diminish the meaningfulness and significance that these experiences have on the individuals and this is more important than the origin. The argument of the origin of religious experiences is not as significant as the importance that these experiences have morally. This is supported by James’ criteria for considering religious experiences, including the moral aspect of the experience.  [9:  Matthew k. Laker, ‘Religious Experiences and Mind-Brain Science in the 21st Century’, Activitas Nervosa Superior, 57(1) (2015) pp.34-41. ]  [10:  Tadd Ruetenik, ‘Fruits of Health: Roots of Despair: William James, Medical Materialism and the Evaluation of Religious Experience’, Journal of Religion and Health, 45(3) pp.382-395. ]  [11:  Matthew k. Laker, ‘Religious Experiences and Mind-Brain Science in the 21st Century’ p. 35.] 

Overall, the argument from religious experience attempts to logical prove that religious experiences objectively prove God, as the individuals experience God directly. The individuals have experienced God with their senses, which are relied upon for our any empirical experience. The individual experiences the experience through their senses, as everyday life is understood and so it should be treated with a sense of validity. Although, this proves the existence of God for the individual it is not enough objective evidence that the origin of religious experiences is God and thus, God exists as there are several problems presented against this argument. These experiences are often too individual to prove God for those who have never experienced them and though they are perceived through the senses and contain a validity this does not link the experiences to a God. Swinburne also mentions a problem with this argument as if someone has an experience, and it should be treated as valid due to the individual experiencing it with their senses and perception, then by this argument an individual who has an experience that proves for them there is no God is also valid. The argument from religious experience also is presented with problems through the medical materialism argument that Hick explains. With the developments made in neuroscience there are significant evidence that these experiences are often changes in brain chemistry. This may be due to the intake of substances or a change in the brain that triggers what is understood as a religious experience. The ability to repeat this evidence and the factual backing of several experiments suggests that this evidence for the origin of religious experiences is more convincing than the idea that the origin of religious experiences is God. Thus, the argument from religious experience does not provide convincing enough evidence, while the developments in science are problematic to the argument as they present an alternative argument for the origin of religious experiences and how to explain them. Despite this it is important to note that although religious experiences can be scientifically explained this should not be allowed to diminish the profound spiritual meaning for the individuals who have been involved. The origin of religious experiences is not as important or significant as the affect these experiences have had on the individual themselves. This remains the most important aspect to be considered when discussing religious experiences as they contain profound meaningfulness for those who have experienced them and, as James presents, this can often be important morally as well as important for the self. 
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