
Religious Experience

• arguments from religious experience from William James;

• the aims and main conclusions drawn by William James in The Varieties of Religious Experience;

• the following different forms of religious experience: visions, voices, ‘numinous’ experience, conversion experience, corporate religious experience;

• the concept of revelation through sacred writings.

Candidates should be able to discuss these areas critically and their strengths and weaknesses.

What is “Religious Experience”?
For our purposes we will define a religious experience as:

A person understanding him/herself to directly encounter or be aware of God or some other ultimate reality (for example, Nirvana).

1. it is self-authenticating: the person having the experience is the one who recognises it as religious.

2. the experience is in some way “sensory”; that is, the person genuinely experiences “God”.

3. it could not be classified as anything other than a religious experience, the experience was religious in nature. 
The religious dimension to life vs. “religious experience”
C. Stephen Evans makes a distinction between the “religious dimension to life” (the habit of religious believers to interpret everyday events in religious terms) and “religious experience” itself which refers to perceived encounters with the divine. Evans generally divides religious experience into two types:

· Monist experience (from Greek “monos”, meaning “one”)

· When an individual becomes acutely aware of the one-ness and interconnectedness of all things. They feel a unity with God and all of creation. Common in the mysticism of Eastern religions.

· Numinous experience (meaning separateness or “otherness”)

· A sense of the complete separateness of God in which the believer becomes aware of God’s power and glory, and their own insignificance in comparison. (Emphasised by Rudolph Otto in The Idea of the Holy)

Public and Private perceptions
Richard Swinburne distinguishes between a public experience, one which anyone in the situation could observe, e.g 10 normal people with fully functioning eyes and ears were to sit together to watch a film they would all share the same experience, and a private perception, an experience that is not available to others, e.g. a dream is something experienced by an individual that is not open for others to observe (unless you are involved in Inception). 

From here, Swinburne identifies 5 particular types of religious experience:

Public experiences

1. An individual sees God’s action in a public happening, e.g. a host of golden daffodils as witness God’s handiwork (relates strongly to Evans’ “religious dimension of life”.)
2. An extremely unlikely public event occurs and is interpreted in religious terms; this may often be termed a “miracle”, e.g. man walking on water is a public event. A believer understands this to demonstrate God’s power; a sceptic may find some other non-religious way to explain the occurrence.
Private experiences

3. An experience of God which can be expressed in normal language, e.g. the content of a dream or a vision There are issues here about whether such an experience is understood in religious or psychological terms.

4. Intense mystical experiences that are thought to be ineffable (unable to be put into words). Often such mystics use paradox and contradiction to express:  “Black did not cease to be black nor white cease to be white, but black became white and white became black”.
5. No specific experience but a general sense of God’s presence or action in one’s life, e.g. one might look back over the years and see God working through decisions made that in hindsight worked out for the best. 
Visions and Voices
What is it?

· Something seen and heard other than by ordinary sight and sound, i.e. supernatural or prophetic sight experienced in sleep or ecstasy

· The vision usually conveys a revelation

· Obvious overlaps with mystical and conversion experiences

Examples of visions
1) An event with a message, e.g. Acts 10:9-16 Peter’s vision of heaven

9 About noon the following day as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. 10 He became hungry and wanted something to eat, and while the meal was being prepared, he fell into a trance. 11 He saw heaven opened and something like a large sheet being let down to earth by its four corners. 12 It contained all kinds of four-footed animals, as well as reptiles and birds. 13 Then a voice told him, “Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.”
14 “Surely not, Lord!” Peter replied. “I have never eaten anything impure or unclean.”
15 The voice spoke to him a second time, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean.”
16 This happened three times, and immediately the sheet was taken back to heaven.

Acts 11 gives this the interpretation that Peter was to understand that God had granted life through Jesus to the Gentiles as well as to the Jews.

2) Religious Figures, e.g. Joan of Arc had a vision of Saint Michael or Teresa of Avila had a vision of Jesus  

3) Places, e.g. Guru Nanak’s vision of God’s court or Visions of Hell at Fatima in Portugal in 1917, Lucia’s vision, “… we saw as it were a sea of fire”

4) Fantastical creatures/figures e.g. Ezekiel’s vision of a creature with four faces and four wings (Ezekiel 1:6,10)

5) The Future, e.g. visions of the final judgement given in the book of Revelation

Types of Visions:

A) Group visions, e.g. Angel of Mons, 23 August 1914

B) Individual visions, e.g. Bernadette at Lourdes

C) Corporeal visions – visions of an external object only visible to certain people, e.g. Bernadette at Lourdes

D) Imaginative visions – visions produced by a person’s imagination classified as pictures sent by a divine being, e.g. the images of the final judgement given in Revelations

NB Hard to differentiate between corporeal and imaginative.  JB Phillips describes a vision of CS Lewis a few days after his death - unclear whether Lewis is in his imagination, whether the appearance was tangible, or whether it had an ‘internal appearance’ but was externally caused

What are visions?

Example 1 – The Angel at Mons (see notes on Corporate Religious Experience for description)

· Historians, such as AJP Taylor, have accepted the event and letters from 1915 show that it was widely considered to have been a supernatural event.  However events such as these take on an almost ‘mythical’ significance.  In this particular case, if some dramatic event had occurred around Mons, sceptics ask why is this not recorded by the men of a particular battalion?  In the histories of the regiment most involved in the fighting there is no mention of it.  There is a theory that the event actually derived from a short story by Arthur Machen called The Bowman , which gives a fictional description of a phantom English Army led by St George marching from Agincourt in 1914 to relieve their modern counterparts on a battlefield.  The story was published in September 1914 in the London Evening News and many argue that this Bowman became ‘the angel of Mons’
Example 2 – 18 Visions of the virgin Mary by Bernadette Soubirous at Lourdes in 1858

· Declared authentic in 1862 with Lourdes becoming a major pilgrimage site.  Many healing miracles have been claimed to have taken place there since this time.  A local Priest accused Bernadette of lying and asked her to prove the validity of her experiences.  On March 25th at the Feast of the Annunciation, when Mary told Bernadette, ‘I am the Immaculate Conception’.  This had been declared official Church doctrine by the Pope four years earlier, but an uneducated 14yr old girl in rural France could not have known this.

· Many declare the visions nothing more than superstitious throw-backs to a less enlightened time

· Many see it as the result of wishful thinking or worse

· Interestingly there were more than 150 alleged apparitions of Mary in Europe alone in the five years following Mary’s appearance at Lourdes, but none authenticated after subsequent investigations and analysis

Catholic Church has a four phase process to assess claims of visions:

1) A thorough evaluation by a commission by the local diocese leading to approval by the Bishop – needs to be supernaturally inspired and containing nothing to the contrary of faith or morals

2) Period of devotion by the faithful, which results in a deepening of their faith

3) Papal acknowledgement

4) Liturgical recognition, by being given a place in the Church’s official calendar

Explanations?

· A genuine spiritual phenomenon?

· John of the Cross suggests false visions are the work of the devil, “the devil causes many to believe in vain visions and false prophecies… and they often trust their own fancy…”

· St Teresa of Avila (who received visions) was wary of those who claimed to have received revelations, “I know by experience that there are souls which, either because they possess vivid imaginations or active minds, are so wrapped up in their own ideas s to feel certain that they see whatever their fancy imagines…”

· Freud and Marx

· Research into the relationship between personality types/psychological states and religious interest – could it possible to identify a religious gene?

BUT even if people enter into a heightened emotional state and the experience results from this, this does not necessarily negate acclaimed experience of God.

Visions as a genuine religious experience:

Likely –

· Conviction of the person who experiences the event and supplementary evidence, e.g. Bernadette

· Surely we would expect God to ‘seek people out’

· Not necessarily experienced only by mentally and psychologically imbalanced people

· Wainwright: we can only reject religious experience if 1) we can prove the non-existence of God 2) there are inconsistencies in experiences or within experiences 3) there is evidence of a natural origin known to cause false beliefs and delusions

Unlikely-

· Deceptive experience, experienced by people who want attention 

· Very hard to substantiate when it is experienced by an individual 

· Not a universal experience (why is God selective?) 

Mystical Religious Experience
What is it?

· ‘Mystical’ is derived from the Greek word ‘mu’ meaning to close or to hide.  

· Teasdall mysticism = ‘direct immediate experience of ultimate reality.  For Christians, it is union and communion with God.  For Buddhists this is realisation of enlightenment.  (Note it is no means clear whether they are referring to the same thing, hence one of the biggest issues for ‘conflicting’ mystical experience)

· William James – it is an ability to see truth in a special way

Four Marks of Mystical Experience According to William James:

1) Ineffability – feeling so unlike anything else it is not possible to impart or transfer them to others.  

2) Noetic quality – states that allow insight into the depths of truth unobtainable by intellect alone.  

3) Transiency – cannot be maintained for long periods.  For James, except rarely, 30 mins to 2 hours is the limit.  

4) Passivity – state may be entered through meditation, but state of consciousness is one of passivity or acceptance and openness, whereby the mystic feels that they have been taken over by a superior power.

Other Features of Note:

1) Consciousness of the oneness of everything (as opposed to ‘otherness’ associated with numinous experience

2) Sense of timelessness

3) Understanding that the ‘ego’ is not the real ‘I’

4) Deeply felt positive mood

5) Sense of sacredness

6) Paradoxicality (black became white and white becameblack)
7) Alleged ineffability (as people do in fact make elaborate attempts to explain their experiences!)

8) Persisting positive changes in attitudes and behaviours

Examples of Christian Mystics

Christian mysticism is described as ‘union with God’.  Appeal is made to the Bible for support and the Incarnation is central to this idea.  Term ‘mystic’ usually refers to God’s grace taking over a person.

1) St Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) “God establishes himself in the interior of this soul in such a way that, when I return to myself, it is wholly impossible for me to doubt that I have been in God, and God in me.”

2) Recent Neo-Pentecostal Phenomena are ‘being slain in the spirit’ and the ‘Toronto Blessing’.  Both have their roots in the Charismatic Movement that emerged from Pentecostalism.  First involves a believer being taken over by the power of the Holy Spirit, loses motor control and falls backwards.  Often brought on when a preacher or assistant comes directly into contact with a person, lays hands on them or speaks a prayer over them.  Second is a movement which began in Toronto in 1994 (see notes on Corporate religious experience.)

Mysticism and the Numinous (The bit you really need to know!!!)

Ninian Smart agreed that mystical experience could be classified into types, but the distinction he made was between the numinous (prophetic experience) and the mystical.  The differences he emphasised were:

· Numinous experience always involves an awareness of how different the experiencer is to the Deity, whereas mysticism emphasises union

· Numinous experience involve dependency on something external; mystical focuses on the internal

· Numinous experience usually happens suddenly and unexpectedly; in mysticism there is often preparation

Term was first coined by Ruldoph Otto (1869-1937) in The Idea of the Holy.  He argued there is one common  factor to all religious experience, independent of the cultural background, and that is this experience of the ‘numinous’, “The deepest and most fundamental element in all strong and sincerely felt religious emotion.”

· Word comes from the Latin ‘numen’ meaning divinity.  Religious experience is about a feeling, an experience of the holy.  Because ‘holy’ has so many associations, he used the word ‘numen’, meaning something ‘wholly other’ than the natural world and beyond apprehension and comprehension.

· Used the Latin phrase mysterium tremendum at fascinans:  “Beyond our apprehension and comprehension, not only because our knowledge has certain limits, but because in it we come upon something inherently ‘wholly other’, whose kind and character are incommensurable with our own and before which we therefore recoil in a wonder that strikes us chill and numb.”

· The tremendum has three elements:

· Awefulness – inspiring awe

· Overpoweringness – inspires a feeling of humility

· Energy or urgency – an impression of immense vigour

· The mysterium has two elements:

· Wholly other – totally outside our normal experience

· Fascination – causes the subject to become ‘caught up in it’

· Numinous is a sense of total awe and wonder.  An individual gains a deeper understanding of reality and feels they have touched a different dimension.  Could be triggered by a scene of beauty or the birth of a baby. They can come upon someone in moment and last for a short time but often have lasting effects.  
· What makes these experiences ‘religious’ rather than just an experience is the sense of awe and mystery and a feeling of strangeness created by the experience and the divine recognised through them as having three main qualities:

1) A mysterious quality – a recognition that God is incomprehensible, that God can be met and his work can be seen, and yet that God can never be captured, fully understood or described

2) God is recognised as being of ultimate importance

3) God has a quality that is both attractive and dangerous.  There’s a sense of privilege, but also a feeling that God cannot be controlled

· Otto used the term ‘numinous’ to describe the feeling of awe-inspiring holiness.  He said that ordinary language could not do justice to religious experience, because it is unlike any other within our sense perception.  Religious language is a ‘schema’, an attempt to find clusters of words which approach the idea being expressed, although the idea itself remains inexpressible.

· Otto gives mostly Christian examples and concludes that “Christianity stands out in complete superiority over all sister religions.”

· Otto traces the numinous alongside the rational in the Judeo-Christian tradition, arguing for its key role.  

E.g. Moses at the Burning Bush in Exodus 3:6, the calling of Simon Peter in Luke 5:8 shows this deep conviction of unworthiness and the need to be cleansed: “Go away from me Lord; I am a sinful man.”  

· This awe and dread and resulting humility of the numinous can be seen in the writings of Julian of Norwich: “… the whole creation, wondering and astonished, will have for God a dread so great and reverent and beyond anything known before, that the very pillars of heaven will tremble and quake… as they marvel at the greatness of God their Maker, and the insignificance of all that is made.”

Issues with Numinous Religious Experience

· This emphasis on ‘otherness’ of God puts an impersonal idea at the heart of religion.  Martin Buber stresses the importance of the personal relationships that underlies them.  In his book, I and Thou, he argues for two kinds of relationship: the I-It, when we view people and things as merely phenomena, and the I-Thou, a personal relationship, that we enter when we probe more deeply.  ‘It is here that we encounter a Thou over against our I.  And this is the realm where we encounter God.’

Subject to:

· Description-related challenges:  hard to express and potentially contradictory in nature

· Subject-related challenges: personal experiences so the ‘experiencer’ is subject to scrutiny

· Object-related challenges: not experienced by everyone (Hay and James may argue not uncommon)

· The vicious circle challenge: experienced by those expecting to experience them (note not always the case)

· The conflicting claims challenge: the issue of classifying numinous experience and the religion it claims to legitimise.  Is there one universal religion and one God, experienced as other (but then the focus of many religions, including Christians mystics, is about unity with God.) 

· The psychological challenge: this maintains that many purported religious experiences can be reduced to psychological states and when an individual claims to have had a religious experience, in fact she is experiencing her ego or superego and there is no external referent.  There are factors which can lead to numinous experience, e.g. the birth of a child, a good mood, worship.  Is this feeling of awe and wonder anything more than awe and wonder at the complexities of nature and Darwinism in action. HOWEVER it can be argued that, whilst a psychologist might claim that many religious experiences can be explained in psychological terms, this does not mean that all religious experiences can be thus explained.
Are they…?
· A genuine spiritual phenomenon caused by an external supernatural Deity?

· Freud – meeting the psychological needs of people as a reaction to a hostile world

· Marx –  we are socially conditioned beings and our behaviours are all part of our social conditioning

· Research into the relationship between personality types/psychological states and religious interest – could it possible to identify a religious gene?

BUT even if people enter into a heightened emotional state and the experience results from this, this does not necessarily negate acclaimed experience of God.

Numinous experience as a genuine religious experience:

Likely –

· Conviction of the person who experiences the event 

· Surely we would expect God to ‘seek people out’

· Not necessarily experienced only by mentally and psychologically imbalanced people

· Wainwright: we can only reject religious experience if 1) we can prove the non-existence of God 2) there are inconsistencies in experiences or within experiences 3) there is evidence of a natural origin known to cause false beliefs and delusions

Unlikely-

· Contradictory to the idea if entering a personal relationship with God

· Deceptive experience

· Context plays a significant role – psychological state prior and during the experience

· Not a universal experience, even for those who are there (why is God selective?) 

Conversion

What is it?

· Means change of direction/turnaround

· McGuire ‘a process of religious change which transforms the way the individual perceives the rest of society and his or her personal place in it, altering one’s view of the world.’

· Sociologists describe:

· Sense of dissatisfaction with the current ‘system of ideas’

· Person seeks a way forward at an emotional and intellectual level (reading books, going to meetings)

· Searching leads to a point of crisis at which a decision must be made (often heightened emotion and a feeling of sinfulness that leads to repentance)

· Sense of relief and peace, accompanied by a desire to share the new faith experience with others

· Change of direction and purpose

These features are often seen in non-religious conversion too (e.g. between political opinions or to atheism).

· James puts forward ‘psychological model’ for conversion, seeing it as ‘the unifying of the inner self’.  For James, it is the results of the experience that give it its positive value, rather than the experience itself:

· A process

· Can be gradual (Billy Graham) or sudden (St Paul) – note there is less of a drop off rate associated with gradual conversions

· Self becomes unified – 

· sick souls (those living a divided ‘natural’ and ‘spiritual’ life)

· healthy minded (those striving for a spiritual ideal)

· Volitional or self-surrendering (individual may resist, but through surrender conversion takes place)

· Passive or active (Paul = passive; someone seeking out the experience = active)

· Transforming (Paul = ‘new man, new creation’ 2 Corinthians 5:17)
James sees the results of a conversion experience as being:

· Loss of worry

· Sense of perceiving truths

· Sense of being clean

· Ecstasy of happiness (not always a result and doesn’t always last)

· Can lead to a symbolic ritual (such as Baptism or Confirmation)

· Those who experience a ‘conversion’ tend to identify themselves as belonging to a faith, even if the fervour diminishes

Types of Conversion:

1) No faith to faith e.g. Augustine (to Christianity), Yusuf Islam (formally Cat Stevens), C.S. Lewis (for Lewis there appears to have been a definite intellectual element to the decision

2) From one faith to another faith, e.g. Sundar Singh, who was raised as a Sikh but who saw a vision of Jesus and was ultimately baptised into Christianity

3) Conversion from belonging to trusting, e.g. Martin Luther (felt transformed on reading Romans 1:17 ‘He who though faith is righteous shall live’) and John Wesley, the founder of Methodism (saw his ‘conversion’ as a move from ‘academic acceptance to personal trust’)

N.B. Types of conversion can also be categorised as being intellectual, moral or social

Motifs of Conversion Experiences:

· Intellectual (study)

· Mystical (dramatic – visions)

· Experimental (active exploration of a religion)

· Affectional (bonding experiences)

· Revivalist (during a religious meeting)

· Coercive (persuasion)

Why do conversion experiences occur?
· Genuine spiritual phenomenon?

· Result of academic exploration and intellectual choice?

· Focus of a number of sociological and psychological studies attempting to define whether particular personality traits or circumstances which might make some individuals more susceptible to conversion experiences than others.  They remain the subject of controversy as all human behaviour happens within a social context making it difficult to separate internal spiritual influences from external social causes. 
· Freud – humans are biological beings (non-dualist approach.)  Religious experiences (and conversion experiences) meet the psychological needs of people as a reaction to a hostile world.  People are completely material and religious experiences are illusions.  They are projections of our innermost desires (for example our desire to be reunited with our parents – portrayed by God)

· Feuerbach – ideas of religion are produced by those who are dissatisfied and alienated in their practical lives and are looking for a ‘fantasy’ 

· Marx – developed a ‘scientific method’ for analysing human history.  Claimed that there are individual ‘laws’ behind historical change and ‘universal laws’ which can allow us to predict the future. Saw religion as simply an imaginary projection of people’s needs and the qualities people consider most important (e.g. omnipotence, omniscience, love.) ‘Experiences’ of God, for Marx, are about the perfection one ultimately desires and, as argued by Freud, religion is pure illusion.  People should focus on bringing about the communist revolution – this would allow all humans to fulfil their talents.  Humans are a product of the society they inhabit and everything is part of our social conditioning

· Research into the relationship between personality types/psychological states and religious interest – could it possible to identify a religious gene?

BUT even if people need a father figure, it does not mean that God is not like that.  Even if a particular academic interest or psychological state is required for a religious experience, this does not necessarily negate acclaimed experience of God.

Conversion as a genuine religious experience:

Likely –

· Conviction of the person who experiences the conversion (St Teresa of Avila ‘though the devil can give some pleasures, only God-produced experiences leave the soul in peace and tranquillity and devotion to God.’)

· Surely we would expect God to ‘seek people out’

· Are experienced by mentally and psychologically balanced people

· Wainwright: we can only reject religious experience if 1) we can prove the non-existence of God 2) there are inconsistencies in experiences or within experiences 3) there is evidence of a natural origin known to cause false beliefs and delusions

Unlikely-

· Deceptive experience, experienced by someone seeking something new (part of a ‘form of life’ a ‘new’ believer enters into)

· Experienced by those at a cross-roads (but not always)

· Lack of uniformity of experience and range of impact

· Not a universal experience (why is God selective?) 

Make sure you can give some specific accounts of conversion experiences (e.g. re-read Paul’s conversion story in Acts and some of the examples I have given you from Varieties of Religious Experience)

Corporate Religious Experience
What is it?

· Religious Experience experienced collectively by a group of people

· The experience might be perceived and understood by each participant individually, but the outward appearances of the participants are remarkably similar

Examples of Corporate Religious Experience:

1) Toronto Blessing

· 10th January 1994 at Toronto Airport Vineyard Church (and replicated in a variety of settings since this time)

· Recorded as ‘an outpouring of the Holy Spirit’

· Individual testimonies of the participants do contain differences

· Descriptions given by ‘witnesses’ are remarkably similar:

· People falling in the Holy Spirit – people fall to the ground or are stuck to the fall by ‘Holy Ghost Glue’

· Shaking – the body shakes under the power of God

· Weeping – said to be a result of repentance for sins or for the burden of the souls of those not saved

· Laughter – expression of the joy experienced when the Holy Spirit enters your life (this is a controversial element, seen by some as ‘mass hysteria’)

· The blessing occurred during a sermon by Pastor Randy Clark and witness, Pastor John Arnott, described ‘80% of people were on the floor… it was like an explosion.  We saw people literally being knocked off their feet by the spirit of God… others shook and jerked… some danced, some laughed. Some lay on the floor as if dead for hours.  People cried and shouted.’

2) The first recorded experience of this type was in 1979 by South African minister, Rodney Howard-Brown.  Howard-Brown considers himself to be the ‘Holy Ghost bartender’, dispensing the ‘new wine of joy’ leading to people being ‘drunk in the spirit’

3) Group visions – The Angel of Mons

· WW1 ‘miracle’ happened when the British Army were awaiting the approached German Army at Mons in Belgium

· In some versions a vision of St George and a phantom bowman kept the Germans at bay, others claimed angels had thrown a protective curtain around the British, saving them

· News of ‘the Angel of Mons’ quickly spread far and wide

Significance of the Context:

· The Angels at Mons occurred in a situation of intense stress and camaraderie – does this affect people’s perception of what happened?  Historians, such as AJP Taylor have accepted the event and letters from 1915 show that it was widely considered to have been a supernatural event.  However events such as these take on an almost ‘mythical’ significance.  In this particular case, if some dramatic event had occurred around Mons, sceptics ask why is this not recorded by the men of a particular battalion?  In the histories of the regiment most involved in the fighting there is no mention of it.  There is a theory that the event actually derived from a short story by Arthur Machen called The Bowman , which gives a fictional description of a phantom English Army led by St George marching from Agincourt in 1914 to relieve their modern counterparts on a battlefield.  The story was published in September 1914 in the London Evening News and many argue that this Bowman became ‘the angel of Mons’
· Most corporate religious experiences are part of a revivalist meeting or prayer and praise meeting, so a room of believers, where a preacher or assistant lays hands on participants and speaks a prayer over them:
· Could this be a psychological response to the attention/charismatic presence of another person?
· Is there an element of hypnosis/mesmerising that occurs, particularly when an event occurs after a renowned preacher says it is going to?
· Is the ‘experience’ the accepted/expected response, even involving an element of peer pressure?
· Is this a psychological response to the setting – the music, the noise, the heat…?
· Do people become hysterical with the excitement of the event?
· Marx – religion is the ‘opium of the masses’
Are they…?
· A genuine spiritual phenomenon?

· Freud – meeting the psychological needs of people as a reaction to a hostile world and projections of our innermost desires (perhaps to belong to a group, feel a sense of shared identity?)

· Marx –  we are socially conditioned beings and our behaviours are all part of our social conditioning

· Research into the relationship between personality types/psychological states and religious interest – could it possible to identify a religious gene?

BUT even if people enter into a heightened emotional state and the experience results from this, this does not necessarily negate acclaimed experience of God.

Corporate Religious Experience as a genuine religious experience:

Likely –

· Conviction of the person who experiences the event – surely this is made more significant by a ‘shared experience’ given that one of the major criticisms waged against individual religious experience is its subjective nature

· Surely we would expect God to ‘seek people out’

· Not necessarily experienced only by mentally and psychologically imbalanced people

· Wainwright: we can only reject religious experience if 1) we can prove the non-existence of God 2) there are inconsistencies in experiences or within experiences 3) there is evidence of a natural origin known to cause false beliefs and delusions

Unlikely-

· Deceptive experience, experienced by people who want to be part of a shared experience 

· Element of peer pressure

· The significance of an event is not necessarily any less subjective, even if it experienced by a number of people

· Context plays a significant role

· Not a universal experience, even for those who are there (why is God selective?) 

Remember for all questions on specific types of religious experiences, you can use the following ideas as part of your analysis: 
1) Description-related challenges: these dismiss claims to experience something when the description seems to be self-contradictory or inconsistent.  HOWEVER such challenges can be defeated by showing that the idea of experiences incorporating the super-natural does not involve any contradiction.

2) Subject-related challenges: these dismiss claims because the person claiming the experience is unreliable or has not had the proper training to evaluate the experience.  HOWEVER religious experiences can occur for a very simple person or for someone more sophisticated.  Religious training or guidance does not guarantee that a religious experience will result.

3) Object-related challenges: if on the basis of background evidence it is highly unlikely that the thing claimed to be experienced happened, then the claim might be dismissed.  The existence of pink elephants might fall into this category.  HOWEVER if we use the model of a cumulative case argument for religious experiences, an unlikely event in one instance should not necessarily be dismissed.

4) The vicious circle challenge: Flew claims that the character of religious experience ‘seems to depend on the interests, background and expectations of those who have them rather than on anything separate and autonomous… the expert natural historian of religious experience would be altogether astonished to hear of the vision of Bernadette occurring not to a Roman Catholic at Lourdes, but to a Hindu at Bewares, or of Apollo manifest not in classical Delphi but in Kyoto under the Shoguns.  (God and Philosophy, 1966.)  HOWEVER Caroline Franks Davies rejects this line of argument, noting that that this largely applies to visions and that a person on one tradition will tend to use the language and ideas of their tradition to explain their experiences.  Davies does, however, appear to be making an assertion here that one can strip away the description and arrive at a common core of meaning.  This in itself begs the question as to whether different religious traditions would be happy with this approach and indeed what criteria should be used to establish the ‘sameness’ of these experiences.

5) The conflicting claims challenge: if religious experience does provide evidence for the truth of religion, then for which religion does it provide evidence?  Most religions make claims that conflict with one another: for Christians God is triune, for Muslims God is unitary, for mainstream Buddhism there is no belief in a God in any direct way similar to the monotheistic religions.  If religious experience justifies one religion, they why should it not justify all?  Is it not more probable that it is an individual’s prior beliefs that share whatever interior experience they claim to have?

6) The psychological challenge: this maintains that many purported religious experiences can be reduced to psychological states and when an individual claims to have had a religious experience, in fact she is experiencing her ego or superego and there is no external referent.  HOWEVER it can be argued that, whilst a psychologist might claim that many religious experiences can be explained in psychological terms, this does not mean that all religious experiences can be thus explained – there may be an unexplained residue which could still point to an external referent; and, even if the psychological explanation is accepted, the believer can still maintain that God works through psychology.
William James – The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902)

· The Variety of Religious Experience is still treated as a classic work when exploring religious experience.

· Not originally a book but the Gifford Lectures, given in Edinburgh, with sub-title ‘A Study in Human Nature’.

· Not trying to give an Evangelical Christian message, nor attempting to prove that religious experience has no basis.  James sets out to make an objective study of religious experience as far as possible.

· Brought up in an atmosphere of intellectual discussion and free thinking.

· Qualified as a doctor at Harvard, became professor of physiology, psychology and philosophy at Harvard University, so well-trained in scientific method.  He set out to study religious experience through scientific investigation, by looking at a variety of sources and comparing reports of religious experience to see if they had any common features or characteristics that might add to human understanding.

· Not trying to make a value-judgement about religion as a whole or to prove religious experience to be true or false.  He wanted to look at religious experience objectively.

· Note it is very difficult for anyone to approach an investigation without at least some preconceived notion about what the investigation might show.  James’s acceptance of the possibility that religious experience might have validity could be argued as no more ‘objective’ than a study from a Christian writer or an atheist.  

· James included first-hand accounts of religious experience, in the words of those who told him their stories.  He considers what is meant by a ‘conversion’ experience and gives a number of examples.  For James, a conversion experience relates to a process where someone who is ‘divided’ and conscious of being wrong and unhappy, becomes much more confident about what is right and much happier, as a consequence of ‘a firmer hold on religious realities.’  This James sees as part of a sudden or a gradual process.

See examples of the experiences given in Varieties of Religious Experience.

James recognised that psychological interpretations of conversion would look to the subconscious mind for the origins of religious experience, whereas the religious believer would look to God, and he did not offer his own view to tell us what he thought was the better interpretation.  He did, stress that religious experience often have a power which takes over an individual’s whole life and often changes it for the better.

Main Findings

1. The spiritual value of religious experience is not undone if one can also explain religious experience in psychological terms. Rejected the view that religious experience was the result of a repressed or perverted sexuality (being put forward by Freud and his followers.)  He saw this view as simply an attempt to discredit religion by those who started with an antipathy towards it.

2. There is no single distinguishing feature of religious experience. He understood it to be: “The feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men [sic] in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in whatever they may consider the divine”.

3. The experiences of great religious figures (particularly mystics) can form a pattern for others to follow. People can learn from the religious experience of others whether they have them themselves or not.  E.g. St Teresa of Avila ‘one of the ablest women, in many respects, of those life we have the record’.  

4. Religious experience is primary and more important than religious practice and institutions, such as the church.  Religious institutions are secondary, because are a result of personal religious experience.

Key qualities of religious experience

1. Ineffability – elements of the experience cannot be expressed in normal language.

2. Noetic – the experience gives access to some truth or understanding previously unknown. People often talk in terms of revelation.

3. Transience – the experience is usually brief (a few hours at most) but the effects can last a lifetime.

4. Passivity – the person involves feels that the experience is “happening to them”. They receive the experience rather than instigating it.
The four ‘fruits’ of primary religious experience

1. A feeling of being in a wider life than that of this world’s little interests; a conviction of the existence of an Ideal Power.

2. A sense of the friendly continuity of the ideal power with our own life, and a willing self-surrender to its control.

3. An immense elation and freedom, as the outlines of the confining selfhood melt down.

4. A shifting of the emotional centre towards loving and harmonious affections… Asceticism… Strength of the soul… Purity… Charity… Religious rapture, moral enthusiasm, ontological wonder, cosmic emotion, are all unifying states of mind…

Can experiences such as these be used as evidence for the existence of God?  
· Many NO - the experiences cannot be tested by others, so unsuitable for any sort of ‘scientific’ study.

· James argued up to a point experiences could be tested for validity, but the test was not the dramatic nature of ‘super-normal incidents, such as voices and visions and overpowering impressions of the meaning of suddenly presented scriptural texts, the melting emotions and tumultuous affections connected with the crisis of change,’ which ‘may all come by way of nature,’ but ‘the real witness… is to be found only in the disposition of the genuine child of God, the permanently patient heart, the love of self eradicated.  And this, it has to be admitted, is also found in those who pass no crisis, and may even be found outside of Christianity altogether.’  The mark of a religious experience is not the dramatic supernatural events, although it can be, but the long-term change in the person.  
· On conversion, James argues “To say that a man is “converted” means, in these terms, that religious ideas, previously peripheral in his consciousness, now take a central place, and that religious aims form the habitual centre of his energy.”  Whilst psychology can describe conversion, it is unable to account for all the factors in any given case, and James asserted that the conversion experience can be tested by its results.  
· James is a pragmatist, someone who holds that the truth of something can be determined by its practical effects and consequences. Many false claims are made by people regarding religious experience when their lives do not reflect it; words are not enough – it has to be felt. The test of the experience is the outcome.

· The Bible refers to the ‘evidence’ of the Holy Spirit as a way for Christians to test their experiences and the claims of others, “By their fruits you shall know them”. Therefore, even if we can in some way account for religious experience in other terms we cannot rule out the possibility of genuine experience of God.
· James also gives examples of different religious experiences and notes that:  “they are as convincing to those who have them as any direct and sensible experience can be, and they are, as a rule, much more convincing than results established by mere logic ever are”. The vividness and directness of religious experience is powerful for many.  Others reject this line of argument, saying that something is not necessarily true no matter how sincerely people believe it.
· Religious experience is not “proof” of anything, but a personal God who is interested in the world and in individuals is a “reasonable hypothesis”. It is just a hypothesis, but a reasonable one. It is not reasonable to simply write off religious experience because one comes from a starting position of scepticism like Hume.
  For

· The foundation for religion is shown as something other than reason.
· If there is a God who transcends our understanding, then the idea of the noetic is useful because it would take an incomprehensible, powerful God able to disclose such knowledge, rather than finite limited beings grasping an understanding of this God.

· Pluralism is useful in its attempt to be all inclusive across religions. This promotes harmony.
· James is modest in his approach. He never says religious experiences prove the existence of a particular God.
· Good to look at other human faculties, such as the psychological, when studying experience. This is more holistic. 

Against

· Antony Flew - statements which cannot be tested empirically are meaningless.  ‘I saw a vision of the risen Christ’ cannot be tested.  James’s test of the outcome would be rejected by Flew.

· Bertrand Russell, in his radio debate with Copleston, argued that experiences cannot be verified by their practical effects and consequences. ‘The fact that a belief has a good moral effect upon a man is no evidence whatsoever in favour of its truth.’  It might be possible for someone to be profoundly affected for the good by a story about a great hero, even if the story were a myth and the hero were entirely fictional.

· James establishes that the behaviour of an individual after a religious experience is consistent with what we might expect if God did exist, but this itself does not show that there really must be a God.

· The term ‘mystical experience’ is useful in its focus upon the experience which is beyond our natural ability to understand, but if we can’t understand it have we really said anything useful at all?

· Pluralism makes no sense as it ignores competing truth claims: is Jesus God? (Christian) or Prophet (Islam)

· If there are psychological explanations for these experiences, then they are no longer religious experiences.
· Could the experiences be caused by a vulnerable mind, e.g during serious illness or after a period of fasting?  (James admits that the sensation of a religious experience can be duplicated by alcohol and other drugs.)

· Could religious experiences be created by a committee of gods, or demons, or telepathic forces?
· Is James putting too much emphasis on the importance of human experience when it comes to making sense of religion?
Swinburne – The Argument from Religious Experience

Richard Swinburne in Is There a God? argues genuine ‘religious experiences’ have an important role to play in understanding God as, if there is a God, He would want us to have direct experience of him.  God might do this to: give support; answer prayer; set people straight; encourage co-operation.

· Swinburne argues that we ought to accept religious experience as a pointer towards the existence of God. It doesn’t prove that God exists but provides evidence worthy of serious consideration.

· Religious experience is no different from any other experience and so should be treated in exactly the same way. If someone told you they met the postman while out walking you would believe them because we tend to believe the testimony given to us unless we have a reason to believe that they are lying. Swinburne argues that we should treat a claim that someone has “met God” in exactly the same way. His arguments are based on the principle of credulity and the principle of testimony.
The Principle of Credulity

We usually trust our experience; the balance of probability says that we can. Our experience sometimes misleads us and are not infalliable, but we generally trust what our senses tell us. Unless we have good cause to doubt our experience we ought to trust them. (If we don’t trust our experiences we’ll never get anywhere). Swinburne suggests that we ought to trust religious experiences in just the same way as we would any other.

Note the similarity to Hume! Swinburne argues that we should trust what we experience unless we have a good reason not to. Our starting assumption should be that we can trust our senses.

The Principle of Testimony

Most of the time we work on the assumption that people tell us the truth. Sometimes people make mistakes or are joking. On occasion people deliberately deceive us.  Mostly people tell us the truth. If we didn’t work on this assumption then we’d never develop any meaningful relationships. On balance, unless we have a good reason to believe someone is deceiving us we ought to believe them when they claim to have had a religious experience.

· Taken together we should believe our senses and trust the experiences of those around us. Again, this doesn’t prove the existence of God but forms a strong pointer to the existence of God.

· Caroline Franks Davis (The Evidential Force of Religious Experience,) builds on Swinburne’s approach and puts forward a cumulative argument.  If all the arguments for and against the existence of God are considered, they are fairly evenly balanced.  Given this situation, it is reasonable to rely on reports of religious experience to tip the scales in favour of belief that God exists.
Criticism of Swinburne

1) J L Mackie criticises the principle of testimony arguing it is quite right to assume that people aren’t deceiving us, but it is quite possible that people claiming to have a religious experience are genuine, but genuinely mistaken. The principle of testimony says it’s more reasonable to suppose someone is not mistaken than to suppose that they are. For Mackie, the balance of probability suggests that a mistake is more likely and the principle of testimony has a theistic presupposition.
2) Gale observes religious experience is not the same as other experience, so it is unreasonable to put it to the same tests. It is more like a dream than a normal experience and we wouldn’t treat a dream in the same way as a normal experience. Others have said that their religious experience is more real than a dream.
3) Caroline Franks Davis points out claiming to have met God is of significantly more importance than claiming to have met the postman, so we should put it to more stringent tests. Swinburne needs a stronger case (which Franks Davis goes on to develop, using the cumulative approach.)
4) Michael Martin argues that on this logic we should accept the testimony of those who claim to have had profound experiences of the absence of God. Swinburne responds by pointing out his assumption that if someone experiences the presence of God then it is reasonable to suppose that God is present. If an atheist experiences the absence of God it does not follow that God is probably not present, as one would not expect an atheist to interpret experience in terms of God. People need to be receptive to the experience of God.

5) If we are to believe that things are as they appear to be, this has serious implications, e.g. for theodicy - if we experience innocent suffering and it appears that the creator of the world is cruel, we should accept that our experiences are probably correct.  However, it could be argued that there is a big jump between sensory perception and concluding that God is malevolent; but then it might be argued that there is also a big jump between having a vision of God and making the interpretation that God really does exist.
6) Neither Swinburne nor Franks Davis give sufficient weight to the arguments against belief in God, in particular the problem of evil.  
7) If one starts from the position that God might exist then Swinburne might be persuasive. If one rejects the possibility of the God hypothesis then it is unlikely that Swinburne will have much currency.

What can “religious experiences” prove? (This could be used as an introduction to a general question on the argument from Religious Experience)
The argument from religious experience is often cited by believers as a reason for their faith.  The Evangelist Billy Graham once said, ‘I know that God exists because I spoke with him this morning.’  A believer is far more likely to explain their belief in God using their religious experience than to claim they were convinced by the design or ontological arguments.  Martin Buber talks of an encounter with God as an I/Thou encounter, whereby God is not encountered as an abstract principle or a prime mover, but as a ‘Thou’ – an essentially personal reality.  Buber argues that for those who encounter the I/Thou relationship the experience is so real, no justification is required.  John Hick likens this to a man being asked to justify being in the presence of his wife and maintains that no such justification is required.  Nevertheless the possibility of being mistaken is real as the evidence in favour of being in the presence of one’s wife may be held to be higher than the evidence for being in the presence of God.

Do religious experiences really tell us anything reliable about God?  Do they show that there is a God ‘out there’ or simply that God is ‘true for a believer’ within that person’s world view?

Objectivist view:  If a religious experience is true, it is evidence of a God who exists independently, outside of the mind, who can be encountered through experience.  Some people might argue that religious experiences of this nature are impossible to demonstrate as veridical (provable) experiences rather than delusions, as we have no way of knowing whether an experience is actually from God, or whether it just seemed like God to that person.

Subjectivist view: A religious experience is important through the effect is has on the believer.  It is not necessary to think in terms of an objective being we might call God (although there is no need to deny God’s existence either) but the meaning of the experience is the meaning given to it by the believer.  If someone believes they have had an experience of God, then the experience is true for that person.

Some people might argue that this view dilutes religious experience so that it becomes irrelevant whether encounters between people and God genuinely occur.  They might also suggest that this view does not account for corporate experience, where a group of people all share in the same event (e.g. Pentecost, Acts 2:1-4.)
Overall strengths and weakness regarding the arguments from religious experience (a general question on this topic would consider both James and Swinburne)
1) In the view of many, religious experiences are only authoritative for the people who have them.  Religious experience cannot be tested by others in a way that might be said to provide conclusive proof (although James believes it is possible to get close by testing the effects of a religious experience and observing its ‘fruits’)

BUT

Many would argue that they have been profoundly influenced by other people’s experiences, which they would take to be authoritative (e.g. the experiences of Muhammad for a Muslim)

2) Members of different faiths encounter God in a way that matches their previously held assumptions.  Does this undermine the evidential force of the experience and demonstrate simply wish-fulfilment

BUT

Surely if God wants his followers to recognise him, he is going to reveal himself in a form which they will understand.

3) Some experiences with electrical impulses, drugs and fasting have suggested that sensations usually associated with religious experience can be artificially created in the brain.  V.S. Ramachandran and Sandra Blakeslee describe experiments carried out on the temporal lobes of the brain which have made patients feel a strong sense of divine presence.  This has led some critics to argue that religious experience is not veridical, but is something happening within the brain that people wrongly interpret as being God.

BUT

There is no reason why God should not appear to people who have been fasting, taking drugs, or undergoing experiments.  Even if the artificially created ‘religious experiences’ of scientific experience are not caused by God, other religious experiences outside of a laboratory may still be caused by God.

Overall, if we argue that Religious experiences are essentially subjective, this still does not make them worthless.  Many aspects of human life, pain, grief, love, cannot be tested or explained, yet we often base the most important decisions of our lives on private feelings which cannot be tested by others. 

The concept of revelation through sacred writing

· Term ‘Revelation’ is used to mean knowledge gained through the agency of God and so is considered by many to be superior to ‘knowledge’ discovered through reason or be empirical testing

· ‘Revelation’ is said to come from an infallible source, direct and unconditioned by the usual human limitations 
· For many religious believers, the surest form of experience is their encounter with God in scripture, but we need to consider the extent to which the words are actually human words, understood in human ways.

· Suppose God is atemporal. Humans, experience a past, present and future. Our language is created to reflect that reality. If God is outside of time, it would not be like that to God —God in the Bible looks forward to events, looks back at others and sometimes becomes angry at a given state of affairs.  If God is outside that process, how accurately does the Bible reflect the way things are for God? 
· We understand a word such as ‘love’ on the basis of human experience — but God’s love surpasses human understanding. If he tells us that He loves us, we cannot give just our meaning to the term. 
· So even if these are the ‘words of God’, we cannot straightforwardly say that its meaning will be plain. 
Propositional Approaches to Revelation, Faith and Scripture 
knowing that something is so – a quiz would test someone’s propositional knowledge, e.g. knowing when your birthday is, the Chemical symbol for oxygen, the French for ‘hello’.
A propositional view holds that the content of faith is a series of truths — a set of propositions — revealed by God. Faith is a matter of assent to those truths. Famous examples might be God speaking to Adam and Eve (Genesis 1-3) or the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-17.)
The propositional ‘truths’ of Christianity vary from tradition to tradition. In the propositional tradition, there is a tendency to make a distinction between natural and revealed theology. 
Natural theology deals with truths knowable through the unaided human intellect, such as that He exists, that He is creator and so on. 
Revealed theology concerns truths about God which are only knowable through God’s special revelation, such as the Trinity or the divine nature of Jesus. 
In relation to the Bible, many in this tradition treat what they might call ‘The Word of God’ as ‘the words of God’. After all, what is in the Bible is God’s revelations — a series of propositions — about Himself. 
Non-propositional Approaches to Revelation, Faith and Scripture 
other kinds of knowledge, knowing how to do something, e.g. knowing how to ride a bike, knowing how to whistle

A non-propositional view holds that the content of revelation is not a series of truths which God has taught us, but rather the self-revelation of God. God reveals himself to humankind, with faith being the human response to God. Non-propositional meaning can be conveyed in a variety of ways, e.g. through art, music and dance, and through the use of metaphors and symbols.  
Propositional approach = ‘Belief that such and such a proposition is true’; non-propositional faith = ‘Belief that God is revealed in the beauty of the world, or in creating us, or in guiding us, giving us feeling of hope and peace.’
To believe in someone is an expression of trust and commitment. It is different from intellectual assent. In Christianity, God is considered to be revealed through the person of Jesus, not only in what Jesus said but also in what he did and his character.  In Judaism, God can be seen as being revealed through the workings of history, e.g. through freeing the Hebrews from slavery in Egypt at the time of the Passover.

In Jewish theologian, Martin Buber’s (1878—1965) Ich und Du (1922), (translated as I and Thou) plays on a distinctive personal pronoun — du is an intimate and personal usage, like tu in French. He distinguishes between ‘I-It’ relations, which we may have with an inanimate object, and I-Thou relationships, such as those with my family. The change indicates a change of relationship. An inanimate object has no conversation, you can ask it no questions, you can’t listen to its thoughts, feelings or needs. But with a person feelings matter, there is the interplay of relationship, we are affected in our inmost being — and there is response: they answer back. 
Traditional ways of dealing with questions of God are of the ‘Does God exist?’, ‘What is God Like?’ form. Those are ‘I-It’ questions. But if the question is — Who art Thou?, rather than What is He?, we are involved in a different type of question. Theologians who have adopted non-propositional approaches, such as Emil Brunner (1889—1966), have rejected natural theology: it asks the wrong type of question. 
In the non-propositional approach the Bible is no longer the ‘Word of God’, in the sense of being ‘the words of God’. The New Testament, in particular, is a witness of faith, written by those who accepted the Word as the word, in true belief (note the beginning on John’s Gospel.) Scripture is not an infallible witness, but rather an authentic understanding — by humans — of the event of revelation. At Nicaea in 325, the assembled fathers of the church accepted only some writings as authentic when constructing the New Testament and the test they applied was that they must come from the circle of Jesus and from the perspective of faith. The historian, Josephus, who wrote about Jesus, did not do so as one who accepted his self-revelation, so his work has no place in the New Testament. 
Problems and a Word of Caution 

Perhaps we can’t take away a significant part of the propositional approach. A believer who believes in Jesus, believes that he is the Son of God. Faith is a mixture of ways of believing, and differences between believers are differences of emphasis. Evangelicals may believe Bible is the Word of God, but no less fervently in Jesus as personal Saviour.  
The distinction is valuable, but it is not the whole story of faith. It is difficult to enter into a relationship with God (as proposed by non-propositional revelation) unless one knows something about God through propositional revelation.

The Bible as the Revealed word of God
Note in the Middle Ages, scripture was not usually taken as literally as it sometimes was in post-Reformation times.
Scholars used a subtle, four-fold technique in their interpretation of the Bible: 
1. The literal sense simply explained the text, especially the ‘historical’ accounts. 
2. The allegorical sense referred to the true spiritual meaning. 
3. The tropological sense brought out the moral and pastoral meaning.
4. The anagogical sense dealt with eschatology (the last things, such as judgment and eternal life) and the nature of the heavenly realities. 
Today, a common way to see the different approaches to Scripture is to divide believers as follows: 

1. The Bible as the Literal word of God – 
Literalists, who treat every sentence as true and cognitive, e.g. in Muslim belief, the Holy Qur’an is believed to be a perfect record of the words of Allah, spoken to the prophet Muhammah, who recited them so that they could be written down.  The words were faithfully and accurately recorded in the Arabic language that Allah had used when he spoken to the prophet. For some Christians, God told the writers of the Bible what to write, word by word and punctuation mark by punctuation mark; the writer’s were scribes who copied down the words.  The words come directly from God, who takes over their minds and breathes His words into them as ‘inspiration.’  

The extent to which written Scripture represents the exact will of God troubled even the earliest Christians, e.g. 2 Peter “you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation.”  This leaves the question as to what counts as ‘Scripture’ – when the author was explaining this, did he also consider his words to be the infallible word of God?  For some scholars, it is important to research the author’s intentions, in order to gain insights into the true meaning of the texts.  For others this is not significant, as the Holy Spirit puts layers of meaning into the words, with the author unaware of their significance.

Advantages – gives Scripture an infallible status that believers can rely on.  Historical accounts can be seen as accurate.  The Bible can be trusted to give the right answer when it provides ethical guidance.  There is no need to debate whether miracles happened.  It explains how writers know details of events they could not possibly have experienced, for example the creation stories of Genesis. Remember Henry Morris (see AS notes) 
2. The Bible as a human book – 
a) Conservatives, who accept the general message as from God, thus treating Scripture as the Word of God but accepting the role of Biblical scholarship. Every word is not factually true, but the message is authentic — this is roughly the position of the Roman Catholic Church, which has never taken the Bible literally; 
b) Liberals, who take a very open approach to Scripture, seeing it as fundamentally a human document, to be interpreted in the light of our times. This approach encompasses a whole range of possible approaches, from those of Bultmann to more traditional ideas represented by scholars such as Maurice Wiles. 
Literal view is not a mainstream Christian view.  Most believe Biblical books were written as different believers were guided by the Holy Spirit to record their experiences and their relationship with God in their own words, including feelings and interpretations as well as being driven by God to say the right things.  The Bible is still inspired by God, but not in sense of every syllable.

There are passages where it appears the voice of the human author comes across strongly, e.g. in Psalm 13. How long will you turn your face from me? These words sound like a human complaint. God might be choosing these words to telling people that God is an acceptable focus for their frustrations, but it is far simpler to see these as the words of a human author, inspired by his relationship with God to express his feelings in his own way.
There are many different styles of writing in the Bible, suggesting human authors, e.g. the four Gospels are written in at least four different styles – Matthew’s Gospel = references to Jewish culture, Luke = explains some aspects of Judaism  for unfamiliar readers, Mark = rather poor Greek, John = mystical and theological flavour.  If God dictated every word, it is hard to understand why there are four Gospels, with some passages that are almost identical, and some stories are not quite consistent with one another.
Remember to use Bultmann here. Think about how a liberal interpretation allows Biblical teaching to be adapted to scientific evidence and avoids inconsistencies in the Bible. A liberal Christian can reject passages that no longer seem relevant.  Think about why people have objected to a liberal interpretation as ‘watering down’ God’s revelation or as a slippery slope towards demythologising Christianity into simply a ‘guide for life’.  This approach might lead us away from the propositional/non-propositional debate altogether, arguing that it is not how the message came that it is significant, but how use it in our lives.
