Religious Experience Rundown
The key issue here is whether personal and direct “religious experience” can constitute good evidence for the existence and/or nature of God.

William James – The Varieties of Religious Experience

The classic work on the subject is from William James. He considers (as objectively as possible) a range of perceived religious experiences and uses them to draw some conclusions about the quality of the evidence! The first conclusion is the 4 features of religious experience (PINT): passive (they happen to you instead of being caused by you), ineffable (something about them defies description, as one might expect when encountering the divine), noetic (the experience teaches the recipient something they could not otherwise know) and transient (they last for a limited length of time).

After considering the evidence the conclusion is that it is possible to explain some elements of religious experience in psychological or other terms. However, he argues that it is reductionist to explain them as nothing but psychological. The key test for the genuineness of religious experience is the fruit: how has this person’s life been transformed by an encounter with God? James suggests that in some circumstances the transformation might point to the person involved having a real experience of the divine.

Swinburne – Principles of Credulity and Testimony

Swinburne follows the lead of William James. He looks at religious experience not as “proof” of God’s existence but as a pointer to the possibility that is worthy of careful consideration. He uses two principles to further his case:
The Principle of Credulity

The insight here is that we take our experiences seriously, in general. Most of the time we trust what our senses tell us and most of the time we are right to do so. Swinburne argues that exactly the same should apply with religious experience: unless we have good reason to doubt a religious experience has happened to us we should trust our senses. If we make a rule of distrusting our senses unless proven otherwise we end up on an “epistemological queer street”.

The Principle of Testimony

As with the previous principle the idea is that we should, by default, trust what people tell us. Unless we have good reason to believe someone is either lying to us or is misled then we generally believe what they tell us. This principle should apply to religious experience just the same as any other kind of experience. As a result, we should generally be happy to accept as genuine when people report a religious experience.

It might be noted that a lot more is at stake when we are discussing religious experience compared to normal experience and perhaps we should hold RE to a higher standard of evidence than normal, everyday events.

Different Types of Religious Experience

Numinous experience

This is the direct experience of the divine. Rudolph Otto described it as a “mysterium tremendum et fascinans”; an ineffable experience that was both fearful and terrifying, but also comforting and drawing the recipient in. The nature of numinous experience is that it cannot be put into words and often involves paradox. For some this ineffability makes the experience suspect, for others the change in character that numinous experience often evokes demonstrates a genuine happening.

Visions and voices

It is not uncommon for people to either hear the voice of God (eg. Samuel in the temple) or to see visions from God (eg. Bernadette of Lourdes). At times visions can be seen by multiple people at a time (eg. The Angel of Mons). For many, these experiences suggest mental or psychological explanations. For others, the noetic quality of the visions and voices make them credible evidence for a genuine experience. The fruit of the experience is the real test (see James).

Conversion Experience

Many people experience conversion from one set of beliefs to others during their lifetime. For some these come in a moment of dramatic change (eg. Saul on the Damascus Road); for others the change is a slow evolution that reaches a point of conversion. Some psychologists see conversion experience as the result of psychological pressure exerted by dissatisfaction with a current way of life. However, for others the dramatic nature of some conversions and the change in character they produce can be evidence for a real encounter with God.
Corporate Religious Experience

Sometimes religious experience happens corporately in that multiple people share the same experience. This is often seen in places of heightened emotional worship (eg. The Toronto Blessing). The corporate nature of the experience might be evidence of its validity (it’s not just an individual, subjective occurrence) but for others it is easy to account for these happenings in terms of psychological pressure. Remember: what’s the fruit?
