
‘A’ Level Philosophy and Ethics
Notes

Arguing for the Existence of God from
Religious Experience

The various classic arguments about the Existence of God would appear to be
unconvincing, but they lend weight to the claim that God might exist.

However – most people do not defend their religious belief using
Philosophical argument. Rather, they refer to their experience of

God.

What is a Religious Experience?
1. An experience in a Religious context. For example, an experience of an

act of worship, or of a religious building, would count as a religious
experience in this sense.

2. An experience of something (a presence or power) beyond themselves.

§ Religious experiences tend to be of something “out of the ordinary”.
§ There is often a problem in trying to explain the experience. Every-day

language would appear inadequate.
§ There are some experiences that are universal (such as the experience of

hunger, or of seeing something objective). Religious Experiences tend to
be unique to the experiencer – not everyone has religious experiences.

§ It is difficult to verify (check) a religious experience.
§ Religious experiences provide insight into something other than the

every-day, material world.
§ Religious experiences are often said to be “by permission” of God – an

ordinary experience is available to anyone with the required equipment.

Richard Swinburne identified five types of
religious experience in which people seem to
perceive God.

The Existence of God (1979)

§ In perceiving a perfectly normal phenomenon (e.g. a night
sky)

§ In perceiving a very unusual public object (e.g. a miracle
such as the resurrection)

These are public events (available to anyone).
§ In having a private experience that can be described

using everyday language (e.g. a dream)
§ In having a private experience that cannot be described

using everyday language (e.g. a mystical experience)
§ The conviction that they were experiencing God, even

though there are no public or private phenomena to be
experienced.

Mysticism is the name given to experiences that apprehend an ultimate reality,
but that cannot be described using normal language.
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William James (1842 – 1910)
James delivered a series of lectures, which he published as The Varieties of
Religious Experience in 1902 (it was subtitled “A Study of Human
Nature”). He identified four characteristics of religious experience:

Ineffability The experience is so unlike anything else that the person
cannot describe it to anyone else. The expressions the
dissolution of the personal ego and a sense of peace and
sacredness are meaningless to anyone who has not had such
an experience.

Noetic Quality Despite their apparently inexpressible nature, such experiences
produce a sense of insight into truths that are not attainable by
the intellect alone. Rather than being understood through
reason and intellectual discussion, these truths are attained
through instinct and perception. They are eternal and universal,
rather than trivial.

Transiency The experience lasts only a short time (studies have suggested
an average duration of around an hour). It may be that the
memory of the experience dulls with time, though the
experience is instantly recalled should it happen again. Where
the experience is a part of a series, there is a progression
towards increased understanding of the truths being revealed.
The experience leaves the person with a sense of the
importance of the experience.

Passivity This is a sense of powerlessness in the face of the experience.
People have spoken of a sense of having being taken over by
some ultimate power. Often, the person can appear completely
out of control – in particular, speaking in tongues or
prophetic speech are associated with religious experience.

The experience need not be particularly spectacular – simply a sense that the
“penny has dropped”, a growing sense of awareness of a truth that has been
known for some time. It could also be a completely life changing experience
that causes the person to lose consciousness. In The Varieties of Religious
Experience, James gives some examples of Religious Experience:

A sketch of the life of Stephen H. Bradley, from the age of five to twenty-four years, including his
remarkable experience of the power of the Holy Spirit on the second evening of November, 1829.
Madison, Connecticut, 1830
I thought I saw the Saviour, by faith, in human shape, for about one second in the room,
with arms extended, appearing to say to me, Come. The next day I rejoiced with trembling;
soon after, my happiness was so great that I said that I wanted to die; this world had no
place in my affections, as I knew of, and every day appeared as solemn to me as the
Sabbath. I had an ardent desire that all mankind might feel as I did; I wanted to have them
all love God supremely. Previous to this time I was very selfish and self-righteous; but
now I desired the welfare of all mankind, and could with a feeling heart forgive my worst
enemies, and I felt as if I should be willing to bear the scoffs and sneers of any person,
and suffer anything for His sake, if I could be the means in the hands of God, of the
conversion of one soul.                                   http://www.psywww.com/psyrelig/james/james8.htm#189
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James noted that most religious experiences occur when the person is
conscious – the person is able to tell that they are not simply experiencing a
dream. He also noted that it is possible that the experiences that he recorded
cold have been induced through the influence of alcohol or drugs.

The Nine O’Clock
Service

An Anglican Church in Sheffield used modern
“multi-media” techniques to enhance the worship
for a group of young Christians.  This  involved  the
use of projected images, trance-like music, incense

and rhythmic dancing to “assist” the worshippers to achieve a sense of “other-
worldliness”. It was billed as “worship for the T.V. Literate Generation”, though
some people characterised the worship as looking more like “Top of the Pops”.

“The Nine O'clock Service started life as an experimentally worshiping youth congregation, and
later became a 'theologically experimental Anglican congregation'. It's influence upon the UK
Anglican hierarchy's understanding of the problems of contemporary mission seems to have be
vast. It's style of worship reached a whole new form of church goer, and provoked similar
services world wide.”                                                          http://nineoclockservice.tripod.com/page2.html

Conversion Experiences
A conversion experience usually leads to some sort of change of life. The
religious context for the term refers to the way that the experience brings
about some sort of change from one set of beliefs to another (for example,
the change from being an atheist to being a believer).

C. S. Lewis
was a Professor of
Medieval English at
Oxford and
Cambridge. He wrote
a series of books
explaining
Christianity, including
the Narnia
Chronicles.

“You must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen
College, night after night, feeling, whenever my mind
lifted even for a second from my work, the steady,
unrelenting approach of him whom I most earnestly
desired not to meet. That which I so greatly feared had
at last come upon me. In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave
in, and admitted that God was God, knelt, and prayed;
perhaps that night, the most dejected and reluctant
convert in all England.”

One of the more remarkable features of conversion experiences is the
unlikeliness of the conversion. The subject is often implacably opposed to the
concept that s/he becomes associated with – the best known examples of
this are that of St Paul, who persecuted the early Christian Church until a
conversion experience on the Damascus Road caused him to become the
greatest Christian missionary (Acts 9:1-18). Paul himself described the
experience as being as though he were re-born, a new creation.

There have also been cases of gradual conversions, in which a person’s life is
gradually changed. Piece by piece, a new system of beliefs is constructed.
The process may not be smooth – but it is hallmarked by a personal decision
by the person to accept the belief system.
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A. J. Ayer was the “arch atheist” of the 20th Century Philosophical World. He wrote
a book called Language, Truth and Logic, in which he argued that any language
that could not be verified either by logic or by direct sense experience was
essentially meaningless. This would discount any metaphysical language, in
particularly religious language.
“In 1988, the year before his actual death, Ayer choked on a bit of smoked
salmon, passed out, and his heart stopped for fully four minutes. When,
with the help of medical assistance, he regained consciousness, he reported
having a so-called near-death experience—a red light supposedly
responsible for the governing of the universe shone, something resembling
the River Styx appeared, and other trimmings were included—that found its
way into the National Enquirer. He told an interviewer for the Tatler that the
experience made him a bit more “wobbly” on the question of the existence
of an afterlife. Although this did not in any way qualify his lifelong atheism,
it apparently made him, for the first time in his life, responsive to nature.
“Freddie has got so much nicer,” his wife said, “since he died.””

http://www.weeklystandard.com/magazine/mag_5_19_00/epstein_bkar_5_18_00.html
Ayer is quoted as having told his doctor that he would have to revise his opinions on
life after death and God, since the experience was of his “Creator”.

William James noted that people who have passed through conversion have
an attachment to the religious life, even if their enthusiasm for it diminishes.

Freud and Religious Experience
Freud believed that Religion is simply wishful thinking. The mind creates
the illusion as part of its attempts to deal with the “outside” world. Freud
thought that Religion is an “universal obsessional neurosis” which
addresses fears about the world and about society.

Religion is a form of neurotic illness arising out of the unconscious minds.
The neuroses arise repressed memories that re-emerge into the conscious
mind. Freud believed that these neuroses are sexual - he therefore concluded
that religion is an illusion associated with repressed sexual memories. Freud
believed that religion was an attempt to deal with a chaotic and frightening
world.

In The Future of an Illusion Freud argues that Religion provides a
consolation (a sort of security blanket) for people. He also suggested that
Religion has been used to supress people. Karl Marx makes the same
criticisms of religion. He called it the opium of the people – a sedative that
kept the people under control.
Marx argued that people have their self-determination removed through a process of
de-humanising activities that only serve to line the pockets of the rich capitalist
minority. Any work that the people undertake is to the benefit of the idle rich – they
do not enjoy the fruits of their labours.
Therefore
§ All religious, moral and political life is rooted in economics.
§ People have needs, and society is organised to meet those needs. However,

some people have been able to establish a society that benefits the few. Religion
simply serves to maintain this system at the expense of the people.


