Religious Experience

Moses was keepin? the flock of his father-in-law
Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock begto
the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of
God. There the angel of the Lord appeared to hien in
flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and thehbus
was blazing, yet it was not consumed. Then Moses
said, “I must turn aside and look at this greahtig
and see why the bush is not burned up.” When the
Lord saw that he had turned aside to see, Goddcalle
to him out of the bush, “Moses, Moses!” And he said,
“Here | am.” Then he said, “Come no closer! Remove
the sandals from your feet, for the place on wiyich
are standing is holy ground.” He said further, “l am
the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God
of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his
face, for he was afraid to look at God.
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God is quite real to me. | talk to him and often
get answers. Thoughts sudden and distinct
from any | have been entertaining come to
mind after asking God for his direction... |
don't think | ever doubted the existence of Gofl
or had him drop out of my consciousness.

Examples

« All at once, without warning of any kind, |
found myself wrapped in a flame coloured
cloud. For an instant, | thought of fire, an
immense conflagration somewhere close by if
that great city; the next, | knew that the fire
was within myself... | saw that the universe is
composed not of dead matter, but is on the
contrary a living Presence.

* Now about eight days after these sayings Jeskswdb him

Peter and John and James, and went up on the motmtaay.
And while he was praying, the appearance of his txanged,
and his clothes became dazzling white. Suddenly shes two
men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appéaneglory
and were speaking of his departure, which he weastab
accomplish at Jerusalem. Now Peter and his compsamiere
weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayeake, they
saw his glory and the two men who stood with hiost&s they
were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, "Mastés,gbod for us to
be here; let us make three dwellings, one for poe, for Moses,
and one for Elijah" — not knowing what he said. Vétile was
saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed thedntheay were
terrified as they entered the cloud. Then fromdloed came a
voice that said, "This is my Son, my Chosen; ligtehim!"
When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alorkthey
Eegt silent and in those days told no one any etlings they

ad seen.

To this day, | cannot understand dallying with
religion and the commands of God. The very
instant | heard my father’s cry calling unto
me, my heart bounded in recognition. | ran, |
stretched forth my arms, | cried aloud, “Here ,
here | am, my Father!”




« ...all at once | experienced a feeling of beirged
above myself. | felt the presence of God... assif h
goodness and his power were penetrating me
altogether... The impression had been so profound
that in climbing slowly the slope, | asked mysélif i
were possible that Moses on Sinai could have had a
more intimate communion with God. | think it wedl t
add that in this ecstasy of mine God had neithenfo
color, odor, nor taste; moreover that feeling of
presence was accompanied with localization. It was
rather as if my personality had been transformed by
the presence of spiritual spirit.

* | saw Christ at my side — or, to put it better, |
was conscious of him, for neither with the eye
of my body nor with those of the soul did | sed
anything.
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Religious Experience

* Religious experiences come in many varietieg
» Our questions:
— Can we classify them in any useful way?

— How might we evaluate them as potential sourceg
of knowledge
« Are they like sensory experiences?
» Do they provide premises for theistic arguments?
* Can they be explained “naturally”?

Preliminary Definition

 Religious experiences are experiences that
seento tell the person having them something
about the nature of the divine

» “Seem” here means that the person is inclineq
to take the experiences asridical — as true to
reality.
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Classifying Religious Experience

Richard Swinburne’s Scheme
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External and Sensory |

« 1) Experiencing the divine in ordinary,
publicly-observable objects
— Example:
» Seeing God's handiwork in the heavens

— Notseeing the heaveias God, but seeing them as
a manifestation of God — encountering God
througha publicly-observable object.
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External and Sensory I

 2) Experiencing the divine through anusual
public object
— Example

* An appearance of an angel or the Virgin Mary that
seems to be in the ordinary physical landscape
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Internal and Sensory |

 3) Experiencing the divine through private
sensations that can be described in the ordingry
language of the senses
— Example:

» Experiencing the divine through a dream, where the
content of the dream can be described in the lagego
shape, color, smell, etc.
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Internal and Sensory I

* 4) Experiencing the divine through private
sensations that can’t be described in ordinary
sensory language
— Example(?)

* A “sixth sense” experience
— Analogy(?)

« A person in the country of the blind suddenly adgg
sight
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* Note on 4):

— Swinburnedoesn’tmention experiencing the
divine through public objects that can’t be
described in the ordinary language of the sense.

— It's not clear why not
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Non-Sensory

 5) Experiencing the divine without any
sensations at all.
— Example(?)

 “Experiencing” God by having spontaneous thoughts o
ideas?

— Comment
 Category 5 is hard to distinguish from category 4
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Arguments and Religious Experience

» Some philosophers/theologians say:

— Facts about religious experiences provide premisgs
for argumentsabout the existence of God

» Other philosophers/theologians say

— We don’targuefor the existence of a tree based on
facts about our experience

— We take the experience at face value
— We should treat religious experience likewise
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Michael Martin’s Objection

» This confuse$iow a belief is arrived awith
how the belief is justified

“For example, in order to be able to justify my
spontaneous perceptual belief that there is a btable
in front of me, it would seem necessary in prineif
be able to argue thus: Spontaneous beliefs oftaier
sort occurring under certain conditions are usuallg,
and my belief that there is a brown table in frohtne
is of this sort and occurs under these conditions.
Consequently, my belief is probably true.”
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Religious Experience and Science

 Later we'll ask: is reasonable to take religious
experience at face value?

» Meanwhile, some people say:

— Religious experience has a biological basis

— Given that this is true, we shouldn’t take it asef
value
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The God Helmet
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Objection to the Objection

« If we tried to “justify” our ordinary perceptual bekef
— a) We likely wouldn’t do it the way Martin says, and
— b) We almost never need to justify perceptual beliefs.
Martin’s opponent isn’tonfusingthe origin of a belief
with its justification
S/he is saying that we domieedto justify taking
religious experience at face value.

S/he is saying: beliefs based on religious expedeare
“properly basic”
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Preliminary Reply

« All experience has a biological basis

» Just because vision has a basis in the brain

doesn’t mean we should disbelieve what we
seem to see.

« If religious experience has neural correlates, i
could still be accurate, veridical...
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What it Does

» Michael Persinger’s “God Helmet” stimulates
the temporal lobes by magnetic fields

» Many people have an “experience of presenc

(think Swinburne’s category 4 or 5) when they
wear it

1”4
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How the God Helmet Works(?)

« “Simplified considerably, the idea goes like so
When the right hemisphere of the brain, the
seat of emotion, is stimulated in the cerebral
region presumed to control notions of self, and
then the left hemisphere, the seat of languagsdg,
is called upon to make sense of this
nonexistent entity, the mind generates a
‘sensed presence.” (Hitt, 199%ired
magazine)
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The Crucial Question

» We can ask of any puzzling experience

— Would the subject have had the experience
whether or nofts object was real?

» For God Helmet wearers, the answer is yes

» That’'s why we don’t think the God Helmet
produces genuine perceptions of God

» This suggests a possible account of religious
experience
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The (Hypothetical) Upshot?

« If we had such a theory, it would make sense
to say: religious experience has been explained
(i) naturally and (ii) with no need for invoking
the supernatural

* However....

* We don’t have any such theory now, and
perhaps never will
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So What?

» Suppose the God Helmet works this way. Dog
that “explain” religious experience?
» Not by itself.

— Compare: we could probably induce experiences
of seeing the Taj Mahal.

— Thatdoesn’tmean that no one ever really sees thej
Taj Mahal

e But...
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Suppose a theory that...

« Explains what happens in the brain during religiou
experience

« Explainswhythe experiences “feel” like they feel

« |dentifies natural conditions that produce sucirbr
states

« Explains how the natural conditionausethe brain
state

« Provides strong evidence that the natural conutio
are typically present during religious experience
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Religious Experience I

» Assume for now: no naturalistic account of
religious experience is on the horizon

» Two questions:

— 1: Is it rational to take religious experiencéaate
value?

— 2: Can we construct a plausilaiegumentor
God'’s existence from the facts of religious
experience?

* (Relevant if the answer to 1 is “no”)
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Richard Swinburne’s Account of
Religious Experience
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Swinburne’s Principle of Credulity

e Swinburne writes:

—“It is a principle of rationality that (in the adosce
of special considerations) if it seems
(epistemically) to a subject thats present, then
probablyx is present; what one seems to perceive
is probably so.”

» Swinburne calls this therinciple of Credulity

— Our question: does this principle apply in theecas

of religious experience?
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Swinburne’s Thesis

« ...in the absence of special considerations, all
religious experiences ought to be taken by
their subjects as genuine, and hence as
substantial grounds for belief in the existence
of their apparent object — God, or Mary, or
Ultimate Reality, or Poseidon.
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Poseidon?
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Restrictions on the Principle of
Credulity

(According to Swinburne)
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Restriction #1

» Unreliable witness (e.g., on drugs, mentally ill
or deceptive environment (e.g., weird lighting)

» Swinburne says:

— No reason to think that this restriction typically
applies for cases of religious experience
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Restriction #2

» Witness often wrong about such matters (e.g.
witness says "It was an oriole," but witness is
bad at recognizing birds)

* Swinburne says:

— Knowing that the witness wasn't able to tell when
God is present would probably call for showing
that God doesn't exist.
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Restriction #4

* What witness says he saw may have been
there, but probably didn’t cause his experienc
(Example: Hillary Clinton is in the building,
but there’s a convention of Hillary Clinton
impersonators there)

* Swinburne says:

— If there is a God, then God is the ultimate cafse

everything including any apparent perceptions of
God
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Virtues of the Principle

» Works in a large range of cases

— Deals neatly and plausibly with ordinary cases of
perception

— We usually need very good reason to question ou
experiences

e But...
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Restriction #3

» What witness reported is very unlikely to be
true (e.g., witness says she saw Hillary Clinto
lift a bus)

» Swinburne says

— Once again, applying restriction to religious
experience would probably call for showing that
God doesn't exist

=
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DU

The Principle of Credulity
Assessed
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An Obvious Limitation

» The Principle is most plausible in a particular
kind of case:
— Ordinary experiences of

* Publicly-observable events

— Where we can check our experience against otlgrigs
experience
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Type-1 Experiences Again

John may be “seeing” God’s handiwork in the
heavens, but

We maynotthink that the Principle of
Credulity applies in such cases, because
Sasha may be “seeing” the wonders of a pure]y
mechanical universe, and

Jitendra may be “seeing” the meaninglessnes
of a vast and mostly empty cosmos

UJ
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Suppose someone claims to see Queen
Elizabeth | (unusual since she died 4 centurie
ago)

Swinburne’s third restriction seems to apply:
what's reported is too unlikely to be taken at
face value

The same point seems to apply to sightings o
Poseidon — or the Virgin Mary

U7
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Type 2 Experiences Again
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Types3-5

« All of these types of experience prévate
(dreams, private, “inner” experiences of God’s
presence)

» The cases where the Principle of Credulity
clearly applies arenot private sensings of
external reality
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Compare

» Wedon't think that people should simply
accept their dream that long-deceased Aunt
Harriet spoke to them

» Wedon't think that people should accept
simply their “inner sense” of the presence of
ghosts

» We don't think that people should simply
accept their spontaneous beliefs that the worl
is about to end
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In short...

* In non-religiouscases like Swinburne’s Type 3
— 5 experiences, we don't simply agree that the
Principle of Credulity applies

Swinburne hasn’t made the case that the
principle applies for religious experience
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Inferring God from Religious
Experience
» Gutting doesiotsay we should simply take
religious experience at face value

» He says: many people across many cultures
seem to have experienced

A goodbeing who is
Very powerful, and
Who cares about them
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What Guttingis Saying

The cumulative weight of all this testimony
and experience leads to a powerful inference:
— Such a being really exists.

This is trueeven ifthe being is not the God of
classical theism.

53

Gary Gutting’s Approach
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Caveats

» Gutting doesiot say that everyone experience
the being as omnibenevolent. (How could
they?

» He doesotsay that everyone experiences the
being as omnipotent. (How could they?)

» He doesotsay that everyone experiences the
being as perfectly loving. (How could they?)
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What kind of argument is this?

» Answer: it's anabductiveargument.
— Abductive arguments are probabilistic

— They say that we should believe X because we
know that Yand...

— X is the best, most plausible explanation for Y.
* In Gutting’s view:

— The existence of a deity best explains the fafcts o
religious experience
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Two Advantage of Gutting’s Approach

« It doesn't call for simply taking religious
experience at face value.

« If his argument is good, it could be accepted
even by people who've never had a religious
experience
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The Argument Expanded

» Gutting says: if religious experiences are
veridical — if God exists — then

1. We should expect people who've had such expeziettc
have them again

2. We should expedtherpeople to have such experiences,
and

3. We should expect people who have had religious
experiences to beconbetter people

» Gutting claims: all three points hold
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A Further Advantage
» Gutting’s argument allows that people from

different faithamight all have veridical
religious experiences
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A Problem

» Gutting claims:

— If God exists, we would expect to find (i) many pedj)e
having repeated religious experiences and (iiipbeng
better people as a result

* Suppose he’s right. We need to ask:

— Could adifferent, plausibléypothesis predict the same
facts?

« For example: could there be an evolutionary ochsjogical
explanation of these facts?

« If so, Gutting’s case is weakened
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More Complex Approaches

» William Alston insists that religious
experiences must be interpreted in light of a
community practice — a “doxastic practice”

» This adds ways of settling disputes, critiquing
conclusions, etc.

* Itis left with the problem of competing
practices: different communities draw radically
different conclusions
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Unsatisfactory Concluding Remarks

 Religious experience — broadly interpreted — i$

much more important than argument in actual
religious belief and practice

» Those who have had powerful religious
experiences will find it hardotto be
convinced by them

» Those who haven’t may find it hard to be
convinced
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