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1: Only got a minute?



People long to make sense of life; to find the key that will unlock its mysteries and enable them to understand themselves and their place within the universe. Faced with their own fragility and death, they seek courage and comfort. Longing to develop and create, they seek inspiration.


In this human quest for meaning, some take to philosophy, others to the creative arts, and others – in fact the majority of humankind – take to some form of religion.


Almost every aspect of life – from sexuality to artistic creativity, or from the emotional trauma of prolonged suffering or bereavement to spontaneous expression at the wonder of natural beauty – can become the raw material out of which a religious interpretation of life may be built.


But why? What are religious beliefs, and how do they relate to our general understanding of life? Can they be justified rationally? Are they a mental springboard, launching us into a deeper exploration and appreciation of life, or a mental prison, closing our minds to reason and evidence? Or are they neither, but only our use (or misuse) of them makes them so?


Is it necessary to be committed to a religion in order to understand and appreciate what it teaches, or are religious questions and experiences open to all? By what criteria can we judge between competing claims to religious truth? How do religious beliefs relate to lifestyle and morality?


These are just some of the general questions with which the philosophy of religion is concerned; others deal with specific issues of belief: does God exist? do we have immortal souls? can prayer and meditation make a difference? why, if there is a good God, is there so much suffering in the world?





5: Only got five minutes?



What is the philosophy of religion?


The philosophy of religion examines the general ideas and principles upon which religion is based. It takes the beliefs that religious people hold to be true and asks how they are to be understood, if they make sense, and if they fit with the rest of our knowledge of the universe. It tests them for:


Logical coherence: Does this belief make logical sense? Does it fit the evidence? Does it accord with other beliefs that the person holds? If it is true, what implications does it have?


Meaning: Is the language in which this belief is expressed meant to be taken literally? If so, what evidence may be given for or against its truth? If not, does it simply express the mental state or creative wishes of the person who makes it?


In other words, we can ask of any religious claim:


 




	How can we know whether it is true or false? Does it give the kind of truth with which science deals?


	What does this claim mean for the person who makes it, and in the context of religion as a whole?





This second question is important, for it leads to a broader consideration of the philosophical issues that are raised by religion. The philosophy of religion is not just about logical arguments but about the meaning and significance religion has in people’s lives.


In general, it does not promote one religion rather than another. Nor should it seek to promote belief in God over atheism. Its task is to probe and challenge religious beliefs with a measure of sensitive detachment, on the assumption that clarification and reason tend to support rather than destroy truth.


Very few people adopt a religion for purely rational reasons. It may have more to do with their family background, their culture, their love of religious music or art. On the other hand, most religious believers want to claim that their religion makes sense, and it is this claim that the philosophy of religion puts to the test.


Philosophy cannot show that a religion is either right or wrong. What it can do is to show that its beliefs are either logical or illogical, that its language is best understood literally or metaphorically, and the degree to which its beliefs are compatible with other things that people hold to be true.


But what do we mean by ‘religion’? A dictionary definition as ‘a system of faith and worship’ leads in two different directions:


A substantive definition will speak about the objects of faith – belief in God, miracles and so on. If so, is Buddhism a ‘religion’, since it does not involve belief in God?


A functional definition will look at the part religion plays in a person’s life – as providing an overall view of the world, along with the values and moral principles that spring from it. If so, should humanism count as a religion?


The philosophy of religion needs to maintain a balance between these two approaches to religion, by examining whether religious beliefs can be justified rationally, but doing so in the context of the function that religion plays in people’s lives.


For the sake of personal integrity, it is important that religious beliefs should be examined and tested out just like any other beliefs that one might hold – and that applies equally to the believer and the atheist, for thoughtless rejection is no better than thoughtless belief.





10: Only got ten minutes?



As an academic subject in Western schools and universities, the philosophy of religion has generally focused on the truth claims of Christianity, although the issues studied are equally relevant to the other major monotheistic faiths, Judaism and Islam. If you approach it from a philosophical perspective your commitment is likely to be with rational argument and the evidence required to justify truth claims. But if you come from a religious studies perspective you are likely to see truth claims and arguments for the existence of God, for example, as only one (perhaps rather limited) way of examining the phenomenon of religion. Religion is not simply a set of beliefs, but a whole way of living and engaging with life, and the criticisms of philosophers can be seen as superficial or irrelevant to appreciating the real significance of religion and the forms of inspiration that give rise to it.


In order to get the most out of the philosophy of religion, it is important to appreciate both points of view. The art is to examine religious beliefs rationally, but at the same time appreciate why people have them and the significance they have. In terms of its content, the philosophy of religion is concerned with proofs for the existence of God, the problem of evil, the possibility of miracles, providence and other questions relating to the belief that God is active in the world, and particularly with the nature and status of religious language and religious experience.


All philosophy is rational – it is the process of taking a careful look at some aspect of life and examining it in a logical way, exploring its dilemmas, attempting to clarify its ambiguities and resolve its apparent inconsistencies. In this sense, the philosophy of religion is concerned with the rational aspects of religion. But there is more to religion than rational beliefs. Religion has to do with the heart and will as much as with the mind. Therefore, when we look at religious arguments, we need to be sensitive not just to what is being said, but to why and how it is being said. We may also need to ask ‘What sort of experience of life would lead me to hold this belief, or to argue in this way?’ Rational analysis alone may not be enough to discover the significance of a religious claim; it needs to be supplemented by a measure of empathy with the views of the person holding that belief.


Whatever may be said about religion by philosophers, the phenomenon of religion will remain while people actually claim to feel its benefits. If religion did not actually give people a sense of purpose and value in their lives, it would not survive.


Where to start …


Although it might be tempting to jump in and examine some of the arguments for the existence of God, it is probably better to start by looking at the nature of religious experience, and then at the language used to describe it. Simply arguing about whether a particular label, whether ‘God’ or ‘miracle’, is appropriate is likely to miss the main point, which is what such words mean for the person who uses them.


Experience, of course, is always open to a variety of interpretations. A logical rejection of belief in God does not deny the experience that the word ‘God’ seeks to express; indeed, a Buddhist or secular atheist might have exactly the same experience, recognizing it as personally or spiritually important, but find no need to use language about ‘God’ to explain it. Nevertheless, from this starting point in experience and language, we need to explore the rational steps that lead to religious beliefs as such, and particularly ‘God’, since this is a central concept for Western religions. The logical sequence is to look first at the terms used, then at the arguments that have traditionally been put forward for belief in the existence of God, and finally at the case for atheism and at the humanist view of life as one that expresses fundamental values without using the idea of ‘God’ to do so.


But religion is as much to do with the ‘self’ as it is about ‘God’, since religion is the means people have constructed for dealing with the relationship between the two, and there are interesting parallels between the relationship of the ‘self’ to the body and that of ‘God’ to the physical world. Concepts of the ‘soul’ or ‘self’ also impinge on the idea of life after death. If you have a separate thing called a ‘soul’ or ‘self’, over and above your physical body, then it is at least logically possible that something might survive the death of the body. However, if you consider everything to do with yourself to be based physically – the self or personality to be simply a description of brain activity, for example – then you are always going to be limited to this physical existence.


Of course, as soon as we think about the self or personality, we need to take psychology into account, since it attempts to give a scientific explanation of why we are as we are, and also offers therapies and views about human development. So what does psychology have to say about religion? We shall examine the two classic views about the function of religion – Freud’s view that religion is an illusion, with God as a substitute father-figure, and Jung’s more positive exploration of the collective unconscious and the function of religion as a means to give meaning to life. Clearly, religion is related to emotional and other needs; the fundamental question is whether, just because you might find belief in God a useful source of comfort, that automatically implies that God does not actually exist.


Religious experience and language, belief in God and the nature of the self – these form the basic building blocks of any philosophy of religion. But religious belief faces two enormous challenges, and these need to be set out and examined. The first of these is the fact of suffering and evil. Each religion needs to find some way of integrating this into its overall view of the world, particularly if it also wants to claim that the world is controlled by a loving God. Given the sheer scale of human and animal suffering, is it possible to believe that the world is in any sense a reasonable or moral place? Given the fragility of life, and the immensity of the universe, is suffering not inevitable? If there is a God in charge of the world, then suffering and evil inevitably raise the question ‘Why?’ If no answer can be found to that question, the logical conclusion is that there is no God, or – if there is – that he is so far removed from human reasoning and moral values, that it makes no sense to speak about him as loving or forgiving.


The second fundamental challenge to religious belief is the impact of science and technology on our habitual way of understanding the world. Scientific method and argument is radically different from religious debate, and its overwhelming success in understanding how the world works, and in delivering technologies, suggests that it should be regarded as the norm.


It is clear that religious ideas have influenced social and political life, as well as the more general questions of morality, values and lifestyle. At its most extreme, we have the phenomenon of terrorism carried out in the name of religion, but there are broader issues concerned with the way in which religion influences (and is influenced by) assumptions about lifestyle and moral values in each society and era. In the twenty-first century, the human world faces unprecedented global challenges, in terms of ecology, economics, the sharing of resources and so on. Without doubt, religions will have things to say about these issues – the content of what they say is not a matter for the philosophy of religion, but whether the voice of religion has any place in secular discussions is something about which everyone should take a reasoned view. To some, religious beliefs are illogical and therefore irrelevant. To others, belief in a creator God is exactly the right basis for considering global stewardship of the Earth’s resources.





Meet the author


Welcome to Understand the Philosophy of Religion!


Given all that we know about the world through the sciences, and all the aspects of life that have been explored over the centuries in literature and the arts, it seems quite amazing to me that the most profound and universal questions of all – whether the world is being created and directed by a personal intelligence, and whether the human self can survive death to live on in some other form – are still matters of debate. Yet these are the bedrock of the three major Western religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam; religions that continue to have a major impact on the lives of a large proportion of the human species. So can such religious beliefs be justified rationally? That is what the philosophy of religion seeks to examine – and it is a worthwhile question for every thinking person to ask, whether an atheist or a believer. In this book, I seek to unpack these questions and show why some answers may seem more reasonable than others, without pushing any one set of conclusions; not because I do not have my own views, but because your conclusions should be yours alone. The Buddha recommended to his followers that they accept only those parts of his teaching about which they were personally convinced from their own experience. That is wise advice for anyone studying this subject.


Mel Thompson, 2010


 


Introduction


This book aims to do three things:


 




	to introduce key concepts in the philosophy of religion


	to set out some of the arguments that have been put forward both for and against religious beliefs


	to point out the limits of rational debate in these matters.





This last point is important. To attempt to make oneself believe something for emotional or social reasons is quite hopeless – one either believes it or one does not. On the other hand, one can have a deep conviction that something is the case, and yet be unable to give evidence to back up that belief.


While every intuition is a step beyond reason, once it has been taken, reason returns and quickly tries to colonise the newly acquired insight and to integrate it into a rational view of things.


 




	I just feel that I shall like this person or this place; later I shall find my reasons.


	If you do not offer me your friendship until you know all about me, we shall remain strangers.





Emotion may be warm; reason is often portrayed as being detached or cold. The philosophy of religion thrives on reason that has acquired a little warmth, but that should not detract from the importance of thinking carefully and logically.


Too often religious argument has been carried on in a way that is rational but shallow. It has:


 




	caricatured a person’s belief


	restated that caricature as a rational proposition


	shown that such a proposition is either false or meaningless


	therefore dismissed the original belief as unworthy of serious consideration.





That may be fine if the intention is to feel intellectually superior at the expense of another’s beliefs, but it does little to explain the phenomenon of religion. The religious believer may appear to walk away vanquished, but continues to believe – for the power of that belief has neither been appreciated nor diminished by such a challenge. By contrast, our task in this book is to try to probe beneath the superficial, to see what (if anything) in religious belief may be accepted as true on rational grounds alone, and what needs to be explained in terms of the non-rational factors.


Some thinkers (for example, Alvin Plantinga) have pointed out that there are some fundamental beliefs (such as the experience of other minds or the reality of the external world) that are held without being based on evidence or experience. We simply know them to be true, without waiting to be convinced. So there may be some religious beliefs that form an unquestioned basis for the rest of our thinking. They may be based on ‘faith’ rather than on evidence. Nevertheless, it is perfectly reasonable that such beliefs should also be open to logical scrutiny.


As we examine these things, we shall need to keep in mind two different but related questions:


 




	Is religion reasonable?


	Is it reasonable to be religious?





The second is quite a different question, but one we should not ignore. Most important things in life are not undertaken on the basis of rational assessment alone. Hopes, fears, emotional attachments, memories and the longing to share activities with those we love and admire, all have their part to play. Considering one’s life as a whole, it may be very reasonable to be religious, even if religion itself is not ‘reasonable’ in the sense of being based on logic and evidence.





For reflection


Proving that a play is not about real people, but a figment of the playwright’s imagination, is not going to empty the theatre if the performance is enjoyable, moving or thought-provoking. Literal truth is not the only measure of value.


Some books are labelled ‘fiction’, but that is not regarded as a warning not to read them.


However, examining literature in order to point out what is fiction and what non-fiction, to prevent people being confused, is also a worthwhile activity.





In religious studies, people examine the phenomenon of religion – how religious people worship, what they believe, how they behave and so on. That is not the same as the philosophy of religion, which is specifically concerned with religious concepts and the truth claims that religious people make.


Of course, it is quite possible (and reasonable) to argue that religion is not about concepts at all – it is a matter of belonging to a community, a culture and so on. In real life, as opposed to the academic world, people believe for many different reasons, and beliefs are seldom taken up or discarded on the basis of reasoned argument alone, and what people believe is not necessarily the same thing as a logical or literal interpretation of the creeds to which they might claim to subscribe.


In other words, there is no doubt that ‘God’ is a word that means something very specific to people who belong to one of the theistic religions: God is the creator of the world, personal and loving. But is there actually something called ‘God’? Does that word refer to something which exists within the universe? Or does it refer to something beyond the universe? And if ‘beyond’, what can that mean, if the universe is everything that we can know, at least from a scientific perspective? And how, if God does not exist in the way that other things exist, can he be experienced or described using ordinary words? How can we possibly know what he thinks, or how we should respond to him? And does the universe need a creator at all? May it not be self-explanatory?


All these give a flavour of the sort of questions that one might ask within the philosophy of religion. But first a word of warning. From some religious perspectives, human nature is fallen and human reason incapable of knowing God. Those who hold that view will suggest that the philosophy of religion is a limited and unproductive activity – since it cannot get to grips with the supernatural reality that underpins religion. On the other hand, we all have the ability to reason, and it would be crazy not to use that ability in order to examine something as important (love it or hate it) as religion. Wittgenstein, towards the end of his famous book Tractatus Logico Philosophicus, said that if all the problems of science were resolved, the problem of life would remain untouched. Others might say that life remains a mystery. Still others simply say that life is there to be lived, and that asking questions to which there can be no answers is merely a distraction. There are also those who claim that reason and evidence, the basis of science and of the humanist approach to life, are in principle capable of giving us the answers to all the questions we need to ask. We all come to these big questions with some basic assumptions, and we need to be aware of these as we examine religious beliefs.


There are huge intellectual problems with religious belief, but it is also inescapably true that there are features of religion that have contributed in a unique way to human well-being and insight. Whatever conclusions you come to as a result of considering the arguments set out in the philosophy of religion, the effort of asking fundamental questions and examining answers that others have given, will always be a worthwhile exercise, simply because you will be forced to clarify exactly what you do or do not believe.





God’s gender


The Western monotheistic religions have, by tradition (and a male-dominated tradition it is, as any feminist will be quick to point out), referred to God as male.


Hopefully, this book will show that any attempt to reduce the idea of ‘God’ to a separate, existing entity in human (or any other) form is not only illogical, but fails to do justice to the best religious intuitions and philosophical arguments. Nevertheless, for reasons of convenience, ‘God’ is referred to in this book as ‘he’, with apologies to her/it, if she exists!








1


Religious experience


In this chapter you will:




	examine different forms of religious experience


	see how they may be interpreted


	consider how they relate to people’s beliefs.





Starting with experience


If there were no religion, there would be no philosophy of religion. If there were no ‘religious experiences’, there would be no religion. Religion, unlike most philosophy, starts with the interpretation of experience, with trying to make sense of life as a whole, or of particular things that happen.


Relatively few people who would call themselves religious spend their days reflecting on the logic of believing in the existence of God. What they are actually doing is living with a particular way of seeing things and a particular set of values. They take part in acts of worship and feel ‘uplifted’. They claim to be inspired; to have moments of insight. They find that, even when not engaged in specifically religious activities, they have experiences that tend to reinforce their faith – they see a beautiful sunset; they experience childbirth; they face their own death or that of a loved one; they fall in love. At all these moments, their experience is informed by and in turn informs their religion.





For reflection


 




	You feel hot: they say you are running a temperature.


	You see stars: they point out that you have been hit on the head.


	You sense that the earth is moving beneath you: they say you are drunk, sexually over-excited, or have a disease of the inner ear.





The experience you have remains valid, whatever the explanation given for it.


Therefore a religious experience is not invalidated by an argument showing that God cannot exist. The most such an argument could show is that the explanation you may have given of your experience is not logically coherent.


In general, you can argue for or against an interpretation or a proposition; you cannot argue for or against an experience.





A major feature of philosophy in the second half of the twentieth century was the recognition that language is always used for a particular purpose and in a particular context and that its meaning is shown by its use. A philosophy of religion should therefore start where religion starts, with experience. It can then move on to examine religious language and beliefs, but it will have fundamentally misunderstood those beliefs if it takes them away from their religious context.





Insight


The problem – as we shall see later – is that some religious people, in attempting to defend their faith, argue for particular words (e.g. ‘God’) rather than simply pointing to the experience to which those words refer.





Towards the end of his book The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) William James said:


 


…in a world in which no religious feeling had ever existed, I doubt whether any philosophic theology could ever have been framed.


In other words, however independent of actual experience some religious concepts may have become, and however rarefied a debate on them might appear, they owe their origin to the experiences of individuals and religious groups – experiences which those concerned have tried to describe, and whose descriptions have become the raw material of religious ideas and propositions. William James spoke particularly of ‘religious feelings’; but are ‘feelings’ separable from things that are experienced? And what is it about experiences that lead people to have ‘religious feelings’ associated within them?


So, before looking at the various forms of religious experience, we need to consider a few basic things about experience in general.


WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU EXPERIENCE SOMETHING?


Your sense organs – sight, sound, smell, taste, touch – register something, and this information is conveyed to your brain. But this raw sensation does not remain in a ‘raw’ state for long. As soon as it is received, four things happen:


 




	The experience is registered as pleasant, painful or neutral. Something that is physically damaging (cutting your finger with a knife) is registered as painful. This is an essential part of the body’s survival mechanism – painful feelings are warnings of danger. A cool drink on a hot day will immediately register as pleasant, since it represents the satisfaction of a physical need. The response is automatic; largely outside conscious control.


	But memory also plays a part. Something is recognized, and the memory of the last encounter influences how it is now experienced. When you meet a stranger, you do not know how that experience will turn out. (Unless of course, previous meetings with strangers have been significantly pleasant or painful.) You meet that same person for a second time and, although the actual sensations are the same, the whole experience is coloured by the first encounter. The person is now known, and his or her behaviour is anticipated.


	
The mind also starts to categorize what is experienced. It finds concepts and words to describe it. It experiences this thing as something. The more sensitive a person is to the thing experienced, the more sophisticated is this process of categorization. A connoisseur of fine wines distinguishes a particular grape and vintage; a less fussy drinker registers it as either white or red, sweet or dry.



	As a result of all this mental and sensory activity, the body evaluates the experience and responds accordingly. A friend is recognized – there is a feeling of pleasure, a smile, a sudden wish to rush forward and greet the person, a feeling of relaxed warmth. An enemy is recognized – there is a tightness in the stomach, a clenching of the fists and jaw. One prepares for fight or flight; the adrenalin pumps, for the body knows that action is needed.





Every experience therefore involves sensation, interpretation and response. This process happens almost simultaneously and people seldom separate out its elements. Only when there is a mismatch between one process and the others do their separate functions come to light. If you register something as painful, but respond as if it were pleasant, the body objects.


 




	
Example


You can’t stand the sight of these people, but they are customers and you have to be polite. Your smile feels taut and forced, your muscles tense ready for a fight, but you smile and give a friendly handshake. The integrity of the experience is lost – response does not match feeling or categorization – and the result is that the encounter is exhausting.







What is religious experience?


Religion is a complex phenomenon. It includes beliefs about the world, particular values and attitudes associated with them, and ways of responding and living which reflect them. It is likely to influence and be influenced by everything that we experience or remember.


In practice, this means that – for a religious person – a quite normal experience (looking at a beautiful scene, for example) may be profoundly religious. A non-religious person would describe the same thing as inspiring, uplifting, or beautiful, but would not want to go on to associate that interpretation with anything overtly religious.


However, certain experiences are profoundly influential in a person’s life and are most likely to be given the label ‘religious’. While acknowledging that there may be a religious element in all experience, we shall therefore focus on these special experiences.


WHERE DOES THE RELIGIOUS ELEMENT COME IN?


If religion is to do with an understanding of life and responses to it, then it will influence the second, third and fourth parts of the experience process. It will matter less what actual sensations impinge on the body, and more on the way in which these are categorized, the way in which memory contributes to the feelings associated with them, and the responses that a person has to them.


With this in mind, we can now turn to some famous examples of religious experiences that have had a profound effect on the individuals concerned:


 




	Siddhartha seeing four sights (an old person, a sick person, a corpse and a holy man) and, struck by the harsh reality of life and death from which his comfortable upbringing had tried to shield him, starting out on a spiritual quest that led him to become known as the Buddha.


	Moses at the burning bush, fascinated and awestruck by a phenomenon which led him to a profound sense of the holiness of that place and also challenged him to go back and lead the Children of Israel out of Egypt.


	
The prophet Isaiah in the temple in Jerusalem, sensing the absolute holiness of God and the moral failures of humankind: ‘Woe is me, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell amidst a people of unclean lips, for my eyes have seen the Lord of Hosts.’



	Jesus in the desert, struggling with the temptation to misuse spiritual power for selfish ends.


	Paul on the Damascus road, having his views and his life totally changed; forced by a moment of insight to admit he was wrong and to take the side of those whom he had sought to persecute.


	Muhammad in the cave hearing the words of the Qur’an and being told to recite them.


	Nanak, entering the river to bathe, and emerging later as a religious leader with insights that were to make him the founder of the Sikh faith.





We can never get to the historical bases of these accounts, for they have come down to us as stories that already bear a heavy burden of religious meaning and tradition. But what they do indicate most clearly is that, for all these great religious leaders, there were moments of such significance and insight that the response to them involved a radical disruption and upheaval in their lives. Muhammad was said to be terrified at the command to ‘recite’. Moses was hardly taking an easy option in going back to Egypt from where he had already escaped in fear of his life. It is most unlikely that such experiences would have been induced artificially, at least on a conscious level. Their authenticity as experiences (irrespective of the religious interpretation given to them) is demonstrated by their unlikelihood and inconvenience.


But religious experiences need not always be so dramatic nor are they confined to those who are about to found a new religion! In general, religious experience involves:


 




	a sense of wonder


	a sense of new insight and values


	a sense of holiness and profundity.





Such experiences involve the whole person – mind, emotions, values and relationships – and seem to touch the most basic and fundamental sense of being oneself.


 




	
In other words


A religious experience is one in which a person says ‘This is who I really am’, ‘This is what life is all about’, ‘This is so wonderful that it makes everything else worthwhile.’ But exactly how that experience is interpreted depends on the culture, ideas and language of that particular time and place, and it need not be interpreted religiously at all.







CONVERSION


William James (1842–1910) was both a psychologist and a co-founder of Pragmatism, a school of philosophy that examined claims to knowledge in terms of their usefulness. He was keen to explore the way in which a ‘conversion’ experience could help a person to change and develop. In his The Varieties of Religious Experience, he sees it leading to:


 




	loss of worry


	truths not known before


	the sense that the world is changed as a result of the experience.





In other words, a conversion implies both a new view of the world and a new and integrated sense of the self.





Insight


James speaks of ‘truths’ that are known, but ‘truth’ is normally used for a proposition, not an experience. An experience may give a sense of certainty, but its description will always use fallible words.





As we saw above, all experience involves interpretation. (We shall look at this again in Chapter 2, when considering religious language. We experience everything ‘as’ something, and have a particular view – or ‘blik’ – which is our habitual way of looking at the world, colouring our interpretation of experience.) What happens when a person has a religious conversion is that he or she sees the world differently, interprets everything with new significance and responds accordingly. It is therefore possible to test out the validity of a claimed conversion by seeing if the person behaves differently as a result: a ‘pragmatic’ approach.


 




	
Example


You tell me that you now love spiders. I release a particularly juicy specimen in the room. Do you still jump up on a chair and scream, or do you pick it up and stroke it gently? By your response shall your new ‘blik’ be judged.







Key features of religious experience


In this section we shall look briefly at a number of different aspects of religious experience, each reflected in the work of a particular thinker.


SCHLEIERMACHER – A SENSE OF THE INFINITE


Friedrich Schleiermacher, writing at the end of the eighteenth century, was concerned to counter the view, prevalent at the time, that reason, aesthetic sensibility and morality between them were a sufficient basis for life, and that religion was entirely superfluous. He wanted to show that religious awareness was a profound and essential element in human life and culture. In his work On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured Despisers (published in 1806; translation John Oman, Harper & Row, 1958) he describes religious experience in this way:


 


The contemplation of the pious is the immediate consciousness of universal existence of all finite things, in and through the Infinite, and of all temporal things in and through the Eternal.


(p. 36)


In other words, he sees the essence of religion as something that comes through immediate experience, not as the result of argument. It is an awareness, not just of the Eternal and the Infinite, but of every individual thing in the light of the whole.


He goes on, in an important passage, to show that this ‘sense and taste for the infinite’ underlies both science and art:


 


True science is complete vision; true practice is culture and art self-produced; true religion is sense and taste for the Infinite … What can man accomplish that is worth speaking of, either in life or in art, that does not arise in his own self from the influence of the sense for the Infinite? … What is all science, if not the existence of things in you, in your reason? What is all art and culture if not your existence in the things to which you give measure, form and order? And how can both come to life in you except in so far as there lives immediately in you the eternal unity of Reason and Nature, the universal existence of all finite things in the Infinite?


(p. 39)


Notice here that Schleiermacher is not talking about supernatural entities that might or might not exist. He is rooting religion in the experienced relationship between the individual and the universe. His argument is that an awareness of the unity of all things provides the starting point for religion:


 


Such a feeling of being one with nature, of being quite rooted in it, so that in all the changing phenomena of life, even in the change between life and death itself, we might await all that should befall us with approbation and peace, as merely the working out of those eternal laws, would indeed be the germ of all the religious feelings furnished by this side of existence.


(p. 71)





Insight


It seems to me that what Schleiermacher was saying, in the context of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was that the essence of life is destroyed by being analysed and compartmentalized into rational, scientific knowledge on the one hand, and morality and artistic expression on the other. In modern terms, he thinks that religion is about taking a holistic view.





WILLIAM JAMES – A PSYCHOLOGICAL AND NATURAL APPROACH


A classic study of religious experience (particularly mysticism, discussed later in this chapter) is given in The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) by William James. James sub-titled his work ‘a study of human nature’, and he took a psychological approach to his subject. He examined the effect of religion on people’s lives, without attempting to argue from this to any supernatural conclusions.





Natural or supernatural?


It is interesting that James (and others) examines the nature of religious awareness without needing to argue for or against any supernatural content of religious belief. This enables him to explore the impact, and benefits (or otherwise) of religion without being distracted by metaphysical arguments.


Philosophers – for example, Daniel Dennett in Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon – may examine arguments for the natural origin and development of religion, but their question is still why it is that religion as a natural phenomenon leads people to believe in supernatural agents. Dennett even suggests – rather tongue-in-cheek – that believers might call themselves ‘supers’, to refer to their belief in supernatural entities. Similarly, in The God Delusion, Richard Dawkins is concerned with attacking the idea of the supernatural, and is not concerned with natural or mystical attitudes to religion.


It may be that a majority of religious people do hold supernatural beliefs but, in looking at religious experience, we can still ask whether an interpretation in terms of supernatural entities is necessary, or whether we can simply examine the ‘sacred values’ (to use Dennett’s expression) that come from such experiences.





William James looked at the ‘healthy minded soul’ (the person who is naturally happy and positive) and the ‘sick soul’ (the person who is depressed and negative). To the ‘sick’ person, the ‘healthy’ soul is blind and shallow, not facing the realities of life; to the ‘healthy’ person, the ‘sick’ person is diseased and unable to enjoy normal life. James comments, however, that the morbid and depressed attitudes range over a wider range of life than the ‘healthy’, and that a religion is more complete if it can take these things into account. He cites Buddhism and Christianity as religions which have a great deal to say about suffering.





Insight


This doesn’t mean that you are better off ‘sick’, merely that a realistic view of life needs to balance positive and negative. If your view of life depends on never getting sick or dying, you will eventually discover it to be inadequate.





In looking at responses to religious experience, he points to the unification of the self, the sense of there being a higher controlling power, and the loss of cares as a result of it. There is also the sense that the world has objectively changed, and that truths are known as a result of the religious experience that were not known before.


He describes the positive side of religious experience as a process of moving from ‘tenseness, self-responsibility and worry’ towards ‘equanimity, receptivity and peace’. Notice that he is not arguing for any supernatural interpretation – he is merely pointing to the effects that these experiences have.





Near-death experiences


There is a considerable body of research into the experience of those who have been very near death but have subsequently been revived.


A common feature is a sense of moving away from the trauma surrounding the crisis that is threatening that person’s life (for example, the medical technology in a hospital’s intensive care unit) into a state of calmness; of moving towards light and of being welcomed.


As a result, those concerned tend to speak of a new sense of values, of not being worried about trivia, of losing the fear of death. Such situations – whether or not they are interpreted religiously by the people concerned – illustrate the sort of psychological impact of religious experiences outlined by William James and others.





RUDOLPH OTTO – THE MYSTERIOUS AND THREATENING


In his book The Idea of the Holy (1917), Otto introduced the idea that religious experience is about the encounter with something totally other, unknowable; something awesome in its dimensions and power, but also attractive and fascinating. He outlined a whole range of feelings (‘creeping flesh’; the fear of ghosts; the sense of something that is uncanny, weird or eerie) to illustrate this encounter.





Examples




	You watch a horror film. You know that you are safe in your comfortable seat, yet you are drawn into the film. You feel your heart beat faster, you gasp, you shudder. You want to look away from the screen, but your attention is pulled back to it. Your rational mind tells you all this is nothing but projected images. The parts are played by actors; nothing is real. But still it stirs up in you some very basic emotions.


	You climb upwards through woods, and then suddenly emerge into the sunlight at the top of a hill. There is a sense of wonder, of space, of light. You look out over the expanse of countryside and back down to the point from where you began your ascent. It gives you a ‘tingle’ – not fearful this time, nor irrational, but something that cannot fully be put into words. There is a sense of your own smallness in a large world, but even that fails to catch the exact feeling.





An encounter with ‘the holy’, according to Otto, is something like those experiences. Like them, it cannot be fully explained, only experienced.





Otto described the object of religious experience as mysterium tremendum et fascinans, to include the elements of awesomeness and fascination that it aroused. He spoke of this as an encounter with ‘the numinous’, based on the word ‘numen’, which he used to indicate that particular quality of awe-inspiring holiness.


The problem is that it can only be described in words that have an ordinary, everyday meaning. But such ordinary language, taken literally, cannot do justice to the special quality of the experience. Many words (for example, absolute goodness, wonder, purity) approach it, but none describe the ‘holy’ itself. Otto used the word ‘schema’ for the set of words that attempt to describe the holy, and the process of finding a cluster of words which angle in on the experience is ‘schematization’. Religious language is just one such schema.





Insight


Otto’s idea of schematization is important for understanding the limitations of what can be done by the philosophy of religion. Philosophy examines the concepts by means of which the religious experience is schematized, it cannot get back ‘behind’ them to examine the original experience itself.






SÖREN KIERKEGAARD – COMMITMENT


Kierkegaard, precursor of the modern existentialist thinkers, emphasized that religious experience was a matter of personal commitment and value – a matter of making a choice, of taking a risk.


He argued (in Concluding Unscientific Postscript Book 1, Part II, Chapter 2) that a person could be in one of two situations:


 




	convinced in faith of the truth of Christianity


	not a believer as such, but interested in Christianity.





The difference here is not in what is believed, but in the way it is believed. Kierkegaard argued that what mattered was one’s relationship to a religious truth. He went so far as to welcome the paradoxical nature of some religious claims, stressing that one can only have the absurd as an object of faith.





For reflection


If something is absurd, one cannot accept it rationally. To believe it takes an act of commitment. But if something makes sense rationally, does that mean that one cannot also be committed to it in a personal way?


Commitment to what is beyond rational proof is a common phenomenon: totally rational people would never fall in love or make war; shopping for the latest in fashion would be suspect; rock climbing, bungee jumping and stamp collecting would cease!


Many religious experiences are actually of quite mundane things – what makes them religious is the way in which they are interpreted, the impact they have on the people experiencing them, and the depth or quality of the experience. A superficial religious experience is almost a contradiction in terms.





Kierkegaard’s approach emphasizes another key feature of religious experience: that it involves a relationship between the thing experienced and the experiencing subject. Once that relationship is taken away and the object is analysed, it ceases to be ‘religious’.


Kierkegaard’s work is a reminder to us that intuition and risk play an important part in religion. They often provide a starting point for what develops into a serious commitment and a new understanding of life. On the other hand, that should not imply that the rational is totally set aside (as Kierkegaard sometimes suggests) since the rational mind continues to work within the new framework provided by the intuition and one’s subsequent commitment.





Examples


You fall in love (intuition and risk), settle into a serious relationship (commitment) and subsequently reflect on why this has become important for you (rational thought).


You experience a particular religious event and suddenly feel that this is right for you (intuition and risk). You become a member of the religion (commitment). You are then challenged to examine and test out the beliefs of that religion against your general understanding of life (rational thought).





MARTIN BUBER – THE PERSONAL ENCOUNTER


In I and Thou (1937) Martin Buber argued that we have two different kinds of relationships: I–It and I–Thou. I–It relationships are impersonal; what is encountered is seen in a detached, objective, functional or scientific way. By contrast, I–Thou relationships are personal. Imagine meeting a good friend – that encounter involves emotions and a personal sharing. Now imagine that the friend was a stranger for whom one felt nothing, and with whom one had had only the most superficial of contact; something has gone from that relationship. I–Thou has moved towards I–It.


For Buber the relationship with God was an I–Thou relationship; he described God as ‘the Eternal Thou’. What is more, he saw this Eternal Thou as present in every other ‘Thou’ that we encounter.


PAUL TILLICH – TWO ESSENTIAL COMPONENTS


Tillich, writing in the 1950s, described two essential components of a religious experience: ‘ultimate concern’ and ‘being itself’.


Being itself


When you encounter something, your senses distinguish it as having a particular size and shape, colour, sound, smell or texture. These things enable you to distinguish and describe what you see. They enable you to think and speak of it as one thing, or being, over and against others.


In a religious experience, this is generally not the case. It is not just an experience of a particular thing or being, but of ‘being itself’, or reality itself, encapsulated in this particular moment.


Suppose, for example, a person is religiously moved by a particular scene, perhaps a sunset. He or she feels in that moment that something of value and meaning has been glimpsed, life will never be the same again. It might (or might not) be described as an experience of ‘God’, but it is certainly more than the information about that sunset that a photograph could capture. You could argue that there was nothing religious about that experience – it was just a pleasant mixture of colours produced by the light of the sun on the clouds and upper atmosphere. In other words, that the experience had no distinctively ‘religious’ content. The essential point is that – for it to be religious – what is experienced needs to point beyond itself to some ‘deeper’ or more general reality.


 




	
In other words


For something to be a religious experience, it needs to be about ‘being itself’ (life itself; reality itself) rather than a particular being. This is of crucial importance when we come to think about what ‘God’ means in this context.







Ultimate concern


Everything we encounter has some place within our overall scheme of things. A stranger glimpsed for just a fleeting moment makes little impact on us; he or she does not dominate our lives. On the other hand, a good friend may have a lasting and profound impression on us. A parent or child may shape our lives quite fundamentally. In a sense, each of these things has a place on a scale of ‘concerns’: superficial, important, essential.


Tillich argued that, for something to be genuinely religious, the concern must be ultimate. If a person attends religious worship because of lack of other entertainment, or because he or she is lonely and hopes to make new friends, or because of a love of ritual or music, it might be enjoyable and valuable, but it is not religious. It lacks that quality of ultimate concern.


 




	
In other words


Something is only religious if it encounters us in an ultimate way, challenging the very significance and meaning of our lives.







In this section we have looked at five thinkers, each of whom gives a particular perspective on religious experience:


 




	for Schleiermacher: the Infinite is seen in and through the finite


	for Otto: an experience suddenly reveals its numinous quality


	for Kierkegaard: the experience is personally challenging and involves commitment


	for Buber: the Eternal Thou is encountered in a personal way


	for Tillich: religion is a matter of our ‘ultimate concern’ and the only suitable object of that concern is ‘being itself’, not particular beings.





Of course, all of these thinkers have a great deal to say, and this section has merely touched on some key features of their work. But cumulatively, they build up a sense of what is involved in religious experience.





For reflection


Notice that none of these thinkers make supernatural claims about the object of religious experience, but they all probe the depth and quality of experience to see how it is that it becomes ‘religious’. None offers a ‘proof’ of any external ‘God’.





Induced experiences


Experiences that occur unexpectedly, totally reshaping the course of a person’s life, are the exception rather than the rule. Far more common is the general ‘religious experience’ that occurs in the context of the worship, prayer or other rituals which are practised by followers of the world’s religions. These experiences are deliberately encouraged, or induced, by their religious setting, words or ritual actions.


Although these experiences are induced, they are not produced automatically. You cannot guarantee that two people attending the same religious event are going to respond in the same way, any more than you can guarantee that two people listening to the same music are going to be equally moved by it. Following what was said above about the nature of all experience, it would be more accurate to say that religious rituals provide sensations (often with interpretations attached) in the hope that the people taking part will feel an appropriate religious response.





Example


A gesture or a word may spontaneously lead someone to feel forgiven for a wrong they have done, be able to regain their self-respect and tackle life with a clearer conscience.


In the induced equivalent of this, the priest makes a ritual gesture, adding to it words of interpretation which suggest that those who are present should feel that their sins are forgiven. What cannot be guaranteed is that those present will actually feel forgiven. The total experience will therefore vary from person to person.





Some religious actions look strange, others are clear visual symbols. Take, for example:
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