Numinous experiences

Experiences of awe and wonder in the presence of an almighty and transcendent God. It is also an acknowledgement of human nothingness when faced with a holy and powerful being.

· These can be experienced in some way or other by both theists and atheists

· Could be triggered by…

· Witnessing the beauty of the world whilst out in the countryside on a walk

· Witnessing the birth of a baby
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Rudolf Otto 
· Described as it as ‘mysterium; tremendum’
· Therefore mysterious and instills one with awe-inspiring terror 

· Also ‘facinans’, we are drawn to the experience with a strange fascination

· Numinous experiences key to understanding the spirituality of many religions

· “there is no religion in which it does not live as the innermost core and without it no religion would be worthy of the name”

Conversion experiences

A conversion experience usually follows a basic 5 stage pattern
1. The individual is discontented with their current ‘system of ideas’

2. A person searches both on an intellectual and an emotional level for a basis on which to make a decision (might go to the Bible or a church service)

3. A crisis occurs involving a time of intense emotion, often with both physical and emotional symptoms

a. Sometimes described as a sense of God, sinfulness and repentance 

4. The former episode is followed by a sense of peace, joy and a loss of worry. A desire to share the experience and new faith with other people is felt.

5. A longer term general change of direction, purpose and career often occurs

Explanations for conversion experiences

Sociological explanations

· John Lofland and Rodney Stark

· Made a study of conversion experiences

· Concentrating in particular on conversions to the Unification Church

· Their 1965 study suggested that conversion experiences follow a common pattern that similarly occurs with other things

· A conversion from one political party to another

· A conversion to a new way of life (perhaps recovering from substance abuse?!)

Psychological explanations

· Edwin Starbuck

· Study of conversion led to draw parallels with the normal process of finding our identity in adolescence

· Most religious conversion occurs between the ages of 15 and 24

· Non-religious adolescents go through similar stages of anxiety and depression before finding ‘happy relief’ and a sense of identity

Corporate religious experiences
Where several different people experience the same or similar religious experience simultaneously. 

· Unusual compared to the more common private experience

· More evidential force than solitary ones

· In science the more witnesses by different people adds strength to the evidence

· Some do claim that group pressure may be at work (crowd psychology can be powerful)

· Others may join in so they can be part of something 

· People get whipped up into the hysteria of such an event

Examples of corporate religious experiences
· Chapter 2 of Acts in the Bible with the story of the Pentecost

· Everyone felt the same sensation of a rushing mighty wind and saw the tongues of fire appearing

· The ‘Toronto Blessing’ 

· Modern Canadian/American phenomena, first documented in the 1990s

· Group of people all worshipping together appeared to all experience a feeling of being overcome by the Holy Spirit

· Led them to weep and laugh uncontrollably and fall to the ground

· Medjugorje, Bosnia

· Six young teenagers and children had visions of Virgin Mary

· Received messages from her
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William James 

· Objectively, impartially and scientifically approached the phenomena of religious experiences
· Brought up in an intellectual atmosphere where questioning traditional views was acceptable
· Gather from around 25 to 35 accounts of religious experiences
· S.H. Hadley
· Previously described himself as ‘a homeless, friendless, dying drunkard’
· Felt presence and after, learned it was Jesus
· Stopped drinking after this and helped other drunks
Findings and thoughts 

· The real test of what happened depends on the long term effects of the recipient
· James was a pragmatist
· The truth was therefore not fixed to him and can be determined by practical effects and consequences
· Bertrand Russel
· In radio debate with Copleston “The fact that a belief has a good moral effect upon a man is no evidence whatsoever in favor of its truth”
· Religious experiences had four main qualities…
· Ineffability
· Experience impossible to explain adequately in normal language
· Noetic quality
· The experience reveals knowledge and truths unable to be gathered by reason alone
· Transience
· Experience is a short (no more than a few house), temporary one though the effect could last for a lifetime or happen again
· Passive
· Recipient feels as though the experience is being controlled from outside themselves
· Personal conclusion 
· Recognized psychological interpretations of conversion would look to the subconscious and the religious believer would look to God
· Did not offer own view
· Concluded religious experience does not give proof of anything
· Reasonable to believe there is a personal God who is interested in the world and individuals
· It is not reasonable to reject clear evidence of religious experience just because they started from a position of skepticism
Criticisms of James
· Language analysis may have proved James’ work obsolete

· Anthony Flew

· Statements which cannot be tested empirically are meaningless

· Thinking is based on a subjective understanding of religious experience

· Concentrates on individual not whether God exists in the real world
· Religious experiences could be created by a whole committee of Gods, demons or by telepathic forces.

· Behavioral effects are as we would expect as if there was a God but this doesn’t mean there is

· James admitted sensations of a religious experience could be duplicated by alcohol or drugs

